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        The road we travel is equal in importance to the destination we seek. There are no shortcuts. When it comes to truth and reconciliation we are forced to go the distance.

        MURRAY SINCLAIR

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Global Corporation of Scientists Base

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Allura- January 28, 2333

      

      

      “You’re being short with your answers again today,” Mama said, in that low tone she always spoke in.

      I straightened out my blazer. “Well, you know as well as anyone how stressful leading this base can get.”

      She lifted her hand from the plush bed, to which she’d been confined for almost two years. She wagged a finger.

      “Don’t you lie to me, Allura Jackson. That girl is still on your mind, isn’t she?” She crossed her arms.

      Mama was the one person I answered to, rather than the other way around. No matter how old I became, she treated me the same as she had my whole life. It was hard to believe sometimes that I used to be tired of that behavior. That was a different time—a time before Papa had died of old age. Before Mama had become bed-ridden, the loss of him pulling the strength right out of her body, and the long days by her bedside making us closer than ever.

      “That girl has a name, Mama.”

      “Clarina. Yeah, I knew that.”

      I laughed. Close enough. The other day she had called her Adeena, even after I’d told her that that wasn’t her name. Tomorrow, she’d be on to another name.

      She kept her gaze pinned on me, waiting for me to answer the question, although she already knew what the response would be. Her short gray hair, in stark contrast to her dark skin, and the wrinkles lining her face and body, were no testament to her intensity. Even on those days when her spirits were particularly low, her intensity never wavered.

      I met her brown eyes that were the same almond shape as mine.

      “Yes, Mama. Yes, she is on my mind.” I stood up. “I should probably get back to my office, though.”

      “Come back later, then. I wanna see more of you before the day ends.”

      “Of course.” I reached down to hug her. She couldn’t squeeze me as tightly as she had in her younger days, and she refused to take any of our enhanced supplements or let herself be hooked up to any machine. She wanted to go naturally like Papa, which in turn meant that I accepted what I could get from her, even if it differed from what I had become accustomed to growing up.

      I left her room, which was at the far end of the corridor on the right side of floor three. I started toward the view room to get back to my office that also served as my bedroom.

      “Master Allura!”

      One of my scientists ran up to me.

      “Make it quick, Joey.” I placed my hand on the doorknob.

      “There are subjects present.”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      He continued, “A newborn from the South American lands accompanied by their new leader, Sofia Flores. Her mother has officially abdicated.”

      I nodded, masking my disappointment. “Thank you, Joey. Go get a room ready for the injection of the serum. I’ll be making my rounds in a few.”

      “On it, Master Allura.” He ran off.

      I sighed. I was making the same mistake that I had with Claudia. I was allowing myself to care more about an individual than about what they stood for. It was never supposed to happen again, yet here we were.

      I entered the view room and went straight to the glass double doors with the words “Main Headquarters” painted in white above it. Once inside, I closed the beige curtains and locked the doors. Sunlight peered in from the window on the wall opposite of the entrance, above my desk.

      I took a seat in my rolling leather chair. Papers from earlier were sprawled all over the desk. I considered putting them away, back into their filing folder… but five minutes wasn’t going to hurt anyone. As had become a habit since Erina left, I sifted through all of the paperwork that we had on dark energy from the founders of the GCS.

      Of the six nation leader families, only one had kept the reproduction in the family, which meant that all of the others were born with just fifty percent of their special blood. The serum injected into them, preferably early in their infancy, got them to full strength so that they could experience their birthright in full. But there was a catch.

      There were no exact dates, but in the mid-to-late 1800s, the first official batch of people was injected with the original serum. It didn’t take long for the founding scientists to realize that the serums also amplified the hosts’ emotions, especially the ones given to the nation leaders versus the Elites. The angry ones became the most violent and destructive. They were the most difficult to tame, and throughout those beginning years, it had only become worse. Their own negative emotions had taken a toll on them, pushing their bodies past their limits over and over again, until they were drained of their life force and they physically couldn’t go on any longer, no matter how hard they tried to keep pushing through it. If that hadn’t killed them, their own people had. We had no accounts of an individual succumbing to what we called the dark energy, and still living a long life.

      For a while, the founders had searched for methods to counteract the dark energy, to no avail. It was deeply rooted into the serum. Following their deaths, once the GCS had run out of those serums, the search for a remedy had halted. It wasn’t as necessary, anyway. The process for making the serums had become less extensive since we weren’t working from zero anymore, so in turn, they weren’t as powerful. There were fewer and fewer dark energy cases, until there were none at all, as far as the GCS was concerned. If there had been problems, no one had brought them up, so no one at the base had shown any desire to make it a priority again.

      Not even me… until I’d met Erina. My first time meeting her, she had been confused out of her mind, but not even that had masked the unbridled rage in her eyes. All it had taken was one look at her to know that she had been hurt. To know that she had seen things no one should ever have to see. And, worst of all, she’d never had an outlet. She’d spent years letting her rage fester, pushing it down so that she could feign contentment with her life. I thought about dark energy every time I had aided her in getting stronger, questioning myself. Though the serums weren’t as powerful anymore, her negative emotions were of the likes that no one had ever seen before, no matter how hard she tried to mask them.

      When she showed up last week, she’d been even worse than before. Her eyes had been darting around, her body shaking, and she had broken down into tears as she’d told me about how she didn’t trust herself and had been starting to confuse reality.

      I’d had an urge then, the strongest I’d ever had, to go against everything I believed in and discourage her from rejoining the fight. To convince her to live a life of peace and serenity, one where she could grow old and have a life of her own, not the life forced upon her. The Elites would keep Trizen. The GCS would officially lose control of one of the nations. For a brief second, though, as I looked upon Erina, none of that had mattered.

      The idea of having children had never been desirable to me. She was the closest I’d ever had to a child, but at the end of the day, she was not my daughter. She was the Empress of Trizen, and the GCS needed her to put the Harkers back in power. I hadn’t explicitly told her to embrace the dark energy, but I may as well have. She had come to me for guidance, and I had pushed her further into darkness.

      And I had regretted it every single day since.

      I read through the files, hoping that just one thing would pop out at me that would change everything—that there was a case of someone overcoming the dark energy that I had overlooked before—but there never was. It was always the same bleak words, with no solution in sight.

      I leaned back and closed my eyes. When Claudia had left for the last time, I’d fallen into a rut. I had lost the passion for my job I’d had since becoming master of the base at a young age. I had begun going through the day-to-day motions on autopilot. This time was different.

      I stayed like that for about another ten minutes, my mind swirling with thoughts of both the past and the future. I forced myself to open my eyes and stand up.

      “Duty calls,” I muttered. I went in search of Joey and the new Flores baby to prepare for the injection. Only the master of the base could perform the act, unless a written form was signed giving over the duty to one of the other scientists. I could have signed the form and had Joey get it over with, but I couldn’t. As much as I wanted to curl up next to Mama like I used to when I was a little girl, I didn’t deserve it. Not while Erina was out there fighting for her life. The least I could do was my job.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the rest of the day keeping myself busy. Once I returned to my office/room, I put on my brown silk scarf and changed into my long, silk sleeping gown. I had told Mama I’d go back to her before I went to bed; chances were, she was fast asleep, but if she wasn’t, I’d never hear the end of it if I didn’t go back.

      Just as I was about to head her way, the emergency alarm blared to life, cutting through the air with its grating silence. I instinctively cupped my hands to my ears, but that didn’t stop me from hearing the loud boom that followed the alarm. I froze.

      Were we being attacked? This had never happened since I’d been in power. In fact, it had only happened once in the history of the GCS, back in its earlier days. We were appreciated, our purpose was understood, and we made it a point not to meddle in civil affairs. For the most part, at least. No. This couldn’t be an attack. It just couldn’t be.

      Yet the alarm continued to wail, relentless and unforgiving. It had gone off by accident on multiple occasions before, but in those times it would get turned back off in seconds This was no accident. My head throbbed, fear coiling tightly in my chest. The unknown loomed over me, threatening to pull me under… until I remembered who the hell I was. I snapped out of it.

      This was my base.

      There was incomprehensible yelling coming from the hall. I burst through into the view room, but was stopped dead in my tracks at the sight before me.

      The first thing that caught my attention was the human shaped hole in the wall connecting the view room to the rest of the third floor. Then, on the unconscious scientist near the damage. I slowly approached the hole, to see the last person I was expecting to see tonight.

      She was strangling another one of my scientists, her hands squeezing unrelentingly.

      All semblance of speech escaped me. The alarm grew muffled.

      She looked up suddenly. Our eyes caught, and lingered, but I didn’t recognize the girl that stared back at me. She looked back over at her hands, as if realizing for the first time what she was doing. She jumped back. Her hands were shaking. Erina.

      The last thing I noticed was the girl behind her. Her arms were crossed, a look of amusement on her face.

      “Allura,” Erina said.

      I returned my attention to her.

      She wiped her hands on her clothes, cleared her throat, and stood up as straight as possible. Her shaking had ceased.

      “We have a very, very big problem on our hands,” she said, slow and controlled. “And we need your help.”
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        Erina

        January 22, 2333

      

      

      After finishing the breakfast that Faye and Theo had brought to me, I spent the next thirty minutes or so doing breathing exercises and getting ready to make my appearance to the rest of the palace. In the room that had only a bed with a pink comforter, a dresser on the opposite side, and someone’s boy band posters everywhere, one of my people had placed my suitcase from the cabin underneath the bed. I had been at the cabin for such a short amount of time that I’d barely touched half of what was in the suitcase. I rummaged through it, finding a blouse, trousers, and an extra one of my red cloaks with the outline of an eagle with outstretched wings on the back. The other one must have been destroyed in the final battle. My memory of the battle was spotty, likely due to being unconscious for nearly a week. I remembered fighting, then running into Valentina, then fighting her. She had bested me, until our fight had gotten taken over by others who had no business involving themselves in it. The following events were a blur, leading all the way up to my “death.”

      The darkness had consumed me, of my own volition. Unlike when Ginge had betrayed us and the Wights had stormed the hideout, I’d made the conscious decision to lash out. To throw all caution to the wind. And there were consequences for that—consequences I wasn’t allowed to dwell on. I wasn’t allowed to show weakness.

      Valentina may have still been out there, but the main war was over. A new era had begun: the era of my reign.

      The weak history of the Harkers based off of these last five, almost six years now, had the opportunity to be flipped. An empire of the likes that no one had ever seen before needed to be forged, and that required great sacrifice from me, Walt and Charlie, and all of our future heirs.

      That battle marked the death of the girl I’d been before, a death I’d mourn for the rest of time.

      I gathered up the clothes, then made my way down to the bathroom at the end of the fourth floor, beside the golden spiral staircase and the elevators. My childhood room was on this floor. My feet refused to take me in that direction.

      I showered and finished freshening up, making sure not to mess with the makeup and dark brown hair dye that Faye had used on me to cover up my eye bags, the cracks in my skin, the paleness, and my graying hairs in the front. It was a temporary solution, until whatever was going on with me ceased and I could go back to looking like my regular self without all of the help.

      When I went back out into the hall,  Moon was sitting outside of the room that I was staying in. He jumped to his feet as soon as he noticed me walking toward him. His brown hair, which was usually sticking up in all different directions, was styled into a mohawk.

      He noticed me staring. “I thought it would, um, make me look cooler.”

      I reached past to grab the doorknob. “You do whatever you want with your hair, Moon.”

      “Wait.” His voice cracked. At fifteen years of age, it was still in that awkward stage.

      I paused.

      “The Baros doctor people just released me from their recovery watch. Then I heard that you were awake. What a gift, huh?”

      “I am no gift.”

      “I know. I just thought that it was a cool coincidence how our situations aligned like that.” He smiled to himself, a grin that was more crooked than it had ever been.

      Denny’s words hit me like a ton of bricks. He had told me of the people that I’d killed—people whose injuries were confirmed to have come from me. What he didn’t mention was the cause of the injuries of the people still in recovery.

      I let go of the doorknob, still holding my sleep clothes in my left hand. “Moon… what were your injuries?”

      He sighed. “I tried to sneak up on Valentina and she elbowed me square in the face. Worst headache ever.”

      “Oh.”

      “I mean, if anyone is going to knock me out, I’d rather it be someone strong than someone weak.”

      “That’s one way to look at it.”

      I opened the door and placed the clothes in a pile next to the bed. There was a designated laundry room on the first floor that I could stop by later, which was crazy to even think about. Never in a million years would I have wanted to live back in this palace again. As things currently stood, though, this was the best place for me and my people to be right now. It sent a powerful statement to all of Trizen.

      Moon lingered in the doorway, standing at attention like a soldier waiting for orders.

      “You’re dismissed,” I said.

      His face dropped.

      “What, you don’t want to go? You’re not afraid of  me, or for me, like everyone else seems to be?”

      He didn’t hesitate to shake his head. “You’re the least scary person I’ve ever met.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that.

      His hazel eyes met my blue ones. “Indra told me… she told me what you did during the battle. Truthfully, I don’t know what to think. All I know is what I’ve always known, Miss Harker. You and I… we’re both orphans, yet you’re strong and capable of protecting the people that you love. I want that to be me one day. Eric and Indra found me shivering on the streets five years ago, then gave me a home without turning me in… yet if they were in trouble, I wouldn’t be able to help them at all. I’m useless right now, but being around you may help me get better.”

      “Walt almost died under my watch. I make mistakes. Costly ones.”

      “I know. I never said you were infallible.”

      I stared at him for a moment. He was practically drowning in his clothes from how skinny he was. Nevertheless, he stood before me with his back straight and not an ounce of fear in his eyes.

      “Alright,” I eventually said, donning the pair of slippers from my suitcase. “Stay with me. I’m about to walk around, see what’s going on in my palace, starting from the bottom. Don’t get in my way.”

      I walked past him and headed toward the set of stairs on the other end of the hall. He fell into step a few paces behind me to my right. The cold, black-and-white tiled floors weren’t as much of a nuisance with slippers on. Once on the ground floor—which was home to most of the palace’s common rooms, the expansive library, the screening room, and more—I checked the walls to make sure that everything related to the Winters family was removed. Thankfully, everything was gone, which must have taken hours. Their family sure did love themselves, but then again, so did the Harkers and the rest of the Elites. It wasn’t a trait unique to the Winters family.

      I looked up to examine the ceiling. They had kept the sky design with the light blue sky, but all of the eagles had been painted over, which was fine with me, as long as it wasn’t a Winters-related design in their place.

      I stopped in front of the door that led to the dungeon. I didn’t know if there was another way to get in. This was the only door that Daniel Alvarez had led me in and out of when I was a prisoner, in his pursuit to do Clayton’s dirty work.

      “What’s this?” Moon asked.

      I ignored him as I opened the door, stepped in, and flipped the light switch on the side. I walked down the short flight of steps.

      “Hello!” I called out, to no response. I walked down the long corridor, then down the corridor to the left, and to the corridor to the right, looking through the bars of each cell that I passed. There weren’t even any lanterns lit. Those hard beds that had once dug into my back were all untouched. Denny had told me we had prisoners, and that Mrs. Addair was among them. As soon as I had found out, I’d ordered him to have them executed, despite her presence among them. So these dungeons being empty either meant that he had already taken care of that problem like I’d told him to, or there was another dungeon area. My guess was on the latter. He had seemed too against it to actually follow through. We walked through it once more to make sure nothing was missed, and, still finding nothing, exited.

      Next stop was the second floor, where the kitchen and eating rooms were for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. There was a group of three at a table in the corner of the breakfast room. I didn’t recognize a single one of them. Conversation ceased when Moon and I walked in. His stomach rumbled.

      The three jumped to their feet. One of them knocked the chair down on his way up. They all bowed.

      “You’re the first people we’ve seen,” I remarked. “You’re members of The Association?”

      The tall girl on the right responded. “Yes, Your Majesty. Faye and Theo made sure that only members of The Association stayed in the palace after the battle. They said it was for credibility and numbers reasons, to keep from having a bunch of random people running around, Your Majesty.”

      “So then what are our current numbers?”

      She brought her thumb to her lip. “Hm… other than the five of us, there are about eight to ten others, Your Majesty.”

      I swallowed. I knew it was going to be a low number, but I didn’t expect it to be that low. Even with the four at the cabin, these numbers were abysmal.

      “I can’t believe we lost that many,” Moon said.

      The tall girl shrugged. “I mean, it’s not really that hard to believe. We were dealing with the freaking Elites, man. Play dangerous games, win dangerous prizes. We all understood that.”

      I looked away, a sudden wave of shame overtaking me for my role in those numbers.

      Frank, Alana, Trevor, Britney, Cassandra, Max, and Winston. None of them had wronged me; all of them had died by my hand. I left the breakfast room without another word. Moon ran to catch back up to me as I ascended up the stairway to the third floor.

      The third floor was much like the fourth. It was mainly bedrooms and spare bathrooms for those rooms that didn’t have one. Mom and Dad’s room containing the portal was here. I peeked inside to see if anything had changed from when I’d last been in there. It was still just as empty as before, with that sole button that stuck out like a sore thumb. Pressing it would reveal a doorway and a scanner that was only accessible for energy manipulators, no matter how many methods the Elites had tried to gain access.

      I closed the door. The last time I’d gone to the GCS base, I had stolen a few energy blasters and slammed my former combat teacher, Grace, to the ground. I was going to keep my distance from them for the time being.

      Moon ran forward to a room at the end of the hall. “Over here. This is what we’ve been using as the recovery unit.”

      I focused and sensed five presences coming from the area he was indicating. I approached slowly, not fully wanting to enter but knowing that I should. I opened both doors to the double door entrance to reveal what resembled an intensive care unit that either I had overlooked growing up, or that had been added by the Winters clan. There were six hospital beds on one side and six on the other side. The three farthest from the entrance on the right were occupied by Nia, Eric, and an unknown, all asleep, while a man and a woman in teal scrubs stood analyzing a clipboard in the middle of the unit.

      They looked up as I entered, reacting to my presence with a nod.

      The man held his hand out. His eyes were just as dark as Theo’s, to the point that his pupils were barely noticeable. “Erina. It’s a pleasure. I’m Dr. Tim Baros, this is Dr. Kylie Baros”

      I hesitantly shook their hands.

      “Back so soon, Moon?” Asked Kylie.

      “Don’t worry about him,” I said. “Tell me the status of the patients.”

      She appeared taken aback by my abruptness. I suspected it had been a long time since either of them had followed orders instead of doling them out.

      “Um, well, Eric is due to be released by tonight. He lost a lot of blood from a stomach wound. Alex is pretty much in the same boat, but his blood loss came from a head wound. We just want to make sure he’s as close to one hundred percent as possible before we send him back into duty. And Nia is the outlier. She suffered a blow to her lower spine, but she’s been making immense progress on gaining full mobility back in her legs with each passing day. She still can’t support her own weight, but our son did mention that you could help her with that.”

      I looked at my hands. The last time I’d healed an injury that wasn’t an open wound was when I had taken care of Ripley Elysande’s broken neck after our fight. That kind of healing required a bit more concentration.

      “I can’t. Not yet. I just ate my first meal in two weeks. I need more time.” I didn’t mention how even this simple walk around the palace was tiring me out.

      “You owe us no explanation,” Tim said. “Nia is a tough cookie. She’ll be fine in the meantime.”

      “I’ve known her for years. You don’t need to tell me how tough she is.”

      He laughed nervously and ran his hands over his black hair, which was buzz-cut like Theo’s. In fact, he looked just like Theo altogether, just with more lines in his face.

      Nia stirred. I wasn’t ready to see her, not until I could fix her spine. Plus, I doubted she wanted to see me anyway.

      I turned to leave. Moon stepped out of my way.

      There was nothing to see on the rest of the third floor, or the fourth floor. On the fifth floor, though…

      Up until now, I had been doing a decent enough job pushing my memories of March 20, 2327 to the back of my mind.

      We stopped at the top of the steps, where the towering, golden statue of an eagle used to be. Time slowed, and so did my heartbeat.

      There, across the hall, lay Luke’s body, the same place it was all those years ago. Not far from him was Antonio Alvarez—what was left of him, at least. His arms were torn from his torso. His head was nowhere to be seen. I never did see what happened to his head.

      This was where it had all started. Luke had brought me and the twins up here to show off his meager energy manipulation skills. Next thing we knew, our cousin, Addy, was yelling in the hall. My dumb thirteen-year-old brother just had to play the hero, and then life as I knew it had come to a screeching halt.

      Every time I thought I was getting over it, the pain reared its ugly head. Placing the blame on the adults for weakening the Harkers was one thing, but we’d just been kids… kids, and kids only. We hadn’t been prepared to be fighters.

      I clenched my fists. Blood dripped from my hands. “Damn you, Claudia. Damn you, Joseph.”

      “Erina?”

      “I did not ask you to speak, Moon,” I snapped.

      He flinched.

      I let out a short breath. “You will always be useless if you can’t even handle the least bit of authority.”

      I continued forward, though my slippers felt like bricks.

      In one of the rooms, I sensed five individuals gathered around. I slammed the door open. Everyone’s head whipped to face me. There, spread out around a large, circular marble table that spanned almost the whole room, were Theo, Faye, Denny, Huey, Indra, and some guy I’d never seen. There were lights all over the ceiling, but none were turned on due to the blinds being open, allowing the sun to seep in. There was a digital clock in the middle of the table reading 9:32. The smell of lavender wafted from a candle on one of the windowsills.

      Faye stood up with haste, her locs bouncing with the movement. “Erina. I’m glad to see you up and moving about.”

      “What’s going on here?”

      “We’re just talking. Trying to figure things out now that you’re awake.”

      “Such as?”

      She motioned toward the seat beside her, and I took it. Moon sat two seats away.

      Faye sat back down. “For the sake of manners, that goofy fellow with the bowl cut across from us is Dex. He’s pretty shy, but he’s got precise combat skills like no other.”

      Dex, seated beside Indra, waved to me. I didn’t wave back.

      Faye continued. “Anyway, Denny told you about our prisoner situation. They’re the topic at hand.”

      “I was in the dungeons not too long ago. There was nobody down there. There’s gotta be another dungeon, right?”

      She exchanged a quick glance with Theo. I looked toward Huey and Denny. The only one looking back at me was Denny. He had shaved his face, but his curls were still messy.

      “Unless… you did actually do it,” I said to him.

      He shook his head. “I didn’t do it. I couldn’t, Erina. You can’t just ask me to sanction Mrs. Addair’s death and expect me to be okay with that.”

      “She betrayed us.”

      “Ginge betrayed us. She found out what Ginge had been up to at the same time the rest of us did.”

      “What an assumption. I never took you for a naive fool, Denny.”

      “This isn’t you, Erina. You are letting your anger make decisions for you with no regard for anyone else.”

      “Then you don’t know me at all.”

      I didn’t miss the pain in his face, though it was gone as quick as it had come. We stared at each other in silence. It felt like just a few days ago, we were in my bed at the cabin, sleeping peacefully through the night together. But that was then, and this was now.

      “Where the hell are my captives?”

      He steeled his jaw. I turned back to Faye and Theo.

      Theo, who had a horizontal scar on his forehead from a gash he sustained during the battle, spoke up this time. “If there’s anyone to get upset with, it’s me. You’re probably not going to agree with what I’m about to say, but I implore you to please just hear me out.”

      I took a deep breath. “Go on.”

      “They’re on lockdown in the basement of the guest house connected to the side of the palace. The basement door is bolted shut, and they have free range of motion. No chains or anything. You see, the strategy is if they’re not being treated like complete trash, they might eventually comply in helping us find the rest of their families. We’ve been careful with it, though. We keep their rations on food and water extremely low. When it is time to go give them the bare minimum so that they don’t die, multiple people go with blasters to make sure that no one is able to escape while the bolt is unlocked. And that’s it. We’ve been waiting for you to get up before we did anything other than that.”

      I stared at him incredulously.

      “Told you,” Faye muttered.

      “What I’m hearing is that you are still reluctant to stoop down to the Elites’ level, Theo,” I said. “Have you not realized that we are far past that point?”

      “The main fight is over. We’re at the point where we need to start focusing on rebuilding the public’s opinion of you, but that is going to be significantly harder with a bunch of Elites still hidden out there. If you know of anyone else that could point us in the right direction, then please enlighten us. If not, then those seven in the basement are all we have.”

      I closed my eyes. Underneath the table, I squeezed my hands together to keep from doing something I’d regret. I took another deep breath, and when I opened my eyes back, my mind was made.

      “Bring them in. All of you. I’ll be here waiting.”

      “Erina—”

      “Theo. Bring them in.”

      He opened his mouth again, but one look into my eyes made him decide against whatever he was thinking of saying. He left first, and they all filed out. The instant they were gone, I felt better. I released my hands. I had no idea what would have happened if I’d had to repeat myself.

      I went out into the hall to wait. There needed to be as much space as possible for what was about to take place, and that table was humongous. The room was clearly designed for large meetings. Not executions.

      When they returned with the seven captives in tow, I analyzed each one of them. They were weary. Almost all of them had torn clothes. Mrs. Addair was the only one that didn’t, and she was also the only one who stared at the ground rather than at me.

      Those three from the breakfast room appeared behind the others, curious as to what was going on. A light bulb went off in my head.

      “Those of you that I met in the breakfast room this morning, come here. You too, Dex.”

      They all obliged without a second thought. I formed large, bulky energy swords for each one of them. I caught Denny from my peripheral vision. When I glanced over, he mouthed the words don’t do this. I had no response for him. Denny was tough—he was one of the toughest people I knew. He was also the most soft-hearted person I knew. In fact, his compassionate nature was one of my favorite qualities of his. But what he didn’t understand was that at this moment, I didn’t need that Denny; I needed ruthless mercenaries, and if he wasn’t going to be that for me, then others would.

      “The four of you are going to execute these traitors to their nation, one-by-one. Since I know the least about you all, use this as a way to help me get to know you a bit better. Of course, three of you will go more than once. Or maybe just one person will go more than once. I don’t care. As long as it gets done.”

      No one objected this time. They knew better than to question my authority in front of the opposition.

      The Elites didn’t put up any type of fight. They gave up on life. Each of my people took different approaches to the execution. The tall girl cut her Elite’s head off. Dex was slow and methodical, making sure that his Elite screamed. One of the breakfast room guys punched his multiple times and kicked him to the ground before stabbing him through the heart.

      I tried my best to revel in the sight before me, but there was an unexplainable pang in my heart. I smiled when the fourth Elite was killed, but it felt unnatural.

      I don’t care for these traitors, I thought. They hurt my people. They hurt a lot of people. They deserve this. If roles were reserved, they would do the exact same thing to me. Of course they would.

      Dex approached Mrs. Addair. She was last up. Her once-short brown hair had gotten longer since she’d been with the Elites, and now it covered her face. I wanted to see it for the last time.

      I moved Dex to the side. I grabbed her by the chin and forced her head up. Her green eyes were dull, lifeless, but they twinkled ever so slightly as recognition dawned on her. They began to water. The corner of her lip turned upwards.

      “Darlin’... I love you,” she whispered. “That will never change.”

      I jumped back, Claudia’s last words to me from five years ago hitting me at full force.

      “I love you, Erina. That’ll never change, no matter how much you may hate me right now.”

      The hallway shifted, becoming disorienting. My airway tightened. At the same time, vomit coursed through my body, until I was bending over, puking my guts out.

      “Sweetheart,” Claudia said, and all I saw was red. I stood, yanking her by the neck, and slammed her against the wall. Bones cracked. She screamed in agony. I squeezed, and squeezed, and⁠—

      A body rammed into mine, sending us both flying to the ground. I reacted instantly, thrusting my forearm forward to push the attacker back. I twisted to try to get myself on top, but they put up a fight. Their legs looped with mine, keeping me pinned. I focused my energy into my aura, freed my legs off of pure strength, and flipped over, fist in the air.

      Underneath me, Denny lay on the ground, breathing heavily, his arms up in surrender. I gripped his collar tightly, fist still in the air. It stayed there as those warm brown eyes lingered on me, pleading.

      I pulled on his collar, tightened my fist, and then all at once, the battle within me ceased. I dropped my fist. I released my hold on him, keeping my hand on his chest. He released a sigh of relief.

      “Shit,” I said, catching sight of Mrs. Addair, who had fainted, presumably from the shock and pain. Mrs. Addair… not Claudia. She sat upright with her back against the wall. Dark marks lined her neck, not Claudia’s. Tears began to pool into my own eyes. Tears I didn’t have an explanation for.

      I gradually got to my feet, still reeling from the last couple of moments. A pin drop could be heard in that hallway.

      “Take her to the doctors,” I said to no one in particular. “Then put her in the dungeon. Her fate will be decided at a later date.”

      I dissipated the energy swords. I felt like a sculpture in an exhibit with the way everyone’s attention was glued to me. I noticed Moon standing slightly behind everyone else, his arms wrapped around himself.

      I laughed, though I found nothing about this situation funny. “Well, would you look at that? I bet you’re afraid of me now, Moon.” A tear dripped from my face.

      I ran off, before anyone had the chance to say anything to me. I ran all the way to the foyer on the ground floor, where a sparkling chandelier set everything aglow. Growing up, I had loved the sparkles, but now they just made me want to throw up again. I burst through the front doors. The instant I hit the fresh air, my airway started to open up.

      I collapsed to the frosty grass, ignoring the cold, and stared up into the cloudy blue sky. Home of the eagle. I smiled, hoping that maybe, just maybe, it would feel genuine out here.

      It did not.
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      Nia and I walked into the kitchen to grab a quick bite before we headed back to the shop. Mrs. and Mr. Addair were near the sink, talking in hushed whispers. They didn’t notice us.

      Nia cleared her throat. They jumped in unison.

      Mr. Addair smiled quickly.”Hey, yall! How’s it goin’?” He said, in the most unnatural way possible.

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Dandy. Yourself?”

      “Uh… you know, can’t complain.”

      Nia and I exchanged a suspicious glance. Mrs. Addair rolled her eyes and face-palmed. “For heaven’s sake, John. Now they know somethin’ is up.”

      I dropped my voice. “Should we just back away?”

      “Hm.” Nia thought about it for a moment. “I kinda want to know what they were talking about.”

      “What if they were discussing our jobs?”

      She mulled over my words, then took a deep breath and held her head higher. “Well if they’re going to fire me, I’d rather they just come out and do it now.”

      “That’s not what I⁠—”

      She stepped forward. “If you’re going to fire us then the least you can do is get it over with.”

      Us? I opened my mouth to add in my own comment, but Mrs. Addair spoke up instead.

      “What? No, that is absolutely not it.” She sighed. “Just tell them, John. This is your fault.”

      “Fine.” He gestured for us to come closer. We obliged without hesitation. He whispered, “We’re throwin’ a surprise party for Erina’s sixteenth birthday tomorrow. I used to do a little singin’ back in my day, so I’ll be performin’, and there will be a bunch of snacks and games and later in the night, we’re plannin’ on havin’ an all you can eat buffet catered. We were just now figurin’ out what time we should have them here by. There you have it. Now you know, but we didn’t want anyone but us two to know to lessen the possibility of the surprise bein’ spoiled. So, I swear, if this surprise is ruined, then this guy isn’t gonna be happy.” He pointed at himself. “And you don’t wanna see this guy unhappy.”

      “Wow,” Nia said. “That is way better than what I was thinking. She won’t hear a peep from us.”

      I smiled. “No she will not. This is amazing, Mr. Addair. She’s gonna love it.”

      He put his hands up. “Don’t thank me. This was all the boss’s idea.”

      All three of us turned to look at Mrs. Addair, who had backed into the corner. She crossed her arms, but a small smile creeped onto her face. “It’s nothin’, really. She’s family. This is just what you do for family.”

      I hadn’t thought of that memory in a while, but now it was all I thought about as Huey scooped Mrs. Addair up into his massive arms.

      “I’ll go with you,” Theo said. Faye squeezed his arm and gave him a double thumbs up. He nodded, then accompanied Huey downstairs to where his parents had been overseeing everyone’s recovery.

      Dex, Keon, Avery, and Spade, the only girl I’d ever met that was taller than me, walked off as well, to God knows where. With both Erina and my sister going through it, I hadn’t been spending much time getting to know the new faces. I hadn’t been spending much time doing anything other than watching over and being there for the two of them.

      I couldn’t help it; it was what I did best.

      Moon sat down on the floor and buried his head in his arms. Indra sat beside him, rubbing his back.

      Faye was stiff, staring at the spot that Erina had just been in, and the new dent in the wall. I cleared my throat. She snapped out of it.

      She shook her head. “Denny.”

      “Let’s go over here.”

      We moved to the other end of the hall, away from Indra and Moon to give them their moment.

      “Denny,” she repeated.

      She had a tendency of being Erina’s number one supporter. I braced myself in anticipation for her disapproval of tackling our Empress.

      Instead, all she said was, “You’ve got guts, doing something like that.”

      I brought my hand to my chest in mock offense. “I’ve always had guts.”

      “I mean… yeah. You certainly proved that during the week of chaos.”

      We paused. Unspoken words lingered around us. I dropped my hand.

      She swallowed. “This is Erina, though. Someone that powerful being that unstable is a dangerous mix. Not that that’s necessarily a bad thing.”

      “You don’t think that’s any cause for concern? Are you serious?”

      “Well, I mean, when it comes to things like what just happened with Mrs. Addair, then fine, I say one of us should interfere. But if it’s pertaining solely to the Elites or any of their direct allies, then I say let her at ‘em. Let her do her worst.”

      “You know Theo won’t feel the same way. He’s gonna be pissed that she took away a potential opportunity for intel just because she could.”

      “Trust me, I know that, too. You only really ever see his brooding and mysterious side, but he likes to vent during late-night hours. I’ll be hearing about this situation tonight. You’re welcome to join us. Unless you want to be there for your girl tonight. She may be too stubborn to admit it, but she cares about you more than she lets on. Call it fantastic intuition.”

      I sighed. Some days I felt that vibe from her, but then other days it felt like the complete opposite. Today was one of those latter days.

      “We’ll see.” I took a step back. “I have to go check on Nia, and make sure Mrs. Addair is still breathing. I’ll most likely be catching you and Theo later.”

      She saluted me off. “We’ll be in the dinner room.”
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      The recovery unit was as I expected it to be. Kylie was circling Mrs. Addair in the fourth bed on the right, the one that had been Moon’s not too long ago, analyzing her injuries and heart rate. Tim wheeled the medical tray full of medical equipment that was unbeknownst to me to her side. They moved with a mission. When they were in work mode, work was all that mattered, which was a preferable mindset in a field where lives were on the line.

      Dex was in here, lying with Alex’s head on his chest on the second bed. He, Indra, and I were here frequently. We waved at each other as I passed by to get to the first bed.

      Nia was sitting up, watching the commotion with Tim and Kylie. She didn’t break her attention as I sat at the edge.

      Her lower lip quivered ever so slightly. “She’ll be okay, right?”

      “Of course.”

      We both knew that there was no weight behind that statement, but it helped to hear it anyway. For me it did, at least. I refused to even consider the possibility that Kylie and Tim couldn’t save her.

      Mrs. Addair was the type of mom that I used to wish for growing up. She was the master at balancing discipline and still being someone that anyone could talk to about anything. Whenever Mrs. Addair had to discipline anyone, it was almost always warranted. Then, on the flip side, when everyone was on their best behavior, or when the shop wasn’t overwhelmingly busy, she was fun to be around, even a jokester at times.

      It may not have been like that with her at all since Mr. Addair died, but watching her right now, unconscious in that bed, those moments were all I saw.

      “Do you think Erina was… aware… of what she was doing?” Nia asked.

      “Someone already filled you in, I see.”

      “Um, no, Denny. I lost feeling in my legs, not my brain. I know how to make an educated guess, doofus.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well excuse me.”

      “So do you think she was aware?”

      I thought about the way her eyes had looked when she’d been looming over me. There had been nothing behind them. Like she wasn’t seeing me… until she was. Like a switch had come back on in her head.

      “No. She wasn’t aware.”

      “Hm.”

      We watched Tim and Kylie work for a bit, neither of us saying anything. The air grew thicker by the second.

      I stood up at once. “Let’s go enjoy nature. It’s been too long since we’ve done that.”

      “Good idea.”

      I reached underneath the bed to grab the folded up wheelchair. In the beginning, she had refused to use one. She’d said she would rather crawl anywhere she needed to go, but that reluctance had only lasted about a day. When I finished setting it up, I put one arm under her legs, and one arm on her back. She never used to be this light.

      “Don’t get used to it,” she said, reading my mind. “Ima get all my muscles back before you know it.”

      “Doubtful.” Nia loved a challenge.

      She punched my arm. Once her legs were near the wheelchair seat, I slowly set her down. She wheeled herself in front of me, toward the door. I waved goodbye at Dex and Alex. Eric was still asleep. That man slept like the dead.

      Nia led the way to the elevator.

      “I was on my laptop all last night,” she said as she hit the button for the first floor.

      “Same. I still haven’t found anything.”

      “Me neither. The others?”

      “Nada. But all of the Elites we had are gone, so now that we don’t have them to fall back on, it’s more important than ever that we find some sort of lead. There’s gotta be something out there.”

      “We’ll all keep looking. We’ll be fine.”

      The majority of us had been scouring the internet every day looking for clues on any of the Elites’ whereabouts. With all of the news stations being out of commission, we’d had to rely on independent sources, but too many people were posting looting or vandalism videos rather than anything helpful.

      Trizen was a wreck, and looking for a dime in this wreckage was no easy feat.

      Nia led us through the first floor, all the way to the foyer. It was a wide, open space with a beautiful, sparkling chandelier that added a nice touch. I went through the closet beside the front door to get our shoes.

      The moment I opened the door, I saw Erina in that red cloak, lying in the grass. Nia and I looked at each other.

      “We should say something,” she said.

      “I tackled her.”

      “You what?”

      “I tackled her.”

      She laughed. “So, what, you don’t want to approach her now? Come on, Denny. If I’m not scared, then you definitely shouldn’t be.”

      She wheeled down the yard, stopping right in front of Erina’s feet. Erina didn’t move a muscle. I ran to catch up to them. It was freezing out. Nia sat there like a deer in headlights. Say something, I mouthed. She pointed at me, telling me to do it. I shook my head. I wasn’t the one who had put us in this situation.

      Erina sat up. “Surely I can’t be that entertaining.” Her attention went straight toward Nia and the wheelchair. Her mouth dropped slightly. She stood up and wiped her cloak, though there was nothing on it. Her eyes averted everywhere but to Nia’s face.

      “I did this to you?” She eventually asked.

      “No,” Nia answered without hesitation. “Some jerk of an Elite got the one-up on me, but don’t worry, they were dealt with.”

      I didn’t miss the way Erina’s shoulders dropped.

      “I’m glad they were handled.”

      She looked over to me for the first time. Now, the hurt in her eyes was palpable. They dropped down to my hands, and it felt like she was going to reach out and grab me. I wanted to do the same. A voice in my head told me not to. To let her make that decision on her own. If she wanted to, she would. If she didn’t want to, then she wouldn’t.

      And clearly she didn’t. She went back to staring at Nia.

      “I’m going to heal you. Just lean forward so I can get access to your spine.”

      “Uh, yeah, sure. Sounds good to me.” She leaned forward as told and waited while Erina circled around her, lifted her shirt up, brought both of her hands together, and did that thing she did where she closed her eyes and put all her focus into one specific task. I stood a few feet away, not wanting to distract her in any way.

      When she was done, she stumbled back a couple of steps, then caught herself.

      “Damn it. Too much too fast. Closed wounds are a pain enough as is. I’m going back inside, but take it easy for a while, Nia. Your body needs time to readjust.”

      Nia opened her mouth, but before she could get any words out, Erina was gone.

      I kneeled beside the wheelchair. “How do you feel?”

      She gently ran her hands down her back, her mouth still agape.

      “Just like that…” she whispered. She turned toward me. “Help me stand.”

      “What part of take it easy don’t you get?”

      “Fine. Don’t help me, then.”

      Without warning, she grabbed each side of the wheelchair and jumped to her feet. I instinctively reached out to steady her, but she fell back into the seat before I had the chance.

      “Okay… yeah. Maybe I should give it a minute.”

      “Well no shit. Yet you call me the doofus.”

      “You still are.”

      We began circling the perimeter of the palace. Even though it was cold, I’d spent too much of these last couple of weeks cooped up in stuffy rooms to care. I needed this.

      I pulled one of Nia’s curls, for no reason other than to be annoying.

      “So why did you lie about who injured you?”

      She would usually slap my hand at this point, but she didn’t this time.

      “The same reason you won’t tell her what you did during the week of chaos she sent us on—she doesn’t need to know everything.”

      “That’s different, though.”

      “Not really.”

      “It is. She wasn’t directly involved with what I did, but she was directly involved in your situation.”

      She stopped. We had made it to the right of the palace. “So you want me to tell her that she accidentally paralyzed her closest friend so that she can do what, exactly? Feel even worse about herself than I’m sure she already does?”

      I moved to stand in front of her. “The more she knows about what she’s done, the harder she’ll fight to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      “I mean, she already knows that she killed seven of her own people for no good reason. If that’s not reason enough to want to get better, then we’ve already lost her.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s the truth. She’s my sister, Denny, and I love her, but the truth is, I can’t fully place my trust in her as she is now. It’s one thing to take your anger out on the people who were a part of taking your family away from you, and it’s another thing entirely to do so against the very people fighting alongside you. Her decisions from this point forward will tell us everything we need to know about what type of leader she wants to be.”

      I said nothing in response. None of what she said was wrong.

      “Let’s just keep going.”

      I turned to start walking again. She grabbed my hand.

      “Wait.”

      Still holding on, she used me to get to her feet, slowly but surely. I kept my other hand ready to catch her in case she fell forward. She stood up straight, then took her hand out of mine.

      “Uh, Nia⁠—”

      She brought a finger to her mouth to shush me. “I’m standing for the first time in like two weeks. Let me soak this in. Then you can tell me all about how I’m rushing things.”

      I watched as she stepped back, then forward. She was wobbly, but she didn’t let herself fall. I was about to start clapping, but then, out of the blue, she pushed me. Or, attempted to, at least. She tried again. I moved out of her reach.

      “Woah, woah, woah. What are you doing?”

      “I need to see if I’ve still got it. Come on, try to hit me back.”

      I took another few steps in the opposite direction. “Obviously you’re gonna be rusty. It’d be too unfair for me to fight you right now.”

      “All I’m hearing are excuses, little bro.”

      “I’m three years older than you.”

      She ran at me. She got a hold of one of my legs and tried to tip me over. I rubbed my knuckles against her head. She grunted, and attempted to kick me. In one swift motion, I rotated so that her back was to me, and pulled her into a headlock. She squirmed. I licked my pointer finger and held it near her ear.

      Just as I was about to stick my finger in her ear, as I’d done so many times in childhood, a voice rang out. Faye’s voice.

      “Denny! Nia!”

      Then Theo’s. “Come back inside! It’s important!”

      Not yet trusting Nia to move quickly on her own, I swooped her up in one arm and pulled the wheelchair in the other.

      “Damn, you actually are kind of heavy,” I said as I jogged back toward the front of the palace.

      “You could’ve left the wheelchair. That’s on you.”

      “Whatever.”

      Faye waved us over once we were in their line of sight. I broke out into a sprint.

      “What? What’s going on?” I asked as I let go of the wheelchair and put Nia back on her feet.

      Theo answered. “There’s a viral video going around. Apparently it was released a few days ago, but it’s just now starting to gain traction everywhere. I can’t believe all of us missed a video of this magnitude.”

      “We both watched it already,” Faye said. “But we’re gonna watch it again. With you both and everyone else in the palace. Come on, everyone’s waiting back in the screening room.”

      She held the door open for us. We went inside, took our shoes off, and followed Theo and Faye. They moved with urgency. Nia and I linked arms.

      I had no clue what to expect from this video, but based on  the way that they were acting, I knew that whatever it was, a whole lot of things were about to be set into motion.
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