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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 which 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.”

“Do know brother,” Eieral said, “I didn’t always want to take your life. There was a time where I adored you with my entire being.”

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 really is the most beautiful of us all. “Do you know of 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.

The one who birthed the stars and the moons, the planets, and the darkness.

The one who birthed his own lover and heirs.

He was both feared and loved by everyone, even by those who were unfamiliar with him.

Sin’quor.

The one who feared none.

None besides his own son.

Sin’quor.

The one who feared Oak.

Sin’quor levitated in the hand of his vessel. He wore his cosmic latte 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. There were so many moments of time in which Sin’quor ignored this order to allow his son to live. 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 truths of what Oak truly 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 things do not die, they will overcrowd, they will populate their planets to the means of nothing, resources will deplete, lives will suffer, and evils will win. If there is no balance, there is no peace.” 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 winds stilled. Sin’quor watched with 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 of  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 Millenium 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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When Rhea was twelve, her parents told her to wake up in the middle of the night. As instructed, Rhea sat in a circle of candles in their small home, built by her father and his father. Rhea wondered where her sisters were. Before she could ask, her mother lit the black candles around Rhea. Once her mother lit the last candle, the room darkened. Rhea couldn’t see her father’s face even though he sat four feet across from her.

Rhea’s father was a husk of whispers. “My first daughter bathed in moonlight, my daughter of fire. How will you meet your destiny?” 

“Father, I do not understand,” Rhea attempted to find her mother in the room. But the darkness ate every inch of light found. “What is my purpose?” 

A twisted smile rose on his lips. The man she knew as her father transformed into a stranger. 

Rhea woke in the darkness.

A warm breeze kissed her skin. The stars revealed their light once her eyes adjusted. The forest’s pines did the same. They swayed with the wind and howled a rehearsed song composed over the seasons. Evergreens that sang through spring and summer rested their bodies through autumn and winter. She didn’t remember how she had ended up outdoors. The only memory she could retrieve was the face of a man she once considered her father.

Rhea ran through the forest without direction. The darkness didn’t help. She couldn’t tell left from right. Every Evergreen looked the same, and she failed to dissect which trees she had just seen or which trees she had woken next to. Panic flowed inside her veins. She had to make sure her sisters were okay. She saw a trail of smoke in the moonlight. 

As she drew near, the flames rising above the trees revealed the source of the fire. Her small home burned away. The fire grew and grew, leaving no prospect of life.

In the distance, a terrible scream drew her attention. Rhea knew who the screams belonged to. She ran as fast as she could toward the cries.

Rhea reached the river and saw two figures kneeling before the water in white robes. She heard their chants and the tiny wails of children. Her sisters had their hands tied behind their backs. 

The robed figures ignored the screams and continued their chants. The robed figures had created the same circle of candles in the river. Rhea didn’t understand how they hadn’t washed away. 

One of the robed figures stopped chanting. It had been Rhea’s mother.

“You’re supposed to be dead, dear.” 

“What are you doing to them?”

“Do not worry about them, my first child. You and your sisters are going to ascend!” The woman once known as her mother charged with such calmness, Rhea failed to see where she went. 

The stranger known as Father continued to chant, his eyes closed and hands high like before.

Rhea went to her sisters and tugged at the knots that bound Iris. She couldn’t undo them. Fear consumed her. Something pulled her hair from behind and dragged her away from Iris. She clawed at the hands, her legs kicked and bucked, to no avail.

Rhea came to terms with her impending death.

“Honey, don’t overthink this. Soon you will thank me for this deed.” Rhea’s mother got on top of her and lowered her face to Rhea’s. With the knife in her left hand, Rhea’s mother whispered in her daughter’s ear. “This is our destiny.” 

Rhea grasped her mother’s wrist before the silver knife plunged into her heart. Rhea used every ounce of strength she had held and fought for her life. She used her teeth to dig into her mother’s cheek and ripped off the skin.

Blood splattered onto Rhea’s face and streamed onto her neck. Once free, Rhea grabbed the silver knife and raised it to her mother’s throat.

The knife sliced through the woman’s neck, more crimson painted across Rhea’s skin.

Everything went dark.

Everything inside her went dark.

Everything was ruined.

Rhea’s mother gently reached for Rhea’s face. Before she made contact, she smiled, blood bubbling between her teeth, “Lovely, as always,

Rhea, you have done lovely.”

Lillie’s fingers brushed Rhea’s left eye before it hit the dirt.

The darkness swallowed Rhea and sent her to a world of screams. The screams of the dead.
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This had been the largest party Eldridge Syncairé, and the others in the trio took part in.

The floor pulsated from the bass of the music. For their sake, they weren’t on campus grounds.

Eldridge followed Renee up the steps. Nicholas walked behind him, and Eldridge knew he was grinning from his voice.

Nicholas had a party animal buried not so deep within himself. “This is our night.”

“Remember, we’re all underage, but you are very underage. Please don’t overdo it. Contact one of us if you need to step outside,” Eldridge reminded his young friend.

“Jeez, anything else, dad?” Nicholas said with a jab to Eldridge’s arm.

“Yeah.” As they entered the living room, music engulfed Eldridge’s eardrums. “Have fun.” He yelled over the music.

The three did their handshake, then split ways.

Renee’s formality was going into the bathroom at every party where she would hide her initials. Nicholas would find those to impress. Eldridge did what he loved to do at every party—assessing the problem and disruptor of the event. It happened at every gathering. Renee joked it was because the trinity brought chaos wherever they walked. Eldridge and Nicholas agreed with the statement.

“It’s hard to harness this much power in such an insignificant space.” Renee spread across the hood of Rodney, an old Firebird that belonged to Renee Mendez. It was the first summer night after high-school graduation.

They had driven to the boundary of the state and pondered about leaving.

Nicholas still had a curfew to follow, but none of them cared.

Renee declared, “That’s why we’re the Queen and Kings of Chaos.” She was born to play the role. The light shining from Rodney’s last chance at having fresh paint made the perfect canvas to trap her portrait.

Now they were going to college parties and somehow keeping the highest grades in their classes. Eldridge went over to the folding table that held drinks. Jessica Parker picked up two cups and encouraged one to him.

He waved his head and placed the cup back on the table. “Thank you for the offer, but I have to decline.”

“Aw, what a buzzkill. You don’t drink?” Jessica took a drink from her cup.

“I can’t afford to. It kills brain cells.”

“Oh,” Jessica looked at her cup, then back at him. “So, if I drink this,

I’ll become more stupid?”

“You’re assuming you’re already stupid, which you aren’t. I know stupid when I see it.” Eldridge assessed the room.

A guy in a washed-out denim jacket poured white powder onto the table. The surrounding girls applauded. He had found his bull.

“Aw, was that a compliment?” Jessica snickered. “Didn’t know you gave those Syncairé.”

“Only to those I find worthy of them,” he replied. Eldridge never took his eyes off the denim jacket wearer.

“Wow, you’re doing well tonight,” Jessica stepped closer. “Why are you giving my brother the dead eye?”

“That’s your brother?”

“Yeah, he doesn’t go to school with us anymore. He got expelled.”

“Was it because of the drugs?” Eldridge raised an eyebrow and pointed to the table.

“No fighting a guard. Wait, is he?” Jessica focused on the table. “Son of our mother, he’s not supposed to be near that! One second.” She set down her drink and shuffled to the table. She pulled at his sleeve and dragged him into another room.

Syncairé held no guilt for his involvement in her brother’s removal. He strolled to the table where the girl took part in the drugs presented to them. Syncairé leaned with a steady breath, then blew the powder onto the floor. The girls erupted into a fit. Syncairé couldn’t help but smile. He didn’t feel guilty about that either. Syncairé didn’t want others to waste their lives in such a practice. He saw the potential others had and knew the intake could hinder a person’s path. If Renee had seen his deed, she would have pushed him over the table. Renee loved Eldridge but loathed Syncairé.

Eldridge was the free life who kept a grin on her face. Syncairé was an overcast who blocked out her sun. Syncairé never missed a party, either.

What better way for a future detective to study future criminals? If he had legal power, he would have over fifty arrests. Burns would have no choice but to show himself impressed.

Oh, how the night is still young.

Eldridge walked to the kitchen, where he found Nicholas discussing blood splatter. The girl he spoke with looked interested in the matter rather than disturbed. Eldridge recognized her from high school. Demi Allen was a grade below Eldridge and Renee; he wondered how she was attending a college party as only a senior in grade school. Then he realized they invited Nicholas to the same party, with his only exception being he was wise enough to be in college courses.

From Nicholas’ posture, Eldridge found it best to leave them to their conversation.

“Eldridge, come over here,” Renee shouted over the music. She stood by the closed-door Jessica took her brother in. A joint rested between her lips. She took in a deep puff and exhaled smoke over her.

Eldridge stepped over and rattled his head. He asked, “Did you bring that or pocket it off someone else?”

Renee grabbed the joint from her mouth. “You know I never bring my own to a party.” She spoke. Renee lifted the joint to Eldridge’s face. “Now.

Am I here with Eldridge or Syncairé?”

“Tonight, it’s Syncairé,” Syncairé said. He peeked at the door and asked, “Did you see Jessica’s brother?”

Renee returned the joint to her lip with a shake of her head. “If you smoked more, you’d be happier. Anyway, no, I did not see her brother. Don’t tell me he’s your bull for the night.” She said,

Syncairé concurred. “Indeed, he is. However, I didn’t need to do much about it. He brought drugs. Jessica snapped at him and dragged him into the same room we stand by now.”

Renee exhaled smoke into Eldridge’s face. “Stop doing this. No one will invite us if they discover your little game.”

“No one will ever find out about my game. They are all too busy playing a part in the game,” Eldridge said.

Renee laughed, then searched the room. “Is Nick talking to a girl, like a single girl on his own?”

“Yeah, Demi Allen. They’re around the same age, so it makes sense if you consider it. I wonder how she got welcomed here. I’m certain she hasn’t graduated yet.”

“Well, if it gives him an appropriate peer to talk to, I won’t complain.” Renee finished her joint and flicked the rest onto the floor.

“Maybe I can play matchmaker and get him to stop flirting with me.”

Eldridge resisted the urge to smile. “Not fond of his flirtations?”

“He’s more of a brother to me than you are. I need to raise him and supervise him. I don’t feel that way about you. You know?” Renee locked eyes with Eldridge.

He allowed himself to smile this time. “Yeah, I know.”

“I knew you would.”

Jessica and her brother exited in a rush. He headed for the exit without looking back at anyone. Eldridge noticed the
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