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REMEMBRANCE







Chapter 1


[image: image]


Containment agent Marko Alvarez stalked into the Marked People Control Department, holding a manila folder in his hand and with a smirk on his lips despite the blood flowing down the side of his face.

General Darrel Stanis glared down at him.

“You were explicitly told to stop Sysectra with as little damage to public and private property as possible,” he said. “And to wait for support.”

Marko wiped away some of the blood falling down his eyebrow.

“Look, she was sending down a ridiculous amount of lightning,” he muttered. “Either I punched her out somehow, or the entire Citi Bank building in the corner was going down. I couldn’t both wait for support and reduce damage. Here, I even finished my report on the ride back.”

“I told you, no more dirty and bloody reports. You type that up on a computer and stop pushing more work on to the staffers.”

“I’m not hearing any congratulations here,” said Marko his smirk turning sharper. “When this is my two hundredth arrest. I’d say that makes me the best agent for the fifth year in a row.”

“Arrogant much? You could do with some humility,” said the General, snatching the folder away from his hand and flipping through the pages. “Did you get these photos from that loon at the Capitol Post? I told you to stop relying on the press for evidence photos. We gave you a camera for a reason.” 

“The camera got fried when Sysectra hit me the third time. Josh’s photos are as good as any for the archive. And humility doesn’t get the bad guys arrested. But you can start working on my top agent plaque for this year. It’ll look good next to the other four.”

“Marko!” called a voice from up on the second floor. Marko and General Stanis looked up the glass and steel walls to see Commander Niall Sestrane glaring down at them and motioning for Marko to go up to his office.

“What now?” muttered Marko, moving towards the stairs.

“You’ve got to stop making an enemy out of everyone, I keep telling you that,” said the General, patting him on the back.

“Tch, that’s gonna be hard with him,” he said, and climbed the stairs two by two. 

Commander Niall’s secretary shook her head at him when Marko approached her, pulling out his leather gloves from the back pocket of his jeans to put them on and hide the white lightning like marks down his right arm descending onto the tip of his fingers.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he told her.

“In trouble again?” she asked, giving him a kleenex to wipe the blood off his face.

“I haven’t done anything this time!” he laughed as he took it and cleaned himself up as best as possible. “At least, I think I haven’t. But there’s always something for Niall to complain about.”

“Marko!” yelled the commander from his office.

Marko threw the dirty tissue to the trash and jogged into the office.

“Sir? You wanted to see me?” he asked, closing the glass door behind him. 

Commander Niall shook his head as he read a few documents on his desk. Then he passed a hand through his pale blonde hair.

“The Capitol Post’s article on your mess reached my desk before your report did,” he said, finally looking up at him with cold blue eyes, and Marko wanted to punch him. A wave of boiling hatred rose up from his stomach every time Niall looked down at him like that.

“I wouldn’t know about what the Post does, sir,” he muttered.

“You don’t? You seem to use their photos in your report often enough.”

“It’s hard to keep cameras intact after most of my fights, sir. The one I was given last week got fried by Sysectra today,” he said. 

“If you waited for support, you wouldn’t end up in dangerous positions and keep ruining equipment so often.”

The glass door behind him opened and he heard the sharp, formal steps of Eiran’s boots approaching. He would know those steps anywhere.

“Sir? You wanted to see me?” asked Eiran, stepping up right next to Marko in his still perfectly pressed suit, with his white sword hanging from his hip, his white left hand hidden by the same black leather gloves that Marko wore.

“Why weren’t you supporting Marko? You were called to stop Sysectra too,” demanded the Commander. 

“Sir, she crushed a building on Ridge and the 5th. That stopped me for half an hour as I got through. Then the bridge was held up. By the time I made it there, it was only to stop her from escaping the Transport van. My apologies, sir,” he said.

“She escaped the Transport?” yelled Niall.

“Yes. I had to use four containment nets on her to allow the Transport department to take her away.”

Marko huffed and turned to look back at Niall. “Look, it’s not my fault if the Containment nets or the Transport vans are made of plastic.”

“It’s your job to ensure that they are transported correctly to Containment,” said Niall. “I am putting you on probation for a month. No field work and you’ll assist on archival office work for the entire month.”

“What? I singlehandedly defeat Sysectra with NO civilian losses and I get put in probation?!”

“And if you don’t change your attitude, that’ll be two months. Now leave, and I expect you to type up and submit your own report this time.”

Marko growled, but swallowed back his words and left, stalking his way out of the Commander’s office. 

“Archival again?” asked General Stanis, waiting for him just outside the office and leaning against the secretary’s desk.

“Transport’s vans are trash. I’ve been saying that for years, but suddenly it’s my fault if they get broken,” he muttered, taking the report back from the General. “And this time you’re gonna have to file an emergency authorization if you suddenly need me to help. I’m having him sign into paper that he needs me. Maybe that’ll show him how it’s a bad idea to put me on probation.”

Eiran walked out of the office after him.

“Josh from the Post told me to give these to you,” he said, taking out a handful of photos from his jacket pocket and handing them to Marko. “You should charge him for letting him take photos of you.”

“Tch, fuck off Eiran,” he said, snatching the photos from him.

Eiran said nothing more, and after a quick nod to the General and Niall’s secretary, left with the same sharp steps.

“Have you been going to the therapist?” asked Stanis, looking down at Marko.

“Don’t have time for that trash,” he muttered, pushing back his dark curls away from his face as he looked through the new photos.

Stanis shook his head at his response.

“You start scheduling appointments with her, or I’ll get Niall to sign an order for you to go,” he said.

“Stanis come on,” complained Marko, rolling his eyes. “It’s so stupid.”

“You need to work through stuff. You need to learn how to work with Eiran and stop fighting with Niall.”

“There are thirty agents in the department now,” he said, waving at the floor below. “Most of them recruited by me, too. Why do I have to partner with Eiran? Why do I even need a partner?”

Someone hugged him from behind.

“Complaining about Eiran again?” asked Nina, his girlfriend. He huffed.

“He hasn’t gone to therapy,” said Stanis, glaring at her.

“We’re trying alternative healing methods,” she said, letting go of Marko. “This weekend I’m takinf him to a therapist who does reiki healing.”

“None of that. You get to scheduling appointments with the department therapist and I want to get the receipts of assistance,” he said. “I’m serious Marko. Get to it. Don’t make me get Niall involved.”

They saw the General leave for a moment, and then Nina hugged Marko again. 

“You really do have to stop picking fights,” she said, rubbing her face against his neck. 

“That’s my job. Picking fights with bad guys. That’s why the pay me,” he said, shoving the photos into the envelope. “Not nearly enough, but they do.”

“Hand it over,” said Niall’s secretary. “I don’t want you breaking another computer.”

“Niall said-“

She snatched the folder from his hand. “He doesn’t have to know. Now go. You did a good job. I saw the video on the Post’s site. If I didn’t know you, I would have thought you were showing off.”

Marko laughed and shook his head. “It was all Josh. He’s always doing those fancy shots. If I didn’t hate using cameras, I would kick him out. But he knows how to get photos while not getting in my way. He should charge Niall for all the recruiting his articles do for us.”

Nina pulled him away and led him towards the cafeteria. 

“So, you’re in probation again,” she said, grabbing a tray for each of them. 

“Fucking Niall. He’s just pushing me down for stupid fucking reasons again,” he said. “I complained about the vans, dammit! It’s not my job to escort criminals to Containment. Why do I gotta do Transport’s job for them too?”

Nina picked salads and tea for each of them, and Marko was too angry to even care about what she picked. They made their way to one of the tables, where a couple were sitting down. 

“Hey Lana, hey Jake,” said Nina, setting down next to them. Marko sat down across from her and only nodded at the other two, who didn’t say anything but only nodded back at them.

“Weren’t you on paid time off?” asked Nina to Jake.

“No,” grumbled Jake.

On the cafeteria screens, videos of Marko’s fight with Sysectra started playing. They showed the first few electrified blows that she’d landed, and there was a shot of her punching him right into a building.

“How did he film that?” asked Nina.

“He bought a drone,” muttered Marko, taking a swig from his tea and making a face at the taste. “The bastard gets a raise and I get put on probation. I’m getting kinda fed up with how he makes me look in these kinds of videos.”

“It’s your fault for letting him take photos,” said Nina, starting on her salad. “Just tell him you won’t let him around anymore.”

“Tch. I ask him for some photos for a report, and suddenly he decides to film me with a drone. Damn reporters,” he said, and forced himself to drink the rest of the tea. Then he took out his phone and started rage texting to Josh.

[What the fuck were you thinking??!! Couldn’t you have edited out the part where she punches me in the fucking face?!] he texted him

“So, when do you want to go to the therapist? Next week?” asked Nina. 

Marko scoffed. “I’m not going to no damn therapist. I’ve been going to them for years. They’re no good for anything,” he growled.

[Come on man! It makes you look even better when you get up and defeat her!] answered back the reporter.

Nina picked at her salad a bit more and sighed. 

“Stanis just wants you to...get better. To get over everything, with Eiran and Niall and...and your brother.”

Rage building up inside him again, Marko kept rage texting.

[I don’t want any more of your damn stupid drone flying around me!! I’ll arrest you next time, you hear me? I’LL FUCKING ARREST YOU!] he texted back with a growl. Then he looked back up at his girlfriend. 

“I’m fine. It’s been twenty years since Niall and Eiran executed him for losing control of his powers. I just hate them because they’re trash and that’s it. Why can’t anyone understand it? If they don’t like my attitude, then I don’t give a shit. They can fire me for all I care. It doesn’t have anything to do with Jorah’s death but everyone wants to pretend like it does.”

Nina sighed and dropped the topic. 

“What are you eating?” she asked in concern, looking at Lana’s plate. 

“Eggs?” asked Lana, lifting a slim eyebrow at her.

Marko looked up from his phone. Then he looked at Lana’s plate. Eggs, hashbrowns, coffee. He bit his lower lip. Lana was a vegan like Nina and him. But the whole image of her seemed somehow...wrong.

He looked up to her face, seeing the half of her face that was white. There was nothing wrong with her and yet...

He looked at Jake, his eyes taking in the man’s splatter of white skin spreading like a stain over the dark skin of his neck up to his jaw. 

Nothing wrong there either.

But he knew.

He knew something was wrong.

He stood up, kicking the chair away, his hands clenching into fists. 

“What are you doing now?!” yelled Stanis, entering through the cafeteria door. 

Lana and Jake stood up.

“Who are you?” demanded Marko.

“Niall’s rabid dog, you really are as good as people say,” said Lana, clapping.

Jake launched a punch at him, and Marko dodged while Nina ran away from the table. Marko kicked up the table and shoved it at him, punching it with his marked hand and making it catch on fire. Lana’s face changed, shifted, until she turned into a completely different person. One that Marko recognized from the files he had reviewed.

“Nytrex,” he muttered, dodging a blow of black thunder that spread from the white tips of her fingers.

Marko stepped backwards, trying to put distance between him and the two of them, but faltered when an explosion shook the entire building. The crash of breaking glass outside made him look to the side, distracting him just enough for the man to slam the burnt remains of the table into him and then slam him right through a concrete wall. 

It took him a second to react and jump to his feet among the debris, just in time to avoid the man’s huge white fists slamming him down again. 

The world tilted around him and he faltered in his step even as he tried to get away from his attacker, holding on to a kitchen table to keep himself up, when General Stanis shot a containment net over the man, which shocked him into immobility.

The General jumped over the debris and helped Marko stay up on his feet by leaning against him. 

“Are you ok?” he asked.

Marko wiped some blood away from his lip. 

“It was a coordinated attack. Do you know how many there are?” he asked struggling to stand. 

The fight with Sysectra had left him pretty beat, but he refused to show it. Nina ran to the crumbled kitchen wall to join them. She had an ugly black eye.

“I almost got Nytrex but she got away. She broke through the container and flew out the building!” she cried. 

“Why are all of our containers so shitty all of a sudden?” muttered Marko, walking towards the cafeteria entrance. 

“Wait! Let’s watch out and be careful,” said Stanis, grabbing his arm. “You’re still weak from the fight.”

Marko pulled out a bag with a few Tylenol from his pocket and distractedly swallowed two as he kept walking towards the door.

“I’m fine,” he said. “We can’t go slow. They’re betting on the confusion slowing us down. We have to push back now before they get to whatever they want to get from us.”

“You really are quite impressive,” said Nytrex, waiting for them at the blasted out reception. Under her naked feel, a black liquid pooled.

“You work for that trash Laurent, don’t you?” spat Marko, taking off what was left of his burnt gloves and flexing his fingers. “What do you want now?”

“We follow him because he is God. He has power over life and death. He-”

“Yeah, yeah, supposedly he brings back the dead,” he said, rolling his eyes at that. Looking up, he saw several other people standing on the top floors. He managed to count seven but feared several more would be hiding. “I’ll believe it when I see it, ok? Now, you’re all getting arrested, you get me? If you come down your own, I won’t beat you up too bad.”

Commander Niall jumped down from the second floor, landed between him and Nytrex and with a snap of his fingers, he blew up the space where she was, along with the seven visible minions up looking down at them from the higher floors. Nytrex flew out of the way of the explosion and up into the higher floors and out of view. But the others weren’t so quick.

“The one time we need you to act like the savage brute you are, and you decide to show restraint?” asked the Commander, standing up straight.

A man laughed as he crossed the broken remains of the glass doors of the building. Tall and dressed all in black, a completely white line crossed his face over his eyes which had no pupils.

“Commander Niall, we finally meet,” he said, arms wide open as he strolled forward. Nytrex descended right behind him, black smoke drifting up from the tip of her fingers. “What a pleasure. I’ve heard such marvelous things about you.”

“Laurent Allard,” said the Commander, straightening his suit jacket. “We’ve been tracking you for a while.”

“Not close enough, I see,” said Laurent, winking at them. “But you would never admit to a mistake, would you? Or so I was told.”

“Whatever you may have heard on the streets doesn’t concern me,” said Niall, pulling out three container spheres from his inner jacket pocket.

He threw them at him, but the smoke from around Nytrex shot out at them and vaporized them upon touch.

The smoke kept advancing but faded out when Nytrex screamed and went flying out to the side when a white sword came flying at her. She grabbed at her left arm, where the sword had managed to slash a shallow cut into her skin.

“Oh, another guest to the party! Swordmaster Eiran, your sword is as fast the wind. I’ve gotten to hear so many rumors about you too! Weren’t you a very shy as a kid?” laughed Laurent, while Eiran descended from one of the broken windows of the second floor where he had come through. 

His white sword flying back to his white left hand. He didn’t say anything, but quickly glanced over the entrance and up at the higher floors, from which low snickers could be heard.

“Rumors aren’t very reliable,” said Niall, pulling out a container gun from his holster.

Realizing the Niall would try to gain more time with the weaker and smaller containers from the gun, Marko knocked his fists together, readying himself to rush forward and strike when they were distracted.

“I know, I know. That’s why I asked the one person who would know you best, Mr. Valhausen. Oh, but I’m being so rude! Let me introduce my guest. I’m sure he’s dying to meet you again. Or rather, he died from meeting you,” said Laurent, and laughed. “Come on in, Commander Zion! Don’t be shy!”

A tall slim man walked in through the door. He wore a simple gray suit without a tie, and his light brown hair had a dusting of gray here and there. He looked not a day older than the last time Marko had seen him, twenty years ago, when he had announced his brother’s upcoming promotion in the Department of Marked Security. The previous Director of the department, Commander Zion Aaronson.

He walked up to stand next to Laurent, hands clasped behind his back as he regarded them before him with a harsh severity to his eyes.

“What is this? Don’t be rude,” laughed Laurent. “It’s been twenty years since you were alive. At least say hi.”

“He’s a fake,” said Niall, pointing his gun at him. “You’re lying.”

Zion turned to look at him, and Marko noticed in his eyes a certain edge of contained anger. Some fire barely suppressed inside him that flared up when his gaze fell on him. 

“That’s enough, Niall. Please leave,” he said, a firm serious tone. The same that Marko still heard echoing in his dreams. “All of you too. Leave now.”

“No, no! They should stay! We’re only getting the party started! There will be so many reunions yet!” said Laurent.

Niall shot, but a gust of wind from around Zion rose up, and the gun and containers fell apart in pieces, as if cut by dozens of invisible blades. 

But it had been the wind. Marko knew. He had seen it before.

“Zion...,” he gasped, as his brain struggled to grasp the idea that he was seeing the real Commander Zion, who wielded the wind as a blade. 

“Oy, he’s angry,” said Laurent, smirking as he looked at Zion. “He has been angry ever since I brought him back. I had never heard of him being an angry man, but I guess when you get murdered, it would make your temper flare up, uh? Tell me Zion, how does it feel like to meet your own murderer? How angry are you?”

“That’s not him,” muttered Niall, his fists shaking.

Marko looked at him. 

“But...,” he mumbled, almost unaware that he was speaking, just pushed by a desire to explain his brother’s actions. “Zion...my brother...he didn’t meant to. He didn’t mean to kill you. He just lost control of his powers. Jorah never meant to hurt you. He never wanted to hurt anyone!”

Zion looked at him, and Marko saw the edge of anger in his eyes soften. His expression turning sad.

Laurent laughed. 

“Poor Marko! Ahhh, the rabid dog of the government has become a puppy. Even I feel bad for you now. I felt so bad when Mr. Aaronson told me the whole story, that if you want to come join me now, I’ll accept you. I may even have a gift for you!”

“He’s lying!” yelled Niall, and lifted his hand to blow them up.

Zion shook his head and a gust of wind cut off Commander Niall’s hand. 

He screamed. 

General Stanis rushed forward to help wrap a tourniquet around the stump of Niall’s wrist.

Zion sighed. “Your brother didn’t kill me Marko. He never lost control of his powers. The one that murdered me was Niall,” he said. Then he turned to Eiran, who stood frozen in place, his mind still in shock from what he was seeing. “I’m sorry Eiran. It was all a lie.”

Eiran let his white sword fall to the floor. Then his legs failed him and he crumbled to the ground. 

“But...But I killed Jorah,” he mumbled. “I saw him attacking Niall and-“

“He was attacking Niall because he saw him kill me. Right before dying, I saw him,” said Zion with a sigh. “Stanis, please confirm what I’m saying.”

Marko turned to Stanis, his blood running cold.

“You...you knew?”

The General lowered his eyes.

“We found out five years ago,” he said. “But the information was deemed a matter of natural security and everything about it was sealed.”

Marko’s legs buckled and Nina rushed to hold him up. 

“He killed my brother,” he said, looking up at Niall. Then he turned towards Stanis. “He killed my brother, and Zion, and you knew, and YOU NEVER SAID ANYTHING. YOU KNEW AND YOU LET HIM GET AWAY WITH IT!”

Laurent clapped. “Isn’t the party getting better?” he laughed. More explosions sounded from the floors above. “You can come with me if you want. You can be my rabid dog instead!” said Laurent. 

Marko took out his containment gun and shot at him, but all the containers fell to pieces under Zion’s cutting wind. 

Overhead, more explosions blew out the glass walls of the building. Laurent laughed and Stanis took a step back away from mark, terror in his eyes. The ground shook, and cracks opened all along the floor. Marko looked around, but suddenly everyone looked like a stranger to him. Everyone, except Zion, who looked the same as he had looked twenty years ago, staring back at him with the same sad pity that he had always had for him.

Marko turned around, and ran away.
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Chapter 2
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From the old beaten up tv in his living room, twenty year old Jay Sterner watched in awe the news of Laurent Allard attack on the Marked People Control Department.

“Mom! Mom! Dad is on the news! He attacked the Control Department!” he called when he saw the part of the livestream where Laurent came walking through the remains of the doors and Nytrex descended behind him.   

His mother came to the living room dragging her feet and lighting a cigarette. A series of white stripes ran down her right arm.

“That can’t be him,” she said, and took a long drag of her cigarette. “Who’s that with him?”

“It’s Nytrex. She joined him last year. The Post reported on it back then, but she kind of disappeared after that.”

On the screen, late Commander Zion walked leisurely into the reception of the building. Jay’s mother dropped her cigarette on the floor of the trailer and Jay pulled it up.

“Mom, you’re going to cause a fire again!” he complained.

His mother didn’t hear him, frozen by the sight of Commander Zion standing, and walking, and speaking. All while not looking a day older than he had been when he had been murdered twenty years ago.

“Mom?” tried Jay again.

His mother rubbed at her eyes, laughter fighting to pass through her pursed lips, and her face changing from anger to amusement and to resentment.

“He did it,” she muttered through gritted teeth. “The bastard finally did it. He found a way to bring back the dead.”

On the tv, Marko’s face twisted into a mix of despair and rage.

“He killed my brother, and Zion, and you knew, and YOU NEVER SAID ANYTHING. YOU KNEW AND YOU LET HIM GET AWAY WITH IT!”

Jay’s mom scoffed a laugh with an edge of resentment. 

“So they killed his brother, uh? Monsters turning on each other. His brother was nothing more than a fucking monster, but damn, poor kid. And he’s his spitting image too. A shame.”

“You met his brother? The Executor?” asked Jay, fearing the answer.

“Nah. I wouldn’t be here if I had,” she said, taking back the cigarette. “You weren’t living another day if he came for you. No. But I saw enough of his killings. And if that kid Marko is half as good as his brother, he’s tearing Laurent apart in pieces. But I don’t want to see it.”

She put the cigarette in her mouth and grabbed the tv, crushing it in her hands with no effort. She threw the crushed mess of plastic and metal down on the floor.

“Take that trash out, and fix the fence. The press will be hounding us and asking about Laurent. Remember-“

“Yeah,” said Jay, picking up the crushed remains of the tv. “I won’t tell them he’s my father. I know, I know.”

[image: image]

 
[image: image]



[image: image]






Chapter 3
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Marko ran away. He ran away for hours. Until his weak and beaten body collapsed on him and he fainted near the river. 

He woke up to the sound of a voice that seemed very familiar to him, but he couldn’t figure out what it was saying. It just kept speaking far away so that all Marko heard was some constant unintelligible mumble.

But the tone seemed so familiar. As if it was something that his consciousness could finally hold on to and use it to pull itself back to the world. He groaned and opened his eyes to find himself in some strange room he didn’t recognize. He pushed himself up to sit on the bed he was in and blinked, trying to focus his eyes some more. But the more he saw of the room, the less he could figure out where he was. His eyes went from the picture of a half naked woman on one of the walls, to the poster of some gory movie on the other, and then down to the wrinkled covers he was lying on. 

“What the-?” he mumbled.

The door opened, and he realized the voice he had heard was Max Norbert, the CNN presenter that he always heard from the screens at the office cafeteria in the Control Department building. 

His mind went back to the events of the cafeteria, then to the attack, and then to what he had heard about Niall, and his brother, and his stomach twisted so painfully he almost puked.

“Hey, no, no, no, the bathroom is there. Don’t puke on my bed man!” said Joshua Sameer, who had come in through the door. 

Marko looked up at him. 

“Wha-? Josh? Where...am I?” he asked.

“At my apartment. And if you’re going to puke, please don’t do it on my bed,” he whined, helping Marko sit up straighter in the bed. “You had like...a mental breakdown or something yesterday. I looked for you all evening yesterday and found you lying on a ditch near the river. You’ve been asleep for a while. Since I found you yesterday. I was starting to get worried.”

“Oh,” said Marko, not even trying to remember what he had done the day before, after running out of the Department building. He just wanted to stop thinking completely. His head hurt too much. And his heart, and his body, and a part inside him deep into his chest that felt like the place where all the pain in his life came from.

“Man, it’s kind of weird to see you be like...not angry and aggressive,” said Josh, walking back to the living room to turn off the tv there. He then came back into the room with a glass of water. “How do you feel? Do you know what your name is?”

“Of course I fucking know who I am,” muttered Marko, grabbing the glass to drink.

“Ah, that’s more like you. I got worried for a moment there.”

“What happened? After I... Uhm...”

Josh sat down on the edge of the bed next to him.

“Uh, Laurent and his goons took control of the department’s building. But Nina and Stanis and the others are alright I think. They got out of the building right after you, when parts of the structure started collapsing.”

Marko tapped the glass a few times, trying to think about what he was going to do, but at the same time his brain felt too exhausted to put forward any coherent thoughts.

Josh stood up. “You look beat up man, come, you need to eat something,” he said, helping Marko to stand up and go sit down at the living room.

Marko followed him like a zombie, feeling a strange silence in his mind as he went through the motions of putting his shoes back on and walking out of the room, making his way around piles of clutter with cables and other discarded filming equipment. 

And as he sat down and looked at the black screen of the tv turned off on the wall, all he could think of was that image of Niall’s containment gun falling apart in pieces from gusts of wind sharper than any blade. He had seen Zion cut so many things like that when he was a child. Sometimes for practice. Sometimes when his brother Jorah asked him to do it for them to see because it looked so cool.

And again, the Commander’s voice echoed in his mind 

“He was attacking Niall because he saw him kill me.” 

His brother had never lost control of his powers then. He hadn’t had to be killed the way they had to kill those who lost control of their powers, back then in the times when they didn’t have containment weapons, twenty years ago.

Josh set down a tyrofoam cup on the coffee table in front of him.

“Sorry man. I know you’re like, a vegan or whatever, but chicken ramen is all I have right now. I don’t think it actually has any chicken though,” said the reporter and sat down on a nearby couch.

Marko made a noncommittal noise and started eating. The warmth of the broth really did feel like it was calming the icy storm inside him that wouldn’t let him think. But at the same time, he didn’t want to think back on everything. He felt at war with himself. Wanting o do what had to be done, but too terrified of facing the world.

“So, what are you gonna do now?” asked Josh.

Marko shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said in a soft whisper. “I really don’t know.”

“Seriously? Man, you really, really are creepy like that. All calm and stuff. Just yell or something. It’s so weird.”

“I dunno. I don’t think I can feel anything now,” said Marko, looking down at the empty ramen cup. 

He really felt as if something had been drained off of him. As if something had been torn from deep inside him and now there was only an empty void in his chest. As if the endless pit of rage inside him from which he drew on all the energy that he needed was suddenly gone.

But he didn’t feel good. He just felt empty.

“You wanna go to the hospital?” asked Josh.

“Fuck no.”

Josh scoffed out a laugh. “Good, good, that’s the Marko I know,” he said, punching him lightly on the arm and getting up to walk into the kitchen. “You know what you need? Coffee. That’ll make you feel better. But you guys have got to do something. The department is gone. Like, I’m so serious. All of the agents just up and quit man. Or at least, a huge majority. I think only Nina and a few others are still in. Everyone else is throwing their badges into police departments and telling the Department of Defense to go fuck themselves. And you’re still in I guess, since you haven’t formally resigned.”

“I’m gonna resign.”

“Yeah, I figured as much. But like, Laurent looks crazy. Like, really, really crazy. And no one seems willing to stop him,” said Josh, setting down a mug of coffee on the table. “He just released a video saying he’s a god and that he wants all the markies to join him. And they are. Marko, I’m so serious, a bunch of you markies are marching to the department building and joining him. And a lot are complaining that the government executed your brother and it can’t be trusted and-“

“Wait. How did you find out about Jorah?” asked Marko, his brain slowly starting to work again. “And how did you know I had run away and where I was?”

“Err...”

“Jesus Josh, what the fuck did you do?”

“Well, when the attack on the department happened, I had to cover it!” said the reporter, moving as far away from Marko as he could while still sitting on the couch. “So I went there when the explosions were still going on and got in through the visitor’s entrance on the side, you know, with the pass you gave me, and I...I saw Zion, and I heard a lot. Actually, uhm...everything... I’m sorry about Jorah... And uhm, I hacked your phone the other time you left it with me to fight Dessentrek and put a tracker on it.”

Marko buried his face in his hands. “This is a nightmare,” he mumbled. “This can’t be real. You hacked my fucking phone.”

The doorbell sounded a few times, and then someone banged on the door.

“Oh, that must be my new editor,” said Josh, jumping to his feet. “He doesn’t like my creative processes.”

He went to open the door and screamed. 

Marko looked to the side just in time to see General Stanis shove the reporter away and stalk into the apartment followed by Nina.

“There you are,” said the General with a sigh of relief.

“Fuck off,” said Marko, and grabbed his coffee mug. He flinched at the first sip from the disgusting taste of burnt coffee. “Dammit Josh, this tastes like poison.”

“He was a bit off for a while, but he’s getting better,” said Josh, looking at the General and Nina.

She rushed to sit down next to him and embrace him.

“We were all so worried about you! Why didn’t you call me? Why didn’t you answer any of my messages?!” she said, crying into his shoulder.

“Oh, I don’t know where my phone is. How did you find out where I was? I just woke up. I think I blacked out last night. I don’t remember much,” he said, patting her hair and moving away. “I don’t even know what hour it is.”

“The department put a tracker on your phone,” said Stanis, sitting now on one of the free couches.

Marko threw his arms in the air. 

“Is everybody tracking my phone? Does everybody know exactly where I am and what I do at all times?!” he yelled.

“You agreed to it when you signed your contract,” said Stanis, narrowing his eyes at him while Josh handed Marko his phone back.

“No one reads contracts. I just check my raises,” he said, and threw the phone back at Stanis. “And you can keep it. I’m resigning.”

“Marko don’t-“

“You knew. You fucking knew for five whole years that my brother was innocent. That he was murdered. But you and the entire department covered it all up.”

“It was difficult. There were...decisions that had to be taken. More and more people were appearing with Marks and with more dangerous powers. And most of them were losing control. Niall had led the department for fifteen years.”

“So what?! You get to commit murder because you’re good at your job? Fuck that!”

“It’s not that! He was trialed. In secret. And he was found guilty. I’ll request to unseal the documents for you and show you all the documents and the declarations. We can figure out how to...how to address this. But right now there is a madman pretending to be God and taking over the Department. They launched an attack on the pentagon just a few hours ago. The army managed to repeal them but he’s gathering support quickly, and we’re losing it just as quickly.”

“Well, no one wants to support a government that hides and protect a murderer! And a lot of markies look up to Marko. Of course they are going to stop supporting the Department and the government,” said Nina. “The only reason I didn’t resign is because I wanted to find him, but if he resigns then I will do it too!”

Marko’s brain, finding strength and energy from the burnt coffee, started making sense of everything he was hearing.

“Wait...how...? People know about Jorah’s murder?” he asked, terrified of the answer.

Stanis and Nina looked up at Josh, who cowered behind the kitchen counter.

“I...I was livestreaming when I got there!” he cried. “I didn’t expect to hear all of that! When I heard you say that they knew Jorah was innocent I cut the transmission. I swear, it was an accident!”

Stanis grabbed the remote from the coffee table and turned on the tv. CNN was showing a rerun of the video of them standing at the destroyed reception of the department building, and Marko saw himself yelling “He killed my brother, and Zion, and you knew, and YOU NEVER SAID ANYTHING. YOU KNEW AND YOU LET HIM GET AWAY WITH IT!”. The video cut off and Danna Steiffer, a Markie rights activist, came on the screen next to presenter Max Norbert.

“That is what working for this corrupt government gets you,” was saying Danna. “Twenty years. Nearly a lifetime of bowing to the government just to find out they protected your brother’s murderer. Marko was the staunchest defender of the Marked People Control Department. He truly has been their attack dog, and all it got him was betrayal. I have opposed his stance on Markie containment and control, but I can only pity him now. Hopefully he’ll learn that you can’t trust those in power to protect you.”

Marko threw the coffee mug at the screen, but Nina stopped it in midair with her telekinesis and floated it back down on the coffee table.

“Calm down,” she said, rubbing his shoulder.

“That witch takes every chance to rant about me on CNN about how much of a danger I am to the markies, but suddenly she pities me? She can shove her damn pity up her-“

Someone knocked on the door and Josh went to open it.

“Who is it now? Who else is tracking my damn phone?!” yelled Marko.

Eiran came into the apartment and he jumped to his feet.

“I found you,” said Eiran, panting for breath. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

Marko lunged at him and slammed him against the wall.

Stanis and Nina grabbed him from the back and tried to pull him away from Eiran.

“You killed him!” yelled Marko, undeterred even when Josh tried to get between the two of them to separate them. He punched Eiran in the face and then slammed him against the wall again. “I knew it! I knew it couldn’t be that he had lost control of his powers like that! I knew you were a murderer!”

Eiran didn’t bother even lifting a hand to defend himself, and just let Marko release all of his anger on him.

An icy gust of wind flew into the apartment, covering all of them with a thin layer of ice.

“Enough! Control yourself!” yelled a slim blonde man, rushing into the apartment. The temperature dropped even further, forcing Nina and Stanis to let go of Marko. “Have you lost your mind?!”

“You stay out of this Arrell,” muttered Marko, letting go of Eiran for a moment to flex his arms and crush the layer ice that had formed over him. “Jorah was innocent. He’s a murderer.”

“Marko he had no idea!” said Arrell, standing between them. “Niall lied to him too! Zion said so himself!”

Eiran placed a hand on Arrell’s shoulder. “Stay away from this,” he said, struggling to stand on his own. 

“He’s going to kill you!”

“He won’t,” he said, then looked up at Marko. “I know you won’t. But you can beat me up if you want. And after we deal with Laurent, you can bring me to trial and I will declare myself guilty.”

“You’re not guilty because you had no idea!” cried Arrell.

“That doesn’t matter!” yelled Eiran. Marko froze. He had never heard the swordsman raise his voice. “Whether I knew it or not, I still killed an innocent man, and I deserve to face punishment for it. But just...we need to stop Laurent first.”

Another man, a dark skinned Italian came in through the door. It was Arrell’s boyfriend Pietro. He was looking down at his phone with an angry smirk.

“And I hope you stop that madman soon, because he’s truly gone off the deep end,” he said. “He just released a statement demanding the world to worship him or something.”

Marko took a few deep breaths to calm himself down, then walked back to the living room. 

“How did you all get in here anyway? How come everyone seems to know exactly where I am?”

Eiran pointed at Josh, who had gone back to hiding in the kitchen. “He tweeted that you were safe, so I came straight here,” he said.

Marko jumped over the counter, trying to get at Josh, who climbed on top of the fridge trying to escape him.

“I’m sorry but everyone was asking where you were and if you were!” cried the reporter. “Don’t hurt me!”

“Get back here! I can jump seventy feet up in the air! You can’t escape me!” yelled Marko, grabbing his leg and trying to pull him down from the fridge.

On the screen mounted on the wall, CNN announced breaking news, and started showing a video of Laurent sitting down on what used to be Niall’s office.

“Brothers and Sisters. It has been enough of our suffering. How many of us have been contained like animals? For crimes which any other person wouldn’t have even served any time at all? How many are still sealed away, for the rest of their lives, for something that they have no control over? And how many have been killed? It’s time we rise up! Look! Even if you bow down to the government like a dog, you will still be betrayed! Tsk. Poor Marko. If he hadn’t run away crying, I would have offered him an olive branch. A gift of peace. Ah, if you come here, we can talk. Even dogs know what is good for them and when to leave a bad master. And so many are also seeing the light,” said Laurent. Then the video changed to an aerial view of the outside of the Control department building, where dozens of people were entering, and more seemed to be coming. The view changed to show Laurent again, this time standing in front of Niall’s desk. “But there are so many good news for all of us, even for those among us who have pitted against our brothers and sisters! Even the most brutal of us. Isn’t there, Commander Zion?”

The camera moved to show Zion standing next to one of the bookcases on the office with a stern look on his face, but he didn’t say anything. The camera returned to show Laurent.

“Ah, it has been such a difficult thing, for you. Having to face your own murderer. But I have promised him true and right justice, and I will fulfill it. There will be justice for him as well as justice for us. And not even death will stop us! So come. Come and join us in freedom!”

Marko went back to sit in the living room as the video cut off and the news presenter came back on.

“He’s starting a rebellion,” he sighed, as the enormity of the situation finally hit him. “He’s organizing an insurrection against the United States.”

“So you see why we need your help to stop him?” said Stanis, standing up and moving to look out the window as the sound of a police siren passed nearby. “There’s barely anything left of the Department. They kidnapped most of the admin personnel on the building, and from last I heard, there were only fifteen agents still on the department.”

“Soon to be less,” said Nina. “There has been no statement on what happened about Jorah. Niall escaped. Eiran sort of escaped-“

“I was looking for Marko,” said the swordsman, glaring at her. “I won’t escape. I already said I want to turn myself in and face trial.”

“This is crazy. This is so crazy,” said Marko, rubbing his face. “And why are they all talking about me anyway? Why do I have to be paraded around and talked about? Why can’t I just...? Why can’t I just mourn my brother in peace? This jackass and all these people are making it all about themselves, and all I want is justice for my brother.”

They all fell silent. Then Marko turned around and glared at Josh, who was pointing his phone at him.

“And if you recorded that and publish it, I’ll tear off your head!”

“I didn’t!” cried Josh, hiding behind the fridge.

Marko then jumped to his feet. “Wait. Yes, film me. Josh, how do you put me on tv?”

Stanis’ face shifted into a horrified grimace. “Don’t do anything stupid. Just- Don’t do anything. I’m calling the Department to pick us up now.”

“No. Fuck the department. I resigned, you can’t tell me what to do anymore. I’m going to tell him where to shove his olive branch and then I’m going to arrest the sucker. Josh, hurry, put me on tv or on a livestream or whatever it’s called!”

Josh picked up one of his cameras and set it on a tripod at the same time as he called his editor on the phone. “I’m gonna stream you on the Post website!” he told Marko.

Stanis rubbed his temples. “If you quit, you can’t arrest anyone!” he said.

“Then I take back my resignation and I’ll quit after I arrest him!” yelled Marko

“We shouldn’t have used him as the Department’s face for recruitment,” muttered Stanis to himself. “We shouldn’t have let him work with the Capitol Post.”

“You’re live,” said Josh, manning the camera.

Marko took a deep breath and stared back at the camera for a second, letting his thoughts settle down in his mind.

“Laurent, you fucking bastard,” he started, and Stanis groaned in the back, hiding his face in his hands. “I don’t know what you can do or not, and I don’t care.  But why do you show up here like you were someone amazing, someone beyond death? Some god who can come down here and tell me how I should live my life or mourn my own brother? I’ll tell you what you are. Some puppeteer who toys around with the images of the dead and pretends to be more than he is. Don’t fuck with me. God wouldn’t come down and laugh at me and at the murder of an innocent man. You’re not delivering justice. You’re not delivering anything for anyone. You’re playing around with people’s lives and people’s hopes. You’re not God. You’re not even a demon. You’re some stupid jackass who has no respect for the lives of others and takes no responsibility for his own powers. And I’m going to arrest you.” He stood up and walked away from the shot. “Turn that shit off,” he muttered, walking into the kitchen. “And where did you put my jacket, dammit?”
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Chapter 4
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Stanis called for some FBI non marked vans, which arrived at Josh’s apartment to take them away. Eiran, Arrell and Pietro left in Pïetro’s car, while Nina and Marko followed Stanis to another one. 

Josh ran after them, carrying his camera equipment.

“You’re not coming,” Marko told him.

“Come on man!” 

“No. It’ll be dangerous.”

“It’s always dangerous with you. I know how to do this and not get in your way. Come on, I pulled you out of a ditch!”

“Don’t hold that against me! And you’ll just be tweeting everything we do.”

“I won’t! I promise! You know I always got your back!”

Marko sighed, but Josh laughed, knowing he had won. They both climbed on the van with Nina and Stanis.

“What is he doing here?” asked the General.

“Being a nuisance,” muttered Marko. “And in case I need to send Laurent another message. I figure our communications and press teams are out of the question now.”

“We can use the Pentagon’s communications,” said Stanis, but made no move to stop Josh, and instead motioned for the driver to get going.

“They’ll never, ever authorize me to give any message after what I did,” said Marko, leaning back on his seat while Nina curled up around him. “After I wipe the floor with Laurent, make sure they fire me so I can collect unemployment.”

“Focus on getting Laurent first,” said Stanis, looking down at his phone. “Better yet, focus on getting reinforcements. Sulah, Inna and Jirel were spotted on a bar nearby. Let’s go speak with them first.”

“I don’t need reinforcements. I just need to get close enough to bash Laurent’s face in,” he complained, but got out of the van when they got there anyway, and helped Nina get out after him. Stanis, knowing his presence would only make things harder, stayed in the van. Josh tried to follow him, but Marko pushed him back inside. “Stay here for now. I’ll tell you what happened, but the guys don’t like you, and we need to talk with some privacy.”

He closed the van door before the reporter could complain, and he and Nina went into the bar where they’d parked. He recognized the place as one of the bars where he’d done some recruiting years and years ago.

Inside, the place was almost completely empty, except for a couple sitting at the bar and looking up at the tv mounted on the corner that showed a CNN panel composed of reporters, lawyers and markie activists. He grimaced when he saw one of the activists was Danna ranting again.

“Hey. Wasn’t Inna here too?” he asked them, announcing his presence and grabbing a stool for Nina and another for himself. Sulah and Jirel turned around with equal looks of sadness and anxiety.

“Inna just left,” said Jirel, taking a drink from his beer. “You look good. We were worried until that guy from the Post tweeted that you were ok.”

“Ok is way too generous. I’m holding on, let’s leave it at that,” he said. “So, you guys quit? Can’t blame you. I’m planning to do that too after we clear off this mess with Laurent.”

Sulah and Jirel exchanged worried looks. 

“What is it with you guys?” demanded Marko.

“They have taken Laurent’s side,” said a voice with a heavy German accent behind him, and he looked back to see a woman in a black spandex costume with yellow trimmings and a mask that covered the top half of her face, hiding her identity, yet letting free her long blonde hair.

“Vertex,” he muttered, narrowing his eyes at her. Then he looked back at the two ex agents. “Tell me she’s lying.”

“We haven’t sided with him,” said Sulah. “But we can’t really go against him.”

“No way!” he cried “You can’t be serious.”

“Marko, he brings back the dead,” said Jirel. “What do we do about that? What does that mean about us? What does that mean about the world?”

He threw up his arms. “We can deliberate about it and have philosophical debates on the nature of life after we arrest him and stop his crazy insurrection.”

“They do have a point in that his powers do pose a complicated question,” said Nina, hugging his arm. “Why don’t you try to speak with him?” 

“Speak with him? So he can tell me how godly he is?” 

“He said he was willing to reach out. That he wanted peace. Marko I know you’re angry, but you’re not thinking straight. You’re just taking your anger over what happened to Jorah and projecting it on Laurent.”

“I’ll project it on Eiran as soon as I’m done projecting it on Laurent. And with Niall as soon as I find the bastard. I’ve got anger to spare, no worries on that running out,” he muttered.

“Marko please...What he said, about having a gift for you...”

“Nina, I know!” huffed Marko. “I know what he meant. I’m not an idiot.”

“I didn’t mean...“

“I know what he wants. He wants me to wonder if he can bring Jorah back. I know he wants me to think that he wants to bring him back for me. And I WANT him to bring him back. It’s driving me insane to think that he can and that he would. That’s why I can’t let myself even consider the possibility. I can’t let him hit me there because that’s where I’ll crumble. I know it, and he knows it. So I have to take him out faster than I can crumble from my own weakness. So that’s what I’m going to do.”

“Marko, you’re demanding too much of yourself again. You can’t just keep on ignoring your own pain.”

“Well, I have to. I can’t accept it even if he comes out and offers it outright.”

“But you’re not even considering it. I can’t see you drown more and more in your own anger. Marko it’s destroying you.”

“I can’t even consider it Nina! What would I tell Jorah if he does bring him back for me? ‘Sorry, I stuck by a megalomaniac who thinks he’s a god because I wanted to see you again?’ I can’t. You know the last thing he told me? He told me that I always had to do the right thing. And I’m going to do the right thing, even if it kills me. So that if I do end up dead, and if there is an afterlife, and I get to meet him again, I’ll be able to look at him in the face when I do. And if there’s nothing afterwards, I can die knowing I did what he told me to do. To protect the innocent. And Laurent can’t tell me anything about that.”

Sulah and Jirel said nothing and lowered their eyes, so Marko stood up from the stood.

“If you guys stay away from the whole thing, that’s enough for me,” he said, and turned towards the door.

Vertex smirked at him. “It won’t be enough to get past his minions,” she said.

“I don’t need help from you masked loons,” he said. “There are arrest warrants for you and all the masked crazies of the Alliance, don’t forget that.”

A man came in through the side door next to the bar, clapping his hands. He wore a tailed tux with a completely black spandex mask that covered his face.

“Well, well, it’s so good to see you’re as determined as ever,” he said.

“Go to hell Sonata,” snapped Marko.

Sulah and Jirel left the bar, shaking their heads. Sonata pointed at the door when they left. 

“That’s basically the attitude of everybody from your department who quit. Latest count says you guys got eight people left. There are bets on who will be the next one to quit.”

“I bet you guys at the Alliance are loving it, uh?”

“For once, not really,” said Vertex, crossing her arms. “We expected the Department to endure, but the news about the coverup hit everyone very hard.”

“Tch. ‘Hit everyone very hard’. Last I heard, Jorah’s only brother is me. But suddenly everyone wants to make it their problem?” he muttered.

“But you were the best agent of the Department,” said Sonata. “The strongest defender. The only ones who had served there for longer were Niall and Eiran, who turned out to be actual murderers. If they could do that to you... Well, you can’t blame people for wondering what they would do to any of us that they didn’t care for. And most of us had suspected that among all the necessary executions there might have been some unnecessary ones. So this is just confirmation. Like it or not, you’ve become the image of all the victims who never got any justice.”

An emergency exit to the back of the bar opened and a huge man with a mask covering all of his face except for his white eyes came in, dragging someone behind him. Marko recognized Josh immediately.

“I told you to stay in the van!” he yelled.

“Sorry! Sorry! Please get them to let me go!” cried Josh.

Marko huffed and pushed back his hair. “Let him go. I don’t have time to fight you all. I’ve got an insurrection to stop,” he told them.

Sonata signaled for the man to let Josh go, and the reporter scrambled to get behind Marko immediately.

“Sounds like you could use some friends to do it, though,” he said, entwining his fingers.

“Friends? Don’t fuck with me.”

“Fine. Would reluctant allies with the same goals be a better definition?”

“How do I know you guys even have the same goals? I haven’t heard a single thing from your little vigilante group and suddenly you two show up, laughing at how the department is falling apart?”

Vertex pursed her lips for a moment.

“We’re heading for the same thing ourselves too,” she said.

“Vertex,” said Sonata, with a warning to his voice.

“It’s true. We haven’t managed to agree enough to even settle on a position. None of us have separated from the Alliance, but we cannot move as a whole. Especially not when the entire department was on its way to disappear all on its own. We figured, if you didn’t do something, we would have to take over and figure out a way to deal with Laurent that wouldn’t tear us apart too. Your crazed message managed to stabilize things, though, as strange as it was,” she said, then pointed to Josh. “And if you publish any of that before we deal with Laurent, you’ll vanish forever and not even he will save you.”

“My message was for Laurent,” said Marko

Sonata shook his head. “That’s why people call you a rabid dog, dear Marko. You just attack and destroy without any regard for how you’ll look like to others or for what your actions will cause on anyone else.”

“What other people do, or say, or think, is not my responsibility.”

The bar door opened and General Stanis came inside, followed by another masked vigilante that Marko didn’t recognize. The look of defeat on the General’s eyes alarmed him too much to care about the other guy.

“What happened?” he asked.

Stanis took a deep breath. “The only Marked agents left in the department are you two, Eiran and Arrell.”

“Arrell quit years ago.”

“He said he would rejoin to support us through this. I think Eiran convinced him. But that’s about it. Niall is obviously out of the picture now that he’s on the run. And Laurent’s forces have cut off the department containment supplies. No more containment weapons. The best we can get is standard army weapons, if the Pentagon doesn’t decide to disband us. But for now, they’re too busy setting up the defenses around it and taking the other branches of government to secure locations to bother with what’s left of us.”

Everyone at the bar exchanged worried looks.

Marko set his hands on his hips.

“Well, back in my brother’s times the only agents were him and Niall,” he said. “That didn’t stop them. And they didn’t have any containers back then either. They just fought the bad guys to the death with their powers and their bare hands. So, too bad about the other agents, but that doesn’t change my plans.”

“While we in the Alliance have yet to agree on exactly how to proceed,” said Sonata. “We do agree that Laurent should be dealt with by the Department. His move is against the government, not against markies, as destructive as it may be. So in a way, now our goals are the same: to get Laurent arrested. We do still have containers and markie proof weapons of our own-“

“Impossible,” interrupted Stanis. “No government bodies make alliances or work with vigilante groups. Not even with the Alliance.”

“So you plan to storm Laurent’s hideout with five people and no weapons? The last estimate is that they have roughly ten thousand people in the Control building and the surrounding area. And more are joining by the hour. I would expect that nonsense from your dog but not from you, General.”

Marko bit his lip and looked over at the tv on the corner, showing images of even more people gathering towards the building.

“Having a few people to cover my back wouldn’t be bad,” he said, looking at Stanis. “And if they did it out of their own will, it couldn’t be said that we made any agreement with them.”

Stanis looked up to see the video too and shook his head. “If we don’t handle this now... the Pentagon has said that they will bomb Laurent out if worst comes to worst,” he said.

“We know,” said Vertex. “But I can see that just like us, you don’t want to see that genocide play out. Nor the way it would splinter this country.”

Sonata clapped. “No agreement,” he said with a laugh. “It just so happens we kidnapped you all to bring you to one of our bases, and then you escaped stealing a bunch of our weapons. In our pursuit of you, we might converge at Laurent’s hideout. That is all.”

“Kidnapping?” asked Josh.
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Chapter 5
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Arrell and Pietro took Eiran back to his house.

They spent the whole trip in silence, until Pietro parked in front of the house.

“You two...,” said Eiran, sitting in the back and looking out the window. “I know you saw everything on the tv, but just...stay away from this.”

Arrell huffed in exasperation and opened the car door.

“Don’t be an idiot,” he said, stepping outside. He opened Eiran’s door and pulled him out. “Come on, up. I hope you still keep enough ammo at your place. We’re going to need it.”

Eiran shook his head, but pulled out his keys anyway. They stepped into the house.

“The safe is in the bedroom, in the closet,” he said, handing the keys to Pietro and making a beeline for the kitchen. “I need water.”

Arrell sat down at white couch on the pristine living room and observed him for a moment, before shaking his head and turning on the tv. 

The remote was still in the center of the living room coffee table, where Eiran always left it. And taking a look around the room, everything looked the same as the last time he had been at his house, five years ago. Everything pristine. Everything in order.

The tv showed CNN, which was playing the video of the events at the Control Department while analysts chatted on the screen.

Arrell quickly turned off the tv again. The video would be on every channel right now. And if not, there would be people talking about the video, or decrying the video.

“He never lost control,” said Eiran, holding a glass of water in his hand and looking out of the kitchen window.

“Eiran...,” called Arrell. “You didn’t know.”

“But how?” he asked, walking out of the kitchen, his eyes unfocused, lost in the recesses of his own memories. “I saw him. I saw the fight. Zion was dead in front of the desk...”

“Eiran don’t. Don’t dwell on it.”

“Zion was in front of the desk. The desk had been blown off, part of it was on the wall and Jorah was hitting Niall. There was an explosion, and Niall yelled that Jorah had lost control.”

“This is really not the best time Eiran,” said Arrell, standing up and caressing his arm. “We need to focus on dealing with Laurent.”

Eiran didn’t look at him, just stared straight through the glass in his white left hand with unseeing eyes.

“He was innocent. He really was...,” he whispered. 

The glass in his hand was cut in perfectly sliced pieces and took a second before exploding and cutting his hand.

“Watch out!” yelled Arrell, reaching for a towel from the kitchen to wrap around his hand. 

Pietro came back into the living room, carrying several boxes Containment nets and guns. 

“What the hell are you doing?” he asked, setting everything on the table.

“Go clean that,” ordered Arrell, pushing Eiran forward. “You go clean and bandage your hand. Go.”

The swordsman said nothing, and just took wobbly steps towards the bedroom.

“He’s losing his mind,” whispered Pietro, shaking his head. He pocketed a few Containment spheres and a gun. “You were right. It broke him. Damn, you really were right.”

Arrell slapped Pietro’s arm. “Shesh! Don’t say that!” 

“What? It’s all come out to the light. Like I said it would. Like we both knew when we found about it.”

“He can’t know that we knew it. Look at him. He’s falling apart and it’ll only get worse. My god, my god, I’ve never seen him like this.”

“Fucking Niall. That piece of fucking shit,” mumbled Pietro, moving towards the bar cart in the corner of the living room. “I’m getting Eiran a drink. Maybe it’ll snap him out of it.”

“I don’t want to drink,” said Eiran, walking out of the bedroom, spraying the shallow cuts in his hand with antibacterial quick healing spray. “Let’s take the Containers and move on to meet with General Stanis. I need to check in with him.”

“Sit down, you need to rest.”

“I will rest when I’m in prison.”

“Eiran... You’re too upset right now. It’s no time to make any rash decisions.”

“I made one decision then, and it cost the life of an innocent man,” he said, pacing around the living room. “And all these years I endured all of Marko’s anger and all of his hatred, thinking he was refusing to accept reality. But it was all deserved. He was right all along. He was always right to call me a murderer, to treat me like trash. Because I was. I killed someone who didn’t deserve it. I aided a murderer.”

Arrell reached out to set his hands over Eiran’s shoulders. 

“You couldn’t know. If you had, you wouldn’t have done it. Jorah was your whole world.”

“I should have known. I should have stopped. I should have waited. I should have-“

His voice broke and he shivered, his eyes filling with tears. Arrell pulled him towards him, letting Eiran’s head fall over his shoulder while he cried.
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Chapter 6
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Vertex summoned a tornado that blew out the front of the bar. In the confusion, Nina, Marko, Josh and the General Stanis found themselves getting dragged out and thrown into a black limo parked at the back of the bar.

“I’m not liking the kidnappig part of this,” complained Marko, pushing himself up from the floor of the car as it sped off into the night.

“I’ve heard kidnappings aren’t enjoyable, no,” said Sonata, crossing his legs and setting his hands over his knees.

“I’m having serious second thoughts about this too,” said Stanis.

A screen near the ceiling of the car turned on, and a middle aged man with a white mask that covered the top of his face could be seen.

“I’m sure you must still be reticent to accept our help,” said the man.

“We’re kidnapping them,” said Sonata, opening a mini bar in the limo and taking out a small bottle of red wine. He grabbed the bottom of his mask and pulled it up to free only his smirking mouth. “No helping, no working together. They are being the victims of a crime.”

“But as Vertex has said,” continued the man on the screen. “This could turn into a genocide very quickly. The goal of the Alliance is to protect and defend markies both from other’s attacks and from dangers within ourselves. Laurent starting an insurrection against the United States is essentially forcing a war between the markies and everyone else. He is a danger that must be dealt with and stopped. But it would be preferable for this to be settled by the local government, and you are all that is left of the Department in charge of these matters.”

“Doctor Marvallis, I didn’t expect to finally speak with you after so many years trying to catch you,” said Stanis, sitting up straight.

“Our goals did not align for most of those years, sadly. And Commander Niall was very firm in not fomenting any kind of communication between us,” said the Doctor. “And speaking of him. Who would be in Command, now that he is essentially on the run?”

“That would be me,” said Stanis.

“Do I get promoted too?” asked Marko. “I need a raise.”

“You just quit an hour ago.”

“No I didn’t! I need to still be employed to arrest Laurent! I’m handing in my resignation later.”

The limo stopped and they got out to find a sleek black plane waiting for them.

“Awesome!” said Josh, taking pictures of it. But the big man who had dragged him into the bar grabbed all of his equipment and crushed it into a metallic ball.

“No pictures,” he said.

“That was expensive!” cried Josh. Marko grabbed his arm and pulled him closer. 

“Stop that! Just keep quiet and stay close to me,” he hissed at the reporter.

Nina moved closer to him. “I’m not sure about this Marko,” she whispered, grabbing his arm. “Where are they going to take us? I don’t think we can trust them so much.”

Sonata slid next to her. “We’re going to the place that you’ve been trying to find for years. Our central base in international waters.”

Marko held Nina’s hand. “Let’s just stay close. Between us both, we can take that place down if need be,” he said.

Vertex extended her hand at General Stanis. “Phones stay here,” she said.

“Not unless I can call Eiran first.”

“Gotta rely on murderers again? Fine, since you five are the only ones left.”

Stanis called Eiran and informed them that they were being kidnapped by the Alliance and taken to an undisclosed location. Eiran’s voice was silent for a moment on the other side.

“Are you serious?” asked Eiran. “Wha-? Kidnapped?”

Marko moved closer to the phone. “Are you deaf? We’re being kidnapped. Now stay at the quarters or...like, stay wherever you are and wait and don’t do anything stupid,” he said. Nina moved closer to the phone too.

“Tell my mom I’m fine, but I won’t make it home for dinner. That I’m with Marko,” she called into the phone.

Stanis huffed. “Nina, we’re not fine. We’re being kidnapped,” he told her. “Now, Eiran, stand back and await further instructions. Only reach out to the Pentagon if you do not receive any further communication from us within 24 hours. If you do not have any messages, assume we have all been killed and proceed accordingly.”

“Killed?!” cried Josh.

“You brought the Post reporter with you?!” demanded Eiran.

Vertex snatched the phone away from Stanis’ hand. “That’s enough for a message,” she said and crushed the phone. “Now get on the plane. We have a genocide to stop.”
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The trip took a few hours, which Marko and Nina used to rest from the madness of the previous hours, taking turns to nap or keep guard; and Josh used to try to interview everyone he could.

Vertex said that she would give him a black eye if he didn’t shut up, while the other two masked vigilantes were flying the plane, so Josh focused completely on Sonata, who absolutely loved the attention.

“After the conservatory kicked me out, back when there weren’t any of these fancy non discrimination laws. They used to just argue skill fraud if you were a Markie, no matter what power the mark gave you. So, they kicked me out and I decided to dedicate my life to crime,” he was saying, while Josh furiously kept notes on napkins he had found on the plane’s kitchen. “It was very good pay if you did it right, that’s the thing.”

Stanis walked by and leaned over the seats towards Sonata.

“It’s been four hours. How much longer until we get there?” he demanded.

“As long as necessary. Sorry General, I don’t fly planes. Anyway, what was I saying? Oh, right, great pay if you did it right, you know? If no one got injured, much less dead. And not that much destruction of property either. No one likes that. But of course if you did it wrong, you would end up with an agent assigned to you,” he said, and looked over to where Nina and Marko were sitting at the front of the plane to check that Marko was asleep. He was, but he lowered his voice anyway. “And of course, the worst was when you got either Niall or Jorah assigned to you. That never ended well.”

Stanis sat down next to Josh. “Jorah, that boy. He was good. He was a good boy,” he said, shaking his head. “Lord pardon me, I haven’t had peace since I found out that he was innocent.”

Sonata tapped his wine glass. “Innocent is a bit too generous when talking about him,” he said, and took a sip to hide the frown on his lips. “There are very few markies who have a body count attached to their name, and he has the highest one. He killed more of us than anyone or anything else. Being honest, I was one of the group who voted for the Alliance to wait to see what would happen to the Department. Especially when the puppy had his mental breakdown. I’ll admit the first thing I thought was ‘he’s going to end up a murderer like his brother. He’s just going to snap.’ And I’m not the only one, nor the minority.”

“Back when Jorah was alive, we didn’t have any Containers,” said Stanis with a sigh. “If you lost control of your powers, there was no way for anything to stop you. If we ever sent him or Niall out, it was because you were a definite threat. It was a dark time for everyone.”

“Especially for those who died. So help me, I do like the little puppy, if only because he has never killed any of us. And some of the ones he fought, I always thought ‘he won’t catch them alive’. But he did. And that’s admirable in a way.”

“You can shove your admiration up your ass,” called Marko from the front of the plane, and Sonata snapped to attention.

But Marko didn’t move or say anything else.

“Hmph. This is a private conversation,” said Sonata, extending his arm and snapping his fingers. The air around them took on a certain tension, as if every sound was compressed around them. “There, no more meddling. Anyway, his crazy message did stabilize things among us like Vertex said. If only because we knew he wasn’t going to go bonkers, and he still wanted to deal with Laurent in a lawful way. But me and a few others still weren’t quite sure to reach out. Then Vertex went crazy about not doing anything and went to look for you though, so I had to follow her.”

“Screw you Sonata,” retorted Vertex sitting down next to him, yet not taking her eyes off of her tablet.

“But I liked what he said at the bar, about not wanting to ask Laurent to bring back his brother. That was when I finally agreed to, err, forcibly bring you aboard. Because let’s be real, the last thing we need is Marko’s brother coming back to life and taking revenge against everybody implicated with his murder. I think we can all agree on that.”

“Jorah was a good kid,” repeated Stanis with a sad sigh and a shake of his head. 

“And Zion was the best Commander that the Department has ever had, but in all the videos I’ve seen of him now, he looks like he would unleash a massacre as soon as given half a chance. The first thing he did was cut off his murderer’s hand. If Niall hadn’t been so fast, Zion would have cut off several other pieces of him.”

“Descent,” said the pilot, and they all returned to their seats and adjusted their seatbelts.
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They had their eyes bandaged while descending from the plane and into the Central base, so that the only thing they could be aware of was that they were walking over metal plates. Marko tried to memorize the way they were being led, but quickly gave up when he lost count of the number of left turns.

Finally Sonata took off his blindfold.

“Welcome!” he said, extending his hands and motioning at the great room around them that looked like the control room for a spaceship in some low budget scifi movie.

“Well, this is disappointing,” muttered Marko.

“No, no, this is so cool!” said Josh, trying to take in every detail at the same time.

Doctor Marvallis stood at the far end of the room, leaning against a metallic control panel, with his arms crossed over his chest and wearing his usual three-piece suit. He was one of the very few Alliance members who refused to wear a costume.

“You two stole the plane,” he said, shaking his head at Vertex and Sonata. 

“Vertex stole the plane,” said Sonata, pointing at her. “I just went along for the ride.”

Stanis nodded at Marvallis. “So, we finally meet,” he said. 

“For the first and last time, I hope.”

“As long as you and the Alliance stays away from American issues, that might be doable.”

“So, not really? General, we cannot allow the government, any government, to act freely with regards to those of us who have been marked. History has taught us during the past few decades, that if left on their own, most governments would rather exterminate us first and ask questions later. As the sad case of Mr. Alvarez’s brother proves.”

“You leave me out of your bullshit,” said Marko.

A metallic door to the side slid open, and a tall woman in a tight red spandex suit with a completely white mask walked inside.

“You make yourself out to be a Markie hero going on the news, your photos on every newspaper and posting all over social media, but then pretend like you want no one to know anything about you?”

“Strella,” said Marko, with an annoyed expression. “Well, joke’s on you. I don’t have any social media.” 

Strella pointed at Josh. “So your PR guy doesn’t post anything?” she said, sarcasm dripping from her voice.

Marco glared at the journalist. “You made me social media accounts?!” he yelled.

Josh hid behind General Stanis. “No! No! Of course not!” he cried. “I made accounts about you. It’s completely different, I swear!”

“Josh, for the love of God!”

“Look man, a guy’s gotta eat, and your photos sell a lot!”

One of the screens behind Doctor Marvallis turned on and a voice that Marko didn’t recognize spoke. 

“Doctor, Laurent has released another video,” it said. 

“Play it,” ordered the Doctor. “Let’s see what new horrors he has.”

The video started playing and showed Laurent in one of the main inner gardens of the Marked People Control Department’s buildings. The place was arranged and decorated as if for a wedding.

“Hello everyone! I know that I just sent out a video earlier, but I’m just so happy now that I need to share my happiness with everyone! With the whole world!” he said, laughing. “To those who still disbelieve in me- and I’m also talking especially to that mad government dog- I would like to show the triumph of love over death! Meet my lovely wife Mya, who I lost to the claws of death twenty years ago. Our love will continue now, and forever. Now not even death can do us part!”

He motioned to the side and the camera moved to show a beautiful young woman, probably in her early twenties dressed in a white wedding dress and holding a bouquet of white flowers. She stared back at the camera with a steely cold stare that chilled Marko to the bone. Her eyes seemed to contain a cold fury carefully controlled. Very similar to the way that Zion’s cold gaze had shocked him.

“Mya? I think I’ve heard that name before...,” said Marko

Strella huffed. “She was one of your brother’s victims,” she said, and Marko felt his blood run cold.

Back on the video, Laurent walked up to the woman and clasped his hands over hers.

“Another great joy is that we can celebrate our wedding again. There can be no end to love anymore,” he said. The woman did not respond. “And this time it will be even more especial. Because we now have some fancy new guests!”

He pointed off to the side, and the camera shifted to show rows and rows of white chairs set out through the garden filled with the kidnapped workers captured at the building bound by ropes and gagged.

And at the very front, dressed in a white suit, sat the First Lady of the United States.

She was only tied to the chair, but she didn’t say anything when the camera focused on her, staying calm and showing no emotion on her face.

“That bastard!” yelled Marko. “Get me some containment guns and I’ll arrest him!”

“Then you should have arrested him when he first marched into the Department,” said Strella. “Instead of acting all tough now!”

The camera moved back to focus on Laurent again and he approached the camera with easy steps and a pleased smile on his lips.

“Everybody is welcome to my wedding. You can all keep coming to celebrate the triumph of love over death,” he said opening his arms in a welcoming gesture. “Even you, little Marko. We hold no resentment against you or your brother for what he did to my wife. We could in fact show even greater generosity than the government has showed you by hiding his murder, and are willing to forgive all of the pain you both inflicted on us. This is a time for forgiveness and reconciliation. This is a time of unity.”

The video cut off, and a cold silence descended on the control room.

“Jorah didn’t kill her,” suddenly said Marko, clenching his hands into fists so hard, his nails cut into his skin. “I’ve memorized every single name on his list of confirmed kills. There was no Mya in the list.”

“Jorah was sent to catch her and Laurent after the burning of the central library that she and Laurent caused, and which took the lives of ten innocent civilians,” said Stanis, walking up to him and setting his hand on his shoulder. “But he never found her. You must remember her from the list of failed missions. That was the only one he failed. He died a few months after the assignment had been labeled a failure. Mya’s body was found a week after his death. She was determined to have been murdered at around the same date as he was, so there was always a rumor that he had lost control of his powers and killed her first, then turned to kill Zion until Niall and Eiran stopped him.”

Marko jerked away from his touch.

“But now we know that wasn’t true. He never lost control of his powers,” he said. “And after I arrest Laurent, we can ask Mya who her murderer really was. That will clear my brother’s name. So let’s get to it, before the Pentagon launches an attack to rescue the First Lady.”

Doctor Marvallis grabbed a piece of paper that came out of the control panel and walked up to them. 

“It seems she was kidnapped just a couple hours ago. Probably around the time you took the plane,” he said. “Right as she was being transported to a bunker. Laurent’s forces intercepted the convoy. There is no confirmation yet, but it seems like they killed her bodyguards and only left the First Lady alive.”

“So much for Laurent’s forgiveness and reconciliation,” muttered Marko, then glared at the Doctor. “We came here because you said you had weapons, so don’t make me waste my time.”

The Doctor handed the paper to Stanis reached out to push back Marko’s hair, showing a trail of blood that was flowing down his face. 

“You’re still hurt from the fight with Sysectra.”

“That was yesterday,” he said.

“And you still have open wounds.”

“I cleaned them, but didn’t have much at hand,” said Josh, approaching to take a look at him.

“You come with me,” ordered the doctor, patting Marko’s back. “Sonata, go get the equipment ready. Vertex, take our guests to the cafeteria. I’ll clean his wounds, get him patched up and meet you all there in a moment. And return the access cards to the plane too. You’ll be banned from flight privileges for a month after this is over.”

“Tch, this all sounds just like government bullshit,” muttered Marko.

Nina ran up to Marko and grabbed his arm. 

“No, I’ll go with him,” she said. 

“It’s fine Nina, go with Josh and Stanis and make sure they’re safe. I’ll be fine on my own,” said Marko. “I just need to get some stitches and that’ll be it.”

“You shouldn’t be alone.”

“You treat him like a baby,” complained Strella with a huff. “When are you two breaking up? I’ve got a gamble of six months, but I need to see if I have to change it.”

“We won’t break up!” cried Nina. 

“Page six says otherwise,” laughed Strella.

“Josh, come on!” said Marko. The reporter hid behind Stanis. “Nina, go make sure Josh doesn’t do anything stupid. I’ll be fine.”

Nina gave him a quick kiss on the lips and went back to the others.

“I keep losing money on your relationship,” said Strella, when they were gone and the Doctor led them out through a different door. “I thought you would break up when she made you go vegan. And then when she took you to the holistic center. Give me a break and tell me when you’re breaking up with her, I owe Sonata like four hundred dollars.”

“Then stop betting on my relationship,” he grumbled. “Get one of your own if you have nothing better to do.”

The doctor sat him down at an examination table and started cleaning the cuts on his forehead and arm.

“We’ve sent some reconnaissance forces. They should report back within the hour,” he said. “Once they do, we’ll compare it to our satellite imagery. Then we can set a strategy.”

“If the strategy isn’t you dropping me in the middle of the place armed to the teeth, I want nothing of it,” he said.

“Someone has to do some actual thinking,” said Strella. “We’ll unleash you at some point, don’t worry your silly little head about it.”

“You’re not doing much thinking if all you’re going about are rumors. You can start by saying that it wasn’t my brother that killed Mya, or at least by shutting up about it.”

“Stop fighting,” said the doctor, giving a sharp pull to the stitches on Marko’s arm, making him flinch. “We don’t need to be snapping at each other right now. We need to focus. Now lay down. Strella go check on the satellite images. Print them out and I’ll see you and the others at the cafeteria.”

Strella made a noise of annoyance, but left anyway.

“After this is all over, I’ll arrest you all,” muttered Marko.

“Take off your shirt. I saw the video of the fight and I think you must have at least some hair strand fractures, so I’m going to take some x-rays of your torso,” said the doctor and handed him a couple pills. “Swallow those. They’re painkillers. And weren’t you going to resign after this? If you’re losing your job after this, it would do you better to join us.”

Marko swallowed the pills and the doctor led him to an x-ray machine in a different room. He had taken so many x-rays in his life that he went through the whole process without much care.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen with me after I arrest Laurent, but don’t get your hopes up,” he told the doctor once they were back on the examination room with the images showing up on the screen mounted on the wall. “I would rather just be a janitor before having to work with Strella or Sonata.”

The doctor handed him another couple pills and water. 

“Sit down on the examination table and swallow those,” he said, and turned back to the image on the screen. “I think we could adapt to your...job requirements, should you change your mind. Just know that the offer is still there, however this all turns out in the end. Hmph. Look, just like I thought. There’s a few hair strand fractures here and here. From what our intelligence was able to gather, Laurent sent Sysectra to get you out of the way and weaken you right before the attack. Laurent recruited her about six months ago.”

“I knew it was weird for her to be causing a mess like that,” said Marko after swallowing the pills, setting the glass of water to the side and rolling his shoulders. He was starting to feel very tired. As if all the tension and anger from the last 24 hours was finally starting to take it’s toll on him.

“One of the pills I gave you is a new treatment for just this kind of things. It’ll heal your fractures quickly enough for the attack, but it’ll be very painful, so we’re gonna have to knock you out for a few hours.”

“I don’t care about the pain. I won’t let you knock me out.”

“I know you won’t. That’s what the other pill was for,” said the doctor, and pushed him down on the examination table. Marko found himself without any strength to resist him.

“You...bastard... Nina was right,” he mumbled, feeling his eyelids falling closed.

“Sweet dreams, and see you in six hours.”

Marko’s world went black
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Chapter 9
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Marko was dreaming.

And he knew he was dreaming.

But knowing he was dreaming only made things worse as he ran through endless hallways, opening door after door and yelling for Jorah. He was dreaming, after all, so why shouldn’t he be able to find him there, in the place where nothing was real? 

If he found him there, would he have enough strength to look Laurent in the eye and refuse to ask him to bring his brother back? Or would he collapse instead? 

He opened another door, and entered the living room of Nina’s house, where her voice drifted from the kitchen, singing that song from the soap opera she never missed. 

“Will you stay for dinner?” asked the voice of Nina’s mother from the upper floor, and he ran out through the closest door only to find himself in the editorial room of the Capitol Post, where he had first met Josh.

“You can question me all you want,” came the reporter’s voice from another room where Marko could hear him typing. “But I won’t take my article down. It’s all true. I have sources and video and more photos than you have time to review. Take it all, but I won’t lie and say my article was wrong just to appease Commander Niall.”

Marko ran out through another door, leading down a series of corridors that he at once recognized as the endless hallways of the temporary ICE orphanage where he and Jorah had spent nearly a year. He turned a corner and found an open door, from where he could hear the voice of the director’s voice. 

“We can’t allow them to stay in the country. It would be better to send them back to Mexico and have their government find their families,” he could hear the director of the orphanage saying. 

Marko turned around and ran back, passing rows after rows of closed doors from which he could hear children laughing, and yelling, and crying, and screaming. They always screamed in his dreams of the orphanage. That was all he could dream about, and unending cacophony of crying and screaming and no one who cared.

He escaped through another door, and found himself back among the glass walls and floors of the Control Department. He walked forward, and looked into Niall’s office.

Zion sat at the chair, behind the glass and metal desk, looking out the window at the back of the office to the bright clear day outside.

“Zion?” asked Marko, and the sound of his own voice echoing back at him from the empty halls of glass all around him made his heart jump. “Where is Jorah?”

The Commander turned around to face him, with that same cold look to his eyes. With that same barely restrained rage shining in those pale blue eyes that had always seemed so warm and comforting to Marko.

That was the thing that had given him strength, he realized. The knowledge that whatever Laurent did to Zion to bring him back, had turned him into this man that Marko could barely recognize.

He couldn’t let Laurent do the same thing to the soul of his brother.

The Commander sighed.

“Stand back Marko,” he said, and the clear day behind him turned to night in the blink of an eye. “Don’t come.”

“But Jorah-“

Zion shook his head.

Marko turned around and kept running. 

“Marko don’t come,” echoed Zion’s voice, but he refused to listen. This was his dream, and if he couldn’t see his brother even in his dreams, what was the point of dreaming?

He escaped through another door, and found himself in a back alley. Far away, he could hear the noises of a city that he didn’t recognize. Honking cars, and yelling people, and police sirens. 

A woman with long black hair stood at the entrance of the alley, looking out at the street, yet still keeping herself in the shadows. 

She turned around to look at him with the same angry, cold gaze to her eyes as Zion. A gaze that showed nothing more than the message that she would rip him apart without hesitation if need be.

“Mya?” he called, and the woman ran away.

Marko did not pursue her, and instead went through another door on the other side of the alley that led him into a run down apartment building where he could hear yelling and banging from the floor above. 

His heart raced when he recognized the place as the first apartment building that he and Jorah had lived in, right after he had turned sixteen and started formal work as a part time agent for the Department.

He climbed the stairs, caught between a desire to run forward and a terror for what he would find upstairs.

Floor, after floor, after floor, until he reached the fifth one, where the overhead light flashed on and off, and he could see the door to the apartment slightly open.

He walked inside, flinching at the whirring noise of the hinges that Jorah always said he would deal with, but never got to actually fix.

“Jorah?” he called. 

There was no tv in the apartment. Only a couple chairs and a table that Jorah had rescued from a trashcan nearby and fixed. 

He walked towards the single bedroom and pushed the door open. 

A gangly child sat at the windowsill, looking out the window into the street. Marko blinked and a stocky teenager, with his brand new uniform jacket sat down at the windowsill, still looking out.

Marko’s vision blurred and he swore under his breath at the way his eyes were filling with tears. He looked up and saw a man that he had never seen. Tall. Taller than him, with darker skin than his own, yet with the same brown curls.

“Don’t swear,” the man said, with a deep voice that Marko had never heard. The man shook his head. “It’s rude.”

“Jorah?” he asked, his voice strangled by his tears. “Jorah is it you?”

The man stood up, and Marko felt the world tilting around him. Everything turned upside down and fading all around.

He opened his eyes to find a completely white mask in front of him, and gasped.

“The doctor said to wake you up now,” said Strella. “You’ve been out for more than six hours.”

Marko realized he was taking several deep breaths, and tried to calm himself down.

“Uh, yeah, sure,” he mumbled, trying to relax. He looked around and found that he was in some sort of jet.

“And also, you were having a nightmare,” she said, going back to her seat and strapping herself on again.

“No I wasn’t,” he lied.

“Huh, so you weren’t crying out your brother’s name, uh?”

Marko rubbed his eyes, and found tears still clinging to his eyelashes.

“Mind your own business Strella,” he muttered, thinking back to his dream. He hadn’t managed to see Jorah’s face, and the more he thought about it, the more he resented her messing with him right at that moment.

Not even in his dreams could he have the one thing he wanted the most. To see his brother again.

“We’re going into this shit together. You’re my business now,” she scoffed, but with no real edge to her tone.

“Where are the others?”

“I’m here!” said Josh, sitting behind him.

“Josh if you publish anything about this-,“ he started.

“I won’t! I promise!”

“Liar.”

“Silence you two,” said the Doctor from the front of the plane, and Marko realized that he was the one flying it. “We’ll be in position in five minutes.”

“What position? I don’t even know where I am! Why is everyone kidnapping and transporting me around like nothing now?!”

“Hey man, I was trying to help you,” whined Josh. “I wasn’t going to leave you lying in that ditch!”

“I can’t believe you brought along your fanboy,” complained Strella.

“We’ll descend on top of the eastern tower. Nina, Stanis, Sonata, and Vertex will descend on top of the western tower. The plan is to get to the central garden that Laurent showed as soon as possible. Other members of the alliance will attack from the ground around the perimeter to distract and separate his forces. We’re hoping to divide their defenses and get to the First Lady right away. You just focus on barreling through anything you find on your way down. Strella and I will cover your back.”

“What if they take control of the planes while we’re going down?” asked Marko.

“They’re remote controlled too. They’ll be gone as soon as we get off, so there’s no turning back, understood?”

“Amazing!” said Josh.

Marko looked back and saw him clutching a new camera. One that looked much fancier than all his other ones.

“Where did you get that thing?” 

“The Doctor gave it to me.”

It took a moment for Marko to figure out the reasons. After all, the Alliance couldn’t be interested in being shown on the front page of the Capitol Post.

“You assholes want to film the inside of the building,” he growled.

“Let’s think of it as a show of mutual trust. We let you see the inside of our own base, and now you’ll let us see yours,” said the doctor with a laugh.

“I saw one room and then you knocked me out in another. That’s hardly fair,” he said, but they descended sharply, and he felt as if his stomach had jumped to his throat, so he shut up with a sharp intake of breath.

The jet gave a wide turn and then stopped, descending somehow like a helicopter, but Marko really had no idea how it was doing any of it. All he knew was that it was starting to make him nauseous.

“There are containment nets on the inner pockets of the jacket we gave you,” said Strella. “That’s thirty of them in total. And two containment guns strapped to your legs, along with the two ones you own in the holsters. Aside from that, I think your fists can cause enough damage, but we gave you some Linial blend gloves that should endure the heat of your fire fists.”

“I can do a bit of lightning too.”

“We know. They should endure that too. Don’t think we don’t have an entire file on you.”

The transparent top of the jet slid aside and both Strella and the doctor unstrapped themselves from their seats and jumped out. It took Marko a few tries to figure out the belt, and then he had to unstrap Josh and help him out and down from the jet.

“Stay close to me,” he told the reporter while adjusting his gloves. They felt very nice. The Department had never given him gloves this good, and he had gone through hundreds of gloves since he started working for them. He decided he was going to keep them after this nonsense was over. “You know how it goes, but still, don’t try doing anything stupid just for some fancy shots, ok? Just stay at the back.”

“Sure, sure. Come on, we’ve been doing this for years, I know the drill,” said Josh, hitting him on the arm playfully.

The jet lifted off from the heliport. On the other tower, he saw an identical black jet taking off too, and despite the distance, he could distinguish the figures of Nina and the others. He huffed, and swallowed down his worry about how everything would go. It was always much harder to work with others, because he then couldn’t stop worrying about making sure the others were safe. He shook his head to clear his mind.

“Follow me,” he told the others, and ran to the heliport door leading down the building.

They made it down two floors before the lights turned off and they were ambushed.

Marko hit his fists together, covering them in fire, while Strella’s body shone with a bright red glow. Together, they illuminated the mob surrounding them.

“Whoever stands in our way will be summarily arrested and Contained for trespassing,” he yelled.

The mob launched themselves against them.
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Chapter 10
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Joshua Sayeed wouldn’t call himself as much a fanboy, as an investigative war journalist, even if the internet as a whole had indeed decided to call him agent Marko Alvarez’s number one fanboy. Completely against his will, of course.

He’d spent a few years covering the iranian reformation revolution, and then a few months covering the Syrian restoration war, until the Muslim Caliphate Brotherhood had put a hefty price on his head, and his mother said that she would go look for him and drag him back home herself if he didn’t come back to the United States. Right. Now.

His mother had been the most terrifying of the threats, he had to admit.

So he had packed up his few possessions and flown back to the States to take up a post as an investigative journalist at the Capitol Post, covering the increasing social disturbances between the markies and the government. Specifically the way the government seemed to be pushing hard on compliances and regulations for the markies. Few people wanted to mess with that department after it had in essence been the Markie Execution Agency, as it was also known by most of the markie population.

The invention of Containment Devices like guns and nets changed a lot, but the simmering resentment kept bubbling under the relief of knowing that now markies that lost control of their powers and became a danger to the population wouldn’t have to be executed, but could be placed in something similar to a prison.

But the feeling that the government took that relief and used it to give free reign to their Containment agents to deal with markies as they wanted kept stirring the waters. They said that when containment wasn’t possible, execution was needed.

This left everyone very much upset.

Josh, who felt himself more alive than ever in the middle of a warzone, followed his instincts and jumped right into the darkest, most turbulent waters of the social resentment. He investigated a case of systematic abuse of force by one of the agents, Paul Sommers, who was known as killer Paul in the streets. He interviewed dozens of Markies and followed the agent’s every move, linking him to two Republican senators, and three Democratic ones, unraveling a story of corruption, bribery, and human trafficking of vulnerable markie girls.

His story had been shortlisted for the Pulitzer prize and caused the agent to be tried and sent to permanent containment. The first agent to ever be trialed and found guilty in the history of the Department.

It had also made Commander Niall send out the scariest of his agents to harass him, and one night when he was working late, he found Marko Alvarez stalking into his office. 

A dread had settled in his stomach, but his warzone instincts did not yell out danger, so he steeled his resolve and glared up at the agent.

“You’re being a fucking nuisance,” Marko had told him. “Niall wants you to get off our backs. That article that you published about use of excessive force is having people refuse to work with us. And he wants you to retract it or he’ll send out a request to bring you in for questioning.”

“Yeah, I don’t think so. You can question me all you want,” he had snapped back at him. “But I won’t take my article down. It’s all true. I have sources and video and more photos than you have time to review. Take it all, but I won’t lie and say my article was wrong just to appease Commander Niall.”

Marko had kicked his desk so hard, it cracked in two.

“Look, sending me out here harass you ‘cos you all think I’m scary was bullshit of Niall, but all your articles lately are making it much harder for us to get to the really bad people,” Marko had said. “You have no idea how hard it is to contain the people that need to be contained.”

Sensing an opportunity, Josh had asked Marko to let him follow him around for a few days and document his work to really see how hard it was. After all, if he didn’t do anything bad during his routine days, he would have nothing to fear, right?

Marko had accepted, but all too late Josh would find out that the agent had accepted not because he had nothing to fear. But because the agent was very close to being physically incapable of feeling fear at all.

The very next day he had met up with him at 8 in the morning to pick up the cheapest and most awful coffee in DC; and an hour later he had ridden at the back of Marko’s motorbike through the streets, chasing after a gang of Markie bank robbers who used electricity control to disable alarms, and manipulate the vault doors. 

“This is my lucky day!” yelled Marko, smirking as he dodged a lightning bolt while speeding down the street. “I’ve been chasing these assholes for months!”

Josh held on to him for dear life, feeling like he was right back dodging bullets in Iran and filming as best he could.

Marko managed to shoot out the wheels of the robbers’ van and cause them to topple over as they tried to turn a corner. Then he halted the motorcycle Tokyo Drift style and jumped out right as one of the robbers tore out a door from the van and threw it at him. 

The agent punched it aside and proceeded to shoot containment nets at them. One fell right away, while the others broke out of the nets immediately. 

“The nets don’t work!” cried Josh, moving to get a better shot of both Marko and the two remaining robbers. 

“Sometimes they don’t,” called back Marko “Stay back.”

A lightning bolt fell down on him and Marko was sent out flying against a light pole. Josh had thought he would be dead, but the agent jumped to his feet like a cat and ran towards the robbers with superhuman speed and punched them both in the face. One caught crumbled down, but the other held on and grabbed a hold of Marko’s fist, electrocuting him. And then kicking him away, sending him flying into a wall.

This time, Marko took a moment longer to get back on his feet and spat out some blood before straightening. He took out his gun and shot out a container net at the fallen robber, and then at the still standing one. The last robber jumped to the side and ran towards Marko’s bike, trying to escape on it.

“That’s mine, you fucker!” he yelled, and ran up to him, tackling him down and wrestling with him. They fought for a few minutes until Marko managed to punch him in the face and then slam him down on the ground so hard, it left a crack on the pavement.

The final robber was unable to stand up again, and Marko took the chance to shoot out another containment net at him. This time he couldn’t escape from it.

Police sirens sounded in the distance, approaching fast, and Marko took out his phone, but it was completely fried from the two lightning discharges he had received. Josh had let him borrow his phone to call the Markie Transport team of the Control Department and ask for a van to come take the three robbers to containment cells to await trial.

“Well, that was a good morning,” said Marko, wiping away some blood dripping from his nose when the police finally arrived to cord off the scene and the Transport team started taking away the criminals. “I finally got this case closed. Niall has been nagging me about it every time he sees me, I was sick of it. Now, let’s get back to chinatown. I need to find some information on that kidnapper I was telling you about.”

Josh had managed to convince him to go into a nearby cafeteria to at least wash off his wounds and stop looking like he had been electrocuted twice. 

And also, to get some time to do a breaking news report and send the video to the Post website.

They received twelve million views that day, and his photos of the fight on Instagram got more likes than he’d ever had. 

Americans were starving to see someone who seemed like a common man beat down clearly dangerous criminals. Even if the guy wasn’t common at all. 

A quick investigation of the guy told Josh that he’d stumbled on something really good. The brother of the last and only agent to lose control of his powers and be executed for it. A guy with a kill count four times the size of Killer Paul’s.

And yet Marko, for all that he was known as the Department’s ‘rabid dog’, had not a single kill count. He didn’t even have a single lawsuit for excessive force filed against him.

He spent a ton of time on probation and had countless hours of disciplinary time, though, but Josh found that it was more from Marko’s obsession with antagonizing Commander Niall and being a rude asshole to everyone he came across than for anything else.

Josh couldn’t blame him. Niall had been the one who had discovered his brother’s murder and along with agent Eiran they had executed him back when Marko was only six years old. Worse still, Marko had run into the murder scene right after his brother had been executed. The whole story sounded like any supervillain story that any other Markie criminal could tell. Especially the ones that wore fancy costumes and worked in the darker dealings of the Alliance. But the guy had instead stayed under the care of the Control Department, adopted by a military family and had joined the department as soon as he turned sixteen.

Josh knew it all from memory. He had documented the guy’s entire life, waiting for the time when Marko would finally lead him to the story that would get him that Pulitzer he desperately wanted. 

And so he had followed him around, waiting for his warzone instincts to kick in again.

His instincts were blasting sirens inside his head right now.

He stayed in the middle of the three people around him, shifting the camera angle from Marko, to Strella, and then to the Doctor as they shot out containment spheres and nets at the mob around them. Josh noticed that most of the people around them seemed to be common Markies, without any fancy costumes or even any weapons other than sticks and stones and their own fists and powers.

A fireball went flying a few inches from Josh’s head, reminding him that many Markies did not need any fancy weapons to cause a considerable amount of damage.

Marko shoved Josh behind him.

“Stay back!” he yelled, punching back one of the attackers, whose entire body was in flames, then shooting a container net at him.

Strella shoved back the last of the ambushing mob with more of her ultraviolet rays, and the doctor focused on containing them so they wouldn’t get up again.

“I hope that’s it for Laurent’s defenses,” muttered Marko, and motioned for them to follow him.

“I’m pretty sure it won’t be,” said Strella.

“I’m trying to be positive about this whole thing.”

“Well, you suck at being positive.”

“Kids,” said the doctor. “Behave. We need to work together.”

They descended another floor, and then another, until Marko stopped to look at the signs on the following floor.

“We’re two floors above the bridge between the towers. Can you communicate with the others and tell them to meet us there? I would prefer for us all to stay together,” he said.

“Nina is with Sonata and Vertex. No need to worry about your girlfriend,” said Strella.

Marko huffed. “I’m not worried about her,” he said and kept walking. 

He froze in place. Then turned on his heels and ran back, but a black stain covered the floor where he was standing, and the whole thing crumbled as Nytrex’s cackles echoed around them, as if coming from everywhere at once.

Strella flew up and grabbed the Doctor, but Marko and Josh were caught in the black stain and fell to the floor below amidst a thick black smoke.

Josh held his camera close against his chest and held his breath to try to avoid inhaling any of the poison and braced himself for the impact.

Instead, he found himself falling against something that softened his fall.

“Damn Nytrex,” growled Marko against his ear, sending a shiver down the journalist’s back. He let himself open one eye, and found that Marko had caught him in his arms before he had hit the floor, and was looking up at the smoke drifting through the two floors above, where the red lights of Strella’s rays could be seen above. He set down Josh carefully on the floor, and the reporter took a deep breath. 

“Ah, that one was close,” said Josh. Not the closest one he had faced. That place was still reserved for when members of the Muslim Caliphate Restoration Brotherhood had chased him out of Tehran and managed to shoot him in the shoulder and leg.

But it was close to it. 

Very close.

“Let’s keep going,” said Marko. “They’ll catch up to us after they’ve dealt with Strella.”

“But what if they need help?” asked Josh, chasing after him.

“The Doctor once fought back ten mid level agents and twenty police officers all at once with only his explosion waves and a hammer,” said Marko with a nonchalant shrug, although Josh could see a certain tension in his shoulders. “And I’m not allowed to face Strella without support since she gave me a trashing and sent me crashing into the 15th precinct police building. I’m not worried for them, they’re very strong. But don’t let them know I said that, they’ll never let me live it down.”

“And what if we need help?”

“I never need help.”

“Look man, I think you’re really cool and all, but be reasonable.”

“Well, if things get really bad, you run back to Strella and the Doctor. But other than that, just stay close to me. Let’s go see if we can meet up with the others at the bridge.

They kept walking through the darkened offices, and Josh had to activate the night function of his camera, which he hated because that wasn’t going to make for good tv.

“In the movies they always have good lightning,” he muttered, fiddling with the settings of the camera.

“Life is always shittier than the movies.”

“And colder. I’m freezing my ass off. Why is it so cold now?” 

They turned a corner and found that the reason for the sudden drop in temperature was that the glass and metal bridge that connected the two towers of the department had been crushed to nothing more than a few bits of twisted metal.

“It doesn’t look like an explosion,” said Marko, examining the damage to the bridge. “And it also doesn’t look like it was corroded by Nytrex’s black smoke and liquid.”

“But it was fine when we landed! I got a shot of it when the jet descended!”

“Laurent must have told them to destroy it when he saw us arrive,” said Marko, turning back down the hallway they had come from.

Someone up ahead rushed towards them, and he moved to stand in front of Josh, fists held up to protect him, until the person moved closer.

“Marko? There you are!” said Nina, jogging up to them.

Marko let out the breath he had been holding and hugged her when she jumped into his arms.

“You scared me you dummy,” he said, rubbing his face against her hair.

“Sorry, sorry. We all got separated by Nytrex and I’ve been trying to look for someone. We ran into an ambush when we landed and I didn’t want to run into another one by myself.”

“It seems she was looking to divide us,” said Marko, and grabbed her wrist. “But let’s keep going. Together it’ll be easier to get past any other ambush. You just keep them off my back as always.”

“Actually, shouldn’t we look for the others first?” asked Nina, pulling on him to stop. “I thought I heard someone running there. I think it might have been Stanis!”

She ran off in a different direction and Marko chased after her.

“Wait! Let’s not get separated!”

Josh kept following them, staying as close to Marko as he could, which was his basic strategy since they had been in that first car chase when they met. 

They went into a conference room and Nina tried to open a door on the other side of it, but there was a huge boulder blocking the exit. 

“Let’s retrace our steps,” said Marko, holding her hand and pulling her back. “The faster we can reach the garden, the faster we can get to the First Lady.”

The door that they had come from slammed close. 

Josh’s instincts, that had been sounding a low but regular alarm, suddenly decided to start blaring the sirens again, so he slid a little closer to the agent.

Marko ran up to the door and tried to open it but to no avail. He examined the door, looking for any clues on the hinges or the handle.

“If this is some more of Nytrex’s bullshit,” he grumbled, trying to look under the door. Then he stood up and punched it. 

The door didn’t move.

He punched it again, and this time his fist caught on fire. Josh had seen him punch through concrete with that same strength.

“How the hell...?” wondered Marko, looking at the door. “This fells like...”

Marko’s voice trailed off, and he turned back to look at Nina.

“This fells like you,” he said.

“Marko...,” she whispered, lowering her eyes.

“Nina what...? Tell me it isn’t you.”

She sighed.

“Marko just stop,” she said, walking up to him and caressing his arm. “You’ve been so caught up in the pain of discovering everything about Jorah’s death, that you haven’t even let yourself think of other possibilities.”

He took a step back away from her.

“What other possibilities Nina? The guy is a megalomaniac who is starting a cult and an insurrection. He kidnapped the First Lady!” he said, his voice rising. “He killed a ton of people!”

“He had to! You know they would have bombed us! They were getting ready to kill us all. Now with the First Lady here they can’t bomb us. He did it to protect everyone.”

“To protect everyone from the attack that he caused because he killed a ton of people!”

“But he can bring them back! Marko please, stop being so selfish. All you’re thinking of is whether or not he can bring back Jorah. But he can bring back everyone,” she said, hugging him. “Imagine. Now no one has to die. No one. Not even the animals! No one has to suffer death anymore.”

Marko made a horrified face and pushed her away from him.

“Nina that is insane! It’s... It’s crazy. I can’t even explain how crazy that is.”

“It’s not crazy! Marko, you know how worried I’ve been about my parents’ health. But now Laurent can help them. Now they don’t have to be afraid to die.”

Marko took a few deep breaths. Josh expected him to start yelling, but he just held his head and stepped back away from her.

“Nina that’s not right,” he said in a soft voice that terrified the journalist. “I understand you, and...I guess you’re right in a way, if you see things like that. But I don’t think Laurent should be the one person to preside over life and death. The guy has been blowing up buildings left and right. He’s a terrorist!”

“But that doesn’t matter! He’s had to do a lot of bad things, but if he can bring everyone back, then it doesn’t matter! Think of it! Zion died twenty years ago, and he brought him back without problems. And now we discovered the truth about his murder and about your brother’s murder,” she said. “He can not only bring back Jorah. He can clear his name. You keep saying that Laurent has done many bad things, but Jorah did many awful things too, and he wasn’t bad. He killed a lot of people too, I mean, they called him the Executioner, for God’s sake!”

Marko hid his face in his hands.

“No,” he said in a gasp, as if he had no strength to yell as he usually did, but only wanted to hide from her words. “It’s not the same. He had to kill those people because you become a danger to everyone when you lose control of your powers. Even to yourself.”

“You say that Jorah told you to do the right thing. But what you’re doing is not right!” she cried. “You’re just following corrupt, unjust laws!”

The ceiling above exploded and Nina jumped away from the falling debris.

Doctor Marvallis jumped down and shot a containment net at her, but she held it away in midair with her telekinesis and pushed it back to trap the Doctor. 

“I knew it! I knew he had gotten to you! This place is full of traitors, uh!” yelled Strella, flying down through the hole in the ceiling and blasting her rays at Nina, who jumped out of the way and started sending out chairs and tables flying against her.

“Nina stop!” called Marko, running towards her, but she lifted him up in the air and sent him crashing against Strella.

“Marko please! All your life you’ve in pain about what happened to your brother! And now that you can have him back, you’re just going to side with the people who covered up his murder?!” yelled Nina. “I can’t stand it! I don’t want to see you keep suffering like this for the rest of your life!”

Doctor Marvallis broke out of the container net and sent out an explosive wave at her. Nina screamed and went out flying through the crashing wall behind her.

Marko jumped to his feet and ran at her, but the doctor stood in front of him. 

“The door is open! Go away and find the First Lady! I’ll contain her!” he told him.

Marko hesitated, and Strella flew up to him and lifted him up, dragging him away from the conference room kicking and screaming.

“He won’t kill her you idiot!” she said, and threw him against a wall, then she ran towards the stairs leading to the lower floor. 

Josh ran after them.

“I can’t leave her,” said Marko, jumping to his feet. He hesitated for a moment, looking back at the conference room, but his eyes crossed with Josh’s and he turned around, running after Strella.

“You need to do everyone a favor and break up with her,” she said, and pointed at Josh. “Say it in front of the camera so I can get my money back from Sonata!”

Marko growled in annoyance, but didn’t stop running.

“I’ll go back after this is all over and talk with her. She’s just confused, but she meant good,” he said.

Strella gave an exasperated groan. 

They descented three more floors until they heard the sounds of explosions ahead and slowed down. Strella stopped floating in the air and they all walked ahead carefully. 

The sounds of explosions stopped, and then there was a strange ringing noise in the air. Strella stopped and raised an arm to indicate for them to stop too.

“That’s Sonata,” she said. “Let’s wait until he stops attacking, or we’ll get caught in his sleep melody.”

The strange ringing noise took a moment to stop, and then they hurried ahead to find Sonata standing in the middle of a dozen attackers, all of them passed out cold. 

“Well, coming in after the show is over?” asked Sonata, panting for breath when he saw them approach. His tuxedo was torn and broken in a few parts. Off in the corner, Vertex held on to the wall to keep herself standing, also panting for breath. 

“My ears. They are ringing,” she complained.

“Sorry. They should be fine in a week,”said Sonata, waving it away like nothing

“A week?!” 

Strella floated up to them.

“You two look like trash,” she said.

“Nina betrayed us,” said Vertex, wiping off some blood dripping from her nose. “Stanis was captured and we had to fight three ambushes, one after the other.” 

“Hah, she did the same to us,” laughed Strella, high fiving the blonde.

“She didn’t betray us, she’s just misguided,” said Marko.

Sonata huffed. “Kid, you keep that up until the Post comes out tomorrow and I can shake down Strella for all the money she has,” he said, patting Marko’s back. “But after that, you two should really break up,” he said.

They took a few moments to recover and then kept going, with Marko ahead of the group. Josh considered moving to the back of the group to get a nice shot of all four of them, but his journalist sixth sense told him that the safest place was right beside Marko, so he kept walking right at his heels.

“I’m kind of surprised you didn’t go for the betrayal yourself,” said Sonata. “Actually I was betting on you cracking first.”

“I thought I would,” said Marko, not bothering to look back. “It’s kind of amazing that I haven’t. I think...it would be pretty awful to have to explain it all to my brother though... To tell him, hey, I betrayed the country you brought me into because I wanted to see you again. He wouldn’t want that.”

“No, he really wouldn’t want that,” said a voice at the end of the dark hallway. The person clapped, and all the lights turned on. 

Vertex summoned a protective wind sphere around them to shield them while they blinked and their eyes adapted to the light.

Josh quickly changed the mode on his camera to inside light and focused on the man ahead.

Commander Zion stared back at them with a cold emotionless expression, hands behind his back. The four of them froze. They all had the image of his wind blades cutting away everything in his path very clear in their minds.

“Zion,” finally said Marko and took a deep breath. “I know you’re upset about what Niall did to you, but this...this isn’t right. This isn’t the way you were.”

The commander sighed. “What I want is irrelevant,” he said. “Now, stay here and don’t move, or I’ll have to-“

Strella shot out a light ray at him, hitting him right in the chest while Vertex sent out a tornado that sent him flying into the open area of the floor. Strella shot out another series of burning rays at him again.

“Wait! I’ll contain him!” said Marko, unholstering one of his guns and running forward. 

“He can kill us all with a thought!” yelled Strella, sending out a flurry of scarlet rays. “I would like him out cold before we contain him!”

She screamed and collapsed on the floor from dozens of cuts all over her body. Vertex collapsed on the floor from cuts on her legs. Sonata moved forward, but stumbled and fell over, coughing blood. He gasped, reaching for his neck.

Up ahead, when the dust of the explosions settled, Zion stood up from the floor and dusted off his gray suit.

“Your tenacity is admirable,” he said. “But it’s time you stay here. Marko, don’t make me hurt you too.”

Marko pointed his gun at him, but a gust of wind cut it up and it crumbled into pieces in his hands. The guns in his legs and the containers he still carried also fell in pieces all around him.

“Those are very fancy weapons,” said Zion. “It would have been great to have them back then. An interesting technology. Now, since I know you just won’t stay still no matter what I say, I’ll have to keep you down.”

Something crashed through the wall at Zion’s left, tackling him down on the floor right before being sent out flying. 

Zion jumped to his feet, instantly on guard.

“Who is it now?” he said, annoyed.

The debris cleared and a very tall man stood up.

“You leave those kids alone Zion,” came a deep booming voice with a heavy Russian accent, and a huge man walked in through the hole on the wall. 

Josh struggled to focus on him through the dust and the debris, desperate for a good shot. But when his camera finally focused, he had to stifle a cry of awe. Through the lens he found himself staring at someone who looked like if Santa Claus exchanged the cookies for protein shakes and spent the rest of the days in the year lifting weights.

The guy was even wearing clothes that made him look like some ancient Siberian peasant. It was almost too much for Josh to believe.

Although, even in his shock, he did not miss the slash of white over the skin of his left eye, as if he had been cut and the skin had lost all color there.

Zion gasped, his eyes opening wide in surprise.

“Alexei,” he whispered, taking a step back away from him.

The tall man advanced through the debris from the wall, staring down at the Commander.

“You look just like him,” he said. “And I want to believe. I want you to be him. I’ve been praying for a miracle for twenty years, and now you don’t look a day beyond forty five.”

Zion gritted his teeth, showing raw emotion for the first time as a fierce aggression twisted his features.

“So you came back to America after my death?” he demanded.

Marko turned around when he heard steps behind, and found the Doctor running towards them, a sharp grin in his face.

“Finally! I knew bringing you here would be the trump card,” he said, and the rushed to kneel down next to where Strella and Sonata were crumbled on the floor. He started pulling out antiseptic sprays and a variety of medicines from his utility belt.

Alexei didn’t even bother to look at the Doctor, just waved back at him dismissively.

“I called that idiot after I saw the video of you walking into the Department building, cutting off that bastard Niall’s hand. I’ve been in Siberia all this time, but I had to see if you were the real one,” he said. “And you do look like the Zion I knew. Well, you look like him if he had spent a season in hell. That anger inside you... I never before saw something like it in your face.”

Zion took a deep breath and pushed back his disheveled hair. Then he straightened his jacket, and when he looked back up at Alexei and the others, his features were icy cold again.

“I have no time for you Alexei,” he said. “Believe what you may. No, rather, believe that this was nothing more than an illusion. Your prayers have granted you a single meeting more, and a last battle with me.”

He waved his hand at him, but Alexei roared, sending a huge blizzard against him. There was a metallic sound in the air, like a thousand blades hitting against one another all at the same time.

Alexei gave a roaring laughter.

“Ah! You are the real one! I know these wind blades by heart!” he said, thumbing away a drop of blood from a cut on his cheek.

The Doctor stood up and elbowed Marko.

“Keep going! I’ll patch up these three and we’ll catch up with you soon!” he told him, jolting both Marko and Josh from their stunned shock.

Marko grabbed Josh’s hand and led him out through the hole in the wall that the huge Russian man had broken.

“Stop!” yelled Zion, dodging an ice spear sent by Alexei. “Marko don’t go! It’s an order!”

“I resigned from my position!” yelled Marko, and kept running.
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Chapter 11
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“Shit, shit, shit, that would have been such a good fight,” lamented Josh, thinking of how many views that would get the Post website. “That was Alexei Turgenev, wasn’t he? The KGB guy?”

“I think so! I don’t remember much of him, Jorah and I saw him a few times I think. He dressed up as Santa for a couple years and we just always thought that Santa was Russian because of that!” said Marko, leading him down through the last two floors and into the main reception area of the buildin. “There! At the back there’s a passage leading to the garden!”

They ran down a staircase that suddenly turned completely black. Marko gasped and grabbed Josh, throwing him over his shoulder and jumping forward just as the staircase melted down into black liquid. 

Nytrex appeared in a cloud of black smoke on the railing from the top floor. 

“You’re a damn pest,” muttered Marko, setting Josh down and behind him. Then he stomped his smoking shoes against the floor. “These were my last boots issued for the quarter. I’m going to have to buy another pair!”

“I hoped you would die so Laurent wouldn’t have to negotiate with you, you brute beast,” she hissed.

“Don’t worry, there won’t be any negotiation other than either turn yourself in, or I contain and arrest you,” he said.

Nytrex took to the air and floated above them, spirals of black smoke spinning around her.

“I cannot be contained! I am beyond any physical trappings!”

Marko huffed.

“I liked you better when you just did petty theft, before Laurent brainwashed you!”

The black smoke around Nytrex turned to liquid and shot out at Marko, who ran away from Josh, trying to distract her and drive her attacks away from the journalist. Josh knew him well enough that he took the cue and moved to take shelter inside the passage that Marko had said led to the garden. From there he had a pretty good vantage point to film the fight. 

He had filmed a few fights between them before, back when Nytrex was still working alone, so he was surprised by the ferocity with which she attacked; turning her black smoke from liquid to solid, sending spears and rains of the toxic, corroding thing that destroyed everything it touched. Marko could barely do anything other than dodge her attacks, knowing that he would be done for if he got hit with any of it.

Marko jumped to the side, dodging a flurry of black spears, then jumped towards her so high, it seemed like he was flying too. But Nytrex flew away from him in the last second and he landed on the second floor that oversaw the opening to the reception. 

Nytrex screeched, and her smoke surrounded him, corroding the entire structure of the floor and sending him crashing down among a rain of broken glass and metal. Then she grabbed the huge reception desk and lifted it above her head. It turned completely black before she slammed it down on Marko as he struggled to get up from the remains of the second floor balcony.

Josh panicked and jumped forward. 

“Hey Nytrex! Smile for the news!” he yelled, shining the light of his camera on her to try and distract her away from Marko.

It worked, and she turned to shoot out black liquid at him. Josh sprinted away, even knowing that he wouldn’t be fast enough, and bracing himself for the searing pain of the liquid, when he felt himself floating for a second.

And then crashing through a wall. 

He braced himself, keeping the camera against his chest.

“Idiot,” muttered Marko, lying over him, and Josh realized that he had protected him from the damage of crashing through the wall when he pushed him away from Nytrex’s liquid. “I told you to not do something stupid.”

He stood up and stumbled to his feet. His jacket was smoking, and he quickly took it off, but the liquid had already burnt through it so he had to take off his shirt too.

“You’re both idiots,” came out Strella’s voice from above, and before they could react, a tornado barreled through the reception, sending Nytrex flying for a moment before she recovered and used the tornado to propel her black smoke, forcing Strella and Sonata back up the stairs they had come down from.

Marko threw away the charred remains of his clothes, but Josh noticed that many of the wounds over him were blackened with Nytrex’s poison.

“Stay back and don’t try anything stupid like that again!”

“But she was going to-!“ started Josh

“I doesn’t matter!” roared Marko, trying to take a step forward, but his legs gave out from under him. “What happens to me doesn’t matter! You need to live! I need you!” he pushed himself up, then he grabbed Josh by the front of his shirt and lifted him up like he weighted nothing. “I need you to live and show what happened here. Show everyone what really happened. And if I die, don’t let them make a monster out of me. Don’t let them lie about me like they did to my brother. I brought you because you always tell the truth. So if I die, you tell them that I died doing the right thing. You hear me?! You tell them I did the right thing ‘till the end!”

He walked out towards the open area of the reception, where several tornados formed around Nytrex, who flew around dodging them and spreading the smoke that burned and corroded everything around, compromising the very structure of the eastern tower.

Marko jumped through the tornados, taking advantage of Nytrex’s distraction and used the chance to jump up and grab one of Nytrex’s legs. She screamed but before she could attack him, he swung her and slammed her against the floor. The smoke dispersed but Nytrex reached out and grabbed Marko’s hand on her leg, burning his skin upon contact. 

Marko screamed and jumped back, wiping away the black marks of Nytrex’s fingers on his pants to stop the burning.

From the remains of the upper floor, Strella shot out more rays at Nytrex, who flew away.

“My, my, you’re all so determined,” came Laurent’s sing song voice, and Josh followed the sound to the passage that led to the garden. 

Laurent walked in, clapping his hands and followed by his wife Mya. “I invite you all to my wedding and all you do is cause a racket. And I even got you a very special present, little Marko. Perhaps this will finally make you change your mind. Jorah, why don’t you come to say hi?”

Marko paled when he heard that, and looked behind Laurent, trying to see someone coming behind him. Josh focused his camera, but there was no one there.

“Excuse me? Can you let me pass?” said a deep voice behind Josh, and he jumped to the side. A tall man, built like a house of bricks, passed through the door next to him. “Thank you.”

He walked out into the reception, taking a look at the disaster all around. Then his eyes settled on Marko, who took a step back, his face going from shock to dread.

“Marko?” said the tall man, with an upbeat tone to his deep voice. “Ah, it’s you, it’s really you! You’re so big!”

He hugged Marko, lifting him up and twirling him around as if he weighed nothing. When the man turned around. Josh focused the camera on him and noted that he had a white left eye, the same as the reports on Jorah said. 

Immediately, he started looking for the similarities between the brothers, and noted that Jorah had a darker tone to his skin, yet they had the same curls, the older’s only a shade darker than Marko’s own.

Jorah set him down and looked at him. 

“Where is your shirt?” he asked, a smile in his face, then took off his jacket and draped it over Marko, which made him look even smaller than he looked in comparison.

Silence fell for a moment, until Marko started shaking and sobbing.

“Oh, don’t cry,” said Jorah, and hugged him. 

Marko burrowed against him, sobbing and mumbling unintelligible things, while Jorah just caressed his hair and let him cry.

“It’s been a long time, uh?” he said, rubbing his face against Marko’s hair. “I left you all alone, I know. I’m sorry.”

Laurent scoffed out a laugh. Then he laughed even more.

“Oy, I didn’t expect this!” he said, wiping a tear of laughter from the corner of his eye. “You haven’t been this nice in all the time that you’ve been back.”

Jorah held Marko closer against him, a pleasant smile in his face. 

“I’m happy,” was all he said with a sigh. 

“Lovely. Absolutely lovely. But, these people are still interrupting my wedding, and I need you to get rid of them,” said Laurent, and clapped his hands. “So, get to it. I don’t need the big brother now, get the executioner to work. Stop them all, but put a leash on the little dog. He’ll be the main show after the wedding.”

Jorah patted Marko’s head once more, then pushed him away softly. But the agent wouldn’t let go of him, instead clinging on to his shirt. So he pulled him up to carrying him in his arms instead and set him down next to Josh.

“You two stay here, alright? Don’t move,” he said, with a soft smile on his lips, and pulled the jacket to sit tighter over Marko’s shoulders.

There was something strangely...motherly to him in a way, and the thought confused Josh enough that it took him a moment to react and lift up his camera again. 

“So you had brought him back already, you were just taunting Marko!” he yelled at Laurent, focusing the camera back at him.

Laurent gave the camera a sheepish smile and made the V sign. Next to him, his wife’s face had turned from cold to worried, but she pulled her white veil over her face when she noticed the camera.

“No one really wanted the Executioner back, can you blame me for keeping it under wraps?” said Laurent. “Much less people would have dared come to my wedding, even if I assured them that he was a wolf on a tight leash.”

“You three, would you please give up?” asked Jorah, looking from Strella’s floating form, to Sonata standing on the second floor, and Vertex still standing in a corner. “Come here, and I’ll escort you out.”

Sonata laughed. 

“That’s really not what I expected!” he said, and lifted up his baton. “Did Laurent bring you back as a little puppy?”

Strella growled and shot out red rays of light at him, while Vertex casted another tornado.

But Jorah ignored them both and jumped up to the second floor so fast, Josh couldn’t keep him in focus. He was much faster than Marko’s already superhuman speed. In less than a blink he has smashed Sonata so hard, he slammed him down through the second floor and down into the first floor, leaving a crater underneath him. Then he dodged Strella’s rays, jumped up to catch her and threw her right at Vertex, sending the both of them crashing through the far end wall. The whole structure of it came falling down on them at once.

Josh gave a sharp inhale, realizing that it all had been about five seconds of filming, not even enough time for him to react. He looked up at Marko and found him staring in shock just like him.

The agent opened his mouth, confused, then his eyes turned angry, even as silent tears started falling down his cheeks and he ran forward.

“What are you doing?!” he yelled, putting his arms through the sleeves of the jacket, but it looked so big on him, it made him look even more childish and small next to his brother.

“Marko stand back!” ordered Jorah, his tone firmer.

“No! What did he do to you?! This isn’t you! This can’t be you!”

Laurent laughed. “Yes! Finally! The confrontation I was waiting for!” he said.

Next to him, his wife’s shoulders fell and she turned back on the passage. “I’m going back to the altar,” she said, a tone of finality to her tone.

But Laurent grabbed her by the arm and pulled her so hard, the veil slid from her hair.

“No! This is the funniest part!” he said, forcing her back. “Jorah, give your little brother a good beating. I don’t want to have any unleashed dogs at my wedding.”

A look of pain crossed Jorah’s face, as if he had been hurt, and then his eyes took on that same cold rage to them that Zion’s and Mya’s had. 

Marko turned to look at him. 

“What did he do to you?” he asked. “He’s making you do this, I know he is! He’s forcing Zion and his wife too! None of you want this! That’s why you all look angry like that!”

“Jorah shut him up!” demanded Laurent. “All his barking is annoying!”

“Don’t listen to him!” said Marko, looking up at his brother. “You don’t have to obey him!”

“You never listen to me,” said Jorah with a pained sigh.

He grabbed Marko, and slammed him down on the floor so hard, the entire floor shook and the still remaining glass walls crashed all around them.

Marko didn’t move anymore, and Josh’s heart gave a painful jump in his chest when he saw Jorah pick him up like nothing more than a rag doll.

Laurent gave a howling laughter.

“So quick! How efficient!” he said. “Good thing I didn’t listen to Nytrex and brought you back! Hahaha! I thought I would need you to take care of Niall first, but the coward ran away.”

Jorah carried Marko in his arms and walked towards Laurent. Nytrex floated to stand between them, glaring at Jorah, despite still panting for breath and holding on to her side.

“He’s still alive,” she said, gritting her teeth.

Laurent gave a dismissive wave and grabbed his wife’s hand, pulling her towards the passage.

“Yes, yes, that’s fine. Contain him and put him somewhere safe. I want to have him executed along with the First Lady after the wedding,” he said, and left.

Nytrex grabbed one of the Containers still attached to Marko’s belt. It was a binding container and when she activated, it wrapped it’s long metal bands as ropes around him.

“Seal them there,” she said, pointing to Josh, who was still filming from the entrance to a small conference room, then she floated again and slowly followed after Laurent.

“Wait,” called Jorah, and she stopped to look back. “Give me a moment to seal them, and I’ll carry you to the medics tent. You’re too hurt.”

Nytrex growled, looking at him with disgust.

“I would never let a disgusting beast like you touch me,” she said, and floated away after Laurent.

Jorah sighed and shook his head. Then he turned and carried Marko to the room where Josh was standing. He found himself shaking with fury and with helplessness. 

“They’re going to kill him!” he yelled, when Jorah set down the unconscious Marko on the floor.

“But you can’t do anything, so it’s useless for you to cry,” said Jorah with a sad smile, and Josh realized that tears had started falling down his cheeks without him realizing it. 

He gritted his teeth and wiped the tears away from his eyes.

“You can’t be serious! Just grab him and run away!” he yelled.

Jorah scoffed out a laugh, then patted Josh’s head. 

“You stay here with him and don’t let him do anything dumb,” he said. Then he pulled up a piece of one of the collapsed walls lying on the floor, and set it over the only entrance to the conference room.
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Chapter 12
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Doctor Stephen Marvallis was an actual doctor. A neurosurgeon, in fact. He was also one of the very first Markies who had ever appeared in the world. 

His mother had thought that the white stains on the skin of the corners of his eyes were nothing more than birthmarks, until years later, reports of people with the same marks on their skin started arising. 

That conversation with his mother still stayed in his mind as one of the hardest conversations that he’d had to have.

No, the explosions on the gardens weren’t caused by his friends’ illegal fireworks. Yes, it had been him setting them up, and him felling down the trees that crushed the power lines, and him who caused the explosive noises on the hills nearby. 

But he hadn’t lost control. Not even once. And that had at least set her heart at ease for a while. Still, she made him cover up the marks every day and moved to a different state where nobody would know them. 

As more reports of people losing control and hurting others came up more and more frequently, and an entire department to control the damage that their powers caused was created, he gave thanks for his mother’s foresight which allowed him a few more years of normalcy through middle school and high school, and even a bit of college.

There wasn’t much to do when he went into med school and he had to clean his face completely during labs. But he kept covered for as long as he could, especially as he carefully regarded the public opinion’s judgement on his kind. 

And he never, ever told anyone about what he could do. Not even his wife. Not when they were dating. Not when they had their first child, also born with a mark. Not when his wife got the cancer shortly afterwards. 

And not when he cried over her coffin.

He had planned to keep the secret to himself and take it right into his tomb. 

And despite the fact that he knew that the marks had a chance of having an effect in 99.9% of the cases, he still held hope that his daughter would be one of those very few that would not get any kind of powers from it.

He was wrong.

At four years old, she sent out her first destructive laser rays, and after he had calmed her down and gotten her to sleep, he went back to bed and cried through the whole night.

But after that, he didn’t let himself shed a single tear more, and instructed her in how to keep her powers controlled. In how to use them and how not to use them. He trained her every day, and she became very precise in their use.  

But still, the rumors among the mothers of the other children flowed freely, and most children stayed away from her, whispering among themselves that it was too dangerous for her to stay at the school. 

He had been called more than once by the principal, who explained to him all the benefits of homeschooling in great detail, to the point where he had started making plans for them to move to a different state and start again. The same way that his own mother had done with him decades earlier.

He didn’t have enough time. 

Just a few months later, his daughter had started feeling oddly sick. With spells of dizziness that had her bedridden for days. And her control was slipping. She started not being able to aim, then her lasers escaped her slightly, burning a mug once. 

Stephen phoned every single researcher that he knew, looking for any kind of treatment. Changes in diet. Isolating her from any kind of allergen. Even changing the type of filtered water that she drank. Weeks after weeks of changes until she recovered and was back as new. 

He had started a complete file on her changes and even shared everything with his researcher friends. From notes on her behavior, to the results of endless bloodwork tests. There had been interesting changes on her iron levels, and some slightly less concerning changes on her minerals.

He would always remember that he had started drafting a proposal for a series of experiments to review the effects of iron level changes on Markies, when he received the call from the school that his daughter had lost control.

He made it to the school at the same time as agent Jorah Alvarez arrived in his bike, and talking on a cellphone asking for support. 

Seeing him there was a death sentence, he knew it by heart. He’d had nightmares about it so many nights.

“Sir, please stay away from the building!” called the agent, and Stephen sent out an explosion at him, blowing him away along with his bike to buy himself a few more seconds to run into the school.

Part of the building had caught on fire, from the side which he recognized as the library, so he ran there first. As he turned a corner, he heard footsteps behind him.

“Are you the father?” yelled Jorah after him and Marvallis sent out another explosion at him.

The entrance to the library was blocked off by a piece of the ceiling that had fallen over it, but it only took another one of his explosions to clear it off. 

He felt Jorah’s hand on his arm then.

“Sir, I’m sorry but-“

“NO YOU’RE NOT!” he yelled, and sent out another explosion, but Jorah was ready this time, and dodged to the side, away from his blast range. “YOU CAME TO KILL! YOU’RE A MURDERER!”

Jorah shoved him away so hard, Marvallis was sent out flying several feet away. He hit his head so hard that it took a moment for him to be able to stand back up and run into the burning library.

It was all going up in flames, and he heard the screams of childrens at the back, behind rows of fallen and burning shelves. The flames had even extended up to start consuming the ceiling. And among the sounds of burning, and crumbling, and screaming, he heard the voice of his daughter screaming.

He jumped over tables and chairs, and at the very back he found Jorah standing between his daughter and a group of smaller children, probably first graders who huddled behind him, clinging to him with their teacher lying unconscious next to them, her head bleeding from where a piece of the ceiling had hit her.

His daughter screamed and shot out more lasers up at the ceiling. They broke through the roof and a piece of it fell down over the children. Jorah held up his hands and caught it, stopping it from hitting the children. 

“Sir! Please take these children away!” begged Jorah, his face twisted in pain from the heat, and the weight of the roof, and the smoke all around them.

Marvallis did not listen. He tried to approach her, but she cried in pain and fear and moved further away, her lasers shooting out all around.

“Susan! Susan can you hear me? It’s me. It’s dad. Come here. Sit down and breathe. Breathe the way I taught you and everything will be fine,” he called out to her.

“Niall! Help me get these children out!” yelled Jorah, and Marvallis looked behind to find another teenager that he knew all too well. A pale blonde teenager who looked past him and towards his daughter. “Niall! The children first!”

Niall lifted his fingers and an explosion sent Marvallis flying backwards, making his world turn black.

Marvallis opened his eyes and flinched at the light from the sun. He could still smell smoke, and the world seemed to tilt around him.

Close by, he heard voices.

“I told you to help me first!” said Jorah.

“We needed to neutralize the objective first,” said Niall.

“Not when there was a boulder about to crush a dozen children!”

“Enough!” yelled the voice of an older man that Marvallis couldn’t recognize.

He tried to move, but found his arms immobilized behind his back, so he turned around, looking to figure out where he was and where his daughter was. He could no longer hear anything other than the sound of fire burning far away and the sirens of the firefighters approaching.

He blinked, focusing his eyes while mumbling his daughter’s name and rolled on to his back. He saw that he was lying on his side on the grass outside the school which still burned far away. He writhed, trying to stand up when he saw a woman on a dress with a department jacket covering her face. He recognized the dress as the teacher’s dress who had been lying on the ground.

And next to her, a smaller body, covered by a white cloth with a small hand peaking from underneath wearing a colorful bracelet with the word “Susan” on it.

He screamed.

He screamed, and cried, and the paramedics had to knock him out when they arrived to be able to take him away.

When he woke up again at the hospital, chained to the bed, he still hoped with all his heart that it had all been a nightmare. Nothing more than those horrible nightmares that haunted him all night.

But then they brought him the death certificate and explained that the Control Department had allowed for his daughter’s body to be in the hospital’s smaller chapel.

But they also told him that there was a warrant for his arrest, and that there were four police officers right outside his door.

Commander Zion visited him that afternoon, followed by the two agents who had been sent to kill his daughter.

“Go away,” he muttered from the hospital bed. “What is this bullshit about an arrest warrant? You bastards don’t arrest people. You just kill.”

Zion took a deep breath.

“There was a report of you attacking a federal agent,” said Zion, and paused for a second. “But it hasn’t been confirmed.”

“I didn’t get attacked!” said Jorah, stepping forward. He was carrying a bouquet of white flowers in his arms. The same kind that Marvallis had bought for his wife’s funeral.

“I heard him blast you off on the radio,” said Niall, glaring at him.

“You heard wrong.”

“Enough,” said Zion, then turned back to look at Marvallis for a moment, before sighing. “Attacking a federal agent is a serious crime, and there would be extra charges for attacking with explosives, regardless of the fact that they are created by your body... It’s good that you didn’t do it, sir. Please be careful. But I’ll have the officers remain with you here in the hospital in case you may need some... assistance.”

Marvallis gritted his teeth, but he was too exhausted to get any angrier. 

It was over. It was all over, and none of his efforts had been able to protect his daughter. Just as none of his efforts had been able to save his wife.

“Get the fuck out of here,” he muttered. “I don’t want to see you.”

The three gave their condolences and left after Jorah set the flowers on the table next to him. But the cops only released him a couple hours later, when the preparations for the funeral were ready at the hospital’s chapel. 

There was no one in the chapel when he arrived, and none of the supposed ‘friends’ of his daughter made any appearance. Even Stephen’s own friends neglected to call him, and his phone only rang when his mother called to see how he was and tell him that she was taking a plane there to see him right away. He hadn’t been able to say much of anything, but he heard his mother breathe a little better when she heard his voice. In that little release of breath, he heard what he would have felt if only he had been able to save his daughter. He heard his own relief everytime he had received a call from the school Just to find out it wasn’t anything important.

But no more.

He sat alone at the chapel and thought of all the things that he could have done but didn’t. 

He should have started the research years ago. He should have monitored her closer. He should have considered that the loss of control was caused more by biological factors than by psychological ones. 

He should have done so much more.

A man walked into the chapel with decisive steps and the echo of his footsteps jolted Stephen out of his thoughts. He stood up at the sound.

“You!” said the man, pointing towards him. Marvallis realized he was dressed like a construction worker, but other than that, he didn’t recognize him at all. “She was your daughter! Why did you send her to school?! She was a danger!”

He stalked towards him and grabbed him by his shirt, shaking him.

“You knew she was dangerous!” he yelled, and Marvallis tried to keep his foothold and push him away. “She was dangerous and now my wife is dead! She’s dead because of her and because of you!”

Marvallis lost all strength when he heard that. He saw in this man the same look that he’d given his wife’s oncologist when he told him that there was nothing more he could do for her. He saw in his face nothing more than the same pain that he himself had felt again and again. He went lax in the man’s hold. It was over. It was all over for the both of them, and there was nothing more for them than pain.

Someone pulled the man away from him, forcing him to let go.

“Sir, please stop,” came the voice of agent Jorah from behind the man. “This will do nothing. You two have lost loved ones today. Please just leave.”

With his superhuman strength, Jorah gently led the man away from the chapel, and then berated the cops standing outside for not doing anything. Marvallis sat back down on the pew, but still managed to hear the cops say that they hadn’t wanted to move because Marvallis could have blown up the whole hospital. Jorah dismissed them then, for which Marvallis was thankful. He was so tired of it all. He wanted to just be alone and to not think for at least this night.

A while later, Marvallis heard more steps coming into the chapel. He looked back, fearing that the man had come back, but he saw agent Jorah coming back and carrying something in his hands. 

“Sir, it’s late,” he said, and sat down next to him. The package in his hands was a sandwich and a cup of coffee. “It’s not much, but I brought you something. You might not want to eat, but you’ll feel better if you do. I’ll leave it here for you.”

Marvallis saw him set the cup and bag down on the wooden pew. He didn’t look the way he had seen him look on the videos shown of him on the news. He looked much younger up close. So young, that Marvallis had to look away from him.

Children killing children. That was what his government had ended up doing.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Jorah. “I really...really am sorry for your loss.”

“You didn’t kill her, did you? It was that other one.”

“That doesn’t matter. We both had the same mission.”

They sat together in silence for a few moments as Marvallis stared at the tiny coffin of his daughter. There was a dead woman today. A dead woman and a dead child and two children who were ready to kill to follow orders. The world had never been fair, but it seemed even darker and more merciless tonight for him.

“I thought you liked doing this,” admitted Marvallis.

Jorah scoffed out a breath. “Who could-? How could anyone like doing this? These people are innocent. Just because they are dangerous, doesn’t mean that they’re not innocent. None of us want this.”

“Why doesn’t the government do something else? There must be something more...something better than execution.”

Jorah rubbed at his face. “We’ve tried everything. Anything we could think of. But what could contain us? Even I can tear up a tank with my bare hands. And when control is lost, often bullets don’t work. But even if they do, so many of us could grab a hold of the guns, and then that would cause even more damage,” he said, looking up at the coffin. “In the end, we are all just victims. Victims of ourselves. Victims of...of this...”

He lifted up a hand to his white left eye, and Marvallis hated that he knew it was all too true. Far, far too true. They were all trapped in these bodies that could at any moment turn against them. A latent betrayal waiting to happen, and the paranoia of wondering if it would happen, or if they would be allowed by fate to live out their days in full.

Jorah reached out to Marvallis and patted his back. Then he extended his card at him.

“Sorry, I have to leave. I need to pick up my brother from daycare,” he said, standing up. “But call me if you need anything.”

Marvallis felt a certain resentment sting in his chest when he thought that this child would be able to go back to his house, with his brother, and his parents, and his life would go on like nothing. Then he thought of that other child, the blonde one, who had so easily killed right away, with a snap of his fingers and then wanted to arrest him.

“So you can lie in your reports?” he asked him.

“Uh?”

“You said I did not attack you.”

“Oh, that,” said Jorah, looking down with a sheepish smile. “That doesn’t matter. But, no, I can’t lie. Zion knows. He put me in probation for lying, even if it’s not on the report. But...I guess uhm, I think I would have done the same thing you did. If it doesn’t hurt anyone, I don’t think we should be punished for trying to save our loved ones any way we can. It’s just...a very human thing, and we’re all the same when it comes to that. We all want to hope. But I have to weigh all the people in danger, and accept that... no one comes back after losing control. No one.”

Jorah left, and Marvallis stayed the night at the chapel, until his mother came to take him away the next day. 

The burial and the paperwork that came along after the funeral, as well as the calls from the rest of his family, it was all a blur to him; and it took a few days for him to even have enough presence of mind to go back to the hospital where he had been working on. 

He was fired the same day he went back. 

Not that he was expecting anything different. The idea that a Markie related to someone who had lost control would be working at a hospital would be outrageous, and the fact that his case was on the news hadn’t made things any easier for the hospital administration. When he had gone back there had been people picketing outside it, demanding that they fire him. 

He packed all his belongings into a cardboard box and went back home, with thoughts of moving to another state swirling in his head. 

He found a car parked right outside his house when he got back. With a man wearing dark glasses and smoking a cigarette while leaning against it. The car was a simple gray Jetta, but there was something about the man that didn’t fit with the car. As if put together, the man, and the casual attitude, and the car, somehow added up to something that didn’t fit quite right.

“Doctor Marvallis,” said the man, putting off his cigarette and walking up to him with his hand outstretched. 

Everybody had been treating him like a ticking bomb and avoiding any contact, so it took Marvallis a moment to react and reach out to shake the man’s hand.

“Excuse me? Do I know you?”

“Not yet, I’m afraid. Sorry for coming here so abruptly. I know you must be very busy these days. You can call me Don. I’m very familiar with your research on the biological causes for the loss of control on marked people.”

“I’m not doing any research anymore.”

“I know. I came to offer you a research opportunity at an organization I am starting.”

Marvallis took a moment to put his thoughts together. His mind was still a haze, but suddenly things were starting to fall into place. The man knew where he lived. He knew that he had been researching things that he had only been researching for the past five months, and which he had only shared with a few select people. He knew that he had just been fired two hours earlier. And of course he had to know what had happened to his daughter.

He looked back at the man. He had said “You can call me Don.” He hadn’t said that Don was his name. Nor offered any last name or identifiable information.

“Did the government send you?” he asked him. 

The man scoffed out a laugh and shook his head. “Oh, no. Definitely not. But I know you recently had an...issue with them. Do not worry. My organization is completely separate from any government.”

“Hmmm. Any government?” asked Marvallis, and opened his door, inviting the man inside.

“Indeed. And it would greatly benefit from having someone with your intellect. We would like to advance your research.” 

He let the man sit at his living room and offered him something to drink to buy himself some time to analyze his own thoughts about the man. 

This guy had clearly been watching him somehow. And for several months too. But if he wasn’t working with the government...

He set a glass of water at the coffee table and sat down.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “If you hope for me to present a solid research project, I don’t have any proposals. I haven’t even published any papers on the subject.”

The man gave him an curious smile.

“Do not worry about that. We as an organization are more interested in having driven people, than building upon an already existing project. And we believe that you would have the drive and the motivation to assist us.”

“How long have you been watching me?” he finally asked. He was too exhausted to play any games.

“Since you started sending your training documents to Doctor Ericksen at Oxford.”

“Ah, so that’s why  I thought you sounded strange. The accent is so slight.”

“I’ve been living in America for a long time. There isn’t much left of my accent,” laughed the man.

“Hmph. So, you’re looking for motivation. And you of course know who I am. And those glasses would, in fact, be hiding your own marks,” said Marvallis, putting all the clues together. 

The man scoffed out a laugh, and pulled off his glasses. 

He had pale blue eyes. Without any hint of white to them or to the skin around the eyes.

“I am actually just a very concerned citizen,” he said, placing his shades on his chest pocket. “And to be quite honest, I’ve just about had it with seeing children executing children on the news.”

Marvallis smirked. 

“I think I’d like to know more about this organization you’re putting together, Mr....”

“Just Don is fine.”

And Marvallis had never really found out who exactly Don was. Nor had he ever gotten any more information from him other than the name of “Don”.

But despite this, he had still followed him through the formation of the Alliance, a group of markies that skirted the laws a variety of governments in their efforts to protect and defend other markies. Engaging in what the government of the USA called “vigilantism”. Marvallis liked to call it a better type of justice. A better type of hope. 

Although, seeing the full extent of Commander Zion’s powers, he wasn’t feeling much hope. 

And the fact that his entire life had just flashed in front of his eyes didn’t help either.

A gust of wind passed him by, cutting off a piece of the ceiling and part of the wall, along with the edges of Marvallis’ light brown hair.

He swallowed around the sudden knot in his throat. This guy had been forty five when Marvallis himself had been barely twenty nine, and still he looked the same as he had back then, when he had seen him in the hospital room, twenty years ago.

He sent off a wave of explosions directly at him, bypassing Alexei, and immediately sent off another wave through the sides, knowing that Zion was fast enough to dodge the first one. 

Zion jumped back, and then was suddenly right in front of Marvallis, his face so close to his own that he could see the shades of green and gold in his irises entwining. 

In his head, he heard a voice. Zion’s voice. “Stanis,” it whispered, and Zion punched him in the chest, sending him crashing through a wall.

“Get out of here Marvallis!” he heard the voice of Alexei Turgenev calling out to him. “This is our fight. You don’t have to help me.”

Marvallis jumped to his feet and patted the dust off the vest of his suit, thankful for his superhuman endurance.

“He’s wiping the floor with you,” he told the Russian. 

Alexei wiped some blood away from his cheek. 

“Tch. You haven’t seen anything. Go look out for your kids. I can deal with Zion now,” he said. 

Marvallis looked up at Zion’s decisive eyes. The voice had been so clear in his mind, he could hardly claim it had been nothing but his own wandering thoughts. 

He ran out towards the stairs leading to the lower floor, and then towards the maintenance hallway at the back of the floor. Let Alexei resolve all the issues that had piled up between him and Zion over two decades. He had to find the general.
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Chapter 13
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Josh lowered his camera for a moment, looking around for any way to get out. But the only windows had bars outside, and he didn’t even have to try pushing against the boulder on the door to know that there was no way he would be able to move it.

The lights overhead flickered for a moment, and then died off, so he turned on the light from his camera and moved to kneel down next to Marko. He was still breathing regularly, but no matter how much he tried to shake him or call out to him, he was still out cold. 

“Come on man,” he said, shaking Marko’s unmoving form. “You said you never needed help, didn’t you? Well, you’ve got to wake up now cos...cos I can’t help you...”

His voice cracked, and tears filled his eyes again, making him angry at himself. He hadn’t cried when his team had been ambushed outside Isfahan, and he hadn’t cried when he’d had to care for the wounded while they all hid in a cave for two days until the army could rescue them. But here he was, crying like an idiot because this rude dumbass wouldn’t wake up. 

But no one else had told him that he needed him. And he didn’t want this to be the end of the story he would write for him. The thought floated to the front of his head, and echoed again when he looked down at Marko’s unconscious face, bound in that jacket that was all too big for him.

“We’ve been at this for years, man!” he said, shaking him harder. “Come on! I always knew you wanted me to tell your story, so wake up and give me a story to tell!”

Marko stirred, his face twisting in pain. 

“Uuuhhh....whut...?” he mumbled, blinking and cringing against the harsh light of Josh’s camera shining right into his face.

He turned the light as low as he could and pushed Marko’s hair back away from his eyes.

“You’re awake! You’re awake!” he said. 

Marko groaned and coughed up some blood. 

“What happened?” he asked, his eyes still unfocused. 

“Your brother slammed you on the floor! He smashed you so hard, I thought you had died!” 

Marko narrowed his eyes, and Josh could see that he was trying to piece together all of his memories.

“Uh, I don’t...feel so in pain actually. I think Nytrex beat me up worse, it’s just...he hit me in the head. I hope I don’t have a concussion. That would be awful. Imagine, he lives again and I die of a concussion. No, that would be dumb. Wouldn’t it be dumb? I think yeah very stupid.”

Josh tilted his head and turned the light of the camera brighter to examine him.

“Are you ok? How many fingers am I holding up?” he said, holding up three fingers. 

Marko flinched and twisted away from the light. 

“Turn that fucking thing off!” he yelled. “Ugh, my head is killing me! Where are we?”

Then he jolted and rolled back to look up at Josh.

“Wait, I remember now!” he said and writhed, trying to sit up. “Laurent is making him do this! I know! I know he is. Somehow, he’s controlling them!”

“Are you sure? Jorah didn’t seem-,“ started Josh, trying to help him up, but Marko kept writhing against the metal bands of the container wrapped around him.

“I’m sure! I know! I saw it on his face!” he said, rolling onto his stomach.

“Stay still! You’re going to hurt yourself more!” said Josh.

“It doesn’t matter! We have to help him or Laurent will make him commit more crimes to make him look like the bad guy!”

“Marko, we have bigger problems than the way people think about your brother,” said Josh, holding on to the camera with one hand and trying to lift up a writhing Marko with the other.

“That must have been what Zion meant!” said Marko, trying to stand up, but slipping back down on the floor. “Remember? When he said ‘What I want doesn’t matter’! What they want doesn’t matter because Laurent is making them do all of this!”

Josh finally set down the camera and held Marko up with both hands. 

“Yes, yes, whatever you say but first sit up for a moment and breathe. How do you feel?” he asked, helping sit up on the floor. 

“Perfect! I’m perfect!” yelled Marko.

“Dude, come on.”

Marko panted for breath for a moment, then leaned against him.

“I think I’m going to puke,” he mumbled. 

Josh turned his face away from him. “Puke that way if you have to,” he told him, and rubbed soothing circles over his back. “Do you feel dizzy?”

“No.”

“Marko...”

“...A bit. I’ll be fine in a moment. I just...need to breathe for a moment...”

There was a metallic ringing in the air, and a perfect circle was cut open on the wall with the windows. Eiran slipped into the room, holding his white sword in his white left hand.

“I told you the light had to be the fanboy,” said Arrel, slipping into the room right behind Eiran, holding a flashlight and shining it on the both of them.

Eiran knelt down next to Marko and examined the Container for a moment, then twisted Marko to face away from him.

“Don’t move, I’ll disable it,” he said, and made some precise cuts to the sealing mechanism at Marko’s back. After a moment, the metallic bindings of the retreated back into the Container capsule, letting the agent free.

Marko sighed in relief. 

“Fuck, the Alliance’s containers are way better than ours,” he said, rubbing at his arms. “That thing wouldn’t even let me stand.”

“What happened to your clothes?” asked Eiran, frowning down at him. “What are you wearing?”

Another man slipped into the room through the hole. 

“Hey guys, patch up this thing. A patrol is coming,” he said. Only when Josh focused the camera on his face did he realize that it was that guy Pietro, that Marko had once told him was one of Eiran’s friends. Or what passed for ‘friends’ with someone as cold hearted and serious as Eiran.

After all, while Marko had been the Department’s rabid dog, Eiran was the Department’s sword. Cold and unbending, as sharp and cutting as his sword was to anyone who dared to get too close.

The swordsman rushed to grab the piece of wall he had cut off and pushed it back on the hole. Then Arrell formed a layer of ice over it to hold it in place. 

“Turn that thing off, you idiot!” said Pietro, kicking at Josh before going to hide behind a bookshelf.

“They know we’re here,” muttered Josh, but turned the light of the camera off, while Marko went back to lying on the floor. “We’re supposed to be here.”

Two men passed by the windows, looking into the room with flashlights. They stopped for a moment when they passed by them, but then kept going. 

“We came in with the Alliance’s ground forces, and slipped in while they were distracting the main force of Laurent’s defenses,” said Eiran, standing up from behind the table where he had hidden. “But they’ve retreated now. They didn’t sent too many people.”

Marko pushed himself up to his feet and swayed for a moment, but Josh let him hold on to him while he stabilized.

“We have to look for Strella and Vertex and Sonata,” he said. “Jorah hurt them pretty badly, but he might have made it seem worse than it was, like he did with me.”

Eiran froze.

“J-Jorah?” he asked, cold shock over his face. “He...He already brought back Jorah?”

“I think he brought him back a while ago,” said Josh. “He was just playing with Marko by pretending he hadn’t, and didn’t want to show him because he said people wouldn’t want to come if he did.”

Arrell gave a dramatic sigh. “Most likely. He’s still a bit of a taboo subject for everyone,” he said. 

“Arrell!” hissed Eiran, then took a deep breath and rubbed at his temple. “I see... That’s... That’s good.”

Marko growled low in his throat. “Not for you! As soon as this is all over, you’re going to spend the rest of your life in prison.”

Josh covered his mouth. “Dude, not now. They’re breaking us out!” he hissed at Marko’s ear.

Eiran nodded. “That sounds right. Like I said before, after this is all over, I will turn myself in and you can arrest me if you want to. For now, let’s focus. We still need to rescue the First Lady,” he said, and cut another hole on the boulder blocking the door. Then he tapped the circle with the tip of his sword and the stone inside the boulder collapsed, showing a small exit.

Marko moved to go, but Josh pulled him back. “I’ll go first and if you need a hand to get out, I can help you,” he said.

“Don’t try to be a hero and just stay behind me as always.”

“This isn’t what you always deal with,” said Josh, feeling a strange kind of anger bubbling in his chest at Marko’s dismissal. 

Arrell clapped. “Kids, kids, stop fighting. There’ll be time for your little lovers’ quarrel later,” he said, and started crawling through the hole on the boulder. Pietro followed after him.

“Fuck you Arrell,” muttered Marko.

“Come on, hurry through,” urged Eiran, although his voice had turned softer, with none of that iron hard severity that Josh had always heard from him.

Looking at how his shoulders drooped, it felt to Josh as if something had broken inside him.

Marko went through the boulder and Josh followed in after him.

When they got to the other side, they saw that Sonata had pushed himself out of the crater that he had been smashed into. Most of his mask was torn off and he gave Marko a resentful smirk.

“Your brother is a serious beast. I thought I was done for good there. Sorry, but he’s a real fucking monster,” he muttered, trying to stand before falling to the ground again.

“You’re alive. That means he didn’t want to hurt you,” said Marko, walking up to him. “If he wanted, he would have torn you apart right away.”

“That doesn’t feel comforting, kid,” panted Sonata, trying to regain his breath. “It really doesn’t.”

Pietro started to push aside the pieces of wall that had crumbled over Vertex and Strella.

“You two should go deal with Laurent and Jorah,” said Arrell, moving to help Pietro. 

“Yes!” said Marko

“No,” said Eiran, shaking his head. “Marko, be reasonable. Even if he wasn’t stronger than he was when he died, there’s no way you or I can defeat Jorah if it’s true that Laurent is controlling him. Not even working together. Not even all of us together.”

“You killed him! Don’t act like a coward now!”

“Back then Niall had already weakened him considerable, and I attacked while Niall was still keeping him distracted. The only one who would have a fighting chance would be-“

“Me,” said a voice from the entrance of the building. They looked up to see Niall walk into the building.
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While most people were worried about Jorah, given the fact that they all could remember seeing him executing people on the news most nights, the stronger of the two was undoubtedly Zion.

Not only because he could kill you with air, but because he could kill you with so many things other than just air.

This was something that Alexei knew very, very well. Luckily, air decided to be very cold and unruly around him, which was the only reason why he could face Zion one on one. As long as he could turn the air around him into a miniature ice storm, Zion couldn’t use it against him.

And then he would only have to worry about all the other things that Zion used to kill. Such as your own thoughts. 

“You’re very quiet now, Zion,” said Alexei, freezing the whole floor and forcing Zion to backflip away from him. “You were always talking about the beyond. About god. I expected you to rant to me about it endlessly now.”

Zion narrowed his eyes at him, and sent out his slashing wind around Alexei, trying to collapse the walls of the hallway around him. Alexei froze the entire thing, forcing a thick layer of ice over the walls before Zion could crush them.

The Commander gritted his teeth, his face showing frustration despite his intent to remain calm and collected, and Alexei laughed at the sight of it. 

“That’s always a good look on you,” he said, wiping a small tear from his eyes. “I missed this so much.”

Zion huffed, and looked behind him, noticing that he had been backed into the end of a hallway, and the only ways out were to either get through Alexei, or to blow out the wall behind him and climb his way down. 

“What has that bastard done to you, Zion?” asked Alexei. 

The silence he felt from him contrasted so much with his memories that it highlighted the commander’s silence. He felt like such a stranger. Even more than when they had first met in Israel.

Back then, Alexei had been only twenty, and recently sent as an aide to the cultural attaché to Israel. The relations between Israel and Iran had worsened with the rise of the Muslim Caliphate Brotherhood, and Russia had been very wary of things worsening much faster than anticipated, so he along with dozens other secret KGB agents had made their way into the country.

It was a different time then, forty years ago, and Russia had thought that they were the first ones to realize the power of marked people and to recruit them. 

When he found Zion, also just over twenty, waiting for him at the turning of a corner with a smirk in his face and drinking some bright starbucks nonsense drink, his first thought had been that while Israelies were good looking, they really had annoying and overly arrogant attitudes.

Zion coughed, choking on his own drink, while his cheeks flushed red. 

He had run off away from him then, which confused Alexei, and made him wonder if he had broken some social rule he knew nothing about.

Until he got back to the embassy to find the news that seven of their secret agents and spies had been ‘politely’ invited to leave the country or they would be taken in for questioning by the Israeli authorities. 

The only link between them was that they all had encountered Zion at some point in the day. 

It seemed like the Israelis were not far behind the Russians in considering the usefulness of the superhuman abilities given by the marks. And Alexei personally thought, they were probably quite a bit ahead of them.

But both Rusians and Israelis were taken aback when markies started losing control. 

The first one was a young woman, about the same age as Alexei, with white strips going across her neck and down her right arm. 

Her hair had caught on fire in the middle of Carmel Market. Alexei, a few meters behind, noted that she had been taking erratic steps, leaning on the man that had been walking with her. He had seen her only because she had blocked his view of Zion, who walked up ahead of him, with that same mischievous smile of his and some disgustingly sugary and bright purple drink in his hand.

The people around the woman cried in surprise, but there had been so many like her, doing superhuman things, that still everyone looked on, as if waiting to see what would happen. And for a moment even Alexei wondered if this might not be some kind of trick or performance. 

Even the man that had been walking with her just called out placatingly.

“Aila come on, stop that!” he said. “We’re almost at the doctor, come on!”

The woman stumbled to the side and bumped into a sweets stand that caught on fire. She gasped, and her whole body caught on fire.

People started running and screaming then. Alexei hid against a stone wall, letting the throng of people pass by while the flames around the woman crawled up towards the metal roof and over stalls and stalls of food and sweets.

A woman tripped and fell in front of him, and he pulled her away from the throng of people before she was trampled to death. But the flames were coming in fast, consuming everything in their way with such speed that they seemed living things, crawling and devouring everything they touched. Alexei felt the heat of them almost on his skin. 

He pushed the woman away so she could run from the flames once the main throng of people had passed them by. But there were still many other people trapped behind counters and inside the stalls of the market, trapped by the flames. Alexei took a second to take in the central positions of them all, and easily counted fifty people trapped. 

He decided that he could not live with the deaths of fifty people weighing on his shoulders. 

He forced the temperature around him to lower, and then sent a wave of freezing air at the woman, trying to force back the fire without making it too obvious. He shoved aside the counter of a stand and the flames died upon contact, fast enough that he could help the people cowering inside it.

The woman screamed and the fire burned even hotter around her. He forced more of his ice cold wind outwards and sent out freezing winds that pushed back the fire even more. Standing on the other side of the market, he caught a glance of Zion standing at the back of the hall and staring at the woman intently. Alexei knew he must be doing something, but he couldn’t focus as he ran towards the other stalls, putting out the smaller fires and helping the people run out of the market. 

But he could feel the fire pushing back against him, the heat really feeling like a living thing, the flames clawing against his ice.

The woman then roared, her cries of pain turning to enraged yelling as she pulled at her flaming hair. 

“Stop!” commanded Zion, and the woman was sent flying back to crash against a store where Alexei had just helped an elderly couple escape. He held the old couple close to him, sheltered by his cold.

From the side, a group of firefighters rushed in with pipes shooting water at the woman. 

In his heart, Alexei knew that it wouldn’t be enough, but he tried not to focus on it too much. He helped the couple run towards the firefighters and then looked back at the woman. The water shooting at her was getting vaporized by the heat of the flames all over her, not even managing to touch her.

She got up, and the fire flared up around her in a spiral like a flaming snake while she went from yelling to screaming in pain. She started stepping towards Zion and towards a bunch of people hiding behind him, and Alexei knew they would die from the heat if she got just a few steps closer. 

Bracing himself for the fact that he was about to become unemployed (and possibly deported), he pushed back his sleeves and blew out a freezing wind that covered the remainder of the stalls in a layer of ice, shielding the people from the heat of the flames. Then he kept pushing the flames back, the ground freezing under his feet with every step he took towards the woman, but just a few steps away from her the heat was almost unbearable even for him.

Police officers arrived on the scene and Zion rushed towards them, yelling what was happening. Alexei couldn’t even focus on what they were saying, catching only stray words through the noise of the flames and the rush of the freezing winds clashing against one another.

He only reacted when he heard the gunshots. He jolted, breaking his concentration and the fire blasted back with a vengeance.

He stumbled back, trying to get away from her, and fell down to his feet. The flames had abated, but the heat coming from the woman was still unbelievable. 

He felt hands on him and looked up to see Zion trying to help him up. He jumped to his feet and followed him to stand behind the line of cops firing at the woman. 

The bullets melted before they touched her skin, and the police emptied their guns before they could do anything to stop her. 

“Can you freeze her?” asked Zion.

Alexei shook his head. 

“It...it’s too hot...,” he said, transfixed by the sight of her, a ghost of fire stalking around the burnt length of the market, howling in pain. 

The heat grew so great that they had to step back away from her even further. And just as Alexei started to despair over what they were going to do with her, and even the ground under her feet started melting, she gave a pained cry and crumbled, writhing on the floor. Her hair burned away, and then she herself started burning and melting, howling in despair until her last moment.

Zion gave a horrified cry and Alexei put his arm around his shoulders.

She burned away until there was nothing but ashes left of her.

That night, after being released from the police, Alexei took a moment to pass by the beach before he went back to the cultural attaché’s house to give his report. And, very possible, to get recalled back to Moscow.

If he was lucky.

But he had never been lucky in his life, so he didn’t hold much hope in his heart.

And so, he had grabbed a beer and then walked along the coast. Listening to the waves, hoping their sound would drown away the memories of the woman’s voice screaming again and again in his head. 

But the screams kept echoing. Her pain kept reverberating inside him, and he realized that even one death had been too much for him. That failing to save her was a burden too heavy for him to bear, especially when it whispered of his inability to do anything to even stop her pain. To the limits of even the supernatural powers that his mark had given him.

He found a bench at the beach and started thinking that perhaps it wasn’t such a bad idea to get recalled and fired. He couldn’t endure the weight of innocent lives, so he was probably not cut for a job as a spy, no matter how useful his powers may seem to the KGB.

So he sat down at the bench and looked off into the dark sea, with the screams of that woman echoing at the back of his head.

What a joke of a spy he had turned out to be. He took another swig of his beer and looked ahead, listening to the waves. He frowned. At the back of his mind there was suddenly no more noise. His mind felt like a calm sea, with only the sound of the waves rushing in and backing away.

He looked around, and saw Zion approaching him, holding in his hand some kind of blue drink with small green pearls at the bottom.

“Hey,” he said, moving to sit next to him. “There you are.”

“Get out of my head,” ordered Alexei, and took another swig of his beer.

“It’s no good to let your mind spiral like that. You’ll get tired. Rest for a bit.”

Alexei leaned back on the bench. 

“If you want to get anything from me, you won’t get it. We were already expecting someone like you, so I don’t know any details about anything,” he said, and tapped his temple. “Look around, but you won’t find anything.”

“I know. I checked you all from the start. I didn’t come for that,” said Zion with a sigh.

They sat together in silence for a few moments.

“Thank you for saving those people,” finally said Zion, lowering his eyes. 

Alexei shrugged. “It was the least I could do.”

“It’ll cost you,” replied Zion.

“I know,” he said, and crushed the empty beer can in his hand. 

But letting them all die would have costed him even more. One life already weighed heavy enough. He didn’t want to imagine how heavy all the others would be on him. He could always get another job. Hell, he could just as well be a janitor, for all that it mattered. 

But he couldn’t live with so many voices screaming inside him.

The images of the woman screaming and crumbling to the ground flashed through his mind again, only to be pushed away once more.

And yet again that cool, calming silence filled his mind.

“I told you to get out of my head,” he said, throwing the crushed beer can in his hand into a nearby trashcan. Israel had been good. Very nice. He liked the beaches and the people there. Even the annoying ones like Zion.

“Just for now. Don’t beat yourself up. It’s no good for you to suffer over it anymore.”

“Well, they’re my memories. Don’t go around taking them away from me, or I’ll have to break that pretty face of yours.”

“I won’t. I can’t. I’m just letting you not dwell on them for a while.”

They sat in silence for a bit more, letting the sound of the waves drift between them.

“That could have been us,” finally said Alexei, the image of the roaring flames flashing through his mind once more.

“We don’t know that,” replied Zion. 

“You know we could, and I don’t need to be a mind reader like you to figure it out,” he said. He had heard a couple cases here and there that were still being studied to see if they had happened on purpose or not. But seeing it in real life, happening right before him, really brought into focus that it wasn’t on purpose. 

That nobody could have chosen to go like that. Burned slowly, agonizingly...

He stood up. 

“I gotta get going,” he said.

Zion reached out and grabbed at the edge of his sleeve.

“Wait,” he said, and extended a card towards him. “Have this. If things get really bad for you... You know, if you need special help for anything. A special way out of the country...”

Alexei narrowed his eyes at him, but took the card anyway. It said “Zion Alperstein”, and he didn’t have to read the rest to know that he was a special agent for the information branch of the IDF.

“I know who you are,” he told him. 

“I’m sure you do,” said Zion with that mischievous smirk back on his lips. He snapped his fingers and the card in Alexei’s fingers jumped up and spun around in midair, to show there was another number handwritten on the back. “But I’m guessing you guys don’t have my personal number yet. Make sure you don’t let any of your friends get it, but you can call whenever you want.”

Alexei rolled his eyes and turned away once more.

“Idiot, “ he muttered, while Zion laughed behind him.

That was their first true encounter as anything more than opposing figures in intelligence reports, and Alexei allowed himself to keep the card, thinking that maybe he would call after he had gotten back to Moscow and was looking for a new job.

But when he got to the residence of the cultural attaché, he was surprised to see that he was being expected even more than he thought he would be. And not by only the cultural attaché himself, but also by the Foreign Relations Minister of Israel and the police chief of Tel Aviv, both of whom had heaps of praise for him because of his actions during the woman’s loss of control at the market. Alexei tried in vain to explain that it was only the right thing to do, given his abilities, but the Minister still invited him to dinner at his house, and to a ceremony at the market in the next few days, no matter how much Alexei tried to squeeze out of it all. 

Luckily, it all had the final effect that he became an even more important link between both governments, and so, he found himself the next morning drinking another beer at the beach to celebrate that he still had a job. 

He felt a bit bad about being happy for it though, especially considering that in the end he hadn’t been able to do anything for that poor woman, so he decided that a single beer at the beach would be the extent of his celebration for the fact that he wasn’t being trialed for treason in Moscow.

“You don’t have to feel bad about not being punished for doing something good,” Eliezer said behind him, walking up to him with a cup holder in his hands. 

“Get out of my head,” he demanded.

Zion sat down next to him. In the cup holder there was something that looked like a cocktail, and yet another one of those brightly colored sugar drinks he always had, along with what looked like an assortment of food in different packages, from wings, to marinated olives and even cookies.

“I already ate,” lied Alexei.

Zion smirked up at him. “Liar,” he said, handing him another beer, and Alexei got angry. No one that could get into your head should have the right to look so good while smirking smugly that he could see right through you.

“I think you’re pretty good looking too,” said Eliezer, popping an olive into his mouth.

Alexei grunted in annoyance and rolled his eyes, but took the drink anyway and leaned back on the bench.

“Sucks that you have a shitty personality though. Do you just get into everyone’s head all the time?”

“Only with closed off liars like you,” said Eliezer with a wink.

“Tch. Comes with the job. You should know it.”

“Actually, you’re pretty different from the spies I usually find. More intriguing than I thought at first.”

Alexei kept rolling his eyes and ignoring him. And Zion kept running into him. The days passed, and they kept on meeting up at the same beachside bench, chatting. Sometimes in the morning, sometimes at night. Sometimes they talked, and sometimes they just enjoyed the sounds of the sea and the silence between them. Until they became a fixed point in each other’s lives, often spending time in the afternoon just walking together.

It all came as a blur whenever Alexei thought of it. The same way that fields of flowers turned into blurs of color as you passed through them.

But he would never forget the night when they had been walking along the streets in the quiet neighborhood where Zion lived, while Zion kept ranting and ranting about how much paperwork he still had to do and how strict his supervisor was about all the details in his reports. 

Alexei knew that Zion was exaggerating. And Zion knew that he himself was exaggerating, but one of the things that Alexei had come to discover was that Zion often just liked to rant for the sake of ranting. For the sake of talking to someone who didn’t mind listening and didn’t care much for how wrong he was. The thought that he had come to know him so well made Alexei smile as they turned a corner.

“Don’t laugh at me!” complained Zion.

“I’m not laughing at you,” said Alexei, turning to glance down at him. 

He was slightly drunk then. He’d had one too many glasses of wine at dinner. He knew he had to be, because he reached out and wrapped his arm around Zion’s waist, pulling him closer.

Zion stiffened for a second, and Alexei sobered up, suddenly too aware of his hand’s placement, the tips of his fingers ghosting over Zion’s hips.

Then Zion relaxed against him, letting his head fall against Alexei’s shoulder.

“You’re such an awful flirt,” he whispered. “So slow, and you don’t even realize what you’re doing.”

“I don’t... I don’t know if I am what you hope I am,” said Alexei, suddenly too sober and too aware of how close they were, but still unwilling to let go.

He had stumbled right into the bridge that he didn’t want to cross. Right into the question of what he was and what he could be.

He wasn’t stupid. He knew it wasn’t normal to think of how handsome Zion was. To feel warm whenever he got way too close. To keep waking up from dreams of him nude and gasping underneath him. 

But he had never before him even considered that he might be gay.

“Oh, I didn’t know about those dreams,” said Zion, letting his fingers trail down the front of Alexei’s white shirt. “How could you hide them from me?”

“I’ve told you to get out of my head,” said Alexei with a huff, swatting his fingers away.

“I have been staying out, and look at all the things I’ve been missing,” laughed Zion.

His laugh still had the same mischievous edge that his smiles and his eyes had. That look like a child that knew he could get away with stealing the cookies, and that he would enjoy getting away with it all just as much as he would enjoy eating them. There was such a joyful freedom to him that Alexei couldn’t stop being drawn towards him.

Zion shook his head. 

“You’re such an awful, awful flirt,” he said, and laughed again. There was a soft dusting of pink to his cheeks that set Alexei’s heart racing.

Alexei grabbed his chin and pulled his face up. 

“What do I have to do to get you to stay out of my head?” he said, and pulled him up to kiss those smirking lips.

He would always remember the way Zion drew in a surprised breath, the way he melted against him, his hands suddenly desperate to touch him. 

He had forgotten how they made their way up Zion’s building, how they had opened the door and scrambled inside between kisses and caresses and that desperate need to keep holding on to one another.

But he would always remember the light of the dawning sun the next morning when it filtered through the curtains and illuminated Zion’s sleeping face.

He remembered all of these things. All of those moments between them while the resurrected Zion himself stood in front of him.

“Remember?” he told him. “I know you can see my thoughts. I could never get you to stay out of my head.”

Zion gritted his teeth. 

“Stay out?! When you have been always in my own thoughts?!” came the agitated sound of Zion’s voice inside his head, right before the connection broke and Zion retreated from Alexei’s mind.

Even now, those two decades wouldn’t eclipse the all those years that they’d spent together, and he knew the other’s presence in his mind as well as he knew his own thoughts.

He scoffed out a laugh. “I figured it was because of that. Idiot. Stop this nonsense. Whatever Laurent is forcing on you, it’ll be over when I snap his neck, so come back here and stop playing the bad guy!”

“You stay out of this Alexei!” yelled Zion, and the floor shook. Wind circled around him in a vortex. “I am dead! Remember that!”

The wind shot out in waves razor sharp, cutting walls and floors and ceiling and everything around Alexei. 

He fell down into the abyss below.
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“You murdering bastard!” yelled Marko, and Josh covered his mouth, terrified that they would be found.

“You can settle aside Eiran’s sins for the greater good, but not my own?” asked Niall.

Eiran lifted his sword. 

“I have agreed to turn myself in to the authorities after this is over,” he said. “Will you do the same too?”

“That’s fine by me,” said Niall. 

“That’s bullshit!” said Arrell, his fists shaking in rage as he ran to stand between them. “He received a presidential pardon five years ago when it all came out! It doesn’t matter what happens afterwards, he can’t be trialed again because he’s already been pardoned!”

Eiran’s sword fell from his hand. 

“You...you two knew...?” he asked.

Niall gave an elegantly enraged glare at Arrell. 

“Always butting in at the worst times, uh? You haven’t changed,” said Niall.

Pietro lit up a cigarette and pulled out an automatic gun from within his long jacket.

“And you’re always betraying people. Guess people don’t change,” he said. “You were going to throw Eiran to the wolves knowing that you would get out scot free, no matter what happened after this.”

“It’s hardly the moment to care about those kind of things,” said Niall. “We’ve been discovered.”

He pointed out to the back of the hall and they turned around to see Jorah standing at the entrance of the passage that led to the garden, leaning against the wall and observing them in silence. 

“You’re all a mess,” he said, shaking his head at them. He glared at Marko. “I told you to stand back. You’ve become more disobedient than ever. You never listen to me, not even now.”

“Jorah!” called Marko, his eyes filling with tears again, but he wiped them away with his sleeve.

“So, we see each other again,” said Niall. “I’ll admit, I expected you to look...”

“The way I died?” asked Jorah, moving away from the wall. “Laurent can bring you back however he wants. He thought I wouldn’t be strong enough for his plans as a teenager, so he brought me back as if time had really passed for me, unlike Zion and Mya.”

“I see...,” said. “I think...that’s the most shocking thing about you now. You look so different now from all the memories I kept of you.”

“You lost a hand,” he said, pointing to the bandaged stump at the end of Niall’s left arm.

“And you died.”

Jorah scoffed out a laugh and rolled his eyes. 

“I died? I didn’t suddenly up and die,” he said, throwing up his hands in the air. “You always put things like that, as if the way they happened had nothing to do with you. I didn’t die. You killed me. I had hoped for you to at least grant me that now.”

“What did you expect from me?” 

“Very little, and even that seems to be too much,” he said. “But let me try again. Will you all surrender?”

Before he finished speaking, Niall set off an explosion right under him. 

“Jorah!” cried Marko, taking a step forward. 

“Go! Get the First Lady!” yelled Niall. 

Eiran grabbed Marko and ran forward, carrying him under his arm. Josh took a second to react, but he sprinted after them right afterwards. 

“Marko stop!” yelled Jorah, turning to run after them, but Niall blew up the entrance to the passage, collapsing it right after Josh rushed through.

Eiran took a second to set Marko down on the floor. The passage took a turn to the right up ahead, and luckily the lights there still worked, so Josh could see the rows and rows of doors of doors all along the way.

“I don’t know what Laurent has done to him,” said the swordsman. “But he...he really didn’t want you to get involved. So we’ll have to trust him, and you’ll have to stay back while I go rescue the First Lady.”

“Fuck no,” said Marko, stalking forward. 

Eiran pulled out a container from within the inner pocket of his jacket. 

“Marko watch out!” yelled Josh.

Marko turned around, just in time to punch the still opening capsule with his flaming fist, disabling it.

“Marko be reasonable!” cried Eiran.

“What the hell is reasonable about any of this?!” yelled Marko, tears falling down his cheeks again, and Josh felt a knot forming in his throat, finally realizing where all that endlessly flowing rage inside Marko was coming from.

It was all sadness. 

Desperate, unending sadness bubbling and simmering inside him with only the toxic rage floating to the surface. But now it all came flowing out of him in every single tear. And seeing him, Josh felt it echoing something inside him. Some emotion that had the same colors. Colors that burned inside Marko, but had faded to a cold paleness inside Josh’s chest.

The face of his late brother Abdullah flashed through his mind in a second, and inside himself he felt how the same colors of Marko’s emotions had burned within him when he had heard he had been murdered for his apostasy.

Josh’s heart jumped and raced as adrenaline rushed through his veins.

“Jorah is fighting the only person with an actual chance to kill him again!” yelled Marko. “But I can’t help him because helping him means allowing this country to start a war against us! To stop all pretense of caring about us and to just hunt us down and destroy us! And I won’t stand here and do nothing! I’m going to do the right thing and stop Laurent, even if you don’t want me to!”

“It’s not that!” said Eiran, wiping at his eyes. “But this time...this time I want to believe in him. This time I want to trust in what he says! I decided not to believe him last time and it cost him his life!”

Marko shook his head. 

“That’s not him. Whatever he’s doing, it’s not him,” said Marko, and turned to keep running down the passage, then taking a turn to the right.

Eiran followed him, with Josh close at his heels. They turned the corner, and froze.

Zion stood in front of them, arms crossed and looking like he had taken a tumble on a drier after being dragged around. His suit was cut in places, and his left sleeve had been torn off. Despite his steely seriousness, his breathing was still ragged and uneven.

“You two... still making a mess everywhere twenty years later,” he said. 

Eiran stepped between him and Marko, lifting his sword.

“Sir,” he started. Zion rolled his eyes.

“That’s enough, Eiran. I won’t hear any more of you two. We can settle what happened later,” he said.

“Sir, whatever Laurent’s doing to you, he-,“ yelled Marko

Zion scoffed, and made a dismissive wave. The metallic sound in the wind that stirred lasted only a couple seconds, but Eiran screamed and fell to the ground, his white sword falling to pieces and turning black, while dozens of cuts over his hand and whole body bled.

Marko turned around, protecting Josh, but the journalist could feel the wet blood dripping from him.

“Run back!” breathed Marko, coughing blood.

Zion threw binding containers at them and Eiran crumbled to the ground unconscious. Marko still stood his ground, panting for breath as blood flowed from the dozens of wounds all over his body, fighting as the Container zapped all of his energy and all of his strength.

“Don’t do this, Zion. You’re strong enough to fight Laurent,” he told him.

“You’re so simple minded. You both are. And more inflexible than before,” said Zion, and hit him on the side of the face, making Marko fall to the ground. “You will not bend. You would rather break into pieces. How foolish.”

Zion lifted his leg to kick him, but Josh jumped to cover Marko.

“Stop! Don’t hurt him!” he yelled.

Zion lifted an elegant eyebrow, and pushed back his hair. Josh, focusing the camera up at him, noticed something shining among the torn remains of his sleeve. His breath caught in his throat. He angled his camera down to Zion’s other arm, where his other sleeve had been completely torn off. 

A black metal band shone around his wrist. 

“Oh. You’ve managed to make a friend now?” asked the commander. “That’s a surprise. Perhaps you’re not as inflexible as I feared.”
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When the explosions died off, Pietro took out his AR-15 from within his long coat and stepped in front of Arrell, who grabbed at his arm.

“Don’t!” he hissed, a knot forming in his throat. “That won’t do any good against Jorah!”

“It’ll be enough to give you time to get out of here,” said Pietro, taking a long drag of his cigarette.

Jorah looked over to where they were standing.

“You two...you haven’t changed at all,” he said with a sigh. 

“We got better outfits,” said Pietro, stepping backwards away from him and Niall, keeping Arrell always behind him.

“Really, really didn’t change at all,” said Jorah, rubbing at the side of his nose, then taking a fighting stance while facing Niall.

“Wrong. We all changed,” said Niall, taking a couple steps back away form him, trying to put more distance between them. “What happened to you?”

“I died.”

“Jorah...”

“If you want me to tell you about hell, that won’t happen,” he said, giving a side smirk. “You can find it out when you get there.”

Behind Pietro and Arrell, Sonata had managed to push off some of the debris covering Strella and Vertex.

“Hey sleeping beauties, it’s time to wake up or I’ll kiss you,” he told them. 

Part of Strella’s mask had broken off, revealing an eye with a splash of white on the skin around it, contrasting with her deep dark skin. Vertex pushed herself up from the ground and tore off the remains of her mask, coughing from the dust.

“We’re all going to slowly leave,” said Pietro, motioning for them to move towards the open hole on the side of the building.

Strella levitated, still a soft red light glowing around her.

“We didn’t come this far just to run away at the last moment,” she said, straightening herself up.

“Then you could all do your part to help,” called Niall, setting off an explosion right where Jorah was standing. But Jorah sidestepped, again and again, dodging each of the explosions with a speed that made it seem as if he was teleporting from place to place.

“Stop dragging people into this,” yelled Jorah. “At least face me yourself.”

“You have become a monster, this is hardly the moment to talk about honorable reencounters.”

Jorah growled low in his throat, and rushed forward to punch at Niall with so much strength that the ground collapsed underneath them as if it had been an explosion. 

But Niall had sped away from there in less than a heartbeat. Jorah chased after him, forcing Niall to back away from him again and again, setting off explosions for him to dodge and buying himself fractions of seconds to escape from Jorah’s attacks.

“I gotta say,” said Sonata. “It doesn’t feel very exciting to have to side with Niall. I’m a criminal and all, but...It just rubs me the wrong way.”

Pietro threw away the butt of his cigarette. “Man, tell me about it,” he said, lifting his rifle and taking aim. Then he sighed and lowered it. “I really, really understand Jorah here... And he was always super nice to us too.”

None of them moved for a moment, pondering whether to help or not.

“Why don’t we go around?” said Vertex, floating up toward the opening on the side of the building. “Even if we can’t fly outside, we can go around and look for the-“

Pietro’s rifle flew out of his hands and floated in front of them, pointing at the whole group. 

“You all will stay still and give yourselves up,” yelled Nina from the remaining edge of the floor above.

Jorah stopped pursuing Niall and looked up at her. 

“I don’t think I’ve met you,” he said. “If you’re a guest, please leave. It’s too dangerous here.”

“She’s Marko’s girlfriend, but she betrayed us and changed sides,” Arrell told him, then he looked back at her. “I never liked you.”

“What?! Marko has a girlfriend?!” cried Jorah, and Niall used the chance to hit him straight on with one of his explosions.

“Let’s leave,” said Pietro, grabbing Arrell’s hand. “Whoever wins, I’ll feel like we lost.”

“Stop! You think I wouldn’t shoot you?! I will!” yelled Nina.

“I know you won’t shoot me,” said Pietro, fishing through his pockets for another cigarette. “Do you think you’re the first Markie to disarm me? I married one of you. All my guns have containment locks.”

He touched a button on his watch and the rifle’s metal turned white and sent a shockwave against Nina, sending her flying back into the hallway behind her. Pietro pulled Arrell’s hand and they ran out of the building together. 

Strella, Vertex and Sonata looked at each other for a second before running after them.

“So you’re not a Markie?” asked Strella, descending to the ground when she felt the pressure of the  flight container weigh down on her. “Then what are you?”

“A cocaine dealer,” called back Pietro with a smirk.

“Pietro!” cried Arrell.

“What? She asked.”
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Eiran came back to consciousness slowly, feeling as if he was swimming against a river of black waters. 

“Come on, it’s not the time for a nap!” he could hear Marko’s voice nearby, and the whisper of hundreds of voices all around, but still a complete blackness seemed to blanket him.

“Eiran come on, you fucking idiot!” hissed Marko, and pain exploded from Eiran’s left arm. He cried out and opened his eyes. 

Bright lights shining all around blinded him for a second, forcing him to blink. He gasped from the pain, and looked around, trying to figure out where he was. 

All around, several people sat down at rows of white chairs, chatting and laughing. Up on a makeshift altar stood Mya, Laurent’s wife, still holding her bouquet and overlooking at the guests with a cold expression that bordered on disgust. Her eyes crossed with Eiran’s, and the swordsman could see a flash on annoyance on her, before she looked away to keep overseeing the crowd.

“Finally!” hissed Marko to his left. “I thought you would never wake up.”

Eiran looked down to find his left arm on a makeshift slingshot put together with his own suit jacket. At once he knew it was broken, and as pieces of his memories of Zion’s attack flashed through his mind, he realized Zion had to have broken his left hand in a specific way that it would block any chance of using even the smallest bit of his powers.

“What are you doing?!” cried a woman to Eiran’s right, scandalized. “His arm is broken, can’t you see?”

Eiran spared a look at her, noticing she wore an elaborate hat over her bright blonde hair, and dark glasses despite the fact that it was night. She lowered them to glare at Marko, and Eiran saw that both of her pupils were white.

“Sorry ma’am, but he’s just gonna have to suck it,” muttered Marko.

“How dare you?!” she cried.

“It’s fine. I’m fine, don’t worry ma’am,” whispered Eiran, wanting to not draw any attention towards them. He noticed a few people giving them looks, and knew that they were in the middle of a sea of Laurent supporters. Which meant that the smallest thing could get an instant mob to tear them apart. He reached up with his free hand and felt around the pressure he could feel around his neck. He looked down and saw more metal bands around each of his wrists and his ankles.

“They put you in a five-point container,” said Marko. Next to him, Eiran could see an older woman dressed in white, and recognized her as the First Lady.

A quick glance around showed that despite being surrounded only by the group of wedding assistants, there were at least five people keeping a close eye on them. 

And Nytrex kept watch from a corner of the altar, right behind Mya.

Eiran licked his parched lips. “What happened? How long was I out?” he asked.

“About an hour I think,” said Marko, shifting around his seat anxiously. Eiran could see that he was bound by the metallic ropes of two binding containers around his torso, keeping his arms firmly against his body.

Marko would easily be able to break through those any day with his normal strength, but now he seemed barely strong enough to remain sitting up straight. In fact, while normally Marko seemed powered by an unending fire made up of rage and hatred, now it seemed as if only the ashes of his anger were holding him up.

The worst case scenario, Jorah’s death again, flashed through Eiran’s mind, and he felt his heart sinking in his chest.

“And Jorah?” he asked, unable to contain himself.

Marko took a long moment to speak.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I heard a few explosions from inside the building a while ago, but then nothing, and I haven’t seen him around.”

Josh came by, escorted by a tall man with several lines of white around his neck who pushed him down to sit at the chair behind them.

“Hey guys,” he said, slumping his shoulders.

“Fuck you Josh,” muttered Marko. 

“You’re still angry?” 

“I told you to stand behind me, not to be an idiot and throw yourself all over me. Zion could have killed you!”

“I wasn’t going to let him hit you when you were down, man!”

Eiran shushed them up. “Quiet!” he hissed. “It’s not the time to be fighting. What did they do to you Josh? Where were you?”

“Uh, Laurent wanted me to take photos of Mya, and then to take photos of him, and to film another message that he just sent out to the news,” he said.

“What did he say?”

“Uhmm, that he was going to show everyone that he is god after the wedding, by killing you and then resurrecting you...”

Eiran huffed. “So no mention of Zion and Jorah? Where did Zion go?” he asked, annoyed.

“Dude, he’s going to kill you!”

“Yes, yes, I’ll deal with it later. What else did he say?”

“That then he’ll do the same thing to the First Lady, but that he’ll only resurrect her after the president agrees to the demands he’ll present when he kills her.”

Behind Marko, the First Lady scoffed out a laugh.

“There’s no way I’m letting him bring me back if he kills me. If there really is a soul inside my body, he will never get a hold of it,” she said. “So, there’s nothing for him to gain there, but to get you all into danger.”

Eiran panted, trying to stabilize his breathing and focus away from the burning pain of his broken arm. The woman sitting to his right stood up and walked away, then a different woman with splatterings of white all over her face sat down in the chair. 

“Don’t worry ma’am. We’ll get you out of here,” Eiran whispered to the first lady. He looked around but he couldn’t see any way out. Neither he nor Marko could fly or levitate, but even if they could, there were flight containers spread out all around both towers. “The main problems are Zion and Jorah. If we could somehow get around them,things would be easier, but where is Zion?”

“Laurent called for him when I was finishing sending out the video for the message, but then I was brought back here, so I didn’t see him,” said Josh, pointing the camera at him.

Eiran gritted his teeth. “Stop recording me, it’s distracting me,” he muttered.

The woman came back carrying a glass of water and held it up to Eiran, then took out a bottle of Tylenol and started to open it.

“Hey, what are you giving him?” asked one of the men watching them.

“It’s just Tylenol and water,” she said, showing that the bottle was still sealed. “He looks like he’s in a lot of pain. That’s all.”

“No, step back. Don’t give him anything.”

“Really? Because I thought Laurent was so nice, he said no one else would hurt us here. But then he beats up this man and leaves him here like nothing? Sounds like the same thing that the cops do to us,” she said. 

Eiran saw many eyes turning towards them, their whispers turning more conspiratorial. 

The guard saw it too. 

“Fine,” he said, and walked a few steps away.

Eiran accepted the medicine and used the water to swallow it. “Thank you,” he said, unsure if he should say anything else. “Thank you a lot miss, uh, miss...”

“Drink it all. You look very thirsty,” she said, avoiding giving any name.

The woman nodded and turned towards her seat, which was now occupied. 

“Excuse me, that is my seat,” she told the woman sitting at her chair.

Eiran bit his lower lip, annoyed at all the attention that this woman was causing to be put right on them, when just a few moments ago, few had cared to look their way.

“Scram,” said the woman sitting at the chair.

The woman with the hat pursed her lips in an annoyed way. Eiran noticed Nytrex moving from the altar and walking down, pain showing in her face with every step she took. He looked towards where she was going and saw Zion walking towards the altar with decisive steps.

“I think you may not have understood,” said the woman with the hat, and pulled a semi-automatic gun from her bright pink suit jacket, pointing it at the woman sitting down. “I meant, that is my chair, and you need to move.”

Eiran blinked at the sight, and people’s hushed whispers turned alarmed at the sight of the gun. He gasped, shocked at the way things had escalated in seconds. 

Zion turned to look at them and approached.

“Excuse me?” asked the Commander. “What is happening here?”

“I was just telling this lady that she was sitting in my chair,” she said, not moving the gun. 

Zion looked at her more carefully for a moment, and she looked back at him, taking off her glasses to reveal her white pupils. 

Eiran stared at her, and then to Zion, and then back at her, hoping that things would NOT escalate any more. 

“Look at his wrists,” whispered Josh in his ear behind him, and Eiran looked at them, finally noticing what looked like black metal bands around them. He looked up at Zion right when a look of recognition crossed the Commander’s eyes.

“Ma’am, please come with me,” said Zion, reaching out to grab her arm, the look of recognition turning into one of forced calm. “I’ll bring you to a better seat.”

“I don’t want a better seat,” she said, pulling her arm away from his grasp, and Eiran noticed that there was something strange about her eyes. They looked somehow...unnatural in a way he couldn’t explain. But she put the shades back on and he couldn’t look at her more carefully. “I want my seat. I was sitting there, right young man?”

Eiran almost jolted at being dragged into the conversation like that.

“Uh, uhm, I just woke up,” he said.

“And when you woke up, I was sitting here, wasn’t I?” pressed the woman.

Zion grabbed her again. “You will be more comfortable sitting over here, please come with me,” he said, trying to pull her away, but she refused and dug her heels.

“I already said I don’t want another seat. Why don’t you take this kind lady there?” she said, pointing the gun even closer to the woman in the chair, who lifted her arms and stood up.

“Fine, fine, I’ll move. Geez you fucking crazy witch!” she said, and walked away. 

The woman with the hat put away her gun and moved to sit down, when Zion grabbed her by the arm once more.

“You can’t stay here,” he whispered, so low that Eiran, standing right next to them, could barely hear them. “You have to leave. It’s dangerous.”

She pulled away from his grasp. 

“Thank you for your help sir, I would like to see the wedding,” she said, and sat down next to Eiran.

Zion looked like he wanted to press her to leave, but he looked down and noticed Eiran staring at them, and left at once without another word.

“Well, this is certainly the most eventful wedding I’ve been forced to attend,” said the First Lady, loud enough so that the woman with the hat could hear her. “I wouldn’t have thought to bring a gun to a wedding though, but I suppose the circumstances are very special now.”

“Hmph, they really are,” said the woman with the hat, pulling up a cocktail she had left under her chair and taking a small sip. “But I think...you would understand me well. Very, very well... I take it Lisa and James weren’t with you when you were invited?”

It took Eiran a moment to realize those were the names of the president’s son and daughter.

“They were staying with their father at camp David, thankfully,” said the First Lady.

Eiran turned to look at Marko, who just shrugged at him. 

“Crazy,” he whispered to Eiran, and looked out towards where Zion had walked to stand next to Nytrex.

Eiran finished drinking the water and wiped his forehead. He was really regretting not taking the drink that Pietro had offered him back at his house. His nerves felt like they were taunt and on edge, although at least all the nonsense about the seats had distracted him a bit from the pain of his broken arm.

And more importantly, he had located Zion, which made planning for an escape route a little easier.

Now, whether or not they would be able to actually make their escape with the First Lady, was an entirely different thing.

He looked down at his broken white arm, thinking that in theory he should still be able to use his powers with his other hand too, but he hadn’t trained with it nearly enough, and the effects were too unpredictable for his tastes. His tests often ended up with him just hurting himself in the process, in fact. But desperate times called for desperate measures, so he would have to rely on it too.

“Are these containers standard issue?” he asked Marko.

“I think they are the type that the Alliance uses. They don’t look like they’re American.”

Eiran nodded, testing how much he could still but his hand, but when a sharp flash of pain shot up his arm and neck.

“Don’t move,” said the woman. “You’re only hurting yourself more.”

Eiran turned to glare at her. “Look, I don’t know who you are, but you need to-“

“Don’t talk to me like that, young man,” she said, and leaned back in her chair with a huff. “You have no manners. Absolutely no manners. Unbelievable.”

Eiran was about to retort, when a sudden silence descended on the crowd gathered around them.

“Put him there,” ordered Laurent to Jorah, who carried an unconscious Niall over his shoulder. 

Jorah carried Niall next to the altar and dropped him there like a sack of potatoes. Laurent gave a howling laughter. 

“Calm down, calm down, I know you’re mad,” he said, patting Jorah’s arm. “But we’ll deal with one thing at a time. First of all, why don’t we bring out your old friend ,and murderer, Eiran?”

He motioned towards him, and two of the guards surrounded him. 

“I was thinking of letting you kill him after the wedding, but why don’t we get started now?” said Laurent with a laugh.

The woman with the big hat next to Eiran dropped her glass.

The guards pulled him up.

“But I wanted to get married first,” suddenly said Mya. “If you kill him, there’ll be blood all over the altar. I don’t want to get married like that.”

Laurent clapped and skipped up to the altar.

“Ah, my dear. You’re so excited to see me again. To relive our wedding day again. But, the people have to see justice being done,” he said, then turned to the crowd gathered. “Isn’t that why you all came? For justice?”

The crowd chanted back.  “Justice! Justice!”

Marko growled next to him and jumped to his feet. 

“None of you want justice! You just want blood!” he yelled. “All of you made up the most horrible stories about my brother! All of you celebrated his death! And then you come here crying for justice? All you want is blood and death! You don’t want to be treated better, you just want revenge! You just want to hurt the way you have been hurt!”

Laurent laughed, but his voice had a colder tone.

“My, my, dearest Marko. The more generous I am with you, the more you turn against the hand that cares for you,” he said. “Rabid dogs like you have to be put down.”

The guards turned from Eiran to Marko and dragged him towards the altar, forcing him down on his knees in front of Laurent. 

“Don’t worry,” said Laurent, receiving an axe from Nytrex. “When I bring you back, you will see things differently. Although I might not bring you back for a while. A season in hell will teach you well.”

Eiran’s eyes went up to Jorah, who observed, fists shaking from repressed tension. He tried to give a step forward and froze in place. Eiran looked back at Marko, wondering if he would be able to reach him in time. Nytrex looked up at him, as if reading his thoughts. Normally, he might be able to take his chances and try to dodge her, but trapped by a container, he was no faster than any normal human, and he was sure he wouldn’t get far enough.

Mya dropped the bouquet on the floor.

“I won’t get married in an altar full of blood,” she said, and stalked off the altar, but Laurent let go of the axe and grabbed her arm, pulling her back forcefully.

“What are you doing?” he growled.

“Kill me and bring me back as many times as you wish, I won’t marry like this,” she said.

A gasp went up through the crowd, and the whispers of alarm because outraged chatter, growing louder and louder.

Eiran looked up and saw that there were far more people observing from the lowest floors of the building, looking down at them from out of the blasted windows and walls.

“Fine, as you wish,” said Laurent, wary of the way that the crowd’s favor was shifting. “We can get married first. Jorah, take this dog away. Make sure he doesn’t bite anyone.”

Some of the tension over Jorah seemed to soften and he grabbed Marko, pulling him up and carrying him under his arm back towards the chair.

Marko writhed and muttered as he was being carried, apparently unaware of just how close he had come to losing his head.

Eiran breathed out a sigh.

“What were you thinking?” he hissed at Marko, when Jorah set him down on the chair next to him. “He almost cut off your head!”

“He’s a fucking liar using Jorah for his purposes, and I’m not going to let him get away with this shit,” said Marko.

Jorah tore off a piece of his shirt and shoved it into his brother’s mouth to gag him.

“Stop,” he told him. “I’ve told you not to swear. It’s rude. And you’re just causing more problems.” He took the edge of his sleeve and wiped away some dirt and blood on Marko’s face. “Stay here and stop causing trouble.”

Then he left to stand back at the side of the altar.

Marko kicked Eiran’s ankle, motioning for him to take off the gag.

“No,” said the swordsman. “You never think before you yell. Sit back.”

Eiran looked up at the altar again, and then scanned the crowd, identifying more of the guards that Laurent had set up among them.

“Wait a second,” he suddenly said. “Where is Stanis?”

Music started playing.
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Chapter 18
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Darrel Stanis had been captured once Nina had broken the glass bridge between the buildings. Nytrex had caught him and turned him over to some of the guards while she went out to chase the rest of the group.

Stanis, of course, had made short work of the guards using the guns and containers that the Alliance had provided him, and ran out, making his way down the building through the hidden cleaning and security passages. 

He made it all the way to the third floor maintenance hallways, where he ran into Zion.

“Commander,” said Stanis, aiming his containment gun at him.

“I believe you were only a new recruit when I was still in command of the Control Department, weren’t you?” said Zion, standing at a considerable distance from him. 

But Stanis had read his entire file, and knew all the details about the extent of his powers, so the distance didn’t make him feel safe at all.

“I was, sir,” he said.

Zion looked him over and crossed his arms.

“You seem very familiar to me, but many details about the past are still a bit blurry in my mind. Kindly remind me,” he said.

“Sir, you assigned agent Jorah Alvarez to review and ensure control of my uncle’s earthquake powers. I joined the military shortly afterwards. I requested your consideration for a position on the Department shortly before your death.”

It took a moment for recognition to cross Zion’s face, but the moment still lived as fresh as the memory of that morning in Stanis’ mind.

He had been seventeen back then. Just a year older than Jorah had been back then. The detection of the people with those strange white stains and the new powers that came with them had started a few years previously. Roughly around the time that his uncle had been born. Back then, there hadn’t been that many reports of people losing control of them. Only rumors here and there and nothing more.

That would start roughly around the time when Darrell had graduated from high school. 

His uncle had never shown any traits of having any type of powers. He had always been a bit stronger than average, and faster to react whenever there was an emergency, but not nearly enough for anyone to notice, if they knew nothing about the splash of white over the skin of his left pectoral. 

So when he started feeling off, no one thought anything about the earthquakes that came with his headaches or with his spells of nausea. 

The morning when Darrell’s family had gathered together at the park to celebrate the beginning of summer school vacations, Stanis remembered that his uncle had asked him to unload the grill from the truck and set it up because he was having yet another migraine.

“It’ll be gone in a while. Help your uncle out, alright?”  he had said. And those words for some reason felt like the last ones he had heard from him.

The headache was gone by the time Darrell had started the coals at the grill and called out for him to come so he could go back to play with his cousins.

His uncle hadn’t said anything then. He hadn’t said anything when the earth had started shaking. 

Or when it broke apart underneath them.

But Jorah had arrived right then, driving into the park on a motorbike. A gangly teenager with a white left eye, roughly the same height of Darrell, barely a year older than him, and wearing the blue and white jacket of the Control Department that Darrell had seen on tv.

His aunt had started screaming in terror when she saw him, and ran to grab and stop him despite the ground shaking underneath him.

“Don’t hurt him!” she cried, trying to push him away. “Don’t kill him!”

Jorah gave her a sad look. “Ma’am, please take the children away. Is he your husband? You all need to get out of here.”

Darrell’s mother picked up some of the kids, while his father helped up his grandfather and grandmother, but it was very difficult for them to walk because of the shaking ground and the fractures that kept appearing on the earth beneath their feet.

“Mr. Stanis, can you hear me?” called Jorah, approaching Darrell’s uncle slowly.

His uncle seemed to not be listening. He paced in circles, mumbling something intelligible and rubbing at his face.

“Why do you know his name?” asked Darrell’s aunt. “Has the government been spying on us?”

Darrell rushed to help his grandparents back to the car, and looked back at his aunt. He saw Jorah stop approaching his uncle, and take a few steps backwards, still keeping his eyes on him.

Darrell felt something change in the agent’s stance. A different kind of tension coming over him. His father grabbed his arm and tried to pull him away.

“Let’s go!” he said.

“But Aunt Marie!” cried Darrell, and pulled away from his father’s grasp. “I’m going to go get her!”

He ran towards her just as the rumbling of the earth stopped and grabbed on to her arm.

“Aunt Marie, come on, we have to leave!” he told her, pulling her away. Looking up at her, he realized she was crying.

“Don’t kill him!” she screamed at Jorah, and the ground underneath them broke apart.

Darrell pushed her away from the fracture just in time, but his feet slid on the edge and he fell down the hole screaming until something caught him and he stopped falling.

He opened his eyes and looked up to find Jorah holding on to the side of the cliff where they had fallen. He held on with one hand and caught Darrell with the other.

“Please don’t move. I’m going to get us out of here,” said the agent, and pulled him up in a way that made Darrell’s heart jump up to his throat. He screamed for a moment, before movement stopped and he opened his eyes again to find himself thrown over the agent’s shoulder.

Jorah huffed, while the earth around them kept moving, and shifting, and breaking apart.

“The way up is going to be scary,” he told Darrell. “But just don’t move and I’ll have us out of here in a moment. Close your eyes.”

Darrell gritted his teeth and clenched his hands into fists, willing himself with all the strength he had, to just not move no matter what.

And that was the day when he found out that Jorah had a habit of understating the magnitude of things. The way up wasn’t scary.

The way up was the most terrifying thirty seconds of Darrell’s life, when Jorah jumped from one of the sides of the hole to the other, jumping up and holding on for just long enough to grab a hold of an edge and jump up again.

The breath of fresh air and feeling of sunlight as they got out of the fissure and Jorah set him down on the grass felt like being born again to Darrell.

“It’s fine now,” said Jorah, patting him in the back.

Darrell opened his eyes and felt his aunt’s arms around her, pulling him away. He looked around and saw more and more fissures opening on the ground around them.

“Go away now! Get as far as possible!” called Jorah, taking a last look back at them.

Darrell opened his mouth to yell something, to scream, but found himself wordless when he saw Jorah jump over the fracture in the ground, and running towards his uncle.

Aunt Marie had finally taken him away back to the car finally. Darrell’s fall had shocked her out of her grief and they had been able to escape.

But she had been right in her fears. Jorah had executed his uncle in the end. They saw the report on the news that night, and the funeral was held the next night at his aunt’s house.

Darrell mostly stayed outside the house. Being in enclosed places, even in a house, was hard for him and set his heart racing if he felt himself being trapped by a building or a large group of people. The images of falling down the crack on the ground and of the darkness in there kept flashing back at him, making it difficult to breathe. His father understood, and let him stay out, sitting on the swing by the tree in the garden and looking at the people coming into the house. 

By dusk, he saw agent Jorah drive up to the house in the same beat up bike on which he had driven up to them at the park. He carried a big bouquet of white flowers in his arms as he walked up to Darrell.

“Hi,” he said with a sad smile. “How are you feeling?”

Darrell shrugged and Jorah nodded. 

“I’m sorry,” the agent said, and presented the flowers to Darrell. “I brought these. Could you give them to your aunt? I think...she wouldn’t want to see me, but I still wanted to tell her that...I really am sorry. I wish...I wish there had been another way. I wish there was something else that could have been done.”

Darrell grabbed the flowers and looked up at him. There was something strangely...motherly about him. When Jorah looked down at Darrell, it made him feel the same way as when his mother looked down at him. 

“So there wasn’t anything that could be done? People say... some tranquilizers work.”

Jorah shook his head. “We’ve tried. They don’t work. Even...guns often don’t work.”

Darrell’s heart twisted in his chest, and he realized that he didn’t know how Jorah had killed his uncle. Even in the news, they never said how he killed Markies who lost control. They just called him the Executioner.

He stood up.

“Could it happen to you too?” he asked him.

“Yes. And I would hope that people don’t let me hurt others either,” said Jorah, with a certainty that showed that he had considered the possibility before. Then he lowered his eyes. “But I think my brother would be sad if it happened... It’s sad. And there’s no answer.”

“There should be,” said Darrell, looking down at the flowers and thinking about his uncle and the way he always took him and his cousins out for waffles once a month, and to fish every summer. 

There should be a way for them to not be punished for something they could not control. For something that hurt the people that they loved as much as it hurt themselves.

“I keep hope that we’ll find an answer,” said Jorah. “Nothing would make me happier.”

Darrell nodded. 

Jorah gave him his number, in case he needed anything or if he still wanted to ask or confirm anything about what happened the day before. Then he got on the bike again and left, saying that he needed to go pick up his brother from the childcare center at the Department.

Darrell saw him leave, and the next day he enrolled in the army, knowing that if there was a solution to help the Markies, he was going to help find it any way he could.

Jorah would die a year later, and Darrell had gone to his funeral.

He had hoped to meet the agent’s parents and tell them of his encounter with Jorah, and of how he shared in his hope for a solution that would keep all the Markies and all the normal people who loved them safe. But he was surprised to find out that Jorah and his six year old brother Marko were immigrant orphans who lived in a rundown Sidley Plaza apartment.

The little boy cried on and off throughout the service, and reacted aggressively whenever anyone tried to comfort him. He even bit the hand of one of the agents who had tried to console him.

He had asked the new Commander of the Department, Niall Vallhausen, about what would happen to the boy now that his brother was gone, and he had said that they would be finding a foster home for him soon, although given that he was a Markie with a family history of losing control of his powers. It would be hard to find anyone to take him in, and they would probably have to deport him back to Mexico.

Darrell went back to sit down next to his wife and after a few quick explanations, they went up to the Commander, offering to foster him for as long as necessary.

A year after that, he and his wife had started the adoption process.

Zion regarded him curiously after Darrell Stanis explained who he was, and the thought crossed his mind, wondering if his ghost might have still been around during the funerals. If there might have been a beyond from which he had observed them.

Had he seen anything that had happened afterwards? Had he seen anything from beyond death? Stanis swallowed around the sudden knot of guilt in his throat.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and Zion lifted an elegant eyebrow, so he kept going. “I’m sorry for not telling about your death. It was sealed as a matter of national security, and while Niall was trialed, he was given a presidential pardon to not let anyone know and to keep from causing societal unrest. But...But it was still unjust. It was still wrong.”

The corners of Zion’s lips lifted, and a different light seemed to illuminate his eyes. A soft hint of a smile that wouldn’t dare to show itself completely.

“So he stayed with you? That’s good, that’s good. He was always a difficult child,” he said with a sigh. “As for Laurent. He sent me to get Marko under control. And to stop the members of the Alliance supporting him,” he said, and yet again that hint of a smile lit up his eyes. He lifted his arm to push back his hair slowly, and Stanis saw a metallic black bracelet shining on his wrist. “But he didn’t give me any orders regarding you, so I’ll just go do what he wants me to do.”

Stanis let go of the breath he hadn’t even realized he was holding.

“So it is like that,” he said, lowering his gun. 

Zion passed him by.

“Would an electric discharge be enough for that?” he asked him.

“Hmm? I’m not sure what you mean,” said Zion without looking back as he walked away. “But I hope that if there are electric problems, that it doesn’t rain too. It would ruin Laurent’s wedding. On top of being very dangerous, of course.”

Stanis ran down the maintenance stairs, but instead of taking the door that led to the back of the gardens, he turned left; deeper into the basement of the building, to the panel that controlled the sprinklers and the electric grid that powered everything.
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Jorah had never been invited to a wedding, so he was unsure of how to behave or what to do at one. Luckily, he was pretty sure that no one expected him to behave like a normal person, so as long as he didn’t do anything too terrible, he wouldn’t be attracting any more undue attention to himself. Always a good thing in his opinion, too.

His eyes drifted over Niall’s unconscious form, crumpled at the back of the altar. That couldn’t be considered too terrible. Especially given the circumstances, right? ...Right?

At the other side of the garden, Marko bumped into Eiran’s wounded arm, making him cry from pain. The woman sitting next to Eiran got up and pulled at Marko’s ear, yelling at him for being so inconsiderate, and one of the guards had to separate them, warning that he would have to gag the woman too if she didn’t sit back down.

The sight made Jorah roll his eyes and take a deep breath. He looked back to the altar, where the ceremony was finally starting. 

In his head, he heard Laurent’s voice drift through his thoughts. 

“You really are a much calmer man than I thought,” he said. 

Jorah sighed, and didn’t respond. He didn’t think of anything. He just looked up ahead, ignoring the intrusion into his mind.

“Nothing to say even now? And here I thought you would be more upbeat when I reunited you with your little brother.”

“You’re getting married,” replied Jorah in his own mind. 

“I can do many things at once.”

Jorah didn’t answer anymore.

At the altar, Laurent smirked and pressed a button on a black metal band around his left wrist. 

Pain shot through Jorah’s body, as if he was being stabbed all over his body. He doubled over, forcing himself to not make a single noise as he endured the pain. A weaker man would have passed out from the pain.

It passed in a few moments, and Jorah focused only on keeping his breath steady and on keeping his mind away from the pain. 

“You’re so stubborn,” said Laurent’s voice in his mind. “Now I see where he got that from.”

Jorah leaned back in his chair and stared ahead once more. 

From the other side of the garden, he could feel both Eiran’s and Marko’s eyes on him. They had to have seen his reaction and must at that moment be wondering what was going on with him. 

He rolled his eyes again and huffed, hoping they wouldn’t try anything dangerous. 

Laurent was finishing with his vows, and then Mya started reciting hers. What came after the vows? Weren’t there prayers included in wedding ceremonies? Could they even pray without ending up with some blasphemous joke of a ceremony anyway? He really wanted to know how long the ceremony would last. 

“Ah, getting agitated?” spoke Laurent again into his head, and Jorah took another deep breath, forcing his mind to once more go blank. “I’ll let you choose. Which one should go first under the axe? Your murderer or your brother? In the end, I’ll have you cut off your own head too, so you’ll all see each other in hell either way.”

Jorah’s mind became a silent desert.

Marko would break before he bent under any pressure. He had known that since they were children, and he could see now that his steely determination had done nothing but harden.

But Jorah was even more inflexible. Jorah was the desert that would remain through the ages. He would endure pain and rage and despair. He had crossed the desert to get into this country, and he carried the despair of the desert inside him. Even then. Even after decades. Even back from the dead.

There was no fear that Laurent could give him that would be greater than the despair that he’d had to endure while carrying Marko through the desert, and an age would pass before he would bend to his wishes. 

Laurent despised him for it. And he was sure he would try anything to crush him before throwing him through the doors of death again. 

Well, so be it. 

He would endure.

The lights all around went out, and people started screaming. They came back on, and an eerie silence settled over the gathered crowd, as they awaited an attack that never came.

The lights flickered again, then went out once more, only to come back again. 

Laurent clapped his hands. “Someone go fix those damn lights!” he ordered with a laugh, and a sigh of relief went through the crowd.

Jorah looked over to Zion, who stared at the flickering lights with a look to his eyes that Jorah recognized as hope. 

He forced his mind to remain silent.
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Marvallis found Stanis at the basement of the building, tinkering with the main controls for the electric system of the building. A metallic panel with a bunch of buttons and twelve screens, none of which showed anything other than static in them.

“There you are,” he said, stepping up to the general. “What did Zion tell you to do?”

“He spoke to you?” asked Stanis, without bothering to look back at Marvallis. 

“Not really, but your name was placed in my mind, so I followed the tracker we put on the guns we gave you.”

One of the screens flickered and showed an image of the empty reception of the building. 

“No, dammit!” muttered Stanis, slamming his hands on the controls. “I need to see the garden! Which is the garden camera?!”

Another camera lit up. It showed the abandoned hall in front of the Commander’s office. 

“This is ridiculous,” said Stanis. 

“What do you want to do?”

“I need to electrocute Zion and Jorah. And maybe also that girl Mya.”

“I don’t think that would be enough to stop them.”

“It’s to disable those metal things on their wrists,” said Stanis, and slammed his hands over the control panel in frustration again.

“So that’s what he uses to control them? I figured something fishy was going on with them.”

Stanis took a deep breath and finally looked back at him. 

“To be honest, I thought you would be the first to betray us, not Nina,” he said.

“Shows how shitty your instincts are,” snapped back Marvallis, taking out a tazer from one of the holsters he carried. 

“Look, you may wear a mask but we know who you are.”

“The masks are neat, I’ll give them that, they protect against the ones that can get into your head like Zion. And the kids like them, so I won’t ruin their fun.”

“But you kept your name,” said the general, kneeling down in front of the control panel to remove a metal plaque and get access to the cables inside.

“Of course I did! It was my supervillain story.”

“Hmph. Yeah.”

“You know all about it. It’s not like the government didn’t spy on as many of us as it could. So why go around calling myself something weird?”

Stanis made a vague noise of agreement, and then kept working at fixing the control panel.

An uncomfortable silence fell between them. Of words unsaid. Of suspicions hallway revealed. 

Marvallis leaned against the control panel, thinking of just how many things had changed in the last twenty years. 

“Zion didn’t look all too happy to be back. Mya much less,” he finally said. “And I was checking the film from Josh’s camera on my way here. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Jorah more unhappy with life than now. Not even when he was a teenager killing children. Whatever Laurent does to them, I’m not letting him do it to my baby or my wife. We’ll see each other in the afterlife, and  I’ve made my peace with that.”

He thought back to the image of Jorah after he had slammed Marko down into the floor, and he could only remember his words back when he had gone to see him at the funeral. “I have to go pick up my brother from day care”. The Jorah of the past and the one from the present seemed so different, it almost gave him a headache to think about it.

Stanis looked up at him. “So I was right. You were considering it.”

“If it was your son, wouldn’t you be?”

“God as my witness, I would have probably gone mad if I was you.”

Marvallis nodded. Behind him, three cameras turned on. One showing the parking space in front of one of the towers. Another showing the side garden from the walls of the first tower, where Vertex, Strella and Sonata walked behind two men that Marvallis didn’t recognize.

The other screen showed the central garden, and Marvallis moved away from the control panel. 

“There it is,” he said, “Wait. Is that Zion? What happened to Alexei?”
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It took a couple seconds for Alexei to react, but he quickly cast out a wave of freezing air around him to soften his fall. It wasn’t much, and for a normal man it wouldn’t have changed anything. 

But Alexei was as hardened as the ice of Siberia, and it was enough for him to brace himself and endure the fall. It also froze in place all the debris and pieces of cement and metal falling above him, allowing him a clean fall. 

He fell down into the basement of the building with a resounding ‘thud’ that shook the entire building.

He shook his head, and stood up straight. In front of him stood a control panel, and Doctor Marvallis stood in front of it along with a bald black man that he didn’t recognize. 

“Oh. You’re back,” said the Doctor, trying to hide his surprise. “How did it go with-?”

“Zion is being manipulated by Laurent!” he roared.

“Alexei Turgenev?” asked the black man. Then he turned towards Marvallis, a look of outrage in his face. “You people are working for the Russians?!”

“Now, now,” said Marvallis, holding up his hands in a placating gesture. “We are not beholden to any government. I keep repeating that. But Alexei here was very close friends with your late- Well, no longer so late Commander.”

“You two knew each other?” asked the man, while Alexei dusted off his jacket and walked up to them.

“We were going to get married,” he said.

The man’s mouth fell open. 

“Very, very close friends,” said Marvallis. “The kind that spend the rest of their lives together, had it been permitted to them back then. But I didn’t know how appropriate it would be to share that at the moment. Anyway, neither of us are working for the Russian government, so don’t worry about that. Alexei, this is Darrell Stanis. He’s holding Zion’s post for now.”

Alexei nodded at him. 

“So you’re with the Alliance too?” asked the General.

“I do what needs to be done. And now, we need to save Zion from whatever that maniac has done to him.”

“Well, I have great news for you,” said Marvallis, holding up a tazer.
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Laura had held several different last names. So many in fact, that she had finally decided to stop caring about what was her current last name. All she cared about was that she had just finished the most mediocre cocktail of her life, and that sitting down next to her, containment agent Eiran was detailing the most horrendous plans she had ever heard.

“I’ll ask to be executed first,” he told Marko. “That should give you some time to figure out something, or for more help to arrive. Stanis and Marvallis are still on the run, so we’re going to have to count on them. Laurent will probably not want to have more than one high profile execution per day, I think. And if he tries to bring me back, it’ll probably take a while, so that might give us more time.”

Laura huffed and set down her empty glass on the grass under her chair.

“But you can’t be sure that he’ll bring you back if he cuts off your head,” she said. “How will he even fix that?”

“That doesn’t matter,” hissed Eiran at her. 

“If your plan hinges on him bringing you back, it does.”

“Ma’am, I’m not really planning or hoping to come back. I’m planning to buy time for Marko.”

“For him? What’s he going to do?” she whispered, waving in Marko’s direction. “Look at him. He’s a dumbass!”

“Ma’am, please stay out of this,” whispered Eiran, with a finality to his tone that felt very rude to Laura. He really had turned out to be such a rude man, what an annoyance. And a ridiculous one at that. Jumping straight into death, as if it would solve anything. How utterly dumb.

With another dignified huff, Laura stood up with her hand purse, and left the garden silently, walking through the back to not attract attention as she made her way to the bathrooms at one of the corners of the garden.

She walked up to the mirror and fixed the way her blonde wig sat on her head. Her makeup really didn’t fit her age at all, now that she was a little over 50. And the wig was not a shade that she would ever choose for herself, but time constraints hadn’t allowed for anything better. As soon as she had seen the attack on the Control Department, and then found out that Eiran had actually been wrong in his execution of Jorah, she had sprinted into action and gotten herself along with her bodyguards into the insane cult setting up on the building. She had hoped to just get a hold of Eiran and get out as fast as possible, but things had turned out much worse than she had expected.

Good thing she had prepared for the worst of the worst. In her experience, it tended to happen more often than not, and preparations paid off in spades when you accepted this.

Nytrex stepped into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. 

“You’re being a nuisance,” she said.

Laura rolled her eyes and pulled out a pocket perfume bottle from her purse, spritzing it on herself. Kids these days were so much more rude than ever before.

“Hmph. Well, dear,” she said, stepping closer to her so that the scent would reach her. “I could say the same thing about you. But I don’t, because my mother taught me manners, unlike yours.”

Nytrex opened her eyes wide at that, and her face contorted in rage.

“Die!” she yelled, and a toxic smoke swirled around her. 

Laura crossed her arms. The bathroom door opened, and a big burly man entered. 

“Ma’am, sorry but...,” he said.

“A minute. I’m almost done here,” she told him, and turned to look at Nytrex. 

Her face went from rage, to shock, and then back to rage again in less than a heartbeat. She tried to step forward, reaching out to hold on to Laura, but she stepped back away from the markie and let her crumble down to the floor.

“You stay there for a while and think about how rude you’ve been,” Laura told her.

Nytrex gasped for breath and then passed out.

Making sure that she was completely unconscious, Laura took a glance at her wristwatch. She would have only a few minutes to get things done before the young lady woke up and tried to kill her again. 

She hurried out of the bathroom, where the bodyguard that had opened the door waited for her with a megaphone, which he handed to her.

“Thank you,” she said, grabbing it while making her way to the main corridor that led to the middle of the garden. 

Sometimes, you had to make your point in the loudest way possible.

Stepping out of the corridor and into the grass behind the crowd watching the wedding, she heard the officiant ask the crowd if there was anyone who opposed to the wedding. 

Laura smirked.

Oh, God’s timing really was perfect in its own way, wasn’t it? She could almost jump in glee.

“I oppose!” she yelled on the megaphone, jolting the whole crowd. At the altar, both Laurent and Mya stared at her in confusion. “Sorry for the interference! I’m sure you two are very in love and all, but I just have to oppose a wedding where there are hostages! So please, let them all go before you proceed.”

“Nytrex! Get rid of her!” yelled Laurent.

Laura smiled at him. “She’s not coming to help you, dear. Now, before any of you do something rash, I would ask that none of you move. I have put several bombs throughout the garden.”

Laurent motioned towards her, and some of his goons stalked in her direction. 

The bomb that her men had set on the flight containment unit at the far east corner of the garden blew up, sending shockwaves through the crowd. Laura’s eyes immediately went to Eiran, who had jumped to his feet, only to get grabbed and pushed back down onto the chair by own of Laurent’s goons.

“Don’t make me repeat myself,” she said. “There are lots more, but I would rather no one got hurt. None of you are to blame for this maniac’s nonsense.”

“Well, well, you’re a crafty one,” said Laurent, smiling at her, but Laura could see the anger burning behind his mania. “Who are you and what do you want?”

Two could play this game. But there wasn’t a game that Laura couldn’t win at the casino of life, and she had only forfeited a single hand once in her life.

“I am a guest,” she said. “And I would like for the hostages to leave.”

Laurent shook his head. 

“Jorah, take care of this,” he said. “Kill her quickly.”

Laura saw the man flinch when he heard the order. She knew that Eiran had idolized him as a child, and had been crushed over finding out that he had been wrong in executing him, so he would have to be dealt with differently. She lifted her hand and snapped her fingers. 

Another bomb on the opposite side of the garden exploded, and at the same time, six other men from among the crowd jumped to his feet, shooting out several containment nets at both Jorah and Zion. Then they also took out Laurent’s main goons. 

“Oh, you didn’t think I was serious, uh?” she said, retreating back behind one of her bodyguards and into the corridor as she prepared to detonate another bomb. Amid the confusion, the sprinklers in the garden started working, getting people drenched left and right. “Stop this and I’ll leave. No one needs to get hurt, boy.”

It took Jorah some moments, but he tore out of the containment nets, easily tearing them apart with his bare hands. With a determined expression, he stalked towards her, but Laura could also see behind his expression, a sadness with a depth that felt all too familiar to her. 

Her bodyguard started shooting containment nets at him, but Jorah dodged them all, moving so fast that his form seemed to blur as stepped up to her, shoving aside the bodyguard as if he was a rag doll and not 220 pounds of pure muscle.

Laura didn’t move and stared him down as he approached. Eiran, despite his lack of manners, had turned out to be a righteous and law-abiding man, and if he idolized this man, then she was going to trust that there was something in him worth looking up to.

She smirked.

“Don’t do it,” she told him.

He hesitated, and the sadness in his eyes turned into outright pain. He reached out to grab her, when Eiran jumped between them and pulled her away, shielding her with his body. 

“Stop! Jorah don’t! You don’t want to hurt innocent people! I know you don’t! Please don’t hurt her!”

Laura’s heart jumped painfully in her heart, and she felt the blood drain from her face at the sight of Eiran defending her. The excitement of him trying to protect her despite his broken arm fought with the dread of knowing that there was nothing he could do against anyone in his current state in which he struggled to even stand on his own two feet.

She grabbed him by his good arm and pulled him back behind her. That wasn’t how it should be. He shouldn’t be protecting her like this.

Worst had come to worst yet again.

She detonated the bomb at the entrance of the corridor, and the one at the back of the garden, and the one at the altar.

The blast sent her flying backwards and she screamed for a second as she flew through the air, until she was caught in someone’s arms.

She coughed against the smoke from the explosion that burned at her throat and blinked quickly to clear her eyes, expecting to see Eiran holding her.

Instead, she saw a man roughly her own age, with a torn-up eye mask that only barely hid his identity. But she knew that mask well enough.

“Marvallis?” she asked through gritted teeth. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh. Do we know each other?” he asked, setting her down on the floor. “I don’t think I’ve seen you before, wig or no wig.”

Laura blinked and reached up to touch her head, finally noticing that the blast had sent flying her blonde wig and hat, letting free her long black hair.

“This...,” she mumbled.

“You lost one of your contacts too,” he said, setting her down on the floor and motioning towards her eyes. “But we can chat later, ma’am. For now, your bombs did little against our friend here.”

Laura looked out towards the half collapsed entrance to the corridor, where Jorah coughed a little before standing up straight as if nothing had happened. He pushed back his wet hair, drenched from the spritzers in the garden and kept walking towards them.

“He’s a monster!” she cried. Her eyes then went to Eiran struggling to stand up from the floor, and her heart jumped up to her throat. She rushed to kneel down at his side. “Eiran? Eiran are you ok? Can you hear me?” 

He blinked, a bit disoriented while she pushed back his black hair away from his face. There was an ugly cut on the side of his face dripping a lot of blood. She patted at it with a handkerchief, cooing and whispering encouraging words. 

Tears started filling her eyes. She wanted to pick him up and run away with him in her arms. But the time for that had passed long, long ago.

“Why, hello Jorah,” said Marvallis with a smug smirk on his face. “The last time we saw each other, you were a much nicer guy. But, I’ll give you and Zion the benefit of the doubt, for the kindness you showed me back then.”

He shot out the tazer in his hands towards him.

Jorah caught it in his hands, still unfazed.

“Zion?” he asked, letting the electricity course through him unfazed.

The metal bracelet in his hands and legs exploded with such force that they sent him flying backwards into the garden. 

Laura screamed and covered Eiran with her body.

“It worked!” cried Marvallis, dodging a piece of falling ceiling. “I think we released them! You two get out of here!”

He ran out towards the garden, getting lost amid the clouds of dust and debris.

Eiran pushed himself up to his feet.

“Release them? Is that what he was using to control them?” he asked, stumbling towards the garden exit. 

Laura grabbed him and pulled him back.

“Don’t go! Come with me, we have to leave!” she said. 

Eiran looked back at her, as if only then remembering she was there.

“What are you doing here? Run! That way is the exit. I know you want to help, but it’s too dangerous for you in here!”

“Don’t be ridiculous! You can’t do anything in your state!”

Eiran huffed, tugging at the white metal band around his neck. But it was useless, the Container was still firmly active.

Laura tugged at his good arm again.

“Come! Let’s leave! I have vans and a plane waiting nearby. We can get away.”

Eiran pulled away from her. 

“We have to get the First Lady out of here,” he said. “If you won’t leave then stay here, and I’ll bring her. If anything happens to her, the army might decide to bomb the whole place at once and all these people will be killed.”

“All these people were cheering your death!” she screeched. She had to endure having to listen to their stupid voices chanting for his execution even while he had been unconscious. She hated them. She hated them all. 

“That doesn’t matter,” he said, shaking his head. “They hate me because I’m a murderer and I can’t blame them for it. I still have to protect as many people as I can.”

He ran out of the corridor and Laura stomped her feet. 

He had turned into way too much of a goody two shoes, it was so stupid! Who did he think he was? Superman?!

She ran out of the corridor. If Eiran wouldn’t leave without the First Lady, then she would have to get her out of there. 

And then he would have to follow her.
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Zion took as long as he could to break out of the containment nets in which he had been captured. And he really didn’t make much of an effort of it, until he felt the pain from the metal bands around his wrists and ankles shoot through his body that he finally cut the nets into pieces with a wave of his cutting wind.

He stood up slowly, shaking off the water from the sad remains of his suit while he heard Laurent yell in his mind. 

“Who is that mad bitch?!”

“I don’t know,” answered Zion, unfazed, while another bomb exploded in a different corner of the garden. He looked around, seeing that everything was thrown into chaos, but so far the bombs had been very small, and placed where there were barely any people. 

Laura had always caused quite the impression with her arrivals, and the decades seemed to not have changed that part of her personality. At the other side of the garden, he saw Eiran kick a guard in the face and then run towards where Laura stood facing the approaching Jorah. Zion sighed yet again. Destiny had a funny way of handling things, it seemed.

“You know that bitch?!” yelled Laurent.

“It’s a...complicated issue,” he said, and raised his eyebrows when he saw the altar blow up in pieces.

Oh, that was an image he was going to treasure in his heart for as long as the damn thing still beat in his chest. 

“Stop her!” yelled Laurent, emerging from the burning remains of the altar. “Cut off her hands!”

Zion felt his body moving of it’s own accord, and his breath caught in his throat as he tried uselessly to stop himself from raising his hands and summoning another gust of cutting wind.

Someone wrapped him in a bear hug from behind and he cried in surprise as he was pulled up until his feet couldn’t touch the ground.

He looked up into the bearded face of Alexei. He hated how the thing now made him look like a murderous version of Santa Claus.

“Hurry up Stanis!” yelled Alexei, and the general rushed in to taze Zion. 

He had half a second to feel excited about seeing the general again before the metal bands controlling him exploded. The force of the blast would send even Jorah flying back, but Alexei only grunted and held his ground.

“Can I set you down and you won’t kill us now?” he asked.

Zion’s head rang, and his wrists and ankles felt like they were on fire, but he still had enough presence of mind to understand what Alexei was saying.

“Not...yet,” he mumbled, his head lolling to the side.

Stanis ran forward and shot at Mya too. The explosion from her metal bands sent her flying backwards away from the charred remains of the altar with a scream of pain and surprise.

“You idiot!” yelled Laurent. “Those were only to make sure they wouldn’t attack me by surprise!” he said, showing a bracelet shining in his own wrist. “They still have to obey me no matter what! My will is their will! And when I resurrect the world, my will shall be the will of the world! Zion kill them both!”

Zion flinched, but couldn’t stop his body from summoning his cutting wind.

“I won’t let you do that. Sorry for this,” said Alexei, and suplexed him.

Zion’s world went black.
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Amid the confusion, the First Lady jumped to her feet and tried to run away, but one of Laurent’s goons caught her and forced her back down on the chair.

Marko jumped to his feet too and kicked him in the balls to make him let go of her. Two other guards jumped on him, slamming him down on the ground. 

“Don’t hurt him!” yelled Josh, setting down his camera to grab a chair and smash it on one of them. 

The other one jumped up and snatched it from his hands, but before he could hit Josh with it, a containment net captured him.

The guard that Josh had hit recovered and looked out towards where the net had come from right as another one fell down on him. But this time he tore out of it. 

The woman who had been sitting next to Eiran approached them with decisive steps, holding a containment gun in one hand and a real gun in the other.

She shot him with the real gun, sending him to the ground. 

She put the guns back on the holsters inside her suit jacket and took out a knife to start cutting the ropes tying up the First Lady.

“You people would get hurt much less if you also carried real guns when you go out on missions,” she muttered, making short work of the ropes. “But no, ‘we don’t kill the bad guys anymore’. Well, some bad guys deserve to get killed!”

“It’s complicated, ma’am,” growled Marko, writhing on the ground. “Now get these damn things off me!”

Josh grabbed his camera again and looked around.

“I don’t remember which of them had the release key!” he yelled in desperation. 

The woman in the suit kicked Marko to force him to roll over onto his stomach and shot at the central mechanisms of the two Containers at his back. They spasmed for a moment and then released Marko.

“You could have killed him!” yelled Josh.

“But he didn’t die, did he? And no filming me or I’ll shoot your camera too!” yelled back the woman, aiming at him with the gun. Josh pointed it away from her. She turned towards Marko. “And you. Come, help us get out of here.”

“No! I have to kill Laurent and rescue Jorah!” he said, turning towards the smoking remains of the altar, looking for Laurent.

“No, you idiot!” yelled the woman, pulling back Marko by the hair. “We need to get the First Lady out of here!”

A feral scream behind them made them all jolt. When they turned around, Nytrex floated in front of them, black smoke spiraling around her and black liquid dripping from her eyes and mouth.

“I’ll kill you!” she yelled.

Marko jumped between her and the others. 

“It’s over Nytrex! He lied to you! He was going to enslave us all! Even you!” he yelled.

“Lying?” laughed Laurent, standing up from the wreckage. “I never lied! I am the master of all life! I bring the dead back to life! All of life bows down to me! Look! I can bring back anyone from death!”

He pulled out a gun from his suit jacket and pointed it at the First Lady.

Overhead, a helicopter light shone down on him.

Laurent shot.

The First Lady blinked, and all the air was knocked out of her when she found herself falling backwards on the grass. 

And image flashed through her mind of a summer day last year, when her two daughters had gone fishing with her husband. Their first time going fishing. She felt her eyes filling with tears and she blinked a few times, caught between trying to figure out what was happening and trying to hold on to that image that felt so warm to her memory.

She looked ahead.

At the front, she saw a dark blur move towards Laurent. She blinked again. It was that tall man, the one people called the Executioner.

He tore off Laurent’s arm. 

The First Lady gasped, shaken out of her shock by the sight of it. She blinked again, and pushed herself up from the ground. She was unharmed, and it had been the woman in the pink suit who had pushed her down on the ground.

The woman pushed herself up. 

“Ah, you’re alright. Good,” she panted. 

The First Lady helped her to sit up and her hands touched something wet on her back.

“He shot you!” she cried.

The woman smirked. “No. He shot you. But if you’d gotten hurt, everyone would blame markies,” she grunted. Then she pulled the First Lady closer, to whisper in her ear. “If I die, you owe me your life, you understand? And as payment, I want you to make sure that Eiran is safe. He’s my son, but don’t tell him. He’s a good man, just make sure-”

“You won’t die,” said the First Lady, holding her, the warm image of that late summer day still flashing bright in her mind. “You’ll be able to tell him who you are.”
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Josh’s camera caught the moment when Jorah tore off Laurent’s arm. He knew it in his heart even if it had been too fast for him to see. He held his breath and prayed that he would be able to slow down the video enough to see it.

“Stop!” yelled Laurent, and Jorah froze in place, still holding Laurent’s bleeding arm in his hand, looking at him with a murderous expression.

Behind him, Josh could hear Marko and Nytrex fighting, and above them the black cloud of her poisonous smoke blocked off the light from the helicopters. But he didn’t dare to move the camera away from Jorah and Laurent.

“A monster! You really were always nothing more than a monster!” he yelled. “Kill yourself! I should have never brought you back from hell!”

Jorah grabbed the gun from Laurent’s severed arm and pointed it at his head. Josh felt his stomach twist, and the first thought that echoed in his mind was “Marko will be crushed.”

Just then, he heard the agent yell, and he was about to turn around to look at him, when something crashed on the ground right in front of Josh with such force that it shook the ground and he fell down, the camera almost slipping from his hands. 

He scrambled to lift up the camera again, and focused. 

He went from taking in Nytrex lying on a crater in front of him, to Zion yelling in the arms of the Evil Santa lookalike.

Voices came from the corridor leading to the garden. 

“Guys! We broke the flight containers!” said Strella. “The army’s here but they can’t land through the smoke!”

But Josh couldn’t even care. He moved the camera around, looking for Marko. He focused on the altar again, and noticed something moving behind the charred remains. He jumped up and ran towards it. 

It was Marko, who had tackled Jorah down into the ground and crushed the gun away from his hand.

“No!” yelled the agent, tears falling down his cheeks. “You can’t leave me again! Don’t leave me alone again! Don’t go!” he cried, and in his face Josh could see the child he must have been, twenty years ago when his only family was gone.

“Kill him!” yelled Laurent. “Kill him and then kill yourself! You two can be together in death!” 

He laughed, and Josh caught a shadow moving behind him. It took his camera a second to focus and show that it was Mya, emerging from the wreckage of the altar.

She wrapped her hands around Laurent’s neck from behind and a ray of blue thunder descended from the skies over her, piercing the black cloud of Nytrex’s poison to fill her with the energy to shock him.

“Zion can’t you do something to his mind?!” she yelled over the sounds of the electricity coursing through both of them. “Do something or I’ll kill him!”

Zion jumped out from Alexei’s arms and sprinted forward.

“Stop!” yelled Laurent, and all of them froze.

Someone walked past Josh and he lifted up the camera.

“So it’s your mouth that is the problem,” said Eiran, holding a white knife in his good arm. He made a slashing motion at him and Laurent’s tongue fell off his mouth, cut cleanly off. Then Eiran dropped the knife and pulled out the containment gun that the woman had been carrying and shot a containment net at him.

Laurent fell to the ground, screaming incoherently and Zion kept sprinting. He dashed to his side, knelt down next to him and pressed his hand over his face. A couple seconds passed and Laurent stilled, then spazmed, and stayed still for good.

Mya breathed in relief, raising her hands to her face. 

“I can’t feel him in my head... I can’t feel him in my head!” she said and cackled. “He’s out of my head!”

“I put him in an induced coma,” said Zion, standing up. “Now we have to keep him alive.”

“That doesn’t sound like a good idea,” said Marvallis, pushing the body of one of Laurent’s goons off of him. He stumbled towards Zion. “I would prefer if we made sure he was dead.”

Zion shook his head. 

“If he dies, we die too,” he said, rubbing at his eyes. “That was the plan all along. To disable the bracelets and kill him as soon as we could. Even if he was gone, it was better than to leave anything to chance. But now...”

Josh’s heart jumped, and he ran up to where Marko had been wrestling with his brother. 

He found that Jorah had thrown Marko into a pile of chairs, but now sat down on the grass of the garden, dazed and panting for breath, holding a hand over his chest.

Marko climbed out of the pile of chairs, scrambling to his feet. The sudden stillness all around seemed to freeze him in place.

“J-Jorah?” he stuttered, suddenly afraid to approach him.

His brother closed his eyes, and furrowed his brow. Zion approached him.

“He cannot reach inside us anymore,” he told Jorah.

“Are you sure?” he asked, looking up at him, and Josh could see the fear in his eyes.

Zion nodded, a hint of a smile shining in his eyes and in the corners of his lips. “I put his mind to sleep. His body must be kept alive, but-“

Jorah vanished from Josh’s camera frame, and the journalist gasped. He looked back towards Marko and found that Jorah had moved so fast, it had seemed as if he had vanished, but he had just rushed to hug his brother.

“I hurt you!” he said, crying and holding Marko against him. “I told you to stay back, to go away! He wanted me to hurt you. He wanted you to come so I would kill you, but you never listen!”

Marko was stunned for a moment, frozen in Jorah’s arms when he lifted him up and spun him around as if he was still than tiny six year old kid he had been when he died, and not twenty six years old and a hundred and twenty pounds of pure muscle.

But then Marko blinked and his eyes filled with tears. And Josh saw how that small child still lived inside him. 

And it had waited twenty years to come out. It was that child that was the fountain of all the grief and all the rage bubbling inside him.

“Of course I was going to come!” yelled Marko, wrapping his arms around Jorah’s neck, his voice strangled by tears. “I had to. I had to do the right thing.”
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Eiran took the chance to use the containment net to capture Nytrex, while Vertex used her tornadoes to drive away the black clouds of poisonous smoke so that the military helicopters could descend as Stanis indicated them through the radio. Eiran could hear sirens and more vehicles outside as other teams tried to arrest some of Laurent’s fleeing supporters. He took a few steps towards the corridor to go out and ensure that they wouldn’t hurt anyone unnecessarily.

Pietro grabbed him and pulled him back.

“Oh, no, no, no. I know what you’re trying to do,” he said, and along with Arrell, they pushed him towards where some medics had put the strange lady and the First Lady on stretchers and given them first aid. “You stay there. We’ll get Zion to fix your arm. He broke it, right?”

“It’s fine,” said Eiran, and they both shook their heads. 

“Stay there and don’t move,” ordered Arrell and they left.

The First Lady sat up on her stretcher.

“You should sit down here,” she said.

“No, please, stay there,” he said. 

The commander standing guard next to her turned towards them. “Is something the matter?” he asked. 

“I’m fine, but his arm is broken,” she said, jumping off of her stretcher.

Before Eiran could refuse again, he found himself placed on the stretcher while one of the paramedics checked him. 

A tall, burly man approached them and handed the strange lady her fallen sunglasses.

“Ma’am,” he said.

The lady sighed. 

“It’s fine now. You all...thank you. I’ll explain everything myself, don’t worry,” she told the man as she put on her sunglasses. “You’re relieved. Please go get medical aid.”

“That might not be advisable, given the state of things,” said the man.

“I can’t really ask anything more from you,” she said.

Zion came running with someone who looked like an evil Santa Claus behind him.

“Your arm,” he said, standing next to Eiran and looking at it. “Let me fix it. He told me to cut your arm, but I got around the order by only breaking it inside. T”

The paramedics gave him some painkillers, and Zion warned him that it would hurt, but even then Eiran blacked out from the pain when Zion forced his bones back into place.

He felt himself floating for a moment, before his consciousness fell back into his body. Around him the noise was heard far, far away, before sounds became clearer. Among the noise of the helicopters and the troops and the people yelling, he heard Zion’s voice speaking with the woman

“Laura, it’s been enough,” he said. 

“Go away Zion. Good of you to die at the worst moment and leave us all stranded.”

Zion sighed.

“Stop trying to be outrageous just to make me mad. I died, nothing surprises me anymore,” he said. “So stop lying and tell him who you are, or I’ll do it myself. I carried too many secrets to the grave, and I would like to have a lighter trip next time.”

Eiran’s eyes fluttered open and he caught the angry look in the woman’s eyes when she looked at Zion, as if she was ready to jump off the stretched and punch him in the face. But she caught Eiran looking at her and she leaned back. He noticed that one of her eyes was black and the other white, and he realized that she had been wearing white contacts all the time. So she wasn’t even a Markie, in the end.

“We can have a chat later,” she said, putting her sunglasses back on. “Don’t go dying now.”

Zion looked behind him and noticed that Eiran had recovered consciousness. 

“How are you feeling?” he asked, turning towards him.

“I’m fine,” he said, although the pain from his arm was almost unbearable. Zion patted him in the forehead, the same way he used to do when Eiran was a child. 

Even though Eiran had never known his parents, he had always thought of Zion as a paternal figure, since he used to take care of him when he was in the government’s orphanage for Markies. His touch still felt comforting to him, and Eiran relaxed a bit.

“You always say that you’re fine,” said Zion, with a slight smile.

“We made it alive, so it’s fine,” said Eiran.

Off in the background, he could hear Marko yelling about something and Zion gave another long suffering sigh. 

“Let me go check he doesn’t bite anybody’s hand off. God, did he ever calm down?”

Eiran shook his head, smiling despite the pain. “He got worse. He actually did bite someone’s hand during Jorah’s funeral.”

Shaking his head at the thought, Zion walked off towards where the sound of Marko’s yelling could be heard. The evil Santa lookalike trailed silently after him, arms crossed over his chest while a group of soldiers followed them, trying their best to guard them should they try anything, yet knowing that there probably wouldn’t be much they could do if worst came to worst.

He looked back up to the woman.

“So your name is Laura?” he asked, and his voice came out more breathless than he expected. Even just keeping his eyes open felt like too much of an effort for him.

“Eavesdropping on other’s conversations? How rude. You never learned any manners, did you?” she muttered.

Eiran decided to ignore her outburst. From what Zion had said about her trying to make him angry, he felt that she was a bit like Marko in a way; trying to attack when she felt sad.

“What you did was too dangerous,” he told her. “Even if you were armed and these men were helping you, it was still too dangerous. So if there’s anything you want to fix, just be honest and fix it. Who were you trying to help?”

The First Lady, still standing nearby, patted his head. 

“You look like you’ll need more painkillers, dear,” she told him. “And a bit of Xanax too, why not?”
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Prying Marko away from Jorah to take let the paramedics treat him and prepare him for transport to the hospital took several men, along with Zion, and a stream of assurances from Jorah that he wouldn’t be going anywhere.

“He can come to the hospital too! He’s hurt!” yelled Marko, clinging to Jorah when Zion tried to pull him away from him.

“I’m fine, nothing more than a few scratches,” said Jorah, with an apologetic smile. “Go with them or you’ll end up having to spend more time at the hospital. I’ll be with you soon.”

“Marko, if you want to have a job after all of this, you better get on that stretcher right now,” threatened Stanis.

Finally, they managed to pry Marko away from his brother and packed him along with Josh away to the hospital.

Stanis patted Jorah on the back. 

“So, you all were planning to die just to kill him?” he asked them.

“Darrel?” asked Jorah, lifting his eyebrows at the sight of him. “You’re so big now!”

“You remember me?” asked Stanis.

“Of course I remember. I remember...everyone,” said Jorah, lowering his eyes.

Stanis shook his head. “I admit I was worried for a moment there when I saw you, Zion,” he said, turning towards the old commander. “Your acting was too good. I really thought you had come out of the grave looking for vengeance.”

“I won’t say that I didn’t,” said Zion with a deep breath. “But it was more important to stop Laurent.”

“All he said were lies. He was planning to kill the entire world to control it,” said Mya, rubbing at her arm. “No matter what, we couldn’t allow that to happen. But he controlled us completely. Our bodies obeyed every one of his words and he could see all of our thoughts.”

“Well, there’s a long explanation that you’ll all have to give about that, and I trust we’ll be able to clear all of this up,” he said, and held up white metal bracelets for them. “But for now, we’ll need you to wear these. Sorry to take you from one handcuff to another, but the army can’t trust you to go anywhere without them.”

Zion and Mya put them on without hesitation, although they flinched when they felt the pressure all over their bodies from the Containment blocking their powers.

Jorah looked at the metal bracelet in his hand curiously, turning it around in his hand, examining it. Stanis looked at him and felt something softening in himself, when he realized that he had that same expression he’d had when he had dropped by his aunt’s house to bring flowers. Curious and hesitant and so completely open, Stanis felt like he could read him like a book.

“This... What are these?” asked Jorah

“They are your hope,” said Stanis, who had never forgotten his words. “You were right in having faith. They were invented just a couple years after you died. Now none of you have to die.”

Jorah looked back at him with a radiant smile, and Stanis felt himself a teenager again and with a hope for the future that he hadn’t felt in decades.
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Alexei sat on a broken piece of the altar nearby, looking at the the resurrected trio as they chatted and finally agreed to put on the Containment bracelets.

Marvallis approached him.

“The pentagon is being very generous with us and letting us go,” he said. “But their generosity might only last a few minutes more, so let’s get going. I already got the kids in the jet. We seem to have picked up a couple more, though.”

He looked back at the jet parked beyond a crumbled section of the wall bordering the garden, where Pietro was helping Arrell get inside.

Alexei took a quick glance at them and rummaged inside his coat for some keys and a phone to hand to Marvallis.

“I’m not going back. Here, give this to Galina. She’ll be able to take over the orphanage in Siberia now,” he said. “I won’t get to say good bye to the children, but it can’t be helped now.”

“Look, I get how you feel, but getting arrested and thrown into prison now won’t make it easier for you two to be together.”

“I know. But I’m taking my chances now,” said Alexei, getting up. “Being reasonable and doing things at a manageable pace didn’t work last time. I’m not squandering this second chance.”

Zion separated from the others and walked up to Alexei. He had another set of Containment bracelets in his hand.

“Are you two leaving now?” he asked.

“Don’t be ridiculous. You know I’m not,” said Alexei, pulling him closer.

“You’ll be held and questioned,” said Zion, letting his head fall against Alexei’s chest. 

“There isn’t much I can say about the Alliance. And I left the KGB decades ago. I don’t have anything useful to them.”

“So the Alliance isn’t a part of the KGB? I thought...,” said Zion, trailing off for a moment, then he looked at Doctor Marvallis, who tapped the remains of his mask, activating the protection against mental interference.

“Nope. No getting into my head. I’m gonna have to leave now. Alexei will be able to fill you in on all that has been happening. You missed a lot, Zion,” he said, jogging towards the jet.

“I knew we had to keep an eye on him back then,” said Zion with a sigh.

Alexei patted his back. “Well, he’s right. You’ve missed a lot. The world isn’t what it was back then,” he said, looking around the garden. “That bastard Niall escaped though. How much time do you think I’ll have to serve for killing him?”

“Too much,” said Zion and handed him the bracelet. “Put this on so we can leave for the hospital. I hurt you pretty bad.”

Alexei scoffed while putting on the containment bracelet. 

“We both know you were just toying around, using the very least of your strength. And I did wonder why, but I never imagined that your whole plan was to just die at the end,” he said, wrapping his arm around Zion and pulling him closer again. “Your plans were always so dumb and dramatic. I never understood how you became commander.”

“We tried to plan for days, but he held such an absolute control over our minds and our actions that it seemed like there was no escape. If Mya hadn’t acted then...,” said Zion, looking up at the helicopter taking Laurent’s comatose body away to the hospital to keep him alive. “I should have killed him, but...at the last moment, after seeing you again...I really wanted to live...This will come back to haunt me, I know it will...”

Alexei shook his head and looked for something inside his coat with his free hand, while still holding on to Zion. 

“I liked it better when you did stupid things and didn’t care about the consequences,” he said, pulling out a small box.

“Yes, we all loved being twenty years old and stupid, but by its very nature, that can’t last long.”

“Well, I think that is going to be my new goal: Do more reckless, stupid things,” he said, and showed the box to Zion. He opened it to reveal a diamond engagement ring.

“Alexei...You...you bought a ring?” asked Zion, reaching out to grab the ring with trembling hands.

“Yes, twenty years ago.”

Zion felt his throat closing, and he blinked a few times, trying to hold back tears that ended up escaping anyway.

“You kept it?”

“I figured a wedding beyond the grave would be fine for us when my time came. But if we can have one now, better yet.”

Zion tried to say something, but only a sob of joy came out as he held on to him with all his strength. 
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Eiran fell unconscious shortly after being taken into the ambulance, and he woke up to the sound of something like glass falling and breaking on the floor. He opened his eyes and flinched against the bright daylight coming in through the window and illuminating the perfectly white room around him.

Once his eyes adjusted, he recognized he was in a hospital room. On the next room he could hear heated voices that made him frown. 

He sat up in the bed. There was an IV connected to his right arm, while there was a cast on the other, so he carefully grabbed the IV pole and rolled it next to him while he walked out towards the nearby room where he could hear the voices yelling.

“This was insane Laura! Insane! What were you thinking?!” yelled a man, and Eiran hurried his steps.

“I was thinking of doing something! Now go away!” yelled a woman’s voice that he recognized as the woman he had met while captured. The one in the bright pink suit and blonde wig.

“You could have died!” yelled the man.

“And what do you even care? Now you’re pretending to be so worried, uh? Well, it’s too late! Leave me alone!”

Several burly men who looked like bodyguards stood outside the door, and two of them blocked the way when Eiran approached.

Sounds of more things being thrown inside the room could be heard.

He narrowed his eyes and let go of the IV pole to push them aside and send them flying to the floor. He pushed the door open.

“Is there a problem here?” he asked.

Inside the room laid the woman named Laura on a bed, while a middle aged man with dark hair and bright blue eyes stood next to her.

The other bodyguards rushed to grab Eiran, and he almost shoved them away, but the woman spoke.

“Stop!” she yelled and grabbed a glass from the bedside table to throw it at the man who jumped out of the way. “Make them stop!”

“Laura, please calm down!” begged the man.

Eiran pushed the bodyguards away. 

“If she’s asking you to leave, then you should leave sir,” he told the man.

“I’m her husband,” he said.

“Ex husband,” muttered Laura.

“Not yet,” he said.

Eiran lifted an eyebrow at that and shook his head.

“Either way, you should leave sir,” he said. 

“And who do you think you are?” said the man, outraged.

Eiran held up his badge from the Control Department. “Please leave,” he said.

“Just leave, Don,” said Laura. “I don’t want to talk now.”

“You can’t arrest me,” said the man. “You can only arrest markies.”

“Don’t make me prove you wrong, sir,” said Eiran, narrowing his eyes at him. He was starting to lose his patience with this guy. He seemed like the kind of guy who couldn’t take no for an answer. He started to feel bad for the poor lady. No wonder she was so aggressive if she was married to this guy.

“Don, please,” said the woman, through gritted teeth. “Don’t make this more difficult. Don’t ruin everything again.”

The man looked down at her, opening his mouth to say something, when he seemed to see something in her face and his expression turned shocked, all color draining from his already pale face, making him look as if he had seen a ghost.

Eiran looked down at the woman, but she just huffed and looked away.

The man took a step back.

“Uhm, alright, alright,” he said, passing a hand through his hair. “I just...you could have died Laura... Fine, but your escort is still at the hospital. At least let half of mine stay with you. I would feel better about your safety that way.”

“That’s fine,” she said. “I’ll call you when I get back home.”

He nodded, then looked back at Eiran.

“Sorry. I was rude,” he said, and extended a hand towards him. “Donald Peterson, and you would be?” 

Eiran took his hand and shook it. The change in his attitude was so complete that it seemed suspicious. Very suspicious.

“I’m Eiran. Containment agent,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. Your wife...she saved a lot of lives. Including mine.”

“That’s good to know,” said Donald, and pulled out a card from his inner jacket pocket to hand it to him. “I see that you have looked out for her too. Please let me reward you.”

Eiran shook his head. “That won’t be necessary. The fact that we all are safe is reward enough.”

Donald forced the card into his hand. 

“Keep my phone anyway, please,” he said, patting Eiran’s fist, closed around the card. “In case anything comes up or anything is needed.”

“Don?” asked someone from the entrance, and Eiran looked up to see Doctor Mallvaris carrying a bouquet of flowers and wearing big sunglasses that almost hid half his face as a sad attempt to still keep his identity a secret.

Donald Peterson patted Eiran’s hand one last time and turned towards the entrance.

“Stephen, it’s been so long,” he said, walking up to Malvaris. “What a coincidence to find you here. It’s been decades. What has been of you?”

“Oh, lots, lots has been of me, yes,” said Malvaris, his gaze going from Laura, to Eiran, to Don, and then back to Laura. “I actually ran into this lovely lady yesterday during all the craziness and I came to see how everybody’s doing. Hey Eiran, how are you doing? Almost got that smart head of yours chopped off back there, uh?”

“Sir, thank you for your concern, but there is still a warrant out for your arrest,” he said.

“Ah, you’re never any fun, kid,” said Malvaris.

Donald took the flowers from him and set them down on an empty seat nearby.

“Thank you for the flowers. My wife will love them, I’m sure,” he said in a warning tone.

“W-wife?” mumbled Mallvaris.

“Ex wife,” called Laura from the bed.

“Not yet,” said Donald. “Come Stephen, we have a lot to catch up with, it seems. So, a warrant?”

Both of them walked out chatting, and it was only when Eiran couldn’t hear them anymore and the bodyguards had left that he could let out a deep breath.

“You’re tired,” said Laura. “Go back to bed. How is your arm? Better?”

Eiran looked down at his arm on a cast and for the first time noticed it wasn’t hurting as much anymore.

“It’s much better. And you? He seemed rude, but your husband was right. It was very dangerous, and you could have died.”

Laura shook her head.

“Tch, third husband. Another failed marriage, whatever. And nothing happened to me, so it’s not worth it to even care about it now.”

“Ma’am, you got shot,” said Eiran, a smile pulling at the corners of his lips at the way she downplayed the fact that she had jumped in front of a bullet.

“They took it out yesterday. The doctors said I would be fine in a couple days, nothing to worry about. What did they say about your arm? How long will it take to heal?”

“I’m not sure. I just woke up now, so I haven’t been able to speak to anyone,” he said.

“I’ll call him. There’s a nurse button here,” she said, reaching out to grab something.

Eiran placed his hand on her shoulder.

“It’s fine, I’ll talk with the doctor later,” he said. “Did you find the person that you were looking for? Have you been able to talk with Zion?”

She looked away.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied.

Eiran sighed, knowing she was lying. “He mentioned that he had taken your secrets to the grave, and something great must be haunting you if you went through all of that willingly. Especially since you’re not a Markie.”

She glared at him.

“Don’t go around eavesdropping on other people’s conversations. It’s so rude. I can’t believe how rude you are. Completely without any manners,” she said.

Eiran gave her a sad smile. “Sorry, I couldn’t help but listen,” he said, and went to grab the flowers to put them on a vase sitting on the bedside table. “But secrets are...very heavy. Whatever secrets you keep, it’s better to let go of them.”

She looked out the window towards the blue sky outside.

“Life is complicated. And very hard,” she said in a soft voice.

“It is,” said Eiran, remembering that night when he had driven his sword through Jorah’s chest. Remembering the way Marko screamed from the door when he saw them. That scream haunted his nights for twenty years. “It really is.”

The more he thought about it, the more a deep dark part of him wished that there had been a chance for Jorah to actually cut off his head. That way, he wouldn’t have to carry this burden of guilt anymore. That way, he would have paid a life for a life.

“But,” he said, taking a deep breath and looking back at her. “These twenty years since Jorah died, the one thing that has haunted me is that there were so many things I left unsaid. So many secrets I kept from him. Anything would have been better than living with those secrets and with those hidden words.”

She looked up at him, and Eiran could see a great sadness in her dark eyes. Without her strange wig and excessive makeup, she looked older than he had thought at first sight. Possibly around fifty, like her husband seemed. Or, ex husband...

She reached out to grab his hand. Her fingers were very cold against Eiran’s skin.

“You turned into a good man,” she said, squeezing his hand. “I’m sorry...I couldn’t go back for you. I’m sorry I couldn’t keep you. That I had to leave you there with Zion.”

Eiran felt his blood run cold.

“What...do you mean...?” he said, pulling his hand away from her hold. “Ma’am, you must be confused.”

She shook her head. “I couldn’t...I couldn’t care for you then. I always planned to go back for you when I could support you. Zion said he would seal the papers until I could get you back, that he could...ensure that despite the release I signed, I would be able to take you back. But when he died, the chance to recover you died with him. I had signed you to the custody of the government, and I couldn’t get you back. Niall wouldn’t give you back.”

“N-Niall knew?” he asked, feeling the blood drain from his face.

“Not that I was your mother. I always introduced myself as a working agent for her, but he refused. He said that you were too valuable for the department. And...I wouldn’t trust him with more information. He seemed...untrustworthy somehow.”

Eiran had to hold on to the bedside table to keep himself up.

“I thought...I thought you were dead...,” he breathed.

“Eiran...”

“But you weren’t dead. You just abandoned me.”

She reached out again to hold him, but Eiran moved away from her.

“No! I didn’t abandon you! I just...I just couldn’t...”

“So you had thirty years to rethink your actions, and suddenly yesterday you thought that it would be a good moment to reconnect?” he said, feeling anger burning in his stomach.

“I regretted it every day!” cried Laura, tears falling down her cheeks. “I regretted it and I always...I always tried to stay around. To...make sure that you were taken care of. I always stayed close to you.”

“What are you even saying-?!” said Eiran, glaring at her, when pieces of his memory flashed through his mind.

He remembered the strange outfit and wig she had worn the day before, and suddenly; he remembered many other women with strange outfits and hairstyles he had met throughout his life.

There had been a variety of different eccentric women visiting the orphanage three of four times a year, donating money and toys and clothes. Somehow, the donors always seemed to take a liking to Eiran and he ended up being given the best clothes and toys, to the point where the other kids used to beat him up to take them from him.

“So it was you...all those different women... They were all you?” he asked, feeling dizzy from the revelation. 

“I could never...stay away from you. I always looked for some way to stay close,” she said. “Even when Zion died and you left the orphanage. I wanted to tell you so many times but...it was too difficult. I couldn’t...I couldn’t let you know.”

“After...the orphanage?” wondered Eiran.

Eiran went through his memories furiously, trying to figure out when she had been around. And he remembered several encounters with strange loud women, but two stood out to him.

The old woman in a huge white fur coat that had sold him his house for a ridiculously low price ‘to spite her ex husband’, and the woman who drove up to him one day and demanded to sell him her Audi for five hundred dollars ‘to get revenge on her cheating boyfriend’.

“That...that was you?” he asked, feeling as if caught in a fever dream. As if his life had suddenly been some strange hallucination. He rubbed at his temple, feeling like he could faint at any moment.

“Eiran, I always tried,” she said, sitting up on the side of the bed and reaching out towards him again.

He stepped back, away from her, feeling like if he let her touch him, he would go mad. As if his entire life would turn out to be some elaborate play that everyone around him was acting out behind his back.

“No!” he yelled. “No, you had thirty years to try! I always wondered about you, thinking that you were dead and mourning for you when you were always there! Acting, and pretending, and lying!”

“It wasn’t like that! Please, Eiran!”

“No, don’t talk to me. Just...I... I can’t even look at you,” he said, and went out the door.

“Eiran!” she called after him.

But he didn’t look back.
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Marko woke up to the sound of typing and to Josh’s voice talking on the phone to his editor. He had heard him so many times that he knew Josh’s tone by heart now. 

He took a deep breath before opening his eyes, relishing in the memory of having had Jorah back, of being held by his brother again.

“Marko?” asked Josh, and he heard him shuffling around before moving closer to him. 

He opened his eyes to a dimly lit white room. 

“Josh? What happened?”

The journalist let go of the breath he had been holding and turned back to his phone.

“Marko woke up, I’ll call you later. Yes, yes, I sent the video, ask Janet, I’m just fixing a few more photos. I’ll call you later,” he said, and hung up. “What happened? It happened that you’ve been asleep for a day and a half. Most of you have. I think Eiran is still out, but considering what happened to his arm...”

Marko looked around the hospital room and sat up. He felt a pull on his arm and noticed he was connected to an IV.

“What is this?” he demanded.

“Uh? Fluids and painkillers, I guess. Dude, you got the worst beat down I’ve ever seen you get. You’ll going to be on painkillers for a while. You got three broken ribs. It’s a miracle they didn’t pierce one of your lungs. Actually, the thing that’s a miracle is that you have been awake for three full minutes and you haven’t asked me about Jorah once.”

Marko blinked.

“He’s alive?” he asked.

“W-what do you even mean with ‘he’s alive’? We almost had to use a crowbar to pry you away from him! He went to get something to eat.”

Marko felt his eyes filling with tears and blinked furiously, trying to force them back, then wiped at his eyes with the sleeve of his hospital gown. He swung his legs and sat up on the edge of the bed and started trying to pull away the IVs on his arm.

“What the hell are you doing?!” cried Josh, trying to stop him. “You need those things!”

“I’m going to go look for Jorah,” said Marko, trying to swat him away without using too much strength, but the meds were making him dizzy.

“He’s fine, he’ll be back in a minute. Why are you crying? Marko, are you even listening to me? He’ll be right back!”

“I can’t believe you! I need to see him!” yelled Marko, finally breaking down sobbing. “I didn’t want to ask because I didn’t want to know if it had all been a dream! But if he’s really alive then I want to go see him! I want to see him now!”

Josh grabbed the corner of the bedsheet and used it to wipe away the tears from Marko’s cheeks softly.

“He’ll be right back. I get that you’re paranoid but hurting yourself won’t fix anything. Stop being an unreasonable asshole,” he said, giving him a sad smile that made Marko feel as if he could see something inside him that Marko didn’t want to reveal but that had fallen open when he started crying.

He reached out to grab at Josh’s hair and pull at it.

“You have no idea how much more of an asshole I can be!” he growled, falling back into his defensive instincts of attacking anything that felt too close.

“What is happening here?! Why are you fighting and cursing?!” said a deep voice from the door and the both of them looked up to see Jorah entering the room with several boxes of what looked like happy meal boxes in his arms. He glared down at Marko. “I’ve told you not to curse. It’s rude.”

“Jorah!” cried Marko, extending his arms and trying to jump off the hospital bed, but Josh pushed him back down on it.

“Stop it! You need to lay back down!” said the journalist, wrestling with him. “You’re going to break a rib again!”

Jorah left the boxes on a nearby table and then walked up to Marko’s bed to place a kiss on his forehead.

“Behave already,” he told him, and Marko finally stopped struggling and laid down on the bed.

“It’s like looking at the dog whisperer,” muttered Josh, raising the upper side of the bed so Marko could be seated to eat at the bed.

“Josh, I’m gonna-,“ started Marko

“You’re going to be very nice to Josh, that’s what you’re going to do,” said Jorah, wheeling the table over the bed and setting the boxes on it. “He hasn’t moved from your side since you got into the ambulance. It gave me some peace of mind to know he was with you while Darrell and I gave our declarations. He told me you two have been friends for a while. It’s good to know that you finally managed to make friends.”

“It was more like I forced him to be my friend,” said Josh, taking a sip from his coke. “He doesn’t have any others.”

“Actually it was more like he gets paid well for taking photos of me,” muttered Marko.

Jorah knocked him on the head softly. 

“Be nice. Now, I have to go get my blood drawn for more studies. Don’t attack anyone while I’m gone,” he told him. “I had to take the ten dollars that you had on your wallet, but I figured we were celebrating, so I brought chicken nuggets for us all.”

“Oh, but Marko is a veg-,” started, but Marko covered his mouth.

“Yes! I love chicken nuggets!” he said with a smile.

Jorah ruffled Marko’s hair.

“Be nice and don’t fight while I’m gone,” he told him before walking out the door.

“Let’s follow him,” said Marko, pushing himself up.

Josh pushed him back down. “No! Which part of ‘you broke several ribs’ don’t you understand?”

“They’re bones, they’ll stick back together.”

“Only if you stay still for once in your life. Now sit down and eat your food,” he said, pushing the table closer to him.

Marko pouted, but seemed to finally run out of energy for once and laid back down on the bed to open his happy meal box.

“I take it you’re not a vegan anymore,” said Josh, rolling his eyes and going to sit back down on the couch next to his laptop. “Can I announce your breakup with Nina then? The Post wants the exclusive for that one.”

“We haven’t broken up,” said Marko.

Josh choked on his coke. “Dude, she betrayed you, and she almost got you and everyone else killed. I can’t believe you. I always knew your tough guy façade was thin, but seriously? This is too much,” he said.

“She was doing what she thought was right. I can’t really blame her,” he said, pulling out the toy from the box. It was a tiny poodle dog.

Josh felt the hot poison of jealousy bubbling in his stomach.

“You know, I wrote about your relationship for page six for the last ten months, and I’ve never heard you say that you loved her,” he said.

Marko took a deep breath but didn’t answer.

The poison inside Josh grew hotter. Burning.

“I’m gonna go out on a very accurate limb here, and say that you’re just being nice to her because you don’t love her. That you’ve never loved her,” he said, wanting with all his soul for his words to be true. “In fact, I think you just went along with all those crazy things she made you do like the veganism and the holistic bullshit, because you never really loved her.”

Marko picked up the toy dog and stared at it for a moment. 

“She loved me,” he said with a sigh. “And I wanted someone to love me.”

“Marko there are hundreds of women out there writing me emails every day about how much they love you.”

“But they don’t know that I’m an asshole. They don’t know that I’m angry all the time. That I don’t know how to stop being angry. That I’ll bite back at the least provocation. They all look at your photos and your articles and think I’m some cool hero. I hate those photos. You always make me look like...like something I’m not. You always look at me like something I’m can’t be, and you make everybody else think I’m better than I am. Nina saw what I am, and she loved me anyway. She knew how much of a fuckup I am, and she loved despite that. No one had done that since...since Jorah died,” he said, then turned to glare at Josh with teary eyes. “I hate your photos and your articles. I hate them. I hate how you see me.”

Josh huffed and stood up to knock him in the head the same way Jorah had done.

“Idiot,” he said, softly. “Now you’re just lying to yourself. Biting at your own leg. You know I always tell the truth but then you don’t like the truth that I tell? Didn’t you take me on your team for that?”

Marko turned red and looked away.

“You were the only journalist crazy enough to not run away at the first explosion,” he said.

“Sure, sure. And it had nothing to do with you saying that I always tell the truth, uh? Yet somehow I’ve been lying about you all these years? Stop making crazy mental acrobatic to justify your self hate and go to an actual therapist,” he said, grabbing a chicken nugget from the box. “Whatever Nina saw in you, it’s a lie. And whatever she felt for that vision of you, it was also a lie.”

Marko snatched back the nugget and shoved it in his mouth.

“Mine! He brought you your own!” he said, speaking while chewing.

“You don’t even like them!”

“I love chicken nuggets. They’re my favorite food.”

“Fucking liar. You have never ever eaten one in all the years I’ve covered you. Not one! Hell, I offered you some that time we got buried down on that KFC and you refused. You said you couldn’t even stand to see them.”

“I didn’t want them then,” muttered Marko, rummaging among the box to pull out the fries. “When we were kids and Jorah had a few extra bucks, we would always got out and share some chicken nuggets. When he was gone, I didn’t want to eat them anymore. It wouldn’t have been the same. And... it reminded me too much of him. I know it’s stupid, ok? I know. But I couldn’t eat them anymore after he was gone. I couldn’t even see them without thinking of him.”

Josh looked down at him as he rummaged around the contents of the box, realizing that Nina hadn’t seen him for who he really was. 

She had just seen him for who he thought he was. She had seen him with his own eyes. 

And whatever she had felt for him, couldn’t have been love.

Josh sat back down on the couch and grabbed his laptop.

“I’m announcing that you two broke up. My editor will have it published tomorrow,” he said, sipping on his coke.

“I just told you, we haven’t!”

“Yeah, but you’re wrong. I’m not gonna write the lies you tell yourself,” said Josh.

“Yes! Yes! I’ll finally stop losing money!” said Strella, dressed completely in red as she entered the room with Vertex and Sonata behind her.

They all wore oversized sunglasses and surgical facemasks in place of their usual full face masks to conceal their identities.

“What the fuck are you all doing here?” said Marko. “And why are you all good as new? You all took worse beatings than I did!”

Sonata laughed. “If you joined the Alliance, Marvallis would have already patched you up. You guys here at the states are way behind in healthcare,” he said.

“Yeah, I remember that he gave me some weird meds the last time. But I think I’ll wait until my bones stick back together on their own this time. Now, what the hell do you want? I know you didn’t come to see how I was doing.”

“What if we did?” asked Sonata, reaching for the box, but Marko pulled it away from him. “Can’t we be concerned about your health?”

“No.”

“Actually we are doing recruiting,” said Vertex.

“Well, you’re failing at it, because I’m not joining you, so you can leave now,” snapped back Marko while chewing. “Go the fuck away.”

Jorah walked in through the door.

“What are you doing?! Your friends came to visit you and you’re again being rude to them?” he said with a huff. He walked up to Marko and forced his mouth closed. “And chewing with your mouth open. I’ve told you not to do that. Did you get thrown into the wilderness alone after I was gone?”

“Actually, he stayed with me,” said general Stanis, coming in after him. “But I could never get him to behave. And those aren’t even his friends. They belong to the Alliance.”

“The what?”

Strella pulled out a card from her coat’s pocket and handed it to him.

“We are an Alliance of Markies looking out to support and protect each other,” she said. “Anyone is invited to join.”

“They’re a band of vigilantes skirting the edge of the law. That one’s an ex-convict who escaped from the Markie section of Riker’s island,” said Stanis, pointing to Sonata.

“Well, that is very rude. It may cause me to go back to old habits,” he said, feigning to be hurt. “And after all we did to help you all.”

“It is because you helped us that I’m not arresting you all right now, but don’t test your luck.”

Vertex opened the window and then threw another card at Marko.

“We are very serious about letting you join, should you both feel that the government of the United States can’t bring you the justice you want,” she said. 

Stanis stepped out of the room. “Guards!” he yelled.

Sonata snatched away the happy meal box from Marko’s hands and jumped into Vertex’s arms.

“We’ll be waiting!” he said. 

The three of them flew away through the open window. 

Jorah huffed and went to close the window. 

“Those three do seem like bad news,” he said. “Maybe it wouldn’t be a good idea for you to hang out with them Marko.”

“I don’t hang out with them! He stole my food!”

Stanis shook his head. “They’re just trying to take advantage of... What happened. Jorah, it’s all been pretty crazy since-.”

“No,” stopped him Jorah, holding up his hands. “I’m too confused right now. Let... Let me have some time to figure out everything. I don’t think I have my head on straight right now. I can’t even find the room where I’m supposed to get my blood drawn. I got lost twice already.”

With a sigh, Stanis patted him in the back and led him out towards the room he had been looking for.

Marko looked at them leave with a cold stare that Josh had come to know as the way he looked at things when true cold rage threatened to over come him.

Josh stood up and gave him his own chicken nuggets.

“Eat,” he told him, shoving one in Marko’s mouth. “If Jorah knows that he doesn’t have his head on straight right now, you could try to imitate him and not lash out.”

“It just makes me so angry to...To know that he knew. And then I’m angry about being angry and...I don’t know, this all just feel like a different type of anger than I’m used to.”

Josh passed his hand through Marko’s disheveled curls, pushing them back away from his face.

“Stanis took you in, and he tried to be a father for you all these years. You told me so yourself. Why don’t you give him the benefit of the doubt? For a while at least?”

“I don’t like being unsure. I prefer being angry and hateful.”

“Yeah, but that hasn’t been working out so well, has it?”

Marko threw a bite at Josh, who pulled back his hand with a laugh.
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“Twenty years I’ve known you and this is the first time I know you were married,” said Marvalis, nursing a beer at the hospital parking lot, leaning against Don’s Mercedes Benz.

“I’m still married,” said Don next to him, smoking a cigarette with more despair than Marvalis had ever seen in him. 

Hell, in the last twenty minutes he had seen more emotion in him than he had ever seen in the two decades that they had known each other and worked together to build the Alliance.

“Sorry, sorry, I wasn’t hitting on your wife,” said Marvalis, and took a swig of his beer. “It was just very strange that she appeared all of a sudden yesterday and started blowing up Laurent’s party.”

Don made a noncommittal noise and kept smoking, staring off into the distance towards the hospital building.

“You don’t seem surprised about that though. Angry, but not surprised,” Marvallis said.

Don blew out a puff of smoke and threw his head back. 

“At this point nothing Laura does could surprise me.”

Marvallis scoffed out a laugh. “I gotta say, she’s a pretty amazing woman. You know, when I met her, she was cooing all over Eiran. With all due respect, I thought she was one of those crazy fans that he and Marko have. It was a bit weird. I mean, she’s old enough to be his mom and all.”

Don flinched slightly and dropped the butt of his cigarette down on the pavement, crushing it with the heel of his shoe.

Information fell into place inside Marvallis’ mind.

“Wait...she...she was actually acting kind of like his mom...,” he said.

Don lit another cigarette and kept smoking.

“What’s his last name?” he asked after a moment. 

“Uh? Eiran’s? He doesn’t have one. He’s from that first batch of kids taken in by the Control department. They didn’t give them last names back then. Just codes, remember? Most of them took up names after the new laws about identity rights were passed, but he didn’t.”

Don shook his head. “He never took a name? Seriously?”

“Don, come on. I mean...God, I know you’re very private but at this point...,” he started. “Is he your son?”

“I think so,” said Don. “Look, Laura and I...it was difficult. We met as teenagers and we were stupid, stupid teenagers and...and she got pregnant. She started talking about keeping the baby, about marrying and starting a family, and I...I was an idiot. An idiot and a bastard and... I abandoned her. I told her she should get an abortion. And the last I heard of her was a letter saying she gotten an abortion and to never talk to her again. She was lying. She told me when we found each other again a few years ago. She was married to someone else, and so was I. She said that she had given him up for adoption and that she would never tell me where he was. She knew, but she wanted to use that to torture me. And I deserved it for what I did. I guess...Yeah, I did deserve to suffer. I don’t blame her for that.”

“Shit, Don, that... We all were idiots when we were teenagers.”

“But would you have abandoned your wife while she was pregnant?” asked Don, scoffing out a laugh. “No, I was a monster, and she treated me like one for many years. But she did tell me one thing. She told me that he had been a Markie. That she hadn’t been able to care for him not only because of money, or because of her parents, but because...he had been too dangerous. But that only tortured me even more. I kept seeing Markies murdered on the streets every night on the news and wondering if it might one day be him. Every Markie child that I passed by on the street, every one of them that lost control and had to be-. I had to do something. And when it happened to your daughter. When I saw you on the news. I knew that I would end up being you one day if nothing changed. I had nightmares of Laura coming in one day to tell me he had been killed.”

Marvallis looked at him, and remembered that day when he had found him waiting outside his house. “I’m just tired of seeing children killing children every night in the news”. Those words echoed in his head with a haunting edge now.

No wonder Don was ready to throw money away at putting together the Alliance, when every night he had to wonder if he would be seeing his own child being executed.

“But you know that part of the story, anyway,” said Don, dropping the ashes of his cigarette. “After a few years she got divorced, and so did I. She married some jackass then, but that didn’t last, and we ended up marrying a few years ago. It’s been a mess. Last month she said she wanted the divorce. We were at the lawyer’s office talking about the details of it when the news about Laurent’s attack on the Department came out. She lost her mind when she saw the videos. She ran out of the office and I couldn’t contact her. For a moment...I thought it might have been Nytrex, and Laura had been lying when she said it had been a boy. But when I saw her next to him now... I knew. It...It has to be Eiran.”

Marvallis nodded and finished the rest of his beer, thinking back to how Laura had basically tried to protect Eiran with her own body. He knew that he would have done exactly the same for his daughter.

“It’s definitely him,” he said. “She looked ready to die for him then.”

They stood in silence together, leaning against the car.

“He never took on any last name,” mused Don. “He probably hates me. He hates having been abandoned so much, he would rather have numbers for a name.”

“Look, Don. Eiran is...he’s nice. Very boring and strict but he’s a good guy, not crazy like that Marko kid. I think he would...understand.”

“I hope you’re right. I really hope you’re right.”
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Jorah and Stanis took the elevator up to the fifth floor together.

“Everyone calls you by your last name now,” said Jorah, scratching at the back of his head. “It sounds so formal and you...you look so different.”

“You look different too,” said the general.

Jorah looked at his reflection on the mirror set on the walls of the elevator. 

“It took a while to get used to it. I still hate how I look thought. It feels...strange, yet right. I can’t really explain it. Like wearing a shirt just a bit too tight. The bastard just up and put me in the body he wanted like a doll. God, tearing off his arm felt so good, and I don’t think I’ve ever been as happy as when Eiran cut off his damn tongue. I dreamt of tearing it off so many times. That’s why he always kept me chained down on a secure basement. He knew I would do it if given half a chance. And I did.”

The elevator doors dinged and opened.

“How long ago did he bring you back?” asked Stanis, stepping out with Jorah at his heels. 

“Oh, I think a few weeks. Two or three. Mya will know better. Oh, there she is,” he said. “Hi Mya, how did it go? How are you feeling?”

Mya walked out of the lab room with a couple guards behind her, despite the fact that just like Jorah, she was wearing the containment bracelets and an ankle monitor that could be seen just under the edge of her long skirt.

“The same as always,” she said with a depressive sigh, but then she scoffed a laugh. “Well, actually the same but free, so I guess much better.”

“Darrell was asking me how long ago I was brought back, but I’m not sure.”

“Three weeks,” she told the general. “I was the first to be brought back. You’ll see all the details in my declaration tomorrow, I believe. I gave them as many details as I could, especially about what happened right before my death.”

Jorah frowned. “They asked you about before your death? I thought it had only been a question for Zion and I because of what Niall did.”

“Well, our stories tie up a bit. Apparently, Niall blamed you for my death too, but he could never put together enough proof about it.”

“Niall...That- It’s unbelievable. Now he has even forced you to talk about-,“ said Jorah.

Mya shook her head. “It’s fine. It felt good to tell the whole story anyway. It’s good to finally speak the truth. I didn’t know it, but I really needed to do it.”

“The full story?” asked Stanis.

“Why don’t you go in and get your blood drawn while I tell everything to the General, Jorah? I would feel better if he heard it from my own mouth before he has to read it on my declaration.”

Jorah nodded, and went inside the room, while Mya signaled for Stanis to follow her. 

“Well, when Jorah and I met, I was pregnant with Laurent’s child, and he had sent his goons to take me to an abortion clinic. He wasn’t too keen on allowing anyone else to share his powers, and he wasn’t about to gamble on whether the child would inherit them or not,” she started. “I was the same age as I am now. Nineteen. And I... wasn’t sure if I really wanted to get an abortion. Not that I had the luxury of deciding. When Jorah intercepted us and arrested me, I asked him to get more time to decide, and then I would turn myself in. I didn’t want to have the government controlling the pregnancy either. I’d heard all kinds of horror stories about what you people did to pregnant Markie women.”

“All of them were false. I know. I went through all the confidential records on that.”

“But I couldn’t be sure. And neither could Jorah. So when I decided to keep my baby, Jorah took me to a safe place where I could stay hidden from both the government and Laurent. I prepared a declaration to turn myself in and try to figure out what information I could use to negotiate for a better deal for me and my baby. It was...it was a nice few months. I was happy. I figured from Jorah’s attitude, if I behaved and cooperated, my baby and I would have a good chance for the future once I helped the Department capture Laurent.”

“But then?”

Mya took a deep breath. 

“Well, isn’t it obvious? A day after Jorah died, Laurent found me, and that was the end of me,” she said. “For all the days since he brought me back, I kept waiting for the moment to kill him. For any chance to strike. We all did, and he knew it. That is why he took all of those precautions. That is why he was in our minds all the time, torturing us any way he could. And for a moment I almost killed him when I was free of the bracelets he put on us. I almost did, but...why should I die along with him? Why should I allow him to control my death yet again? Every time I’ve wanted to live and to create life, he had taken it all away from me, and I didn’t want to give him that pleasure again. So, I held him for Zion to break into his mind instead. As long as your people keep him alive, the tree of us will remain alive”
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Getting his blood drawn took only a few minutes, and Jorah left the lab on his own. He walked back to the elevator, trying to remember which had been the floor where Marko’s room had been, but he couldn’t remember if it was the second or third floor. 

All his memories seemed to jumble one against the other, and unwanted fragments of memories jumped up at him when he tried to remember anything until it felt like a cacophony went off in his head all the time.

He rubbed his temple and took deep breaths, willing his racing thoughts to slow down, but still the burning nausea caused by his constant resentment raised up in his throat.

He caught a reflection of himself on a mirrored section of the wall and gritted his teeth.

This wasn’t who he had been. This wasn’t who he was supposed to be.

Or was it?

Mya and Zion had been brought back with their same ages, and they both hated it. Brought into a world that had left them behind two decades ago. Would he have preferred to look at Marko and see him be older than him?

He couldn’t make up his mind about what he would have preferred. But in the end, it wasn’t as if he’d had any say on what would have happened.

He looked out the window towards the small garden below and saw a familiar face looking up at him.

His mind went silent.

His blood ran cold.

And his rage flared up with icy flames.

He opened the window and jumped out, landing down on the garden in front of Niall.

“You let me go,” said the blonde. 

He looked so adult now. So much older. Even his eyes seemed to have within them a wisdom that Jorah’s eyes missed. A proof that no matter what their bodies looked like, twenty years still separated them.

“I wouldn’t call it letting you go,” he said. “I just had more important things to care about than to make sure you didn’t escape.”

Niall gave a soft laugh.

“Still, I was glad to see that you didn’t want to kill me. That you didn’t come back thirsting for vengeance,” he said.

“I want vengeance so bad, you have no idea Niall. Seriously, no idea.”

“You have always lied about your feelings so much.”

“I have not. I’ve always been honest. You just want to believe whatever suits you best. You’ve lived twenty years more than me and you haven’t changed at all.”

“Then why didn’t you kill me back then? Why aren’t you trying to kill me now? There is no vengeance in your eyes, only sadness.”

“I do want vengeance, but I’m also sad.”

“I know. Me too. I still love you all the same.”

“Actually I’m sad because you killed me. Not because we broke up.”

“It was Eiran. I never wanted to hurt you.”

“And I never wanted to die, and yet here we are,” huffed Jorah. “As if feelings had nothing to do with it. Just actual murdering, you know?”

“If you had only listened to me back then, none of that had to happen.”

“You killed Zion,” said Jorah, crossing his arms over his chest. “Why did you do it?”

“It’s complicated.”

“You always say that when it’s not. Why did you kill him?”

“What does it matter now?”

“Because there was something worth more than his life to you, and I want to know what it was. He was like a father to us, Niall. How could you do it?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Always romanticizing everything like an idiot. Zion only used us. We were nothing more than lab rats for him, but you wanted a father too much to be able to see it. You’ve always been too emotional,” said Niall, approaching him. He raised a finger to trace Jorah’s jaw. “I always loved that about you so much though. That dumb belief that everything was done because of love. I’ve missed you all these years. There was not a day that I didn’t miss you. Do you still love me?”

Jorah grabbed his wrist and pulled his hand away from him.

“I’ve been alive for less than a month, and you don’t even apologize for what you did to me.”

“It was all Eiran’s fault! He was the one who stabbed you through the heart! If you hadn’t lost control and had only listened to me-.”

“Eiran didn’t kill Zion. And I never lost control Niall. And it might be twenty years ago for you, but for me it might as well have been yesterday for me, and I know what happened. I know what you did. And I’ll have my justice.”

“Is that why you didn’t fight me for real last time? Because you told yourself that you didn’t feel anything and you just wanted justice?” asked Niall, setting a hand over Jorah’s chest. “Vengeance, justice, you’ve never known what you really wanted.”

“I didn’t kill you because I didn’t want you to die like a poor martyr at my hands, after you’ve spent decades trashing my name. Making the world think that I was a monster. No. I want vengeance, and justice, and revenge. I want it all and I’m not letting you escape by dying,” he said, pulling Niall’s hand away from him. “I’m not playing into what you want anymore. So leave, I’ll find you when the time to deal with you has come.”

He turned his back on him and walked away.

“I was never playing any game Jorah,” called Niall. “You said that you loved me but when I needed you the most, you didn’t listen to me!”

But Jorah didn’t look back, and walked into the hospital, his stomach twisting with anger and resentment, and traces of emotions that he didn’t even want to consider. 

He turned a corner, and ran into Eiran, who gave a cry of pain. Jorah gasped, trying to hold him up when he stumbled, yet afraid of hurting him more.

“Sorry! Sorry! Are you ok?” he asked.

Eiran nodded with a pained smile.

“I’m fine, just- my arm is still a bit delicate,” he said.

Jorah pulled his face up to look at him, and noticed his eyes seemed red and teary, yet he was also blushing slightly. Now as an adult he seemed paler and more gaunt than he had been as a child. 

“What are you doing here? You shouldn’t be up now, you’re hurt,” he said.

“I needed to...clear my mind, and I walked for a bit. I...I didn’t mean to eavesdrop,” said Eiran, avoiding Jorah’s eyes.

“Ah, so you saw Niall,” said Jorah, feeling his own cheeks blushing. “Uhm, I guess that must have been a surprise. Back then we were dating, you see. Ah, talk about pouring lemon on an open wound, uh? But could you keep it a secret for now? I haven’t told anything to Marko yet. Not that it matters much now, I guess, but still...”

Eiran shook his head. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell him, and...You don’t have to explain me anything. I kind of already knew back then. I, uhm, I saw you two kissing once.”

“Jesus, how embarrassing,” said Jorah, covering his face. He could feel it all burning now. 

“I promise I won’t tell anyone! I-I never...I never told anyone, in all this time.”

“Thank you. I need more time to figure out how to start unraveling everything. I’ll have to tell Marko soon, and I had to disclose it during yesterday’s questioning, but I just...I’m still very confused.”

“I...I understand how you feel. Niall was right. In the end, I was the one who killed you. I am your murderer. And whatever you want, justice or vengeance or whatever, I’ll accept it. I’ll turn myself in whenever you wish.”

Jorah sighed and ruffled Eiran’s hair, tangling his fingers in the jet black locks as he had done so many times when they were kids.

“What happened is less complicated than Niall pretends it is, but it’s still not as simple as I wish it was. First of all, you need to recover,” he said, and suddenly noticed Eiran’s look of shock, and his already pale complexion seemed white as a ghost. Jorah pulled away his hand. “Ah! Sorry! Sorry! Ahhh, I think I don’t know what I’m doing. It’s hard for me to think that you’re an adult now...”

“It’s fine,” said Eiran with a soft smile, and for once he seemed less gaunt than before, his expression brighter. “I should be the one comforting you, after everything that happened. You’ve been thrown into a new world, and then we did this to you,” he said, motioning towards the ankle monitor he wore.

“Well, it’s not too bad, actually. I got a second go at life, and I literally can’t ask for more than that. Come, let’s go back to your room, you need to lay down,” he said, back to his upbeat mood, helping Eiran to move the IV pole while they walked. “And you shouldn’t push yourself too much now, or that arm won’t heal right. I know it’s all too much to take in right now, but take it easy. No need to get too upset about anything for a while.”

Eiran’s expression turned dark again and he lowered his eyes.

“Yeah,” he said with a sigh. “It all has been too much.”

They walked in silence, but it was a strange silence, unlike the kind that he remembered from him. Eiran had always been a quiet, shy and stern kid; but something more seemed to be haunting him. 

“Are you alright?” he asked him. “Did something more happen?”

“It’s something weird, don’t worry about it,” said Eiran, pushing the button for the elevator. “Excuse the wording, but it just feels like all the ghosts came back to life at once.”

“You mean Zion?”

Jorah noticed a slight flinch to him when he mentioned the name.

“No,” said Eiran, looking at his reflection in the mirror and trying to push back his disheveled hair. “Ah, I look terrible.”

“You almost died,” said Jorah with a laugh, setting his hand softly on Eiran’s shoulder

“And you actually did.”

“Yes, but I got better,” said Jorah with a smile.

Eiran snorted out a laugh and tried to cover his mouth with his hand to hide it. The elevator doors opened and they stepped out. 

“I’m...very glad that you’re back,” said Eiran, stopping outside the elevator. “Out of anything I could have asked for, that...,” he trailed off, and Jorah noticed a tinge of sadness rising to his eyes.

“Is something bothering you? What I told Niall-“

“No, it’s not that. I- You have a right to everything. To justice and to revenge. I’ll gladly agree with anything you wish. It’s not that, it’s just...I’ve gotten a bit too many surprises in the last 24 hours, I’m a little shaken,” he said, and Jorah did notice that his hands were shaking a little. 

“Should I call a doctor? You don’t look good.”

Eiran took a deep breath.

“No, I’m fine, it’s just- Well, remember that woman who set off those bombs at the garden?”

Jorah scoffed out an amused laugh.

“I don’t think I’ll ever forget about her. Didn’t she threaten to shoot someone for a seat? And then she argued with Zion? I honestly tried to ignore her but-“

“I know, I know,” said Eiran, shaking his head. “She has a room near mine, and I spoke to her a little while ago. Turns out that she’s my mother.”

“What? That...but-“

“It’s crazy, isn’t it?”

“It’s fantastic!” said Jorah, almost jumping in happiness. “Your mom is alive Eiran! And she went there because she was worried about you and she tried to help you! So that is why she was so demanding, wanting to sit down next to you and trying to help you. It’s great! Can I meet her?”

“Uhm, I guess- I mean, yes but...But I can’t understand why she would leave me at that orphanage. And just thinking about it is driving me crazy.“

Jorah led him forward down the hallway. 

“It’ll be a long story, no doubt. Life is very hard, but you two will have all the time in the world to talk about it later,” he said. “Ah, how amazing.”

Eiran nodded absentmindedly.

“It...It is a good thing, I suppose, but I just...I feel this resentment. All those years, I wanted to know what had happened to my parents, and now I just...I can’t deal with this anger that I’m feeling towards her.”

“I’m sure you’re confused. I mean, your mom just appeared out of nowhere. But once you’ve had some time to think about the situation and you have figured out your thoughts, everything will be clearer.”

They arrived to the room, and Jorah noticed the door of the room right next to it was open.

“Is that where she’s staying? Can I look at her?”

Eira shrugged.

“Sure, go ahead,” he said, his cheeks taking on a slightly deeper red.

“I want to see how you resemble her,” whispered Jorah, smiling as he made his way to the room.

He peeked inside and found the room empty and a cleaning lady changing the sheets. 

“Excuse me? Where is the lady that was staying here?” he asked her.

“She had a fight with the doctors and they discharged her. She left a few minutes ago,” said the cleaning lady. “She seemed fine. Could yell pretty loud if you ask me.”

Eiran walked up to him.

“She...She’s gone?” he asked, his face turning pale as a ghost. He stumbled, almost fainting.

“She was discharged, maybe she just wanted to go back home,” said Jorah, holding him up. 

“No, no, no, I...I told her I couldn’t even look at her and she left. Jorah, what have I done?” he said.

Jorah carried him up in his arms and took him back to his own room. 

“Calm down, calm down. Getting too upset now won’t do any good,” he told him, setting him down on the bed. “And since she was also involved in the fight, I’m sure the department will have all of her contact details. Even if you were harsh to her, you’ll have a chance to find her again.”

Eiran looked around the room desperately and finally found a small card on the bedside table. He grabbed it with a sigh of relief.

“Good thing I still have this. I’ll call her husband and ask him for her phone,” he said, holding it like it was a diamond in his hands.

“Her husband? Is that your father? Is your father alive too?”

“Uhm, I don’t think so. She said he was her third husband,” said Eiran.

“Oh, so yeah, he probably was not your father. But you should call her now! Let her know that you need time to process everything. If you were rude, at least apologize for that.”

Eiran nodded and looked around, but aside from the card, there was nothing in the hospital room.

“Uhm, I think...I lost my phone and my...everything.”

“I think Marko’s friend might have a phone that you can use.”

“No, don’t worry. I’ll call her once I get out of the hospital. I’ll just...put my thoughts in order right now.”

Jorah sighed.

“Fine. It’s been a lot for all of us. But don’t wait too long,” he said patting Eiran’s good shoulder. “You know, the thing I’ve thought the about most now that I’m back is that...I shouldn’t have waited for a lot of things. That I felt too confident that I would have all the time in the world ahead of me. Even that day. So don’t make that mistake.”

“I took that time away from you.”

“Don’t take any more time away from yourself, and stop torturing yourself over it. We’ll talk later, when you feel better. There is a lot you don’t know,” said Jorah, and scoffed out an embarrassed laugh. “I didn’t realize it then, but I took way too many secrets to the grave. I’m going to start letting go of them as soon as possible. Rest, I’ll come back later. I need to go make sure Marko hasn’t bitten anyone’s hand off. He didn’t change at all.”

Eiran looked up at him, and his eyes seemed brighter. Jorah was reminded of that hopeful, shy kid he had known before, and he felt like he hadn’t quite lost it all. 

He still had his brother, and Zion, and Eiran, and so many things. 

He could still catch up to life.
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Chapter 34
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Eiran stared at the door for a moment after Jorah left, a deep part of his heart wishing for him to come back. To stay with him for just a little bit longer.

Then the door to the closet in the corner slammed open and Arrell and Pietro fell out of it on the floor.

“I thought he would never leave!” complained Arrell.

Pietro helped him up. “My back is killing me. When I turn forty you’re gonna have to push me around on a wheelchair,” he said.

“What on earth were you two doing there?!” cried Eiran.

“The Alliance guys gave us a ride here,” said Pietro, lighting a cigarette. “But when we saw you with Jorah, we thought you would prefer to have some time alone with your resurrected childhood crush.”

“You can’t smoke here,” said Eiran.

Pietro blew smoke right into his face. “And we came to visit you and bring you clean clothes and stuff, so you’re welcome,” he continued.

Arrell took out a gray three piece suit out of the closet to show it to him before putting it back, then he set down a bag on one of the tables in the room and started pulling things out like a shoe box, a pack of new socks, and three lunch boxes.

“Pietro’s mom cooked something for you when we told her you were at the hospital. She says that hospital food kills the healthy,” he said.

“Then it’s a good thing that I’m anything but healthy,” said Eiran, lifting up his arm on a cast. “Where were you two when I was about to get my head chopped off?”

“Where were we? We were breaking the flight containment machines and letting the army descend on the building,” said Pietro. “You’re welcome for that too. Cos we weren’t dumbasses who thought they could go up against Zion and Jorah all on our own. How are you and Marko still alive?”

“Hell if I know,” breathed out Eiran. Pietro took out his cellphone and handed it to him. “What for?”

“To call your mom’s new husband.”

Eiran felt his throat close up. He swallowed through the knot of dread he felt and gave back the phone.

“I’ll call her later. And you two should really stop listening in on my conversations.”

Pietro snatched both the card and the phone from his hands and started dialing the number.

“What are you doing?!” cried Eiran, trying to reach for the phone, but Arrell pushed him back down on the bed while Pietro finished dialing

“I’m making sure you stop avoiding the things you have to do,” said Pietro, and set the phone on loudspeaker.

A deep male voice answered the call.

“Hello?”
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Chapter 35
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Marvallis downed the rest of his beer, hoping it would help calm his nerves. But as soon as he started lowering the bottle, he noticed three distinct figures floating away in the sky.

“Are those...?” started Don, looking at them.

“I TOLD them! No flying today! Dammit, the Pentagon are gonna be pissed now!” roared Marvallis, and took out his car keys to run towards the car parked near the entrance. “I’ll go get them now!”

“Stephen!” called Don from next to the Bentley, as he lit up another cigarette. “I want to have a meeting next week as soon as it’s possible. I’m changing some things with the council.”

“Changing things?” asked Marvallis.

Don took a long drag from his cigarette before answering. He had never really messed much at all with the self-governance of the Alliance, even if his authority was implicitly over everything. But things had to change now. They couldn’t allow for another gridlock like the one they’d experienced with Laurent. 

He had founded the Alliance to make sure that there would be an organization that would be able to save his son if worst came to worst, but when that moment came, they had decided to freeze and stay back.

Unacceptable.

Heads would roll.

“Just...tightening things up,” said Don. “I’d like some small changes.”

“Because of Eiran? You know, he’s a good kid, but...I don’t think he would be swayed to join.”

“It’s not that. It’s-,” he started. There was a crash from the entrance of the hospital, and the doors slammed open. “Oh, no...”

Laura came stalking out of the building, still wearing her hospital gown, although thankfully she had thrown on the coat that Don had brought for her. 

“A meeting for next week,” he told Marvallis, before running towards his wife. The doctor nodded, and rushed to the car to catch up and stop the others, just when a military vehicle went out of the parking lot.

“Laura what are you doing?” Don asked his wife, stepping in front of her. He noticed her eyes were red, and she seemed distraught.

“I’m leaving!” she yelled.

“Did something happen?” he asked, while guiding her to the car and opening the door for her. “What did the doctor say?”

They got into the car, and he told the driver to take them back to the house. Laura didn’t say anything for a few moments, and instead looked away and wiped the tears that kept escaping her eyes.

“Laura, please, you’re worrying me. At least tell me what-“

“He hates me,” she said, and a sob finally escaped her lips. “I told him that I was his mother, and he said... He said that he- that he doesn’t want to talk to me. That he doesn’t even want to see me.”

Don pulled her into his arms, and for once Laura didn’t resist, and curled against him to sob and cry.

He felt a knot in his throat that wouldn’t let him speak. Eiran didn’t want to see them. He hated them for abandoning him all these years.

He’d hoped. He’d hoped liked he had never hoped for anything before in his life, that he could just waltz in, and rebuild the family that he had abandoned all those years ago. That he could convince Laura to forget about the divorce, that he could make Eiran see that he was a different man now. That he could be a father for him now.

But life wasn’t like a tv show. Eiran was a man now, and after thirty years, he couldn’t be expected to be a small child who still needed his parents, the way that Don had always imagined him to be.

His phone rang and he growled in annoyance. He was going to kill whoever decided to call him then. If it was his assistant, then he was going to get a new one by this afternoon. He pulled out his phone and looked at the number. It was an unknown number. Strange, since his phone was unlisted and very private. He frowned, and the memory of him giving Eiran his number flashed in his mind.

“Laura, wait. One moment.”

“Don, this is really not the moment for work calls!” she yelled.

Don answered the call anyway, and put the phone on speaker.

“Hello?”

A raspy, deep voice answered.

“Hm? Mr. Peterson?” asked the voice on the other side, clearly not Eiran’s, and Don rolled his eyes.

“Who is it? I can’t speak right now. I’m busy,” he growled into the phone, ready to hung up. Again he had hoped, and again his hopes were worth nothing.

“This is Pietro, Eiran’s friend,” said the man on the phone, a slightly amused tone to his voice. At the back, Don could hear some sort of ruffling and other voices whispering. “He needs to talk with you.”

The ruffling and noises grew louder. He could hear Eiran’s voice at the back. “You idiot, give me that!” he could be heard whispering.

“Is there a better time he could call you?” asked Pietro, and Don could almost see him smirking on the other side.

Don’s heart jumped in his chest.

“No, no. I mean, now is fine, no problem,” he said. “I can speak now. Does he need anything? Is everything fine at the hospital?”

Laura pulled away from him, and stared transfixed at the phone in Don’s hands. She held on to his other hand.

“Great! Ah, he’s fine, he’s fine,” said Pietro, and laughed a little. “Let me get him on the line.”

There was some more shuffling and whispering on the other side of the line, and then silence for a second that felt like an entire year to Don, until he could hear Eiran’s voice on the other side of the line.

“Hello? Mr. Peterson?” he asked, his voice uncertain.

“Hi, Eiran, are you alright?”

“Yes, thank you, I just...I mean...I’m afraid I was a bit harsh to Mrs. Peterson a little while ago. I...I didn’t mean what I said, but when I went to apologize, I saw that she had been discharged from the hospital.”

“I’m here!” chirped Laura, moving closer to the phone.

“Laura!” hissed Don. 

“I’m here, we’re both here,” said his wife, ignoring him.

“Oh, hi,” said Eiran, and he sounded slightly taken aback. “I...I was a bit in shock about...well, everything. I was too harsh. I- I didn’t really mean what I said. I just...need some time to, uhm...to process everything. I’m really sorry about what I said. Could I call you in a few days?”

“Yes dear, yes,” said Laura, wiping away the tears. Her usual vitality returning to her face, giving her the same glow and the same strength that Don had fallen in love with, thirty years ago. “Don’t worry about that. We’re all on edge now. Is everything fine at the hospital? Do you need help getting back home?”

“I could take him back after I get you home,” proposed Don.

“Or he could stay with us. He shouldn’t be alone like that,” said Laura. “His arm is still broken.”

“Ah, thank you. Yes, I’m fine, please don’t worry. My friends will help me and take me home, I’ll be fine,” said Eiran. Snickering could be heard at the back, and then some more shuffling and things being thrown around. “I’ll call back once I get a new phone, in a few days. This is Pietro’s. I just...needed to apologize. It wasn’t right of me, I just...didn’t know how to react...”

Laura opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out, and her eyes filled with tears. Don moved closer to her and hugged her.

“Laura needs to rest a bit, but don’t worry about it,” he said. “Please call if you need anything. Could we call this number if anything happens?”

From the back, away from the phone, Don could hear the voice of Eiran’s friend laughing and saying “Yeah! Whenever!”

Eiran scoffed. “No, no, I mean yes if there’s an emergency and you need help, but Pietro’s annoying. I’ll get a new phone soon. Uhmm, thank you for everything.”

Don couldn’t figure out what to say then, and the call ended. He stared at the black screen of the phone for a few seconds, a heavy silence in his mind as he processed the fact that he had just had an actual conversation with his son. He had a son. He could be sure of it now. He had just spoken with his son and with his son’s friend, and-.

“I didn’t tell him about...you,” said Laura, pulling out a handkerchief from the pocket of the coat draped over her shoulders and dabbing at the tears running down her cheeks.

“About me?”

“You know, about...everything,” she said with a sigh. “I just told him that I couldn’t care for him back then. I figured you should have that conversation with him in person.”

She hadn’t told Eiran that he had abandoned them. That he had demanded for her to have an abortion. That they had only cut communication after she had lied and said she had.

He held her hand and entwined their fingers, the same way that they used to hold hands in high school.

“Thank you,” he said.

“The truth will come out anyways,” said Laura. “It always does, one way or another. So figure out how you’re going to deal with that. Ah, and he’s famous too. A bit. He should be more famous than that horrible kid who’s always swearing.”

“Hmph. Marko, yes,” said Don, leaning back on the seat and looking up at the ceiling of the car. “So, you named him Eiran.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I heard that it was an irish name, and I wanted him to have some of your irish luck, even if you were gone,” she said, leaning back too, and looking at their entwined fingers. “Then I found out that it wasn’t really an irish name, but I liked it, and I had already...Well, it’s a nice name.”

“Why didn’t you give him a last name?”

“I did. But they took them away at the orphanage. Zion said...he said I would be able to unseal his file with his approval once Eiran turned eighteen...But when he died, that awful child Niall sealed all the records. He sealed everything related to the first generation of coded children. I tried to contact him after Zion died, but all I got was having Niall file a restraining order forbidding me from getting close to Eiran. He said that due to ‘matters of national security’ I couldn’t get close to him. He belonged to the government then, and all the way until the identity laws were passed. By God, I hope he’ll finally get what he deserves. And if he doesn’t, then you should get an assassin and use your money for something useful for once. You’re the richest man in the world, at the very least send him a phone. He shouldn’t be without one now, with his arm like that.”

Don nodded.

“So you’ll finally tell me where he lives?”

“I guess you’ll have to know now. And it’s not like you can’t find out anyway,” she said, and sighed. “He’ll need a good lawyer when he gets better to clear everything that happened with the man he executed. It was all Niall’s fault, I’m sure of it. Tell Carl to handle it. He had enough contacts in the justice department. And I saved Miranda’s life. That should be enough for a presidential pardon, if worst comes to worst.”

Don pursed his lips. “I’ll have Carl get working on it. But we need to deal with the media first. I’ll make some calls so the reporters don’t start harassing Eiran when they find out about you.”

“He won’t care. He’s used to it. He’s in the Post almost every week, lately,” said Laura, beaming with pride. “There is even a fanclub for him on the internet.”

Don couldn’t help but smile at the sight of her, proud and happy, and the same woman he had loved for so many years. Holding her hand like that, he himself felt like a teenager again. He felt like he could recover all that he had lost. That he could have the family he abandoned. To be the husband and father he had never been. Life extended before him once more.

But he needed to start by being honest with her.

He took a deep breath.

“Laura, I need to tell you something,” he said, caressing her knuckles with his thumb.

“Oh, Don, what have you done now? I’m too happy now for your nonsense.”

“Have you heard about the Alliance?”
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Chapter 36
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Marko frowned when he saw Josh putting away his laptop and camera equipment.

“I could give you a ride home,” he said, looking away.

Josh scoffed out a laugh. “You’re the one who’s gonna need a ride home. You’re the one that has broken ribs. I talked to Stanis, he’s driving you and Jorah back home after you get discharged,” he said, and closed up his bag. “He also said that you guys could stay at his house if you wanted to”

“Hmmm, I don’t think...uhmm.”

“Yeah, I told him that wouldn’t work. I can see you two will need some time alone. But if you guys need him, just know that he offered it.”

Marko huffed, annoyed at seeing Josh leaving, but unable to explain to himself why.

“I thought you wanted an interview or something, when Jorah said that you had stayed here since yesterday,” he said.

Josh threw his bag over his shoulder and picked up his camera.

“I do want an interview, but you need to rest. I’ll go see you at your place tomorrow, so don’t give any interviews before that. I have the exclusive for everything you do, remember?”

“Asshole...,” muttered Marko. “But I want to see the footage first. Don’t make me look bad like you did with Sysectra.”

“Oof, will you be mad if I tell you that I sent out most of the footage to the Post yesterday as soon as I got a hold of a wifi connection?”

“Josh!” yelled Marko, and thre an empty cardboard soda glass at him.

The reporter dodged it while laughing.

“Stop moving! You’re going to get hurt again!” said Josh, moving to stand next to the bed.

“You... you...,” muttered Marko, trembling with rage. “What did you show on tv?! If you showed me crying, I’ll never let you cover me ever again!”

“What? No, no, of course I didn’t,” said Josh with a sigh. “And the government classified a bunch of it too. I just sent out some bits of the descent into the building, the fight down to the first floor, and...oh, most of what I filmed on the garden. That’s about it. Stuff for the news. Don’t worry, your sobbing didn’t make it on national tv.”

“Bastard, you make money off my face every day, and you’re still an asshole,” he muttered. In his chest, his heart started calming down, knowing that at least he wouldn’t be the laughingstock of the whole country.

“It might make it to the documentary and the book though. I got a few calls that sound interesting,” said Josh, with a mischievous smirk on his lips.

“I’ll never let you take another photo of me Josh, I fucking swear it,” growled Marko.

The reporter laughed and patted Marko’s head.

“Sure, sure,” he said, absentmindedly treading his fingers through Marko’s hair. “We’ll talk about it later, when you’re off the painkillers, alright?”

Marko made a noncommittal noise of agreement and turned on the tv to see if he could see any reruns of the footage. After all, he always ended up agreeing with whatever Josh said. For some reason, he could never refuse him anything, and he was fairly sure that the reporter had already caught up to the fact that most of what he yelled at him was nothing more than empty threats. The idea didn’t make him as angry as he thought it should.

He caught the end of a rerun of a clip of a fight between him and Nytrex. Taken from a low perspective, it showed him dodging the black sludge, jumping off a wall, and then tackling her down, right before cutting off.

“That was such a good shot,” said Josh. “I’m seriously good. I’m gonna ask for a raise now. The Post hasn’t got a better cameraman than me, I swear.”

Marko huffed in annoyance.

But it was true. For those few seconds, Josh had captured a certain determination in his face that Marko had never seen in the mirror. 

He hated that he could barely recognize the man that Josh showed in his videos. He hated that somehow, Josh could always see him differently. And that had been why he had decided to let him go with him despite the dangers. Because if the world was going to see him through anyone’s eyes, he wanted those to be his.

“Hey,” said Josh, ruffling Marko’s hair and smiling down at him. “You did right. You always do.”

A knot formed on Marko’s throat, and tears stung at his eyes.

“Tch, whatever,” he muttered, looking away.

But those eyes.

If he could be seen like that. He felt in his heart that there was a hope for him to be more than he was. 

To be what Josh saw in him.
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