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EXILE

THREE MOONS AWAY FROM OBLIVION
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OAK HELD THE SMOLDERING hole in his right shoulder. White lightning danced through his blood, and it would continue to dance until his brother, Eieral, decided otherwise. His wounds weren’t healing, and the longer they remained on the moon, the further he was from anything green and living and operating. This was his end. They were finally ready to kill him.

And what of my beloved?

Lie.

What have they done to my beautiful moon?

Oak looked up and watched his oldest brother, Eieral, lightning crackling from his hands. They were terrible beings of light in this act of darkness.

Eieral did not smile, but he was proud of himself for making it this far. “It took two-hundred years for us to plan this little brother.” Eieral’s voice breached Oak’s mind. On the moon, silence reigned, broken only by the faint crackle of their telepathic communication. Eieral reached out his hand.

Another bolt sent Oak flying across the moon again. His body pushed at such a speed, the stars blurred, then dissipated, and Oak could only think of Lie as his body skipped and flipped across the bare terrain. He saw her face, the pale white of her pupil inside of the white of her iris, both circled by a white glow. Her smile, crooked like his soul, her nails were daggers and they too matched his talons. She was beautiful.

And he failed her.

Oak’s body came to a still. Dust from the moon caked over his broken shell. Upon discovering his left arm destroyed and separated from his body, Oak smiled. They intend to murder me. This hungry truth caused his smile to widen.

Eieral could not stand the smile. He lowered himself next to his twisted little brother. He saw the lack of his limb and wondered why the terrible creature stood where a smile was affordable. This day he had longed for. For the moment, their Father gave the command. The order that all the young heirs had longed for, even Oak himself.

“Oak has now become my curse,” their Father said in his temple, “Find him and the creature, then bring Oak to a state in which he will be ready for his exile.”

“Brother, understand,” Eieral stated, “I did not always wish to end your existence.”

Oak looked up at his oldest brother. Eieral stood on the moon in his white battle suit. The edges of the sleek suit were golden, tiny black bolts spread through the lining of the suit. Eieral powered it, and in the same breath, it fueled him. His gift of physical force gave his heartbeat the thunder of a storm. Each rhythmic breath ticked lightning into the heart of the suit, giving Eieral infinite winds. With that armor, he could battle forever. Without it, centuries.

Eieral looked down at Oak. “I thought you were the most beautiful, so bright, I believed you to be a star.” A wonderful star with so much potential, too much potential, my dear little brother. Now all I see is a terrible mistake Father should never have made.” Eieral closed his eyes to let the truth of his words pain his brother. He understood Oak’s admiration, his desire to emulate him. But Oak could never be like him. Oak was an animal, a terror, a mistake. Eieral was a prince, a true heir, a god.

Shink!

“Ah!” Eieral screamed out as he reached for his eye. A spike refused to remove itself from the socket of his eye as it placed roots in his wound. Eieral screamed with voiceless pain. He opened his other eye and looked down at Oak.

Oak laid where he stayed. He had replaced his missing arm with an arm made of bark. The tree arm raised in the air as Oak laughed in silence. “Dear brother, how foolish of you to believe you could defeat me while one of my limbs lay amidst. For I could defeat you with none.”

Eieral’s free hand crackled with lightning. He placed the hand on Oak’s face, ready to erase him.

“That is enough, brother,” said their sister, Helleen. Her voice cut through Eieral’s anger. A phenomenon from her gift. “Father said to capture him.”

Eieral removed his hand from Oak’s face with a grunt. He grabbed both of Oak’s arms. Flesh and tree. Then, with three heavy stomps to Oak’s chest, he removed the arms from his brother’s torso. He threw the arms into the abyss of space. As he watched them float away, he found himself too, smiling. This family was terrible. “Father told us to bring him to a state of being exiled. I’d say he is now in that state.”

Oak kept his smile out of pride. He found the price fair despite the consequences. Even after removing the spike, Eieral’s eye would never heal. Oak knew he didn’t have long. His wounds were now fatal, and if he wasn’t using his remaining strength, he would already have passed, left to wait until his body woke again, if it ever woke again. He could not rest yet, he could not rest until he saw Lie again, until she knew he waited for her and only for her.

Helleen walked to her little brother. She took a knee and put a gentle palm on his face. “Oh, how it pains me to see you in this way.”

Oak moved his eyes to his sister. “I thought you would have warned me, sister.”

“I tried, but Father caught my messenger.”

“Father sees all.”

“All but your beauty.” Helleen brushed her thumb across her brother’s jaw, cheek, and eye. He personifies peak beauty among us. “Do you know her fate?” Helleen shook her head.

In the distance came a mass large enough to shadow ten stars. The mass resembled an anthropoid, extending its right arm with its palm facing up and open as if ready to present what it held to the world. It moved towards the moon with unmoving limbs and unblinking, glowing white eyes. This giant explorer of space was the vessel of the Father.

The Emperor of All.

The Father of All.

None knew his true name, as names as his came with world ending power.

If not called by his title, they called him Sin’quor.

✽✽✽

Sin’quor.

The one who ruled all.

That one is the birther of the stars, the moons, planets, and darkness.

He is the one who birthed his own lover and heirs.

He was both feared and cherished by all, including those unfamiliar with him.

Sin’quor.

The one who feared none.

None except his own son.

Sin’quor.

The one who feared Oak.

Sin’quor levitated in the hand of his vessel. He wore his cosmic achromatic armor. Engraved with the faces of his heirs in their present states. The engraved face of Eieral reflected the missing eye caused by Oak. This act enraged Sin’quor. Eieral had been his favorite child of the five. Sin’quor longed for this event to end. He never wished to cause any of his children harm. And he had given Oak many chances to live. Sin’quor resisted this order to save his son. However, the heirs learned about rules and laws that they were never to break.

They had all lived for eons in the stars, going from planet to planet, watching the rise and fall of millions of civilizations and species. On every planet, Sin’quor noticed how he always found a young Oak chasing the small signs of life. Unlike his siblings, Oak was different. Oak did not care about the power held by him and his family. Oak was indifferent to the fact that he and his kin were the most powerful beings ever to exist. No, Sin’quor noticed and accepted that his son had no care for power. What Sin’quor could not accept was the terrible small truths he found in Oak. The truth of what Oak cared for.

Life and its endless cycle of recycling.

“Why do they die, Father?” Oak had asked so long ago. He held a tiny insect in his hand. A glowing blue bug with seven limbs and a single eye.

The glow of the insect faded as its heart gave out. The insect was so small, so odd. Sin’quor found himself amazed at the aftereffects of his choices. He wondered what act he made eons ago led to the creation of the dying thing in his son’s hand. “They die. This is the inevitable fate of all living things.”

“Why make it this way?” Oak asked.

“If survival continues, planets will become overcrowded, resource depletion will follow, leading to suffering, and the victory of evils.” Sin’quor answered.

He found his answer truthful and wise. Until Oak spoke again.

“Why also create it in that manner? If you have the power to create, why would you choose to make a world where life is a struggle for resources and where evil exists, when you could design it any way you want?” Oak looked up at his Father. “Why not make life as beautiful as it wishes to be without the price of ugly odds and painful chances?” Oak looked back at the dead insect in his hand. His eyes closed, and the wind stilled. Sin’quor watched in silence. Oak did not speak, but Sin’quor heard him through the beating heart of the planet they stood on. The planet heard Oak’s heart, and soon the beating of both hearts synced. The dead insect’s glow returned. Its small, thin legs kicked back with life, and soon the creature crawled around Oak's hand.

“How did you do that?” Sin’quor asked with suppressed terror.

“How did you return it to life?”

Oak looked at his father once more, “I imagined what I wanted, and what I wanted was for its life to return.”

“Something so grand for something so small. Why?”

“I find all life to be beautiful and precious. No matter the size of the form in which they live, I see beauty.” That was the moment.

That was the moment Sin’quor realized he would have to take his son’s life one day.

✽✽✽

Oak listened to the magnetic shifting and pulling and pushing of Sin’quor’s gravitational field. His father had to keep everything around in a perfect place. Sin’quor had to resist moving a planet even slightly out of alignment, battling the gravitational force of each blazing star, challenging his authority. The Emperor of All, Sin’quor, presented a unique challenge for Oak as he was both the strongest and the weakest adversary he had faced. Sin’quor was no honorable father, he was no honorable ruler, Sin’quor had been a being chosen by the luck of time and chance. Though anyone could have become Emperor of All, fate granted Sin’quor the power of gravity, a power that even Oak couldn’t defeat.

But that wouldn’t stop him from trying.

Oak shifted his body at such a speed, the force pushed away his brother Eieral and his sister, Helleen. The moon beneath Oak’s feet faltered, to remain solid and caved. Oak moved through the silent explosion at a speed not even Sin’quor’s gravitational gifts detected him. The claws on  Oak’s toes were millimeters from Sin’quor’s face.

Sin’quor caught his son’s ankle, stopping him dead in his attack. Sin’quor didn’t use his gift to hold his son in place. Even now, he proves himself worthy. He is my only heir capable of such a duty, therefore, I must destroy him. Sin’quor smiled. He expanded his field, and when he released Oak, Sin’quor allowed a tear to drop from his own face.

Oak’s body rotated until his face met Sin’quor’s. Oak saw The Emperor of All commit an act he had never committed before. “Impossible.”

“You believe me to be evil, but I have lived a life of eons. You believe me to have no heart. This is untrue. I have a heart, one much fuller of life than whatever disaster beats within you, and in all its time of living, it has chosen the war of intellect over the war of passion. I cry for you now, because it is only now, and will forever only be this moment, this one moment of you wishing to end my reign, end my life. The passion I see in your eyes, Oak, is the first time in a millennium that I have remembered what true living promises in one’s life.” Sin’quor brought Oak closer. “You have reminded me, my terrible creation, that my life is not endless.” Sin’quor brought Oak’s mistake, Lie, next to her creator. Sin’quor felt their tension as they fought to share a single glance, but Sin’quor refused them this. “However, we will decide if the same is true for you.” With the smallest wave of his fingers, he dispelled both monsters into the abyss.

Sin’quor would not follow to know where they would go. He could not risk whatever came of them to search for them through his gift.

“Finally,” Eieral announced, “We exiled the Beast of Disaster.”
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CONSULTING

1990—A TRAIN DESTINED FOR NOWHERE
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“AGAINST THE BRIGHTSIDE family.” Rhea Brightside smiled at Eldridge Syncairé. He had aged from a curious young boy to a reserved man. Rhea ordered their coffees to be refilled. Eldridge sat still, focused on the features of the woman across from him. They had spent the last seven hours discussing his past. “And given the tale you have for a life, I believe you now understand why we chose you for such a task.”

“To my complete understanding, I did not know of my significance until I read the first page of the book. A task that took five years of my life to achieve.” Eldridge did not smile at this. Five years transpired since Renee Mendez, marked by training overseas; the truth, when revealed, cast him further toward darkness. But the one moment, the one act of finally opening the black book and understanding the words written, had cursed him with an immortal task. “Your soulmate intends to terraform the Earth.”

“And you will be the one to advise us both until you surrender the book to any of your kin. You are an honorable soul, Eldridge. When my husband returns, you will be the first to greet him after his mother and father. They will give him a name. You will tell me every detail of his birth, and when you speak to him for the first time, your words will determine how he shapes the earth for his conquest against his father.”

“The Tyfónas.”

“That period’s rainfall tested the preparedness levels of this world’s inhabitants,” Rhea looked out the window of the train. Her sister was out there, listening to every word. “Iris tried to warn you those years ago. When you befriended my son. If you had found the correct book instead of falling in love, you might have saved him that night.”

“I’m losing my sight,” said Eldridge. He kept his eyes hidden behind square sunglasses. “Every time I open the book, no matter how I prepare the room. The more I transcribe, the less I see-”

“Only during the day.” Rhea corrected. “That will happen until you meet my husband.”

Eldridge nodded. His frame had grown to fit his clothes. With the years of deception and survival, he had learned how one should carry themselves at every hour. “Why did you keep me from them?”

“The Cloaks?”

“Are you listening to my thoughts?”

“I don’t have to, I want to, but I will stop toying with you.” She thought about how these trains would hurt her love. The moment his eyes would lay upon one, he’d weep at the sight of the terrible black smoke. He’d hear the roaring of the engines and whistles and take them as a threat of intimidation. There’d be no skies of smoke after his birth.

“Am I hearing your thoughts?”

“I can make things equal if you’d prefer.” Rhea visioned herself beside him. Close to his arms. She removed his glasses. Eldridge didn’t back down. He aimed his left eye at her. A storm of black flooded all one could see. “I kept you from The Cloaks because your father had already passed down such troubles against you. His trauma from what they had done to him clung to you, and there was no need for you to experience it from someone willing to take it further.”

“I can’t find it justifiable.” Eldridge looked away. Loyal to his love for Renee Mendez. “And no, I don’t want you to tell me the things that would happen to her as well. You blackmailed me emotionally through my years, and you want me to question if Renee is the love of my life? Without your influence, I would have found her. I will always find her. And there is nothing you or your soulmate can do to change this.”

Rhea returned to her seat. “You have bravado. If you want me to remove the protections I have on your soulmate, then I need only a confirmation. If you believe you can keep her safe while being the consulate of two immortals, I would love to see it.”

“Keep it from happening to others is all I ask.”

“I have to. Iris has found another.” Rhea laughed. “The mother of my soulmate.”
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KINGS OF NIGHT

1994 – WYNE CITY, OHIO
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SEBASTIAN KING HAD taken the lives of many men in his young adult life. He took his first when he was seventeen, a senior in high school.

Ten years later, Sebastian looked at his father’s Colt Commander outside a bar in a city he didn’t grow up in.

It rained the entire day, and the rain survived until the night. He sat in a sedan that he picked up from Jackie. The sedan wasn’t slick. The monotony was oppressive. Boring was what Sebastian needed it to be. He didn’t have the same dangerous taste as his sister.

Ronnie King survived on fast cars with exhaust pipes that fired shots into the air and ruined muted nights. Ronnie’s taste in cars did not differ from her taste in lovers. If they lived safe lives, Ronnie kept her cursed promised and ruined their lives

Sebastian placed the gun on his lap. He grabbed the folder from the passenger seat and opened it. Inside, he saw a picture of a younger man with blonde hair, sporting a smug smile. He wore a tan suit and held a full glass as he toasted. Men surrounded him, but they weren’t the focus.

Sebastian turned the photo over and read the note in black marker.

D. Vegas

Below were the numbers Sebastian needed to memorize for his payment.

Once he had them, he slipped the photo into his pocket beside his book of matches. Sebastian tucked the pistol in his pants, slid his hunting knife into his suit pocket, and left the sedan. Before he stepped into the bar, Sebastian set the picture on fire and tossed it into a trash bin.

A jazz band of four elders played a slow song, the pianist driving the melody. Smoke filled the air as women in tight, shiny dresses entertained men in dull, slim suits. Unnoticed, he searched for D. Vegas, and from the whispers and slow pours of the bartender, Sebastian knew tonight was one of those nights where no one cared who anyone was as long as they got what they wanted.

He wanted a night where his identity and origin would go unchallenged.

Answers and questions were always identical.

Are you from this Run-Down City?

“No.”

Oh, I could tell you’re far too handsome to be. Where are you from?

“Nowhere special.”

If you’re looking for something special, you’ve found me.

“Trust me, pray I never see you again.”

Sebastian walked through the crowd of drinkers and seducers; no one had been D. Vegas.

In the back corner, Sebastian discovered a staircase. Sebastian didn’t see any guards to keep him from ascending. He rushed to the stairs, glancing back at the crowd.

Single hall, yellow door at the end. Sebastian kept a hand on the hilt of his pistol as he crept to the door. He took a deep breath. Not one framed for nerves, but one he had trained himself to take whenever he braced for conflict.

Sebastian turned the knob and peered through the crack as he entered the room. The place seemed deserted...almost.

Sitting in a brown leather office chair was D. Vegas, lifeless and bloody. Resting in his heart was a silver knife, no dagger, and a piece of black paper with white writing pinned by the blade.

Sebastian searched the room again, and when he cleared it, he stepped closer to D. Vegas. He peered closer at the wounds. They were slick and deep, and professional. The killer was an expert. Sebastian ripped the paper from D. Vegas’s chest. He believed he would have been nervous by the letter if he wasn’t incomplete.

THE GREAT DARK FATHER EARNED SEVEN DEADLY CUTS. I GAVE HIM SIX AND SAVED THE LAST FOR YOU.

Someone out there knew him, his family, and his occupation. He had to tell his father. He had to tell Ronnie. Sebastian folded the paper and placed it in his back pocket.

“Everyone, stay where you are!” Sebastian raced to the window.

Several officers in black uniforms and Kevlar vests rounded up the crowd below. They checked everyone and looked to the window when they noticed the stairs.

Finally, a thrill.

Ronnie King and her team stood in Grant City Bank.

One hand gripped her gun, the other signaled. She always loved this part of their heists. The anticipation before she told everyone to freeze and to relax. The moments painted in between terror and bravery. She watched over those who followed and punished those who defied her.

A man in a brown suit stood with his hands wrapped around his briefcase. He stepped up to Ronnie with an ugly pout. His business interruption upset him more than being held hostage. “Listen here, little lady. I don’t expect to be held by you or your friends. Put down the gun, I’m leaving.”

Men always dismissed Ronnie.

They always expected someone like them to lead the heists, and once they realized she was in charge, they tried to intimidate her.

Ronnie did what she always did. She struck the man across the face with her shotgun’s butt.

With the crack of his nose and the burst of blood, the man dropped his briefcase.

Ronnie opened it with her shotgun and took out the banded money rolls. “Thank you for your contribution. Now sit like a good boy.” Ronnie clicked on the walkie-talkie and asked, “Everything looking as pretty as we dreamed it to be?”

The silence responded.

This never happened.

“Hey, everyone, check in.”

Silence again.

Ronnie looked at the hostages. “No one make a move. I’m not afraid to shoot.” She fired once into the air to secure her promise. Ronnie rushed to the vault to see why Burn and Niko weren’t responding. She leaped up the stairs, lost her footing, and landed in a slick puddle of dark liquid. Her black tracksuit and white gloves were drenched in the darkness. The crimson flooded her nose, and she held back the urge to vomit in her mask.

Once she collected herself, Ronnie stood and followed the blood into the vault.

She saw Niko first.

Niko lay against the wall of the vault. Someone removed his mask from his face. Ronnie had never seen him without a smile before. His eyes were still open, staring at where she stood. Three silver daggers were in his chest.

“Niko...” she whispered. Ronnie pushed on and went inside the vault.

Burn’s body was also lifeless. He lay on top of bricks of gold. Bloody. Eyes on her. He, too, had three silver daggers in his chest. Attached to one dagger was a note.

Ronnie went to the body and removed the note from his chest.

THE DARK FATHER HAD A THIEF BRING HIM TREASURES.

UNTIL THE END HER LIFE WILL FILL WITH TERRORS.

Ronnie crumbled the letter and threw it across the room. She held Burn’s body and cried out with rage. “I promise I’ll kill whoever did this to you.” The alarm system rang through the building. Its blaring blurred her vision, and she felt rage for whoever did this to her family.
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THE CASE OF SILVER
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NOVA PINE ANSWERED her home phone with a pained head and chest.

Her informant gave her false intel, leading her to jump out of a second-story window to avoid being shot. Gun laws had become stricter, but not enough to keep her from evading bullets almost every weekend. “Hello?”

“Detective Pine, sorry to bother you. It’s me, Jamie. We need your mind and time.” Jamie was one officer from the precinct. She was a newcomer, having joined them only a month ago.

“Where am I needed?”

Jamie sighed. The sound of papers shifting preceded her announcement, “Grant City Bank.” A robbery attempt resulted in two deaths.”

“Were hostages killed?”” Nova asked as she checked her pants. They were suitable to wear for the day.

“No, it looks like they were part of the heist.”

“Huh,” said Nova. “Okay, I’m on the way. Is Silver there?”

“Yes, she was first on the scene.”

“Always is,” said Nova. She checked her watch. She didn’t notice until now that it had broken from her fall. “Tell her I’ll be there soon.” Nova hung up the phone before Jamie could respond.

Nova limped into her bedroom to find a shirt.

The dark bruises painted across her back and arms were visible when she caught her reflection. Landing on the car, she suspected a rib injury, but her self-examination revealed no broken bones. She opened her dresser, slid into a black t-shirt, then buttoned up a black dress shirt.

Nova left the room, put on her blazer, checked her pistol, which she never fired and never planned to, and then left her home.

When she walked into Grant City Bank, her partner, Silver, leaned against the wall, shaking her head. Many reasons could have prompted someone to give Silver’s name. Her silver eyes, hair, and clothing stood out. Silver’s name might have inspired her love for silver, but it didn’t diminish her natural appeal.

“Did we wake you?” asked Silver with a smile.

“Do you think I ever sleep?”

Silver laughed and stood from the wall. “When did you get home last night?”

“Four in the morning,” Nova said. As she stretched, her arms ached, and she believed she needed new stitches. Her neighbor Paris was an assistant at a veterinarian clinic, and though she didn’t charge for her patch jobs, Nova pondered ways to advise Paris to work on her needle skills.

“Did you make the arrest?” Silver asked. She started walking through the bank.

Nova followed. “No. Three people fired shots at me, but I got away without injury. Having backup would have been nice.” “You should have called,” said Silver.

“I did.”

“I must have been out myself,” chuckled Silver. She nodded to their fellow officers. “Well, I’m glad you made it. Next time, don’t go alone.”

“Rodger that,” said Nova. She stepped under the yellow tape. Put on nylon gloves and walked into the vault. A young man with short brown
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