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Kendra Chen thought she knew the direction her life was taking, but when her Uncle revealed a secret about her family, she finds herself on a new path, one that seems to be headed straight for the legendary Six-Elemental.

In this new Dystopian YA Epic, Award-Winning author Ali House will take you on the rise—and possibly, the fall—of the Fifth Queen.
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Chapter 1
693 A.R. (After Rebuilding)
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The newborn’s cries rang throughout the birthing room. While a nurse tended to the infant, a young woman lay on the bed, looking out the nearby window. Exhaustion coursed through her limbs and sweat plastered her bright red hair to her face, but she felt a sense of triumph now that the whole ordeal was over with. Instead of concentrating on breathing or pushing, all she needed to do was lie back and admire the beautiful sunset.

The woman had come to the hospital by herself and refused to contact any friends or family. The only phone call she allowed the receptionist to make was to an adoption agency, to say that the child was on the way. During the birth, a second nurse had come in to hold her hand and coach her along. This nurse had tried to make small talk by enquiring about the child’s father, but the woman pretended that she hadn’t heard the question and refused to answer. The nurse quickly realized that personal questions were not a welcome subject and refrained from asking any more, leaving the room as soon as her services were no longer required.

The child’s cries quieted down, and the nurse asked the young woman if she would like to hold her, but she ignored his question, never taking her green eyes off the sky and the way it slowly darkened from pink to red. It was only when the adoption clerk walked into the room that she looked away, giving the clerk her full attention. Much of the important information had been sorted out beforehand, as privacy was very important to the woman, so there were only a few cursory questions left. The clerk went through his list and the woman answered quickly and efficiently, already eager for this to be over with.

Once they had finished, the nurse wheeled the newborn over, stopping near the bed as he asked the clerk a question. While they talked, the woman looked down at the sleeping child: her dark skin stood out against the pale, yellow blanket she had been wrapped in, and dark hair crowned her head. The woman couldn’t help wondering if the child had the same eyes as her biological father. If she could choose, she would want this baby to have the same drive and determination. She wanted the world to open up its arms and give this child everything it could offer – and everything she could not. There was a part of her that wondered what it would’ve been like for the father to be here, holding her hand, smiling at their child. The young woman knew why it couldn’t be that way, and although it hurt, she wouldn’t have changed anything.

The nurse nodded at the clerk’s instructions and wheeled the child out of the room. The clerk turned to follow, but the woman called out to him. She hadn’t planned on making any requests but had suddenly been struck with a thought. Taking a deep breath for courage, she asked if she could suggest a name for the baby. The clerk nodded and readied his pen.

The woman glanced over at the sky, which had darkened to a deep purple, and spoke:

Kendra.
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Chapter 2
6 years later (699 A.R.)
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“And that is why Tecken is the bestest island in the whole of Segment Delta!” Pitor Ruskin spread his arms wide, giving his story the big finish that was required by his audience.

The six-year-old girl sitting in front of him clapped her hands enthusiastically and a large smile broke out on her face. “Another, Unky Petey!”

“All right, Kendra,” he smiled. “Any requests?”

“Umm...” Her head tilted to the side and her mouth fell open as she considered which story she most wanted to hear.

Pitor tried to hide how much this amused him. She took story time very seriously and would not have appreciated him laughing at her. 

It was his job to entertain Kendra in the living room while her mothers and his husband talked in the dining room. As much as he would have liked to be involved in the conversation, he knew that it was important to keep Kendra distracted. Besides, his husband would fill him in later. 

“How about the boy who played with fire?” he suggested helpfully.

“No... Heard that one a million billion times.” She rocked from side to side as she tried to figure out which story she wanted to hear the most. “Can Unky Fizy tell me the story about the girl who planted rocks?”

Pitor put a hand to his heart and gasped in an exaggerated manner. “Are Unky Petey’s stories not good enough anymore?”

“No, but Unky Fizy makes the ground shake, just like in the story.”

“Ah, so you like Earth more than Fire?” he teased, snapping his fingers. His green eyes glowed red as a small flame appeared above his thumb. He let the flame flicker a few times, just long enough for a smile to cross Kendra’s face, before blowing it out.

“I like all elements, Unky Petey.”

“So, you won’t be sad if you get dumb old Fire as your element when you turn twenty-one?” He put on an exaggerated frown.

She shook her head vehemently, her dark purple hair flying around her face. “Nope. What are Mama and Mommy talking to Unky Fizy about? They’re all quiet and seer-ee-ous.”

Pitor looked over at the dining room. The mood around the table was subdued, with heads close and voices low, unlike their usual talks, and it wasn’t surprising that even a six-year-old could pick up on it. “It’s nothing to worry yourself about,” he reassured Kendra. “Have you picked another story yet?”

“Mommy was really quiet on the walk over,” she said, ignoring him. She began to trace some whimsical design on the floor, her index finger gliding over the wood-grain in unidentifiable patterns. There was a sad look in her grey eyes. “Unky Petey, did I do something wrong?”

“Of course not!” Pitor sat next to her and put an arm around her shoulder. “They’re talking about serious things, because something very important is going to happen soon.”

“What is it?”

Pitor took in a deep breath. She was too young to understand exactly what was going on, but he had to tell her something. “You know how there are six islands in our Segment, and all of them are controlled by the Council of Twelve, except for us? How we’re no longer connected to the other islands, and we follow Magnus Erikson and make our own rules?”

She nodded.

“Well, the Council doesn’t like that. They see our freedom as a threat, and they want us back under their control. See, they’re worried that if other people see how good life is over here, they’ll want to break away and form their own governments, just like we did.”

“But what’s wrong with that?”

“Some people love having control over others and they’ll do anything not to lose it. We don’t want to join them, so they’ll try to conquer us by force. Which is why we have to defend ourselves.”

Kendra’s face screwed up into a frown as she tried to understand. “Like when Byl hit Lila ‘cause she took his blocks?”

“Kind of. It’s a bit more serious than that.”

“It’s really seer-ee-ous?”

“Really serious. If we don’t win this fight, then the other side is going to come over here and make us change everything, and we’ll end up losing a lot of the things we like.”

“Are Mama and Mommy going to fight?”

Pitor nodded. “They want to make sure you grow up in a good world.”

Her lower lip stuck out. “But what if I don’t want them to fight?”

“Nobody wants to fight, sweetie,” he said. “But we have to if we want to protect ourselves and our neighbours. Luckily your mama and mommy will be here, on the island. They’ll only have to fight if the bad people make it past all our soldiers and come over here, which I’m sure they won’t.”

“Oh.” Kendra smiled brightly, but her smile fell away as fast as it had arrived. “But what about Unky Fizy? Is he staying here too?”

“Fizy...” Pitor’s voice faltered. “Fizy also wants to make sure you grow up safe and sound, so he’s going over with the other soldiers to stop the bad people from coming here.”

“So, he’s going to fight?”

He nodded.

She went back to tracing patterns on the floor. “But after the fighting is over, he’ll tell me my story, right?”

As Pitor stared at the man he had spent the past ten years of his life with, uncertainty crossed his face. No matter how prepared they were, there was always a possibility of something going wrong – especially during a war. 

He quickly shook off the feeling and smiled at Kendra. “Of course he will.”

Δ

An hour later, Kendra and her mothers headed home. Pitor and Fitz smiled and waved goodbye, but as soon as the front door was closed, Pitor let out a heavy sigh.

“Rough visit?” Fitz said with a hint of amusement in his voice.

Pitor nodded. “She asked a lot of tough questions. I kept trying to change the subject, but she wouldn’t be deterred.”

“Well, if anyone knows how to put a spin on things, it’s you.” Fitz wrapped his arms around Pitor and laid his head on his shoulder. 

Pitor closed his eyes and leaned into the hug, enjoying the peaceful moment. Talking strategy with adults was one thing, but explaining a war like this to a child was completely different. There were a lot of politics and reasoning that needed to be simplified, and each word had to be carefully chosen. It had been surprisingly exhausting.

Although Fitz and he had been married for nine years, they’d never desired children of their own. Still, they were delighted when their close family friends, Alix and Jaya Chen adopted Kendra. Although Pitor never turned down an opportunity to babysit, he often appreciated the quiet that came after Kendra’s parents took her home. 

“It won’t be long now,” Fitz said, breaking the silence. “Erikson’s putting the final pieces into play, and then we’ll march. It’ll likely happen within the week.”

“I’m surprised that he’s doing this so soon,” Pitor said. He walked over to the couch and sat down. This might end up being a long conversation and he wanted to be comfortable.

“Well,” Fitz leaned against the fireplace mantel, “as the saying goes, strike while the iron’s hot.”

Pitor nodded, but he couldn’t help feeling that Erikson was rushing into this war. The plan to invade Stanton and fight the ISS had always seemed inevitable, but during the past month the plan had gained enormous momentum. Fitz worked for the Tecken Army as a captain, so he knew more than most people, including information about Tecken’s secret weapon. Pitor had his reservations about this weapon, wondering if it would work as well as everyone hoped. Although Pitor believed whole-heartedly in Erikson, he couldn’t help wondering why he was choosing to fight now, instead of waiting the few months until the new year. Pitor had always had a suspicion that some kind of conflict would happen next year, as 700 A.R. would be exactly one hundred years after Magnus Erikson the First invaded Stanton and started the first war in New Earth’s history. Despite being highly intelligent and analytical, Magnus Erikson the Second was also a man who believed in signs. He tried to emulate his great-grandfather and namesake in all matters, and Pitor often wondered if it was true that Erikson had never received an elemental vision, or if he’d had one and declined it in order to be just like his great-grandfather. 

Despite what he’d told Kendra, there was no immediate threat from their enemies. In fact, he was certain that if a war was going to happen, they would have to initiate it, as The Council of Twelve was too scared to cause conflict. So why wasn’t Erikson waiting? 

“You’re worried,” Fitz said.

Pitor rolled his eyes. “Of course I am. War isn’t a trifling matter.” He looked over at his husband, whose short green hair always seemed to be perfectly in place, no matter what the situation. The white shirt he was wearing complimented his bronze skin and red eyes, but the smile that started to appear on Pitor’s face quickly vanished as he felt the same uncertainty from his conversation with Kendra. 

Fitz saw this change and walked over to the couch, sitting down next to him. “You know that I’m not one to be reckless, even in the middle of a war. And Erikson wouldn’t be doing this if he wasn’t confident that he could win.”

“I know... I just...” He sighed and tried to push his worries away. “I wish I could be out there with you.”

“I know. But you have an important job to do here. I’d even say a much harder job.”

Pitor laughed. “If Kendra asks any more difficult questions, I might run out of here and join you at the front.” As humorous as that idea was, he knew that it was important to keep Kendra safe. Someone had to stay behind to take care of her, and it might as well be the person who wasn’t the best fighter. 

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Fitz said. “Just concentrate on what you have to do, and I’ll concentrate on what I have to do. As much as I know you wish you controlled everything, some things are out of your hands.” He gave Pitor a quick kiss. “Now, can we change the subject? There’s been a lot of talk about war this evening, and I’d like something lighter to think about.”

“What would you suggest?”

He paused for thought. “Perhaps we could attempt to make something from that cookbook Jaya gave us?”

Pitor burst out laughing. “I think that would be a terrible idea.” Jaya was an amazing cook, and he was pretty certain that she’d only given them that cookbook as a joke. Every recipe had at least twenty ingredients and thirty steps, and the last time they’d tried to make one of the dishes, they’d splattered sauce over most of the kitchen.

Fitz raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re in?”

“Of course I’m in.”
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Chapter 3
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There were a lot of things Kendra didn’t like about today, like having to wake up early, before the sun had risen. Even though it was now bright outside, she knew that if today had been a normal day, she’d still be in bed. Another thing she didn’t like was how quiet and grim everyone’s mood was. Usually the mornings were full of movement and noise, with breakfast being made, lunches being packed, Mommy wondering why she could never remember where she put anything, and Mama repeatedly asking if everyone was ready. Kendra preferred those kinds of mornings. 

She frowned as she waited for her mothers to finish getting ready. She’d been ready to go for a long time, but they were taking forever. Normally Mama would pull her long purple hair into a ponytail, but today she was taking forever putting it into a bun, adding lots of pins to make sure every single hair was secure. Mommy kept moving from room to room, muttering to herself about making sure everything was ready. They weren’t even paying much attention to her.

At least she didn’t have to wear anything special. She was allowed to wear jeans and a t-shirt while her parents had to dress in the dark blue uniform of the Tecken army. The uniforms had only ever been worn for important occasions, and Kendra used to think that they were to make everyone look official and not to actually fight in. They didn’t look very comfortable.

When her mothers were finally ready, the three of them left the house. Normally one or both of them would walk Kendra to school, but she wasn’t going there today. There wasn’t going to be any school today and probably not tomorrow or the next day, or the day after. Her classmates would be staying at home or going to a neighbour’s house with other kids, while their parents left to protect the island. Some of her classmates were happy to not have classes, but Kendra didn’t mind school. Sometimes it was boring, but she never felt bad about going there. Normally she wouldn’t feel bad about visiting Pitor, but today she knew that once they reached his house her mothers would go away, and she didn’t want that to happen.

Her mothers had spent days trying to explain what would happen today, but they weren’t very good at it. They knew when they’d be meeting up with the rest of the army, but they couldn’t tell her when they’d be back. They knew that they’d be protecting the part of the island where the bridge to Stanton used to be, but didn’t know if they’d have to actually fight. They didn’t know how much fighting Fitz would have to do once he reached Stanton or when he’d come back, or how long the fighting would last or if they’d win. All this uncertainty was making Kendra more nervous than she’d ever felt before.

The short walk to her uncles’ house was usually pleasant, but today it felt like there was a dark shadow over everything. The streets were quieter, and there were large tents around the island that rose higher than the houses and made her feel like she was in some kind of box. Even the bright blue sky didn’t look the same.

Pitor and Fitz were waiting for them outside their home. Pitor was dressed casually in a button-up shirt and jeans, but Fitz was wearing the same dark blue uniform as her mothers, and his green hair had been neatly combed back. They walked down the front steps to greet Kendra, and their footsteps seemed heavier than usual. Kendra didn’t pay attention as the four of them talked. She just wanted this fight to be over and her mothers and Fitz to be home and for everything to go back to the way it was. 

“Be a brave girl for Mommy,” Alix said, kneeling down and kissing Kendra on her cheek.

Kendra promised she would, but the unhappy look never left her face. She didn’t want to be brave—she wanted everything to go back to normal.

“You always have to be up at the front...” Pitor said quietly, entwining his fingers with Fitz’s.

“You always say you love my strength of conviction,” Fitz replied.

Pitor smiled in spite of himself. “You always know the wrong thing to say.”

Fitz returned the smile and kissed him. “I’ll be back soon.”

“You’d better.”

Jaya playfully mussed up Kendra’s hair. “Keep Uncle Pitor company until we get back, sweetie. We don’t want him to be sad that he can’t join us, so you have to take care of him, okay?”

Kendra fought hard to keep the frown on her face. “Yes, Mama.”

“Good girl,” Jaya said, kissing her on top of her head.

Alix gave Kendra once last hug before standing up. “We’ll be back as soon as possible.”

Pitor held onto his husband’s hand until Fitz finally had to leave, their arms stretching out so that they could maintain contact for as long as possible. He watched them walk away, and only after they had disappeared from sight did he swallow his fears.

“Would you like to play a game?” he asked Kendra, keeping his voice light and playful.

Kendra shook her head. She was still staring down the street, where her mothers had been. “When will they be back?”

“I don’t know.”

“I want them back now.”

He put his hand on her shoulder. “Your mothers have gone away many times before. This is no different.”

“But it is,” she said, her voice shaking.

Pitor knelt down in front of Kendra. “I know that this is scary, but I’m not worried. Do you know why?”

She shook her head again.

“I know that they’re going to be okay, because our side has a secret weapon.” He smiled brightly, pushing away all his doubts and fears. “Do you remember the story we read about the Six-Elemental, and how strong he was and how he could use all six elements and not just one?”

She nodded. “But I thought he wasn’t real.”

“That’s what we all thought. But then we found someone just like him, who can control all six elements. The good news is that she’s on our side. She’s going to fight for us and make sure that all of our families and friends come home safe.”

Kendra’s grey eyes widened. “Really?  She’s going to protect my Mama and Mommy and Fizy?”

He nodded. “So, you don’t have to worry. Magnus Erikson has been preparing for this battle for a long time, and with the Six-Elemental on our side, we’ll easily win this fight.”
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Hours after the fighting began, the war was over.  

Magnus Erikson had given the Cambrian Forces enough time to set up barricades around Stanton, but their preparation was in vain, just as he’d predicted. After the Six-Elemental used the power of Earth to create a bridge, Erikson successfully led the Tecken Army onto Stanton and began gaining ground at an alarming rate. The Forces tried their best to hold the Army back, but the Six-Elemental was stronger than they had anticipated, using her powers to burst through their barricades as if they’d been made of wet paper. 

It was looking as if Erikson would have Stanton under his control by the end of the day. From there, it was only a matter of time before he took control of the other islands and finally achieved what his ancestors had so long desired – control over the entire Segment.

Then the tide suddenly turned. The Six-Elemental disappeared from the battle and before long, rumours started spreading that she had changed sides. Neither side knew what to believe, but everyone knew that whichever side she was on would win this war. The Tecken Army wondered what could have happened to make her change her mind halfway through the fight, and if it was possible that she had turned traitor after she’d fought so hard for them. The Forces wondered if this was a ploy by Erikson to give them false hope and make them drop their guard. They knew that the Six-Elemental had been on their side before she was abducted and brainwashed by Erikson’s army, but they’d also watched her take down many of their soldiers. As helpful as it would be to have her power back on their side and away from Erikson, they knew that it would take a lot of effort to break the hold Tecken had on her mind.

When the Six-Elemental finally appeared, she destroyed one of the Force’s barricades, allowing the Tecken Army to advance further, and proving that she was still on Erikson’s side. The Army could smell their triumph in the air as they surged forward with renewed energy, ready to conquer this island. The Forces were dismayed, but they were determined to never give up, preparing to fight until the bitter end.

But just as quickly as Tecken’s triumph began, it ended. It had all been a ruse – the Six-Elemental had in fact switched sides and was working with the Forces again. She used the destruction of the barricade to gain Tecken’s trust, getting close enough to Erikson to murder him and end the Erikson lineage. After that, she went back to the main fight and collapsed the ground underneath herself and the Tecken Army, taking them down singlehandedly.  

When the dust cleared, the war was over. Magnus Erikson had been defeated.

The Cambrian Forces had won.  
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When Pitor picked up Kendra after school, there was a scowl on her face. Usually she was happy to see him, but even after Pitor smiled and said hello, the scowl remained.

“Bad day?” he asked gently.

“I don’t like it anymore,” she huffed. “Too many changes.”

Pitor made a sympathetic sound and gently ruffled her hair. She scowled even harder, and the look on her face made him laugh out loud. His laughter caused her to laugh and the scowl finally disappeared.

“Let’s talk about it at home, okay?” Pitor said.

“Fine...”

As they walked, he tried to keep Kendra distracted by talking about anything but school. Although this was supposed to be a new time of peace and understanding, he knew how dangerous it could be to voice an opinion against the changes being made. The official line from the Inter-Segment Security offices was that they were not here to punish anyone, but Pitor had no doubt that they were taking down the names of anyone displaying resistance.  

Pitor knew enough about military strategy to prepare himself for the inevitable appearance of the Inter-Segment Security team, the government that ruled each island and reported back to the Council of Twelve. The very first thing the ISS did was to reclaim the building in the centre of the island and set up their headquarters inside. 

Pitor was glad that the residents of Tecken had been forewarned of the battle’s loss, as it had given them time to secure important items that would have surely be destroyed by the ISS. This warning had come from Akola Allen, the current Leader of Tecken. She had been one of Erikson’s most trusted soldiers and witnessed the Six-Elemental’s betrayal and Erikson’s final moments. She knew that without him, it would only be a matter of time before the war ended and the ISS showed up, so she returned to Tecken, choosing to avoid a pointless battle in favour of preparing the island’s inhabitants for what was to come.

As months went on, the ISS followed almost every step that Pitor thought they would. Admittedly, he was a bit surprised when they appointed Allen to be the Leader of Tecken, but there were certain advantages to the decision. Not only was she Tecken-born, which showed that the ISS wasn’t keen on taking complete control of the island, but she was one of the few people on Tecken who would deign to deal with them.

Although Pitor understood war and its inevitable aftermath, Kendra was a child who didn’t. She didn’t quite understand what was happening or why, but she knew that things were changing, and she did not like it one bit. His assignment to look after her meant that he had to stop her from voicing her opinions in public and getting put on a watch-list. It would have been easier if she had been a teenager, but she was only six years old.

When they reached his house, Pitor led her into the kitchen and poured two glasses of apple juice. 

“Now, tell me what happened at school,” he said, handing her one of the glasses.

The scowl returned to Kendra’s face. “I wanted to read the story of how Titus blew up the bridges and made the island safe for us, but it’s not in the library. Now there are a bunch of stupid stories about other islands, but I don’t want to read those! I wanna read about us!”

Pitor put a serious look on his face. “I understand exactly how you’re feeling.” 

“You do?” she asked.

“Of course. A lot has changed in the past month.”

The ISS had started removing books, songs, and movies that were Erikson-related, in favour of bringing in items that promoted inclusion and peace. The official word was that anything that did not promote hate or violence would be returned, but Pitor knew that most of those items would never see the light of day again.  

“I don’t like it. I want things back the way they were.” She angrily crossed her arms.

“A lot of us feel that way, but unfortunately that’s not going to happen any time soon.”

“Why?”

Pitor took in a deep breath. “Do you remember after your Mommy and Mama came back from fighting, how we explained to you that there were going to be many changes coming soon and that we all needed to be patient?”

“Can’t we just not change anything?”

He shook his head. “No, because Magnus Erikson is not in charge anymore. Someone else is our Leader, and she has to be nice to the people making the changes. If she’s not nice, then they’ll remove her and put one of their own people in her place. And we don’t want that. If that happened, things would get even worse.”

“That’s stupid.”

He nodded, taking a drink of juice to buy some time as he thought of an appropriate reply. “It’s how things are now,” he said gently. “We lost the fight. The people who won get to make up the rules, and we have to follow them.”

Kendra sighed. “Why not fight again until we win?”

“Because the Six-Elemental is helping the other side now, and as long as she’s with them, we can’t win. She’s too powerful.”

“She’s stupid. I hate her.”

“So do a lot of us...” Pitor took another drink and waited as she tried to process everything he’d told her.

“I don’t like it,” she grumbled. “I wanna read what I wanna read.”

“Well, luckily I can help you with that,” he smiled.

Her eyes opened wide. “How?”

“I have some of those stories you like right here, at home. If you want to read them, you can do so whenever you come over. And if there are any stories I don’t have, let me know and I’ll try to find them.”

“Yay!” she clapped her hands in excitement.

“But, first,” he leaned closer to her, “you must promise me two things.”

She settled down and her eyes widened with curiosity. 

“First, you must never tell anyone else about the books I have – not even your mothers. This has to be our secret. If the wrong people found out about these stories, then they would come in here and take all of them away, and we’d never be able to read them ever again.”

“I promise.” She nodded emphatically and made a cross motion over her heart.

“And secondly, you must try to control your feelings. I know that this is a difficult and scary time, but getting angry will solve nothing. If you feel angry about something, put those feelings aside until you talk to me.”

“...Okay...” she promised, not quite as enthusiastically as before.

“Good!” Pitor’s smile appeared again, brighter than before. “Now let’s go get that book for you!”

He led her upstairs, to his office. Letting go of her hand, he walked over to the bookshelf, took a box from the bottom, and opened it. As he dug through the books inside, Kendra wandered around the room, picking up random objects and examining them before putting them back down.

“Do you ever get angry?” Kendra asked.

“Sometimes,” he answered honestly. “But I know that it isn’t helpful, so I try to turn that anger into something useful. Like collecting all the books they don’t want us to have and keeping them safe.”

Kendra went back to her exploring. A few seconds later, Pitor found the book and lifted it triumphantly out of the box, but before he could announce his success, Kendra spoke up again.

“Do you ever get sad?”

He turned around and saw that she was holding a wooden frame. He didn’t have to see the picture inside to know that it was of his wedding day to Fitz. It showed the two of them standing together, arms around each other as the sun set in the background. His reply caught in his throat, and he could feel a tightness around his heart that appeared every time he thought of his late husband. He couldn’t help remembering how he had sat with Kendra and her mothers, waiting for Fitz to come home from the war, watching the minutes turn into hours, knowing deep inside that something wasn’t right.

“Sometimes,” he answered quietly. “Most times.”

“I miss him,” Kendra said, tears welling up in her eyes.

Pitor put the book down and went over to her, wrapping her in a hug. “I know. But we should be thankful that we had as much time with him as we did.”

“But I wanted more.”

Tears began to fill his own eyes. “Me too, Kendra. Me too.”
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Chapter 6
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The sigh Kendra let out was loud enough for Pitor to hear from the kitchen. He put down his pen and walked over to the doorway between the kitchen and living room. For the past half hour, Kendra had been lying on the couch, staring at the ceiling, moping. When he’d asked her mothers if she could stay with him while they went away, it had been in the hopes of discussing something important with her, but her current attitude wasn’t encouraging.

“I’m old enough to stay home alone by myself,” she said, talking to him for the first time since she’d arrived at his house.

Pitor laughed to himself and leaned against the wall. “Is this your way of telling me that you’re too cool to hang out with your uncle?”

“No, I just...” She sat up and looked at him over the back of the couch. “It’s just one weekend.  It’s not like I’d burn the house down or anything.”

Pitor put an overly serious expression on his face. “I didn’t want to say this, but I begged your mothers to let you stay here this weekend. I’m such an old, lonely man, Kendra, and the only joy I feel is when you visit.” His lower lip trembled, as if he was about to start crying.

Kendra scoffed and rolled her eyes. “You’re such a liar.”

Pitor shrugged off his fake-sadness. “Just trying to make you laugh.”
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