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Darkness always comes before the dawn, do not fear!
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Dark Memories

A warm and salty breeze tickled Violet’s skin as it rolled over the bleached white sand, shifting the grains like fresh snowfall. The wind blew a few red strands of hair into her face. 

She loved every minute of it. 

Uprooted palm trees were strewn over the land, and huge craters—created from their sparring—riddled the shoreline as fizzling waves lapped at its edges. Training day three hundred and sixty-six was nearing its closure.

Violet wiped the beads of sweat cascading down the sides of her face. She struggled to pull her fiery-red hair into a ponytail; it wasn’t as easy as it used to be with the new haircut and all, but it beat the tangled mess she used to suffer from after each of these sessions. 

A whirling warmth stretched down her fingertips. She felt the surge of energy behind her eye sockets throb with life alongside the purple glow that covered her tightening fists. She was ready; this was her time.

“A lot of fight left in you,” Sage said sternly, flicking a few silver strands behind her own ear, her eyes glowing a pure white. “I figured by now you would’ve succumbed to hunger and dehydration. We’ve been at it since the crack of dawn.”

Yeah, yeah, Violet thought. But she’s right. Violet bunched her eyebrows, fighting the sun’s beaming rays. With a clenched jaw, she hunched over to keep her knees from buckling. Just a little more, I can get her this time! 

After all the chaos of last year, Sage continued training them, and it was even more grueling and ruthless than during their days back in Zenith. After Violet told Sage about the strange woman she had seen with the Golden Army, and especially after Madison discussed a similar woman she had seen with Elric the day he attacked, Sage’s personality changed.

Violet could always sense the anxiety and overwhelming fear that manifested in Sage, no matter how hard Sage tried to hide it. Sometimes the waves of anxiety gave Violet goosebumps. Sage was the most powerful and confident person Violet had ever known. So, what was it? What was it about this strange woman that even drowned Sage with worry? 

Violet thrust her arms toward a palm tree with a cry of anguish. With trembling hands, she uprooted the woody perennial, whipping it toward Sage. 

“Not good enough,” Sage commanded, raising a single hand. The twenty-foot tree shattered into splinters as it smashed against an invisible wall. “I expect more from you!”

Fine! Violet lunged to release another blast, but a searing pain jetted down her legs causing her to stumble. She bit down on her bottom lip, widened her stance, and hurled the blast of energy underhanded. Again, the blast hit an invisible wall that rippled with sunlight from the impact. Damn it!

Sage stood like the queen of England—posture immovable, stout, and sturdy—not a glimmer of worry. Her light blue gown swam in the breeze like the beautiful ocean that glistened a few yards away. Patronizing, to say the least. 

Violet threw a barrage of purple orbs. Even with streams of sweat rolling into the creases of her eyes, the attacks were right on target. She controlled each orb directing their movements, relishing in the fruits of her labor. It took the last four months just to master the technique.

Sage raised both hands. “Violet, come now. Do you want to protect your friends and this world, or not?” A moment later, a blinding white energy blast ripped from her palms smashing into Violet’s orbs, causing a daisy chain of explosions. 

Violet launched a vibrant purple blast into the sand, kicking up a plume of dust that covered the area. She teleported high in the sky, focusing on where Sage stood. With a wave of her hand, Violet’s psionic blast scattered into glowing shards, showering the land. 

The ground rumbled and thundered below as explosions erupted from the impact. Violet teleported a few yards away, watching as the wind carried the cloud of sand over the thrashing waves. Her legs twitched as a shiver of hunger began to take hold. 

No! No time to waver. Life or death here. Remember, she thought, inching closer to where she last saw Sage. 

Violet’s breaths were controlled but completely off tempo thanks to her heart that hammered against her chest like a classic rock drummer. As the last bit of the cloud dispersed, she swallowed. This was it. After hundreds of training sessions, Violet felt she would finally taste victory. And be one step closer to being strong enough to protect the people she loved. 

Where is she? Violet glanced left and right.

“I hope you’re not looking for me. If that’s the case, you might as well be dead.” Sage’s tone was a cold scolding.

Violet’s eyes widened as she whipped around to see the woman a couple of yards away, arms folded, not a scratch, not a drop of sweat or grain of sand on her blouse. 

Violet gritted her teeth in frustration. “Damn it!” She rushed at her mentor, wildly slinging blasts of energy at her. 

“That’s not going to work either. Is that what you did when facing Elric?” Sage elegantly dodged the attacks like a matador in the ring with a bull, her movements like a blouse blowing freely with the wind. “Control your anger, Violet. Patience. Sometimes the whole goal of your enemy is to get to you in here.” She tapped the side of her temple.

In a flash, Sage was in front of her. She yanked Violet forward and smashed a blast of white energy into her belly. Violet went reeling into the dunes, kicking up a big puff of sand. 

Brushing the sand out of her short-cropped hair, Violet forced a growl of frustration through her teeth, pounding her fist against the earth. “You win again!” 

Sage appeared over her with an outstretched hand. “Look, I appreciate the extra work you’ve been putting in, but you’re still not where you need to be!”

Violet grunted and smacked Sage’s hand away. “Well, where am I supposed to be, Sage? How am I supposed to meet these impossible expectations you have of me, huh?” Violet struggled to her feet.

“I…” Sage appeared to be at a loss for words as her eyes shifted away.

There it was again, that distasteful worry. Violet could feel it creeping over Sage, filling her with anxiety—this wasn’t like her at all. Violet never felt verbally attacked or belittled by Sage before these last few months, and since then, it continued to worsen.

Violet took a deep breath and eased her spirit, pushing away the negativity that spewed from Sage. “Whenever I think I have the upper hand, you completely throw me for a loop.” Violet’s voice cracked low. “I want to get better. I have to get better. But making me feel like I’m not making any progress isn’t working, Sage.” 

Sage spoke as if her words were heavy. “In time, you’ll see why I’m so hard on you, now more than ever. You’re already stronger than me, dear.”

“But it’s still not enough,” Violet replied, thinking about the horrors of last year and all that they lost. “Right?”

“Sometimes, giving all that you are isn’t enough,” Sage murmured. “It’s my experience that trumps you. You have to know how to use your powers and focus them the right way.”

A feeling of sorrow leaked through Sage’s hardened exterior. Violet shivered, and a strong push put her on her heels. She went to reach for Sage, but before Violet could say anything, her gaze strengthened, and those round cheeks of hers bubbled again.

“Well, let’s get you back to the house. You’ve been doing a lot of extra training these days.” 

Violet shrugged. “Well, it’s either train or go insane, I guess.” She shook off her thoughts. Maybe it’s me. Sage is always on point but me, on the other hand… 

Violet found herself gazing into the endless blue waves of the sea, drinking in her surroundings. The ocean that encased the island was postcard-perfect, with turquoise waves lapping at the shore and the occasional leatherback coming to lay her eggs. Violet could be at peace here. And peace was a hard thing to find these days. 

She was plagued by nightmares of killing Elric. She could still see the massive beasts that manifested from within him and Eden as they tore each other apart. The massive battle had shifted and changed the land altogether. She hated to think what Elric would’ve done if she and Eden hadn’t stopped him. Her eyes watered as she looked to the sky.

She and Sage teleported back to Samantha’s house. The salty scent stained Violet’s clothes, and sweat dampened her hair. The surrounding oaks sighed upon their return. The thick foliage singing with birds that welcomed the rising sun. 

“Today’s the last day Little Batsy will be with us, correct?” Sage asked.

Violet gave a shaky grin. “It is. I wonder if Madison’s really ready to go back to Ermak.”

Sage shrugged. “I think she is. She’s more of a warrior now than she was last year, that’s for sure. The last time you two sparred, she almost got the upper hand.”

“Yeah, I know. Madison’s stronger, faster. If it wasn’t for my powers, she definitely would’ve had me beat. She takes on Alfred no problem, and she and Sasha are pretty equal too. I just hope she’ll be okay.”

Sage chuckled. “You are some sort of mother hen, you know that?”

Violet hid her beaming face, feeling the warmth return to Sage again. She couldn’t disagree with her mentor’s statement. 

The sky of Virginia was a heavy blue, fading lightly as it stretched toward the sun. They both crept into the house. The floorboards squeaked, of course, but nobody would be up this early. Not for another hour anyway.

Sage placed a hand on Violet’s shoulder. “I have something to tell you. To tell all of you, actually…. Or maybe show you?” Violet thought she saw Sage’s bottom lip quiver. “It’s been weighing on my heart for too long now, and I think it’s because I need to tell you.”

Violet’s heart began racing. Though she didn’t feel the worry coming from Sage, it didn’t help her own anxiety from hitting its peak. She swallowed hard and gave Sage a terse nod. “Okay, cool. Everything alright?”

Sage swallowed. “You better get upstairs and shower before the others wake. They smell that salt on you, and they’ll catch on quick.”

Violet nodded and crept up the staircase. Her mind raced with different assumptions of what could be going on. Was Sage okay? What was it that she wanted to tell them, and why be so secretive about it? Violet exhaled when she reached the top of the staircase.

After the apartment in Boston was completely destroyed by the portal and Elric, Samantha invited everyone to live with her. Sage came by during the week to keep them “tactically grounded,” as she called it. At least they had the weekends to recover and relax. But unlike the others, Violet sought out more training.

She showered and tossed her clothes in the dirty clothes hamper. Then threw on a tank top, a pair of black sweatpants with the word “Army” down the right leg in gold, and slipped on a pair of flats. 

She fell back on her bed with a soft deflating sigh rolling from her lips, doing all she could to fight back the worry. It was bad enough she suffered from the images of last year. Scenes of ending Elric’s life always crept into her thoughts. 

Some nights she’d sit up, balling her eyes out for hours. No matter what anyone said, it felt like murder. The nightmares were like a personal curse caused by her failure to save the life of a friend. 

So, she made use of it. Elric’s death became her food and water. The absolute reason why she had to become strong. Stronger than Zaroule ever was and stronger than Sage is now. Even stronger than Eden, who was a Titan.

Outside her room, a door snapped shut. She glanced over at the clock on her nightstand that told her it was seven in the morning. She stepped out into the hallway to catch Sasha, dragging her long legs across the floor, wearing knee-high shorts. 

“Morning.” Violet grinned. “Are you feeling okay?”

Sasha rubbed the deep bags beneath her green eyes, and groaned. “I’m so sore from yesterday morning. Why would Sage work us to death like that? A twelve-mile run on a sandy beach, on top of tactical training?” 

“Yeah, I know.” Violet winced, pretending to hate the lactic acid build up in her legs during the run. “My legs are killing me. But we have to push ourselves. We have to be ready, right?”

“Uh-huh, whatever. I hate the beach now.” Sasha shambled along, her tall, slender frame inching toward the bathroom.

“That’s right!” Sage said, coming up the stairs. Violet saw Sasha’s body tense, then shiver with anxiety. “In order to become stronger, you have to step out of that comfort zone. Only then will you reach higher levels of ability.”

Sasha’s eyes sunk with sadness, watering with regret. “Why are you here? Please! Please, don’t tell me we have some kind of surprise Saturday training?” 

“No, she’s just checking on us,” Violet replied.

“Yes, of course. Just checking to see how you little devils are doing.” Sage tilted her head down the hallway as the flushing of a toilet echoed. “Where are the others?”

The bathroom door swung open. “I feel so much lighter,” Alfred said, surprised to see them. He rubbed the crust from his soft dark brown eyes. Eyes that could change in an instant and become large and savage.

“Please, tell me you didn’t?” Sasha glared.

“No, don’t worry. I only tinkled,” he joked and scratched his scruffy black chin proudly. Violet laughed to herself, knowing he had been trying to grow it for a month.

Sage rolled her eyes. “Batsy and the other two boys?” 

“Manie and Eden.” Alfred swallowed hard, shifting his gaze from Sage. “They probably won’t be up for another hour. I’m actually getting ready to go back to bed myself too, so...”

“Well, in that case…” Sage closed her eyes. 

A flash filled the hallway. Manie and Eden appeared, falling face-first onto the wooden floor. Manie jumped to his feet, holding his head and eyes frantically searching everyone.

Eden’s face burned a beet-red, his dirty-blond hair swirling into a heap. “Why am I—” He gazed into Sage’s piercing blue eyes. “Never mind.” 

Madison appeared just behind them, already wide awake and dressed, ready for the day. Her last day with them anyway. “Uhm, good morning?” she said, raising a dark-brown eyebrow.

Sage folded her hands and rested them in front of her. “Now that you’re all awake, I would like to discuss some things with you.”

“This couldn’t wait till after we woke up?” Manie asked, rubbing his eyes. 

“Well, considering I’ve been preparing you for future threats to this world for the last two years, I figured you might want to hear about this immediately. Especially you, Madison, dear.”

“What is it?” Violet asked with a soft voice. That feeling of worry began to radiate from Sage again.

Sage’s voice was soft and brittle. “For years now, I’ve kept my life very secretive. I know it seems like I come in and out of your lives at my leisure, and though I’ve always heard most of your thoughts that were wondering where I’ve been, I solemnly appreciate you not digging in and asking questions. I’ve been hard on all of you, some more than others, but I promise you it has been for good reason.”

Eden nodded. “Well, we trust you, Sage, and we know you have your reasons.”

Violet could see in Sage’s eyes that she was going deep within herself. She felt the damn clamminess of the older woman’s fingers and the shivers of fear within her. Violet took a deep breath and listened.

Sage gave Eden the warmest smile. The warmest Violet had ever seen her give any of the boys. “Thank you for that, Eden, really. But what I’m about to show and tell may raise more questions than answers. What you are about to learn will undoubtedly make everything we have been striving for these last few years seem a little more out of our grasps.”

Violet stepped forward. “Sage, what is it?”

“Come with me, all of you.” A bright light surrounded them, and with a blinding flash, they reappeared in the shadowed corners of a dark room.

Books littered the walls of old shelves that crumbled and splintered with age. The books themselves guaranteed to be older than anybody in the room, including Sage. The place reeked of mildew, like an old wet basement that had never been cared for. 

Violet cringed. Where were they?





Chapter 2
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The Ancient Evil

Bare feet and slippers shuffled across the hard-stone surface as Sage led them forward. Violet couldn’t sense anyone else and wondered where Sage had brought them. 

“Where are we?” Sasha demanded. “I haven’t even used the bathroom yet!”

“Hush,” Sage ordered, cutting her off. “This is more important than lavatory activities, Sasha!” Sage began to emit a bright white aura that pushed back the darkness. “This ancient place is called the Chamber of Knowledge. A place that’s neither here nor there. A place created by the first Anomaly.” 

“‘The first Anomaly.’ Are you serious?” Violet asked under her breath.

Sage turned and nodded. “I’ve spent hours, days, even weeks here at a time learning as much as I possibly could. I–I thought there was more time. I didn’t mean to keep this place hidden from you, Violet. I wish I had more time. Sad to say, none of that matters now.”

More time for what? Violet thought as they followed Sage through the darkened corridors.

The brightness revealed stone walls made of giant blocks. The place had a medieval castle-like appearance to it. Even the floors were stone. They walked through halls with aged wooden bookshelves lining both sides of the corridor. Thick long candles gave just enough light to make out some of the adorning structures. 

“These books have the history of everything humanity knows and doesn’t know about this world and the ones beyond it,” Sage explained as they climbed a curving staircase. “That includes evils that no longer exist or have survived long enough to evolve alongside humans. And others too far outside our comprehension to accept.”

Violet considered Sage’s words carefully but remained silent. Everyone looked around, still confused and disappointed from being taken away so early in the morning. Stomachs grumbled all around from missing breakfast, and the whispers of Sasha complaining that she needed to use the bathroom echoed from behind.

Violet walked beside Sage. “Where are you taking us?” 

“Don’t worry, we’re almost there.” 

As the decrepit hall came to an end, the walls widened, and in the center of the room was a large circular table. On its edge sat a thick green book the size of two phone books mashed together, the binding peeling and bent at the corners. 

Sage sighed. “Here it is, everything you need to know about her and so many others.” 

A chill of ice ran down Violet’s back. Her? Who is “her?” Violet’s heart beat vigorously in her chest. Something wasn’t right. Something was definitely off. 

They crowded around Sage and the massive book. Violet watched as her thin, wrinkled fingers rolled over the cover. The brown pages had cryptic drawings of strange creatures and beasts. Some of them more fantastical and frightening than anything Violet had encountered. 

“Sage, what are you looking for?” Violet inspected the pages, and crude drawings as Sage searched with trembling hands. 

“Searching…for her.” Sage pointed to a devilish humanoid creature holding up the mask of a young woman. It walked through a battlefield where men tore themselves limb from limb using the broken, battered bodies as steppingstones. 

Violet’s gaze trembled as she focused on the mask of the young woman and her eyes. Even on the decaying pages, they seemed vibrant. They were similar to that strange woman in Boston, the one with the golden army. The one with that awful essence of darkness. 

Violet swallowed as she fought back another shiver. “Can’t be...”

Sage looked up with pinched brows and eyes bleeding with concern. “I figured as much… This is the one you saw last year, isn’t it?” 

Violet didn’t recognize the frightening body, but the face was all too familiar as she scanned over the picture. There was no doubt about it. “Yeah. When the golden army attacked Boston, a woman with that face and those eyes were with them.” Violet shook her head. “I’ll never forget it. That awful darkness that spewed from her. So foul and rancid.”

“Madison,” Sage said, calling the girl over. “Was this the woman with Elric as well?”

Violet watched as Madison scrutinized the drawing, gliding her fingers over the picture. “That’s definitely her. That thing was with Elric?”

The face of an innocent young woman. That’s who they had seen, and by Sage’s horrific expression, that wasn’t a good thing. Violet’s heart hardened. Though the woman’s body was frighteningly inhuman, that face and those shimmering eyes would never go away. They were enticing, hypnotizing...

Manie eased his tall, lanky frame between them. His dark brown hair—even with their tight curls—was all over the place and tickled Violet’s nose. “Who is she?”

Sage’s voice was a low crackle of nervousness when she said, “Calamity.” Her glance fell on Violet. Sage sat down on the edge of the table with a beet-red face and swallowed hard. “Calamity is a terror as old as man and responsible for most, if not all, of the awful things we have witnessed in humanity’s history.”

“What do you mean?” Eden asked.

“Let’s put it this way. Every horrible natural disaster? Calamity. Every war in which hundreds of thousands of lives were lost? Calamity. The black plague, even down to nuclear bombs being dropped over Japan? Calamity was the whisper in the ear of humans, nudging them to do such acts. She works in the shadows feeding off the chaos and bloodshed she initiates. Humans would be too blinded by greed, gluttony, and wrath to know she’s pulling their strings.”

“So, what’s her deal?” Alfred asked. “She wants to take over the world or something?”

“No, she could’ve done that ages ago.” Sage scoffed and folded her arms. “I don’t know her purpose, but she’s frighteningly strong. My friends and I fought against her once when I was younger. We lost a lot that day, and if it wasn’t for somebody dear to me, we would’ve lost a lot more.” 

Though only a glimmer, Violet felt a warm passion surge from Sage. Somebody dear to her? 

Violet took a deep breath. “So, what happened then?”

“Well, I thought we had stopped her for good. Watching the atrocities of mankind for so many decades, I didn’t think she had anything to do with it anymore. I figured mankind was just a stubborn self-destructive bunch. But when you girls told me about the woman with the strange eyes? I nearly had a heart attack.”

Alfred bristled. “If she stresses you out so bad, what are we talking in comparison to Blight and the Wrath?”

Sage sighed. “There is no comparison. In fact, I believe she’s the reason the Wrath is here. I also believe she’s the reason for the chaos in Ermak.”

A deep silence fell over the room. Violet now understood why Sage was so strict these last few months, especially on her. An enemy she had faced decades ago, and one that could cause chaos and turmoil in multiple worlds must have an insane influence.

Sage gave them a subtle shrug. “You’re not the first generation to fight evils from the other worlds, though you are the first to make a big enough ruckus that the world knows a lot more than it should. Calamity knows the human race very well, manipulating them with her soft songs of promises, and mankind listens all the more. She’s probably the reason why Elric took the path he did.”

Violet’s blood began to bubble at the thought. This thing used Elric, took his heartache and pain, and made him into a monster. Violet slammed her fist into the round table, knocking a chunk of the edge off. “Screw her!”

“I agree with V,” Eden said. Violet could feel his anger rising just the same. “If she’s the one responsible for Elric ending up like he did, no way in hell she’s getting away with it!”

Sage took a deep breath, her eyes softening as they met Violet’s. “We can’t get ahead of ourselves. Right now, Calamity is our number one focus. But now that I can tie her to Ermak, it changes everything. She could be in either world, waiting and biding her time.”

“I don’t understand,” Madison interjected. “So, we’ve been fighting the Wrath, Blight, Allure…. And you’re saying they’re nothing compared to this thing?” Madison asked, scanning the pages beside Violet with her gray eyes.

Sage stepped away, walking toward a bookshelf, seemingly deep in thought. “A friend of mine once said that Calamity will be one of the reasons why all worlds end.”

Sasha rolled her eyes. “All we need is one.”

A deep rumbling growl came from Alfred as his canines peeked from his lips. “Doesn’t seem right or make sense. We wasted all this time fighting the Wrath, kicking ass, and taking names. And now we’re finding out we didn’t even scratch the surface of who or what was behind Ermak’s collapse?” Tears streamed down his face. “That’s bull. It’s like saying Z died for nothing!”

Sasha rubbed Alfred’s shoulder. In her watering eyes, Violet could see she felt the same sorrow and disappointment. Like all the losses they’d endured, and battles they’d fought had been a waste of time. And I led them through it all, making them think we were making a difference…. What the hell do I know? Violet wondered, hating herself.

Sage turned to them. “You’ll come against disappointments and losses in every aspect of this life. I know that more than anyone. Fortunately, you all have each other. Use that bond, and don’t let anything or anyone shatter that. You’ve experienced the loss of loved ones and the loss of one of your own. Now, make something of it!”

Violet swallowed hard, listening to the uplifting words. With a spark of courage flashing from within, it felt like Sage was returning to her old self again. Violet gave her a terse nod, and Sage returned it with a wink.

Sage’s lips pulled upward. “Well, let’s get you all back. I’ve kept you away from nature’s call long enough, I suppose.” 

Violet stood next to Sage and the others. They vanished out of the dark castle-like library, returning to the front of Samantha’s house, where the sun was high in the sky, and the birds chirped loudly in the surrounding trees. 

“I have to go. But I’ll be back in a bit, I promise,” Sage said. 

Violet waited for answers to her growing questions. Before she could get a word out, Sage vanished in a bright white light. 

As the others turned to Violet, she glossed over their confusion-filled faces. “Look, as far as I know, what we found out at that library is all the information I know.”

“What’s going on?” Eden asked. “You’ve seen that woman before?”

Violet nodded. 

“Well, why didn’t you say anything?” Sasha asked.

Violet didn’t know what to say. How could she answer? Sorry I didn’t warn you guys about the ‘chaos hungry’ monster chick. I was too busy battling PTSD and the sadness of killing my best friend. It was a start. “To be honest, I just wanted to forget everything that happened last year.” Her eyes rolled down to the hand she had plunged into Elric’s chest. “Besides, I thought she was just another general. Someone new…unimportant.”

“Doesn’t matter to me,” Alfred cut in. “I’m all for taking down whatever and whoever’s destroying our worlds.” He pounded his fist into his palm. “I just thought we were closer to ending all this, you know? Thought I was going to see my parents again and finally let Z rest in peace, knowing we took care of Allure. Now we got some sinister old lady trying to run the show.”

“Yeah, me too.” Violet’s gaze fell to her hands, remembering that woman’s soft young features and that awful darkness. “We aren’t just fighting some old lady, trust me. She doesn’t look much older than us. That day in Boston, when that portal opened, and the Golden Army came through, she was there. I sensed her. Then she appeared.” Violet searched her memories for anything else she could remember, but all that remained was that awful feeling that made her shiver with goosebumps. 

Violet felt even worse knowing Sage was freaking out. And now she had so many questions. She chewed on her bottom lip, trying to take it all in. 

“Is she strong?” Madison asked.

Violet didn’t know how to answer. “I…I couldn’t sense her powers and strength, but I felt an essence that was unlike anything I’d ever felt before.”

“Then that’s a yes,” Manie mumbled, shifting his green eyes to the floor.

Eden straightened his shoulders. “I know we’ve been in rougher situations, and even now, it seems like things are getting worse. But think about it. If we stop this woman, we’ll end it all, right?” 

Violet nodded. It didn’t seem too far from the truth, but she didn’t want to give them the idea that it was going to be easy. This woman, this thing, even had Sage shaken up. In order to stand a chance against someone like that, it was going to take more than just the six of them.





Chapter 3
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Self Confidence or Doubt

Violet went upstairs and fell on her bed, trying to ignore the tightness of exhaustion that filled her. The morning training hit differently than before, and after hearing about Calamity, all Violet wanted was to go back out and do it all over again. Another six hours of raw hand-to-hand wouldn’t hurt.

At least she could fight the awful sinking feeling in her chest.

The fight with Elric last year showed her she had to be more. She had to be stronger. When the others argued about how hard it was, she silenced them, reminding them of who they lost and what was left to protect. 

That day she and Eden almost died. Elric had become incredibly strong in such a short amount of time. He had become an entirely different person. His mind and how he spoke was unlike the boy she knew. 

Elric took them all on with ease, even Sage, wielding his powers and abilities in a way that put him far beyond their individual skills. If Calamity was behind all of this, she would be the reason why Elric took the path he did, manipulating him like she did so many others. Violet would make her pay for that.

A knock on the door snapped her out of the nightmare. 

“Come in,” Violet said, sitting up.

“Hey…” Eden walked in with a sigh, his fingers digging through his dirty-blond hair. His blue eyes were wet under the bedroom light. “If it’s not one thing, it’s another, huh?” 

She shrugged and put on a stony expression, doing her best to hide the angst that clashed with her stubbornness. “It seems like we can never catch a break. Hearing all that from Sage, I think we’ve entered a whole new level of insanity. But at least now I know what’s been bugging her all this time.” Violet let a smile slip out to put him at ease.

“Yeah.” He snickered. “It never gets easier for us. But through all the crap, we still find a way to enjoy it all.”

“Well, at the end of the day, we have each other.”

Eden’s brows arched as he started blinking like crazy. He always did that when he was nervous. Violet thought it was cute. “I guess you’re right.”

The room grew quiet, and Violet watched as Eden slid his hands in his pockets. He rose on his toes as if he wanted to seem taller. As if he needed to. Violet got the impression that something was on his mind and could tell he was anxious about spilling it.

She couldn’t stand the awkward silence. “So, umm—”

“I was wondering,” he interrupted. “Do you… Do you want to go to the movies with me tonight?” he asked. His eyes darted all over the room, and his cheeks became a vibrant pink. 

Violet’s eyes widened as butterflies filled her stomach. The negative thoughts that had been threatening to crush her were lifted by Eden’s request. “No. No thanks.” She frowned.

His face reddened even more as he looked away. “Oh, okay. I just figured I’d—”

“Eden, of course, I’ll go with you. I’m joking!” She laughed.

“Oh. Okay.” His breathing calmed, but his face remained faintly red.

She giggled at his gullibility.

“So, is seven thirty good?”

“Tonight? Yeah. That would be great.” Violet ignored the ache from smiling so hard. The nervousness she felt now was nothing like what she felt back in the Chamber of Knowledge.

He walked out of the room, shaking his head unable to hide the excitement. It was the first time Eden had asked her out on a date, and it would be their first official date if they ever made it out of the house. And if the others found out, they would tease them for the rest of their lives. 

Her heart and stomach fluttered as she stared out the window, wondering what had made Eden ask now, of all times. Maybe the thought of death? She sighed. 

Outside, the leaves on the large oak trees were becoming pink and orange. It was as if someone had delicately painted each individual leaf in bright colors. 

Violet watched Samantha’s car pull into the driveway. With the Ermakians in trouble, their guardian had been working overtime, both Saturdays and Sundays. Violet couldn’t help wondering if the army paid overtime. 

Samantha was doing all she could for them, but she was only one person. Rushing down the staircase to meet her in the hallway, Violet’s joy faded once she saw the distraught and exhausted face of the women who commanded such a strong presence.

Samantha’s brown skin was damp with sweat and even her black hair, usually kept in a tight bun, seemed to have strands out of place. Around her dark brown eyes, the skin swelled with exhaustion. 

Samantha’s lips stretched across her face, clearly trying to hide her underlying stress. The fighting spirit she kept in her heart was getting burned out. Violet could feel it.

“How’s the day been for you guys?” she asked as Violet, Sasha, and Eden met her in the hallway.

“It was so-so,” Sasha replied. “Sage took us to some awful looking library and told us how the Ermakians and humans are threatened by some evil hag who gets her tummy full, from watching people suffer.”

“Oh, so we’re making progress on how to stop all this?” Sam asked with bunched eyebrows. She stumbled a bit, and swayed as if her legs were weak and brittle.

“Umm, sure,” Violet said, trying to get her off the topic. “You okay?”

Sam suddenly took on a pale complexion as beads of sweat glistened from the hallway light. “Yeah, I’m just really—” She took one step forward and dropped to the floor.

“Sam!” Violet yelled, kneeling to check on her.

“What’s wrong?” Eden peered over Violet’s shoulder.

Sam’s eyes glazed over as sweat slid down her forehead onto her thinning cheeks. She was completely out of it.

“I don’t know.” Violet rolled a glowing hand over Sam’s body. No injuries. “Help me get her to her room.”

Together they lifted Sam and helped her up the stairs. Her eyes fluttered wildly. Violet didn’t know what to do. She just wished Sage were here. They laid Sam on her bed and covered her in a blanket as she rolled back and forth, mumbling.

“What are we going to do?” Sasha asked with a tone of panic.

“I… I don’t know.” Violet tried focusing on Sam’s symptoms.

She placed her hand over Sam’s body again, using her powers to search for anything out of the ordinary, but there was still nothing. If she were sick, there was no way Violet could pinpoint what it was. She wasn’t experienced enough to eradicate poisons, bacteria, and viruses on a cellular-level like Sage could.

“Sasha, let’s get her out of her uniform and into some cooler clothes,” Violet suggested.

Eden jolted. “Okay, looks like you two have got it from here....Call us if you need anything. I’ll tell Al, Manie, and Madison what’s going on.” 

Violet nodded, watching him rush out the door as they began removing Sam’s boots and unbuttoning the blouse of her uniform.

Sasha said, “Maybe she just needs sleep. You know she’s been putting in a lot of late nights?”

“Yeah, but being tired doesn’t do this….”

They got Samantha into some cooler clothes. Violet rushed to the bathroom, soaked a rag in cold water, and brought it back, placing it over Sam’s forehead. She groaned and stirred beneath the sheets but didn’t open her eyes. 

Madison burst into the room, her gray eyes frantic as she studied Sam. She dug her fingers through her long black hair, scanning Violet’s and Sasha’s faces. “What the heck happened?”

Sasha shrugged, and Violet laid a gentle hand on Sam’s cheek. “She’s sick. Feels like a fever too.”

“Anything I can do?” Madison asked. 

Sasha shook her head. “If Violet can’t do anything, we have to wait for Sage.”

Violet steadied herself and took it all in. Her expression was focused and hardened, but her insides were filled with a helplessness that made her want to climb to the roof and scream her lungs out. Patience. Patience.

Hours passed, and Sam’s condition hadn’t improved. They all took turns keeping an eye on her, hoping for the best. 

Violet sat in her room, staring out the window, hoping Sage would be home soon, all the while staying close to Sam just in case something happened or one of the others needed help. This put an abrupt end to her and Eden’s plans for the night. 

Warmth filled the air as vibrations rolled over Violet’s skin. A flash of light consumed her room as she whipped around with a deep sigh of relief escaping her lungs. “You don’t know how happy I am to see you right now.” 

“I know, dear, I’m sorry.” Sage’s eyes were full of sorrow.

“It’s Samantha. Something’s wrong…. I think she’s sick.”

Sage shook her head in disappointment. “I should have come sooner. Please take me to her.”

They both rushed out and headed down the hall to Samantha’s room.

Eden stood, his blue eyes wide with excitement as they came in. “Nice! She’s back.” 

Sage slipped by him and made her way toward the bed. Sam’s face was damp with sweat, but she seemed to be resting easier.

Without turning away from Sam, Sage said, “I need you to leave the room, Eden.” 

He looked at them with raised eyebrows, and Violet nodded.

“Now!” Sage demanded.

As Violet pushed him out of the room, Sage began examining Sam thoroughly. She placed her hand on Sam’s forehead and brushed her fingers over the sides of Sam’s face. Next, Sage pulled the covers down and opened Sam’s shirt. Violet watched the trembling rise of her chest. 

Violet’s hands were damp and clammy with anxiety. She bit down on her bottom lip, her fingers tapping away at her side. I should’ve done more. There’s no way I’m this useless. Hopelessness was getting the best of her. It came often these days.

Sasha and Madison came into the room. Neither one said a word as they all watched on pins and needles, waiting for a verdict.

Sage brought her hand back up to Sam’s forehead and ran it down to the soles of her feet. “I should’ve seen this coming….” Sage sighed with what seemed like relief.

“What? What is it? Will she be alright?” Violet asked, leaning over.

“She’ll be alright. But because of her poor diet of barely eating and working herself to the bone, she’s developed anemia. A real bad bout of it too.”

Madison’s eyebrows pinched together. “What’s that?”

“Anemia is when your body doesn’t have enough healthy blood cells.” Sage ran her hands over Samantha’s stomach. “There are many types of anemia. The one she has right now is iron deficiency.”

Violet nodded, watching the woman—who had been like a sister to her—suffer from all the work she had been shouldering. It spoke to Sam’s character and her undying commitment to the Ermakians and the U.S Army. Until now, Violet hadn’t thought there was anyone other than Sage and Zaroule that cared so much about them, but here was Sam.

“She’ll be exhausted for a while. But once she gets a good amount of sleep, she’ll be alright. She’ll have to start eating though and stop skipping out on breakfast.” Sage flicked Samantha on the forehead.

“Blood cells, huh? How did you find that out?” Sasha asked.

“It was quite easy, actually. All I did was search through the tissues and muscles of her skin, searched through her blood vessels, and found one of the many deficient blood cells in her body.”

“Yeah, that sounds so easy,” Violet said, rolling her eyes.

Sage chuckled. “Well, when you’ve done it for as long as I have, it’s pretty simple. But I guess there are some risks involved….”

Violet raised a brow. “Such as?”

“Such as death and the destruction of someone’s body. You think you’re ready to handle that kind of power and responsibility?”

Violet thought about how useless she was in this whole situation. If she had power and the experience Sage had, all of this would have been taken care of. What if Sage didn’t always come to the rescue?

“You have doubts?” Sage asked.

“I couldn’t imagine being responsible for someone’s death because I made a mistake. Especially a friend.”

“In order for you to be successful, Violet, you need to make sacrifices. Step out of your comfort zone and bargain a little. Take a chance. You can’t always count on an old bag of bones like me. You’re a young woman now and a leader. Take that responsibility.”

Violet sighed with a breath of frustration.

“Violet.” Sasha’s eyes showed gentle concern. It was the same expression she made when Alfred was nearly killed last year. “You can do it. You better not have any doubts in your mind, got it?”

“I agree,” Madison added. “Violet, you can do almost anything. I feel, like every day, you make the impossible possible.”

Sasha and Madison were right. Violet took a deep breath remembering everything she had been through. “What would it take to learn what you did?”

Sage gave her a terse nod. “I’ll tell you what. We’ll have a training session tomorrow just for that, and I’ll show you.” Then, speaking internally to Violet, Sage added, “In a few hours, though, you have a date you need to get ready for.”

Violet’s eyes widened in surprise. “How did you know that?”

“The boy’s mind was racing about the plans you two have tonight. I couldn’t ignore them even if I wanted to.” She laughed. “How that boy cares for you is something else.”

“Yeah…” Violet tried hiding what she was sure was a red face. 

Sasha raised a single brow. “Did I miss something?”

“It’s hard to find people that care about you in this day and age,” Sage said, turning to Sasha and Madison. “Right?”

The two stared at each other confused, as if they’d missed an important piece of the conversation. A piece that Violet would take to her grave.

Sage continued with her elegant Oxford accent, “Cherish every moment with one another and don’t take any second you have with each other for granted. By tomorrow you’ll all be adults wondering where the time went. Like me.” 

Violet snuggled in and wrapped her arms around Sage. “Thanks for everything. You’ve always been there for us. For me.”

Sage nodded. “Enough already. Go get ready for your date, dear.”

“I love you too,” Violet said, cheeks rising with joy. “And can we please talk later?”

Sage lowered her gaze. “Of course. I know you still have questions.”

Madison asked, “Like, is it me, or are we missing something?” 

Sasha shook her head. “Yep, these two are doing their internal dialogue thingy. It’s like being in a room with two people who speak the same foreign language, but here you are, not knowing what the heck’s going on. I’m used to it.”

“Oh please,” Violet said, clasping one hand around one of Madison’s and the other around one of Sasha’s, pulling them from the room. 

Outside in the hallway, Eden paced back and forth while Manie and Alfred—who knows why—played a game of rock, paper, scissors. 

“Is Samantha going to be alright?” Eden asked.

Violet closed the door behind her. “Yes. She’s sick, but Sage said she’ll be alright.”

“Man, good thing we have Sage, huh?” Alfred said.

“Yes, good thing,” Violet said, remembering what they spoke about in the room.

Eden smiled and headed down to his room as they all went their own separate ways. Violet headed to her room and checked the time. The clock on her nightstand read four-thirty. Plenty of time to get ready for their date. 





Chapter 4

[image: Images]

A Decision

Violet searched frantically through her closet for something to wear. After a half-hour of contemplating and debating, she settled on an outfit. 

A tan button-down with a pair of jeans and the brown mid-calf high heels Sasha talked her into buying four months ago. Why not? She’d break those bad boys in, and for once “step out of her comfort zone,” as Sage so elegantly put it. 

Thoughts of the events that happened these last couple of years crept in. Compared to last year, things were quiet. Too quiet, especially with the key players involved. Her heart was starting to race. Relax, Violet. Just relax for once, jeez! she thought to herself.

There was a soft knock at the door.

“Come in,” she said while staring out the window. She could feel Madison’s fear and guilt fill the room as the girl stepped inside. “Hey, what’s up?” 

“I just…” Madison took a deep breath. “I just want to say thank you for everything. You, Sasha, everyone, have been amazing to me. I don’t know how to thank you enough for it.” She looked down at her feet, appearing as nervous as ever.

Violet felt guilt consuming her, and she knew why. “You can thank us by kicking ass and taking names in Ermak.”

Madison’s gray eyes welled up with tears. “You read my thoughts?”

Violet shook her head. “You feel really guilty about something. About leaving, I’m thinking. But you don’t have to feel that way. None of you do. If it were me, I’d probably do the same thing.”

Madison nodded. “I spoke to Sasha about it.”

“And…?” Violet swallowed. 

“They all plan on staying no matter what, so you don’t have to worry about that.” Madison’s lips trembled. She clenched her stomach. “I know I should stay, Violet! Especially after what Sage told us, but something keeps telling me to go back home. Like I’m needed there.”

Though she kept a stony expression, Violet’s insides softened with relief to know that Sasha and the others were going to stay. She hated herself for that, but she needed them to stay, as selfish as that was. She wrapped her arms around Madison and felt the light jerks from her sobbing.

Violet held her tight, not wanting to let her go. “Just don’t die, okay?” she choked out.

Madison stepped back, wiping her eyes. “I don’t intend to. I was trained by the powerful Sage and the amazing Violet, after all,” Madison said, her voice crackling.

They both shared a laugh that slowly faded as the silence took hold. A silence resulting from the thoughts of something they both shared that went deeper than a guttering laugh. 

“Madison, do you still think about him?” 

Madison winced and lowered her head. “All the time.”

“Do you hate me for what I did?” 

Madison’s eyes narrowed on Violet. “What kind of question is that?”

“It’s just that—”

“Violet, you did all that you could for, Elric. I did all that I could; we all did. He’s gone. And as much as it kills me to say this, I’ve accepted it. And it’s made my resolve stronger. You told me once that I needed something to fight for. I thought that was Elric. Maybe it was. But it’s so much more than that now. I want to fight for myself, for you, for everyone in this house. For every Ermakian in this world and the other, so that nobody feels that hell that turned Elric into a monster.” 

Violet wiped the trail of tears that rolled down her cheek. She had been covering up her suffering and guilt with endless hours of training. Maybe if I had been there for him, I wouldn’t have had to kill him. There was another way, I know there was. Those thoughts chased her every day, screaming at her during the night and keeping her up until the early morning. 

“I’m going to tell Sage to bring me to the closest city with a doorway,” Madison said with conviction.

Violet snapped out of her deep thoughts, her brown eyes catching Madison as she slipped her hands into the back pockets of her pants; her lips trembled at the corners, but she was relieved to get the words out. 

Violet nodded, feeling the pressure in the air ease. “Well, you have to say goodbye to the others.”

Madison smiled in a way that made her gray eyes glisten in the light of the room. “Of course.”

Violet collected the others and brought them all downstairs to the living room where Sage and Madison waited. Violet watched Madison proudly, a girl completely different from the one who went to Boston’s Duskton High School. 

Back then, Madison had been filled with low self-worth, fear, and brittleness. Now she was a conqueror. Elric’s death had changed her for the better, though there were still times that Violet had to keep a close eye on her. But Madison came through all the stronger, a warrior, to say the least. 

Now in the living room with everyone standing around them, Madison kept her hands clasped and tight to her stomach as she wrung her hands. She had come a long way alright, but in times like this, she still trembled like a leaf dangling from a branch.

“So Little Batsy, something to say?” Sage asked.

Madison nodded, lips twitching at the corner of her mouth. “Right. So, as you all know, a few months ago, I said I wanted to go back to Ermak and join the resistance. Even with everything going on here, I… I still have this desire to go back. I’m sorry, but I have to do this.”

Alfred shook his head and laughed. “Then you better give them Wrath bastards hell, Maddy!”

Manie came in for a hug. So did Sasha, then Alfred and Eden, and finally Violet. Madison tried to hold the whole group as she cried. Violet shared a few tears of her own and could hear Sasha groaning in sorrow as well.

As everyone broke away, Eden folded his arms and leaned against the doorway of the living room. “Once we get things settled here, we’ll catch up with you in Ermak. That’s a promise. Not that you need us or anything.”

“Yeah, with how well you’ve been fighting these days, I’m sure you’ll make a name for yourself in no time,” Sasha said with a big grin.

Madison laughed. “Like the legendary six?”

“Yeah. Six.” Violet said, thinking of Elric.

The thought hit everyone pretty hard as silence, and a strange heaviness filled the living room.

Sage caressed Madison’s chin. “Well, Little Batsy, I think we should be off?”

Madison looked up; her gray eyes big. By the broken expression on her face, Violet thought she may actually change her mind.

“I’m ready,” Madison said with a terse nod, then turned to the group. “We’ll meet again. I know it. And I’ll be a lot stronger next time. Maybe even stronger than you, Alfred. Even you, Violet.”

“I’m holding you to that,” Violet said.

Madison waved, and with a flash of light, she was gone. For a moment, everyone stood stunned, as if giving their last respects to the sweet scent of pomegranate-coco lotion. Madison’s favorite.

“Well, that’s that, I guess,” Alfred said, hopping onto the couch and flipping on the television. 

Violet could feel his sadness. She could feel it in all of them. Manie and Sasha joined Alfred on the couch. It was tough to think they might never see Madison again, but Violet was hopeful. 

Her lips pulled as she gazed at Eden, and he gave her a gentle nod, assuring her that he was alright. 

Violet thought of Madison being gone and on her own to join a war. It was heart-wrenching and turned her insides upside down.

Sage’s words echoed in Violet’s head. “You really are a mother hen.” And all she could do was smile and accept the truth.





Chapter 5
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Our Time

A soft knock came on Violet’s door. She felt the panic that pulsed from the other side. Poor Eden. He was okay having a massive beast dwelling inside him, but taking a girl out on the town was apparently harder than saving the world. 

Violet took a deep breath. “Come in.”

Eden strolled in, clearing his throat. “You…still wanted to go tonight, right?” 

“Of course.” She turned with a raised eyebrow. “Do you?”

“I just wasn’t sure. You know, with everything going on with Sam…?”

“I told you she’ll be alright. Trust me. Besides, it’ll just be you and me for once.” Violet leaned against the windowsill and looked up at him.

He slowly walked over, his blue eyes gazing deeply into hers. Violet wrapped her arms over his shoulders. Neither one said a word. He caressed her cheek as she laid her head in his hand. His touch was warm and gentle. 

There was always a strange peace when she was with Eden. As if the weight of the world was nothing. Even the beast within him accepted her. 

“How is he?” she asked.

Eden’s blue eyes rolled to the right. “Sirocco’s fine.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Can I see him?”

A deep exhale escaped Eden’s lips as he broke away from her arms. “Even if I said no, you’d still come in. Wouldn’t you?”

“No.” She laughed and took hold of his hand. “You know I wouldn’t barge into your inner world like that!”

“I hope not. Especially not after what happened the first time.”

Oh yeah, the first time. Talk about a near-death experience. Seeing Sirocco for all that he was during the fight with Elric was nothing like seeing him in Eden’s inner world. “A good bonding experience for you two,” Sage had said. 

Yeah. That was bull.

Let’s just say the island they trained on was redecorated by hellish winds, a few tornadoes, and a freak typhoon that meteorologists still couldn’t explain. But over the months, Violet earned the respect of the massive behemoth.

She was utterly surprised by the Deva. Sirocco was highly intelligent, and though gruff and proud, he had a sense of loyalty that Violet didn’t expect. To put it bluntly, Sirocco had the internal characteristics of a human but the outward presence of a beast. And if enough of his influence and power got through to Eden, he too would become a beast.

Eden nodded. “Okay, let’s go. Just don’t get him fired up. He’s worse than you when it comes to training.”

Violet smiled, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. 

She loved going into Eden’s inner world and wondered if all Titans had such vast landscapes within them. She thought about what Elric’s world must have been like. Was it dark and empty? Was it hell?

She opened her eyes to find herself surrounded by a roaring wind. Debris and dust blew all around her. Itching with excitement, Violet calmed the butterflies in her belly.

Eden’s fingers gently wrapped around hers. His messy blond hair blew wildly around his face. “He obviously knows you’re here,” Eden said, referring to Sirocco. “Show off!” 

Eden raised his hand to the sky and clenched it into a fist, ceasing the howling wind. The sun shone overhead, revealing the massive city before them. Structures of all sizes made up the large settlement. It was sad that no one else inhabited the place. Well, no one except Sirocco.

“Wow, it’s getting bigger!” Violet shouted over the wind. Its size was insane. Four months ago, the city was half what it was now. Even a well-paved road stretched to the city.

“Yeah.” Eden slid his fingers through his hair. “We’ve been training a lot lately. I’ve been doing a lot of meditating here and working with Sirocco to have better control. I guess the stronger we get, the larger the city grows.”

They strolled into the city side by side. It was eerily quiet. No cars or horns blowing, no conversations or the sweet smell of cooking stand food. Nothing like Boston. The towering buildings were impressive, to say the least, and the streets were ten times wider than what you would see in a normal city, with deep claw marks etched into the tar. 

How was all this possible? Violet wondered. 

A thunderous roar pealed around the avenues of the city. Violet jumped with excitement as shivers ran down her spine. She loved it. A shadow dawned above them, almost like a cloud passing over the sun.

A voice like a crackling wind spoke. “So, Violet, what do you think of your mate now?” 

Their eyes shot straight up to the behemoth, stalking down one of the widened streets. Buildings swayed and windows shattered as the burly body passed between them. Sirocco’s snow-white fur shone in the bright sunlight, detailing a thick cloudy mane that wrapped around his face and covered his chest. 

“I’ll make a fine vessel out of him yet!” Sirocco jeered.

The Deva towered over them like one of the skyscrapers. His wide pale blue eyes looked down on them with pride, his ears stout and alert. His legs were larger and even thicker than some of the buildings. 

Unlike the battle with Elric, where Sirocco’s body was mostly a blue aura of light, in Eden’s inner world, his white fur was adorned with black stripes like a bleached Bengal tiger.

“How are you, Sirocco?” Violet yelled happily, jumping up and down, admiring at the magnificent beast.

He sat and laid his head in front of them, his jet-black claws digging into the street. He gave a loud yawn and exhaled in the air, releasing a wind that tore through the upper floor of one of the large structures.

“What the hell!” Eden yelled.

Sirocco scoffed, ignoring his cries and focused on Violet. “How are you, Red Princess?”

She could feel his voice in her chest. She loved the nickname he gave her. 

“I’m doing well.” Violet curtsied.

Eden rolled his eyes. “Please stop swelling his head.”

“Hush pup!” Sirocco snarled, blowing a sharp gust of wind that knocked Eden to the ground. “Mankind has rarely ever shown respect to us Devas. When one does, we endow them with our favor and presence. Unlike you, Violet is a warrior and an impressive combatant. You could learn a lot from her, especially considering how she makes quick work of you in your sparring matches.”

“Well, if you would help out every now and then, I probably wouldn’t get beat as much!”

The beast raised its head, shaking its mane. “You still have a lot to learn, my vessel. You have to first conquer yourself before you’ll ever be able to conquer me.”

“Right.” Eden dusted himself off.

“Right.” The beast growled. “So, Violet? He finally mustered up the courage to ask you out. It only took him two years.”

Violet giggled, watching Eden’s face turn plum red. He shoved his hands in his pockets and took a deep breath.

“Yes, he did. And I’m sure you gave him the courage to do it. Right?”

Sirocco’s large glistening eyes rolled over to Eden. “No, not I. He took that endeavor on himself. If I were involved, I would’ve made it more miraculous and stunning. A gust of wind would have lightly blown open your window on a warm summer’s eve, the stars dazzling in the sky, and Eden would lustrously glide in, meeting you in your room. He would hold you passionately in the moonlight and—”

“Enough!” Eden shouted, shaking his head. “I think Sirocco needs his rest.”

“Rest? I’m a divine being! I don’t get tired. You do!”

“I honestly loved Sirocco’s idea!” Violet grinned. “He’s quite the poet as well!”

“Well, thank you, Red Princess, and thank you for accepting my vessel’s feeble attempt to court you. He’s young and foolish, but he does have potential. And to think a few months back, I thought of devouring you.” Sirocco shivered, shaking his entire body.

Eden let out another deep sigh of embarrassment and covered his face. “Thank you, Sirocco!” 

Eden snapped his fingers, and Violet opened her eyes back in the bedroom. She chuckled as Eden stepped away with a reddening face. “I think you’re so lucky to have Sirocco. It must be cool to never really be alone.”

“Yeah, you say that….” 

Violet shook her head. “The more I learn about Titans, the more I wonder how Elric managed.”

Eden nodded, his eyes dropping to the ground. “You know you couldn’t save him, V. Nobody could. Even Sirocco said he was long gone.”

“I wonder about that sometimes,” she said, sucking in her bottom lip. Violet could tell Eden wanted to say something to comfort her, but he froze. “I probably should start getting ready,” she said, glancing at the clock. “We have an hour, right?”

“Right.”

“Meet me back in here, and I’ll bring us there. Unless you want to glide us there with luster,” she said sarcastically, thinking of Sirocco’s idea of courtship.

His face turned a few shades redder, but Eden laughed as he strolled out of the room. “Very funny. I’ll see you in forty-five.”

Violet jumped in and out of the shower and got dressed. Her room smelled like the perfume section of an upscale retail clothing store. 

She opened her window to let some fresh air in. The clock read six fifty-five. Her heart jumped as she looked in the mirror, not used to dressing up. I’m just as bad as Eden.

In the mirror, while getting dressed, she studied the sleek black scar just above her belly button. It had never gone away or even faded. A memento from Elric. It was raised, unlike the rest of her skin, and shaped in a jagged mark with six sharp angles curving inward. She threw on a shirt, covering it up, and continued to get dressed. 

She stared at herself in the mirror, gazing over the band of freckles that arched over her nose. She never thought of herself as beautiful, but in the mirror, there was a glow about her, something that hadn’t been there in a long time. Her smile and eyes glistened with warmth. 

Even in Zenith, Violet never had this feeling. Nobody made her feel this way but Eden. It was as if all this time, she had been asleep. As if she were never really living. Every day she could sense it. His love. A love that he would sacrifice anything for.

There was a knock at her door.

“Come in.”

“Why does it smell like Victoria’s Secret in here?” Sasha asked as she strolled in. 

Violet stumbled, trying to fan the strong smell out of the room. Her skin turned hot. 

“Perfume in the air, and you’re actually dressed up? Where are you two going tonight?” Sasha’s cheeks swelled, her face full of joy.

“What are you talking about?” 

“Really, V, come on. I don’t have to be an Anomaly to read the signs that you’re going out on a date!” 

“Okay. Eden asked me out. We’re going to the movies. Don’t go around telling the world about it, alright?”

Sasha’s eyes lit with excitement as she jumped up and down. “Yes! Yes! It’s about time you two did something! This will be your first date, right?”

“Yes.”

“This is so cute. I wish I could be there!”

“No, and don’t tell anybody. Alright?” 

“Okay, okay, I won’t. Promise. Fox’s honor,” she said, raising her right hand.

“Good. Well, I need you to leave. He’ll be here any minute.”

“Alright, alright. Well, have a good time!” Sasha whispered, still jittery.

She walked out of the room, but before she closed the door, she peeked in one last time and giggled while covering her mouth.

“Go!” Violet demanded, trying to fix her hair.

“I want to know everything when you get back. All the good details. All the juice—”

“Leave now,” Violet whispered, sensing Eden’s presence coming down the hall. She took a deep breath, trying to hold back the butterflies in her stomach. 

Sasha whispered in return, “Everything!” She gave a groan of pleasure. “Oh Eden, what are you doing down this part of the hall?”

Behind the door, he fumbled words. None made perfect sense. Her heart thumped against her chest as she swallowed hard. She reached into the hallway and yanked him in, scowling at Sasha as she laughed all the way down to her own room. 

Violet took a deep breath and closed the door behind her. “Sorry about that. Ready?” she asked, hoping he didn’t notice the excitement in her voice. 

Eden wore a black pair of sneakers with well-fitted jeans, and a gray hoodie beneath a black cotton jacket. His blond hair was in a messy style, the way he always had it.

His eyes widened when he saw her. “Wow! You look amazing.” 

“Thanks. You don’t look bad yourself.” She coughed, trying to fix her voice. “Well, we should get going, huh?”

“Ye–yeah. I was thinking the movie theater in Arlington. There’s a lot of nice movies playing there.” 

“Alright.” Wiping the damp sweat from her hands onto her jeans, she held her hand out, and Eden gently clasped her fingers.

“Well, here we go.” The purple light surrounded them both as they vanished.





Chapter 6
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Last Night

They appeared in an alley next to a restaurant.

The smell of grilled steak, chicken, and sautéed peppers and onions filled the air. Voices echoed all around as they stepped out of the alley. They were met by the low groan of vehicles cruising along the brightly lit streets.

They only had a few hours before the national curfew kicked in at 11:00 p.m. Unlike most of the other states, Virginia hadn’t been devastated by the destruction of the second worldwide attacks. Arlington stood strong and beautiful, especially under the glowing moonlight.

Violet pulled her jacket up to keep the brisk cool air from going down her back. Goosebumps were already making their way down her arms, and she shivered from the tangled damp hair at her neck.

Eden clasped his hands together and grinned with excitement gleaming in his eyes. “You ready to go?”

“Yes.” Violet tried to keep her calm composure, but she was just as nervous as he was, if not more. She prayed the darkness of the night hid her surely reddening face. 

She swallowed hard as she took hold of his hand and kept her head down, she slowed her breathing, hoping that her heart would do the same. People walked by, talking and laughing. Even with the curfew in effect, people were joyful. You had to find joy in the little things these days. 

A man in tattered clothing and an old worn Army cap walked around, holding a sign asking for change. There were many people like him now. Thousands were without homes after the attacks. 

It was even worse for the Ermakians. Those who were found out were immediately arrested and shipped up north to one of the many holding camps.

With the government and vigilantism on the rise, poverty was the last thing on anyone’s mind. Samantha said U.S officials were more worried about the security of citizens rather than the living conditions. 

The world was growing colder, and things weren’t going to get easier. Violet accepted the atrocious reality. It was hard to stay hopeful, but she fought on for the people around her. She placed fifty dollars in the man’s hand.

Tears trickled down the man’s beaten wrinkled face. “I know I’m homeless, and trust me, I’m desperate. But you don’t have to give me all this?” 

She admired the man’s humility. “Trust me, it’s fine. Please take it.”

The man nodded, eyes still big and watery as she and Eden continued on their way.

“You’re a real bleeding-heart, huh?” Eden teased as they walked down the bustling sidewalk.

“Considering everything that’s happened, I think we all need some help one way or another, right?” Violet pulled a thick strand of hair that blew wildly in the wind behind her ear.

“You’re right. It’s funny. My mom used to say the same thing. I hope it’s not weird, but you remind me of her. She genuinely loved people. She tried to see the good in everyone.”

Violet blushed. “No, that’s not weird at all. That’s sweet of you to say,” she said, looking down at their clasped hands. “Eden, if you don’t mind me asking… How did you lose your parents?” No, why would you ask him that! Violet freaked internally.

Eden rubbed his eyes. “My dad was killed in a car accident. My mom died from cancer a year before I went underground. The doctors couldn’t do anything about it. They said it was a cancer they had never seen before. She was gone three months after she was diagnosed.”

Violet swallowed hard, regretting having asked the question. “I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s alright, really.” He looked up at the streetlights that flooded the roadways. “My mother was the Wind Titan before me. She didn’t tell me until I started having signs of my powers. Crazy nightmares of Sirocco and hearing his voice. I thought I was losing my mind. Then she told me everything. I about cried, because up until that point, I had been feeling like I was alone in all this, but she knew exactly what to say.”

“How did you know about the underground cities?” 

“My mom told me. Before she met my dad, she traveled to dozens of underground cities, but her favorite was Zenith. So, when I had nowhere else to go, I made my way there.”

“How old were you then?”

“Thirteen…maybe fourteen? I guess I kind of blocked it all out, especially with my mom passing. I remember running out of the hospital when they told me she was gone. I had no one else. No family, friends…so I just ran and didn’t stop. Then I found all you guys.”

Violet tightened her fingers around Eden’s hand, feeling his loneliness. “I’m always here for you no matter what, and so is everyone else.”

Eden’s eyes were warm and bright under the streetlights. “And I thought I was cheesy.”

Violet shoved him away as they laughed. She had never known affection like she read about in books; romances like the ones played out in movies. But, after these past few years with him, she knew her feelings about Eden were pretty close. She often found herself laughing at times when she should be hating him… For her now, Eden was a need.

They made their way into the movie theater just in time to see the last of the previews. Even now, she didn’t know a thing about the movie they planned to see, but it didn’t matter. She was excited and happy just to be with Eden. They found some good seats in the middle row just as the lights died down. 

Eden placed his arm over her shoulder and drew her in close. She laid her head on his shoulder; the warmth of his aura was comforting and safe. She wished it didn’t have to end. But wishful thinking would cause more harm than good.

The movie was good for the most part. Unfortunately, once she was able to relax, the thoughts of everything she learned this morning began to bubble up. She fought with all her might not to give the negativity space in her heart, but it gained ground.

“So, did you like the movie?” Eden asked sometime later.

Violet tried to stay focused on her date, but before she knew it, the movie was over. “Yeah, it was great. Did you?”

“Yeah, it was hilarious. I love comedies.” He chuckled. “What was your favorite part?”

She swallowed hard, not remembering a single scene. Her mind blacked out, fluttering amongst the dark clouds that surrounded their lives. It was rude of her to not have focused on the movie, but she simply couldn’t.

“I…I don’t remember. Honestly, I don’t remember a single scene. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Eden pulled her out of the crowd that was exiting the theater. “Is everything okay, V?”

She swallowed hard. “It’s just everything. Everything that happened this morning. Elric, Madison leaving, Sam being sick… It’s all so overwhelming.”

He stopped walking and exhaled. “Just stop for a second.”

She came to a halt. Did she ruin the date? Was Eden going to give her a piece of his mind?

“Violet, take a deep breath, count to three, and exhale.”

She closed her eyes and did as he asked. Her muscles relaxed, and most of the tension eased itself out of her.

“I know you feel you have to take on all the responsibility for the group, especially after Z died. But you can share the weight with us. We aren’t just bodies taking up space. We can help.” She felt a warm finger wipe away one of her tears.

“It’s just that. I feel I’m responsible for you guys somehow.” She shook her head. “Ever since losing Elric…” She shook the thoughts of what Elric became out of her head. “I have to protect you guys at all costs!”

“That’s where you need to stop. You can’t protect us all. At some point, we’re going to be put in a situation where you won’t be able to help us. It’s going to be up to us to keep ourselves alive. Not you.”

Violet clenched her fists in anger, frustrated by the truth. Eden was right. No matter how hard she tried, no matter how hard she fought, she could never keep them all safe. 

A tear ran down her cheek. She was disappointed in herself. She was supposed to be stronger than this. So many things had changed in her life, and it all started with Zaroule’s death. “You’re right. As much as I hate it, you’re right.”

He rubbed her shoulder. “C’mon. It’s getting late.”

They made their way through the brisk cold air of the city. The temperature had dropped a little since they first got there. Violet trembled from the cold. People were starting to clear the streets because of the coming curfew.

They snuck into an alley as she reached for his hand. It was ice cold to the touch. The bright flash of light blinded them as they found themselves back in her room. The house was warm and toasty. A hint of perfume still lingered as she took off her jacket. 

“So, even though you didn’t see the movie, did you have fun?” he asked.

“Yes, I had a great time!” She beamed with excitement, trying to ignore the darkness in her heart.

Eden nodded, heading out the door.

“Eden, wait!”

He turned with bunched eyebrows. “What’s wrong?”

Violet brought him close and kissed him. 

His lips were still cold and dry from the temperature outside, but she didn’t care. She closed her eyes as she pressed against him, then broke away. Violet’s hands trembled with excitement as the butterflies in her stomach swelled within her.

“Violet, I…” Eden whispered.

“What?”

“I want to—”

A heavy knock on the door shattered the mood.

“Violet, you back yet?” Sasha shouted on the other side of the door.

Violet lowered her head, embarrassed and disappointed. Eden shook his head with a grin.

“What? What were you going to say?” Violet asked, hanging onto his words.

He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “It was nothing. Have a good night, okay?”

She nodded as he opened the door and let Sasha in. Sasha stepped aside, watching Eden walk past. Violet could feel the excitement inside Sasha scratching to get out. And the moment Eden disappeared into his room, Sasha slammed the door. 

“Tell me everything!” she demanded with excitement.

Annoyed, Violet shook her head. “You couldn’t wait a little while longer to start bashing on my door?”

“Why? Was I disturbing you two?” 

“No. But we just got back. We barely got a chance to say goodnight.”

“Oh, c’mon, Violet. You’ll see him in the morning; he lives three doors down from you.”

“But that’s not the point.” Violet sighed. “I’m tired. I just want to get some sleep, okay?”

Pouting, Sasha rolled her eyes. “Alright, but I want to hear how the date went, okay?”

“Of course,” Violet groaned.

Sasha left, slowly shutting the door behind her.

Violet sighed with relief as she changed into her pajamas. She hadn’t realized how long the day had been until her eyes met the clock on her nightstand. Ten-thirty in the evening. She had been up before sunrise, and now, she wouldn’t be going to bed until the moon was high in the sky. If she wasn’t careful, she’d get sick too.

Once she was ready for bed, she walked down to Sam’s room, where the bedroom light glistened around the door. Violet cracked the door open, catching Sage’s eye.

Sage’s cheeks bubbled with joy as Violet stepped in. “How was your evening, dear?” Sage whispered.

“It was great. How is she?” 

“She’s getting there. I think she’ll be back to herself by tomorrow.”

Violet nodded as she stared down at Samantha. The expression on her face, and her breathing were calm. It was a miracle. Sage was a miracle. 

“Are you going to give me details on how the night went, or am I going to have to dig it out of you?” Sage tucked the covers a little tighter around Samantha.

Violet groaned. “Well, it went alright. But I didn’t even watch the movie. I felt awful when I told him.”

“Why didn’t you?” 

“Too many thoughts about everything that’s happened… You know…? It’s impossible to ignore what we’ve been through.” Violet’s eyes rolled around the room, her thoughts running with what they discussed earlier in the chamber. “Sage, tell me everything you know about Calamity. I feel like you were holding back?”

“You are far wiser than your age, Violet, truly. So, where to begin?” she asked rhetorically, hanging her head. “I guess I’ll start with the fact that like you and the others, I’ve also worked side by side with Titans. The Earth and Wind Titan, to be exact.”

“What! You knew Eden’s mom?”

“I did,” Sage said, cheeks rising with joy. “Like Eden, she was a kindhearted person, but just as ruthless when it came to battle. I still don’t know if that was her nature or the beast’s within. I’m leaning toward the latter after meeting Eden.” She chuckled.

“Why didn’t you say anything? I’m sure he would like to know more about his mom. You should—”

Sage stopped her. “For him to be here with you all, she told him everything he needed to know…and everything she wanted him to know. Those days were covered in pain and blood, and we had to do a lot of awful things in order to keep the world safe. A lot of good that did.”

Violet pulled up a chair, sat down, and leaned forward. “Sage, what happened back then?”

A deep exhale left Sage’s lips. “I was a girl about your age when I met…him. Ebon. A boy who not only changed my life but the lives of dozens of people. He was the one that opened my eyes to the many worlds that exist.”

“You mean Ermak?”

“Not just Ermak, and not just our Earth, but dozens of others just like them. Ebon… He was…” Sage’s eyes softened lovingly with yearning in her heart. Violet wanted to hold her and comfort her.

“He was pretty much your Eden, right?” Violet could feel the burning in her cheeks as the words left her mouth.

Sage leaned back and began laughing uproariously. Violet hoped Samantha didn’t wake; she needed all the sleep she could get. Joy burst from Sage, and it filled the room. Violet was happy just to feel the warmth flow from the older woman again.

“Yes, dear, Ebon was my other half. Still is actually.”

Violet’s eyes widened. “He’s still alive! Why haven’t I met him yet? You’ve been hiding some juicy secrets, I see?”

“It’s a bit more complex than that, unfortunately. Ebon’s what they call a Traveler. In fact, Travelers are the great ancestors of the Anomalies.”

A chill of excitement chased Violet’s beating heart. “That’s—That’s incredible. So, Travelers must be crazy strong then?” 

“Crazy indeed. Travelers are beings with incredible psionic abilities who are able to open doors into multiple universes with ease, transcending time and space, which also makes it awfully hard to see him often.”

“Oh, I see.” The glint of longing continued to linger in Sage’s eyes. “When was the last time you saw him?”

“About forty years ago, give or take a year. I was in my late thirties. And Ebon, he still looked about eighteen.” Sage laughed. “I realized then that the aging process would be the thing that would keep us apart.”

“Well, doesn’t he know how you feel? Why didn’t you just ask him to stay?”

Shaking her head, Sage gently closed her eyes. “He knows I love him, and he deeply loves me too. But he carries a responsibility that far outweighs our love. Violet, what you have with Eden, truly cherish and let nothing shatter that love you have for him. Not time or space. Not Calamity or anything or anyone else.”

Violet didn’t get the answer she wanted, but the sorrow coming from Sage was more than enough. A burden of loving someone with all your heart and never being able to spend time with that person… I can’t imagine. Not to mention, not knowing if that person is still alive. She gazed at Sage, who appeared to be lost in thought, wondering how much emotional and mental strength it took to carry on through it all.

“Sage, can you tell me about the other worlds?” Violet asked, hoping to pull Sage’s focus in another direction.

“Of course. Hmm... Picture our universe with all of its vastness.” Sage tapped a wrinkled finger on her chin. “We’re talking space, time, matter, energy—everything! Now do as best as you can to condense that into a ball, and picture that ball amongst twenty-five others. That is the Allverse. That’s what Ebon called it anyway.”

An overwhelming giddiness filled Violet’s insides. It was like another adventure, another chapter of vastness, fear, and danger had been added into their lives. She rose to her feet, fists tight by her side. “You’re gonna have to train us to the next level, you know?” 

Sage raised a brow. “Haven’t I been brutally torturing you all enough?”

Violet gave her a devilish grin. “Not even a bit.” A fire had ignited in her, even more now than ever before. She wanted to stomp Calamity’s face in and make things right again.

“The fire in your belly, hold onto that, Violet. You’re going to need it. The wheels of destiny were turning before you and your friends were even born. Your paths were already falling into place before you had your first heartbeat. The only thing you can do now is prepare.” 

Sage flicked a few silver strands behind her ear. “I gave you a taste of your ancestry, and I hope you have the opportunity to meet Ebon. If I haven’t blown your mind yet, he surely will.”

Violet swallowed hard. “Yeah. I mean, it’s crazy to take in but being around them…” Violet glanced at the door leading to the hallway. “Titans and Ermakians… To hear everything you just told me kinda makes sense. Well, minus everything with the Travelers.”

Joy spread across Sage’s face. Violet loved seeing those bubbling rosy-red cheeks shine in the dim light of the room. 

“One more thing.” Sage gently placed her fingers on Violet’s forehead, and with a single pulse gave Violet the memory of the Chamber of Knowledge and how to get there. She also gave Violet the whereabouts of a certain woman. 

“Who’s Roxy?”

“The Earth Titan. We’re going to have to get her on our side too, and it won’t be easy. She’s a stubborn one.”

Violet nodded. “Sage, thank you for everything. I’m sorry you had to hold on to all of that for so long. You never told Zaroule about this?”

She shrugged. “Zaroule had his own demons to worry about. But when he found you as a little girl, and he told me your abilities and potential, I knew it was only a matter of time before we crossed paths. Then, when the world attacks began, he sought me out to help train you, and it all came together. I was able to see your abilities for myself. Violet, you and your friends are the future. I feel it in my bones. I’ve always felt it, and Zaroule did too.”

“I’m glad someone feels that way. It’s been hard trying to get by. Trying to do all I can to get over this depression and guilt. It’s been eating me alive.”

Sage let out a deep exhale. “I know. I’ve felt it, and I’ve seen it in your training, too. But you can’t let the dark experiences ruin your life. You can’t let it consume you. If you’ve learned one thing from Elric, it should be never ever let your darkness consume you. It’ll destroy you.”

“But, it’s hard to get it out. What do you do to ignore it all?”

“You don’t ignore it. All that’ll do is teach you to become numb. You accept it, and you see it as a part of life. Then you do the hardest thing ever. You move on.”

“You make it sound so easy….” Violet sunk deep into the chair.

“After you’ve lost so many people close to you, it becomes easy, dear.” Sage’s eyes filled with sadness, but not a single tear fell. “But you keep them here.” She pointed to Violet’s chest.

Violet wrapped her arms around Sage. They were so much alike. But Violet was only just beginning to understand how to control her own emotions and how to balance them, while Sage had long since accomplished that feat.

Sage patted Violet’s hand. “Now, go get some sleep. You’ve had an exciting day today.”

“You’re telling me.” Violet rolled her gaze around the room as she headed toward the door. “Sage?” she began, stopping midway of turning the doorknob. “Have a good night, okay?”

“Of course, dear. And you as well.”

Violet made her way to her bedroom, wrapped herself in her sheets, and lay there, staring into the darkness of the room. As much as she believed herself to have grown, there was still much more she had to learn. 





Chapter 7
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Underground Goes International

The next morning Violet woke to the sun gleaming through the drapes over her window. She threw the covers off and headed to let some cool air from the hallway into her room. 

Manie walked by just as she opened the door. He gave a weak wave while sluggishly continuing to the bathroom. 

It was six-thirty in the morning. Today would be a day of relaxing and recovering from the past week’s training and yesterday’s excitement for sure. 

Sasha and the others were still asleep. Slackers. On days like this, Violet would be the only one up while the rest of them continued to recuperate in their beds. Well, that was what happened until the smells of breakfast cooking wafted into the air. It was almost like an alarm clock once someone threw a couple of slabs of bacon on the griddle. The sizzling strips would send a hypnotizing scent of sweet maple brown sugar throughout the house; add well-seasoned hash browns, and no one could escape the grasp of the mouthwatering aroma. 

Violet rushed downstairs to the kitchen to start the aroma alarm.

Sage came out of the living room with a smile. “Looking for breakfast?”

“Kinda. I’m more scheming for a way to wake these guys up.”

Sage laughed. “Well, I’ll join in on the scheme as well.” 

They began pulling out all the breakfast foods in the refrigerator. Eggs, bacon, sausage, potatoes to make hash browns, pancake mix, and fruit. Violet wanted to go all out; they deserved it. 

Sage placed some strips of bacon on the griddle while Violet scrambled eggs. The sizzling made Violet’s stomach grumble, anticipating the delicious smell that would soon follow. 

“Hey, those eggs should be set. How about you start chopping the potatoes, and I’ll get the pancake mix going?” Sage said, gathering a large bowl and the box of pancake mix.

“Alright, sounds great.” Violet’s face lit up with joy.

The sweet fragrance of the large meal flowed from the kitchen. Any minute, Eden and the others would start making their way downstairs. Violet put all her weight into carefully cutting the potatoes. 

“Alright, the eggs are finished cooking, and the bacon and sausage are nearly done too. All I have to do is get a couple more pancakes ready. How are the potatoes coming?”

“Throwing them in the pan now.” Violet pushed the diced triangular and square pieces off the chopping board into the frying pan. “What about the fruit?”

“I’ll cut the bananas and strawberries up, then I’ll add the blueberries into the bowl.”

Violet nodded. The floorboards overhead creaked and squeaked as footsteps shuffled down the staircase. She looked up as Alfred walked into the kitchen, rubbing his eyes.

“Ahh! That’s what I like to see. We don’t have any training or anything…right?” Alfred asked.

Sage replied while neatly cutting the bananas. “Don’t worry, boy. Training won’t start back up till tomorrow.” 

Alfred sighed with a deep exhale as he leaned on Violet’s shoulder.

“Just wanted to wake you guys up before you slept the day away, and this was the only way I knew how.” Violet stirred and seasoned the potatoes.

“Well, you know my weakness,” Alfred said, leaving the kitchen and heading into the living room.

The television blared with voices and music on the opposite side of the wall, echoing through the snaps and sizzles of the potatoes cooking. Sasha came in grinning ear to ear and started setting the kitchen table.

Sasha yelled from the kitchen. “Alfred, you’re going to help, too! Don’t you dare think you’re going to sit there and watch TV!” 

Sage and Violet both raised their eyebrows and laughed. With Sasha yelling like that, it wouldn’t be long before the rest of the group came stampeding in for food. Violet helped Sage finish cutting up the fruit and placed it all in a bowl. 

This must be how it feels to have a big family, Violet thought. Happiness unfolded within her like a blossoming flower. 

Manie and Eden stumbled in, their eyes devouring the food before they could wrap their fingers around a fork. 

“Well, come take your seats before the food gets cold,” Sage said, bringing over a pitcher of orange juice.

“I hope you all aren’t going to eat without me?” a weak voice asked from the hallway. Samantha walked in with a big yawn and stretching her arms to the ceiling. Her light brown skin was radiant again. Even the bags under her eyes vanished.

“Look who’s out of bed and amongst the living,” Sage said.

“You could say that. That nap did me wonders,” Samantha said, her hands on her hips as she scanned the breakfast table. “You guys spoil me.”

Sage nudged Violet. “Well, we all deserve a little TLC now and again.” She passed a plate down to Samantha, who took a seat at the head of the table.

They all talked and laughed about miscellaneous things; for once, the conversations were positive and full of joy and had nothing to do with the current chaos the world was in. 

Eden grinned from across the table as Violet lowered her head. Sasha jabbed Violet in the side and giggled. 

Violet shook her head, ignoring Sasha’s childish reaction to Eden’s expression.

Samantha’s cellphone rung from the living room, piercing through the laughter and conversation. She groaned and pulled a strip of bacon from her lips.

“Well, continue to eat.” Samantha smiled. “I’ll be right back. It’s probably just leadership checking in to see how I’m doing.” She rose from the chair, dragging herself into the living room.

While the others were distracted, Sasha leaned toward Violet and whispered, “Hey, maybe you should ask him out on a date now. It’s only fair?” 

“Really? And where would we go?” Violet whispered in return. “We barely had enough time to go to the movies. We barely have time to have a life.”

“Maybe, but that’s why you two are perfect for each other.” 

Violet blushed.

Samantha rushed into the kitchen, her expression distraught. The laughter that filled the room only moments before was quickly replaced by concern. Violet’s heart sunk at the anxiety and horror radiating from their guardian.

“What’s wrong? Is everything alright?” Sasha asked.

“There was an explosion in London about five minutes ago.” Sam’s eyebrows pinched, and her forehead ruffled. “It’s not an attack or anything that we know of, but my people are looking into it. It’s on television.”

They rushed into the living room and changed the channel to CNN. Trails of black smoke reached for the skies high above London. Hundreds were clearing the streets as buildings crumbled from the aftermath. 

A news reporter’s voice trembled as she watched the chaos unfold before her. “Here in the city of London, an explosion just off the River Thames caused destruction and mayhem, destroying three large buildings completely, and wiping out half of the Victoria embankment. Thousands are escaping the area as first responders attempt to clear the streets, but many people are trapped in surrounding buildings as firefighters work diligently to get them out.”

Violet and the others watched in shock. They were surprised to see that no portals had opened, and no monsters were attacking, but the destruction was just as bad all the same. Even from the helicopter view, they were showing now, the damage was staggering.

“Could it be Allure?” Manie asked.	

“No monsters, no portals…” Eden replied as he scanned the television screen. “Maybe something just went wrong. Accidents still happen.” 

“We aren’t that lucky,” Violet said, studying at the damage. She couldn’t help but wonder if it was Calamity at work. 

“Yeah.” Sasha squinted at the television, studying the scene. “It looks like the buildings were crushed.”

“Crushed?” Eden scoffed. “What could crush buildings like that? It would have to be a meteor or something.”

Sam’s eyes narrowed. “She’s right. With an explosion, the force is usually released in a direction perpendicular to the surface of the explosive. This looks nothing like an outward burst of energy but a violent collapse. As if the city suffered an earthquake…not an explosion.”

“Either way,” Sage interjected, “these people need our help. Maybe this can be used as a test to see how much you’ve all learned from our training?” 

Eden turned to her with an expression of confusion on his face. “I don’t understand. It’s not like it’s a monster attack or something. Can’t the people handle this?” 

Sage glared at him. “If you knew a person could be saved by you being there to help, would you really ignore their cries?” 

“Of course not!”

“Good. Then we’re going to London.”

“Well,” Sasha threw in with a scoff, “I’m getting dressed first.” 

“No time.” Sage’s eyes began to glow.

“Oh, come on,” Sasha screamed. “Not again. Let me get dressed!”

“Lives are more important, dear,” Sage replied. “Brace yourselves and remember your training. If you fail or make any mistakes, people could die!”

Violet nodded, swallowing hard.

“I’ll see you guys when you get back,” Samantha called to them from over her shoulder as she started up the stairs. “I’m heading to the office to see what’s going on. Good luck!”

A flash of light covered the space, draping over the living room and well-made breakfast table. 

“All of that food,” Manie said, starring at his full plate. “Just like that…it’s gone.”

Sasha punched him in the shoulder. “This is more important than food, dummy!”

Before they knew it, they were in the city filled with a towering skyline and modernized buildings, the air heavy with smoke and dust. Violet immediately started coughing. A strong gust blew the smoke high into the sky, making it difficult for even the sun to peek through.

“You okay?” Eden asked, raising his hand and manipulating the powerful gust.

Violet nodded, shifting her focus into battle mode.

“What’s our first move?” Sage demanded.

“Why are you asking me?” Violet replied.

“Because this is a test, and since they see you as the leader of the group, you’ll be doing most of the planning!”

Violet’s eyes rolled around London. She had no idea where to begin or what to look for. The screaming and the energy all around her were chaotic. The darkness and fear of last year began to seep in, but she stopped herself. She took a deep breath and cleared her mind, focusing.

“There,” Violet said. East of their direction, she could feel fear, pain, and confusion. “They’re east of us. An eight-level building. People are trapped on the fourth through the eighth floors.”

“Very good,” Sage replied with a nod.

They ran down the streets of the city. The buildings and sidewalks were filled with people screaming about what happened. Sirens and traffic blocked the way, making it difficult to concentrate.

Violet stayed strong and focused, unwavering. She remained fixed on the people in the east building. If she lost focus for a second, it could cost those people their lives. She kept Sage’s words tight to her heart. 

Traveling through the streets, the dust cloud became heavier as sirens and the reverberation of helicopters stretched overhead. A building on their right side lay in ruins. Only a couple of metal frames stood tall, but they were rusted, and bent gravity was barring down.

Emergency vehicles and hundreds of people trying to administer aid ran to different areas. Thousands of people covered in dust and blood stumbled about in confusion. Dozens of people were crawling and limping, barely able to walk. 

A few were laid out on the streets as they ran by. Some were unconscious…. Some hadn’t made it. This was nothing like the portal attacks. Here, the feeling of death was all around them, and it was suffocating. But Violet knew they had to push on.





Chapter 8
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Dark Silhouette

The damage was incredible. Violet couldn’t believe it.

The majority of buildings in the immediate vicinity had just simply collapsed. Streetlights and telephone poles were bent and smashed into the streets. Numerous vehicles looked as if they had been through the first stage of a compactor. 

In a larger building nearby, firefighters were clearing away debris to make an exit. Dozens of people stood kicking at the large windowpanes, screaming to be saved, but they were so high up. The building had lost a few floors, and leaned in such a way that it could topple over at any moment.

“This is it!” Violet replied as they came to the building she had been searching for.

“Whoa!” Sasha exclaimed as she scanned the bent metal framing. “No way an explosion did this.” 

A bellowing echo from the building was so intense it rattled Violet’s bones. Everyone froze, even the firefighters. Metal beams screeched, sending chills through Violet’s chest cavity as the tower leaned forward.

“It’s going to collapse!” a man yelled. The firefighters visually sped up their efforts.

“They’re not going to get them out in time!” Violet shouted. 

Violet closed her eyes and took a deep breath, focusing inside the building. She sensed the people’s panic and sorrow and felt the pounding of their racing hearts. There were over three hundred people inside. At the speed the firefighters were going, there would be no survivors. 

“What are we going to do?” Violet asked.

“You tell me?” Sage replied.

Violet’s eyes widened. Sage couldn’t be serious? This wasn’t about a test anymore; people’s lives hung in the balance. “Sage, this is bigger than me. I can’t do this!”

“Well, that’s a shame because hundreds are going to lose their lives because of you!” Sage glared at Violet with intensity. 

“You can’t be serious!” Violet anticipated the wavering building to topple at any moment.

People banged on windows begging to be rescued. Some of them had smashed open the glass panes and were now screaming from upper levels, too high to jump from.

“Sage, I...”

Sage closed her eyes and vanished right before Violet’s eyes, leaving Violet to stumble back in shock. The mentor had left her alone. 

Violet turned to the others who held the same wide-eyed expression she imagined she also wore. Violet’s heart raced, and her hands trembled. 

Tremors rocked the streets as vibrations stretched from the building and ran down the avenue. At first, no one moved. Violet couldn’t stop shaking. Her limbs refused to move as if she were on thin ice with a backpack full of cinderblocks. 

Another deep groan and squeal erupted from the structure, then shattering glass rained from above. Everyone ducked and shielded their faces and heads from the shimmering shards.

“Violet!” Eden yelled. “What are we going to do about those people?”

Violet swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and began barking orders. “Clear the area! I don’t care if you have to shapeshift to do it. I just need everyone away from here.” Alfred, Sasha, and Manie nodded. “Eden, I need you to protect me from any of the debris that falls near me, okay?” 

“You got it!” Eden widened his stance, raising his hands to the sky.

“Go, you guys!” Violet yelled at the other three.

They took off tearing through their clothes, transforming into their beastly humanoid forms. Along the way, they snatched up a few firefighters, who wailed in fear, while the others took off, frightened at the sight of the three Ermakians.

Violet couldn’t wait any longer. The building was crumbling from its own weight, forcing the beams to give out. She closed her eyes and took another deep breath. This is gonna suck.

“What are you going to do?” Eden asked.

“Something I’ve never tried before….” She threw her hands out toward the building keeping it balanced, then focused on everyone inside. Violet was only comfortable teleporting people by touch. Only a few times did she teleport those around her, just by focusing. She swallowed hard, steadying her thoughts. One wrong move and these people could be killed.

Blood trickled from her ears and nose. Every muscle fiber in her body screamed as the heaviness of the building shot through her joints.

Purple waves of light radiated from her body as Violet began levitating. With her arms trembling out in front of her, a sense of lethargy began to creep over her. Shit. I have to stay focused. Can’t pass out! 

Sweat rolled down her face and neck in streams as she fought the oncoming exhaustion. She was going to drop. She wailed, focusing all she had on the building and the people within.

A burst of purple shone through the shattered windows. The faces of fear and sadness that screamed bloody murder vanished, and with a dull groan, Violet fell to her hands and knees.

“Violet, you alright?” Eden asked, helping her to her feet. He looked up at the now empty structure once filled with people. “Where are they?”

“They’re fine, but…” Violet pointed to the building, fighting to catch her breath. Without her powers helping it to stay balanced, the beams finally gave out. The building fell toward them, screeching and howling like a beast.

Eden threw his hands toward the building as two swirling tornadoes ripped from his arms. He placed the two cyclones together, creating a massive twister that began tearing everything around them to shreds. 

The wind howled, ripping through the building and streets as Violet covered her face. The force wasn’t so bad standing behind Eden as everything around him was still and dead. 

The structure broke apart as chunks of stone smashed into neighboring buildings and littered the streets around them. The cyclone sucked in everything, pulverizing large chunks of building material like brick and concrete into a fine powder. 

With a shift of his waist, Eden tossed the skeletal metal remains back into the empty pit from which the building once stood. His head fell back with a deep breath, and he turned with a smile. 

“Sand.” Violet grabbed a handful of it from the streets. “It’s so fine. I never knew your powers could do that?”

“Me neither. That’s the first time I had to use them like that. Sirocco says you’re welcome, by the way.”

Sirens wailed in the distance shifting Violet’s focus back on saving lives. Just overhead a news chopper hovered. They had probably been spotted, but it didn’t matter. As long as those people were safe, she would rest easy. 

“Where did you send all those people?”

“To the outskirts away from the destruction, safest place as any at this point. Thanks to Sage, I remembered a decent spot, or at least I hope it was. Kinda shooting off the hip.”

Alfred and the other two raced toward them, their fur covered in powder and dirt. A heaviness lifted from Violet as she waved them over.

“We need to go. Now!” Sasha growled.

“We can’t. There are still more people by the river that need our help!” Violet concentrated, searching all the surrounding buildings for life. “A heck of a lot more.”

“Well, we need to make it quick. We can’t stay in one spot like this,” Alfred said, looking up at the helicopter that began to circle. “Don’t want to get canned by the royal guard or whoever runs the army over here.” 

“We’ll have to split up. I’ll take the next building. There’s not a lot of people left in there. The rest of you guys take care of the people by the river.”

Eden asked with a tone of worry, “Are you sure you’ll be alright by yourself? You’ve done enough already, V.” 

“I’ll be fine.” Violet pointed down the street to her left. “Follow this street. You’ll see the river. Be careful!”

They nodded and took off between the narrow alleyways concealed by the settling clouds of dust. Violet teleported to the building, where she felt dozens of people trapped on the top floor. It was an old apartment building. The first three levels were blocked by office debris and metal framing.

She exhaled with relief as she saw firefighters tear an opening through the first floor. Looks like they’re all set, she thought. At least the building was stable. 

She hurried over just to make sure everything was okay. “Damn it,” she said, bending over in pain. 

A stabbing pain struck her in the stomach like a hot, jagged blade twisting into her abdomen. She dropped to her knees and lifted her shirt. The scar that Elric left her with pulsated with a creeping blackness. She groaned, biting her bottom lip, struggling to stand. Dread and darkness swept over the land in waves. 

The people in front of her couldn’t sense it, not like she could. She raised her right hand toward the building focusing on the dozens of people within and the firefighters that stood by. With a bright flash of light, they were gone. 

A thunderous crash followed by immense pressure forced Violet to her back. She threw up half a shield to bear the weight, but even that cracked and flaked into shimmering pieces. 

Vehicles smashed into the concrete turning into metal pancakes, and the rest of the buildings exploded from the force. She was pinned to the ground, and as her shield flaked away, the suffocating pressure over her chest and body set in.

What’s happening? Tears rolled down her cheeks as her nose and face slowly pressed against the tar.

Then, just as quick as it came, the heaviness faded. 

Violet rolled to her stomach, gasping for air, nearly vomiting. She lifted herself onto all fours and worked her way back to her feet. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end, and an awful darkness wafted over her in ominous waves. 

Through the dust and echoes, Violet stood in horror of her surroundings. This part of London was nothing but a pile of rubble now. Her hands trembled as she thought about the others, praying they hadn’t been caught in this. The apocalyptic scene brought her to her knees.

“I knew you’d come,” a faint voice whispered in the settling dust. 

Violet struggled to stand, fighting the pain of muscle strain. The site was as if someone had dropped a nuclear warhead over her. Thick black clouds blanketed the sky, and not a single ray of sunlight snuck through.

“Violet, ” a voice whispered. A warm breath brushed against her ear as the person spoke. She lunged out, searching for a body. 

“Who’s there? Who’s out there?” she asked in a scratchy voice, still clogged with dust.

It began to clear as a shadowy silhouette of a figure took form a few yards away. Violet still couldn’t make it out. 

“Who’s out there?” she called once more.

An eerie wind blew the smoke away, clearing the desert-like scene. Violet stood paralyzed with horror. “This… It can’t be!”

A pair of crimson eyes flashed from the calming dust. 

“What’s going on? Who are you?” she choked out with tears in her eyes.

“Has it been that long?” the soft voice replied. 

The dust cloud cleared as the figure took form. Violet fell back with gaping watering eyes. The heavy guilt and sorrow that she tried so hard to bury deep within overwhelmed her. 

Elric stepped forward. 

A red leather hood dangled over his head, flapping in the light breeze revealing his exposed torso that was thin and yet toned. A pinkened scar rested in the middle of his chest, right where she had delivered the final blow.

His skin was pale, his lips a blue tent as if the life had been drained from them. His black hair was longer, hanging just above his eyebrows, the ends peeking out from beneath the hoodie. A couple of strands fell just over his nose. He was lean, muscular, and mature. He had grown into his looks. 

How’s this possible? She had watched him die. She was the one who killed him. His life force had disappeared. Then Violet had another thought. Maybe this wasn’t real. Maybe it was her. Calamity! It had to be. 

“I know who you are, Calamity!” Violet yelled. 

His expression didn’t change; it was cold and empty. 

“Really now?” a voice asked from Violet’s right side. As she turned her head, Violet spotted a woman who sat on what was left of a building that had collapsed. The woman kicked her feet back and forth like a child dangling from a swing.

“Wh–who are you?” Violet’s face cracked with uncertainty.

The young woman had a clueless expression to match. “But you just said you knew me. That’s ignorant, Violet.” 

“But, you can’t be Calamity?” Violet focused on the figure before her. “Elric…? You’re alive?”





Chapter 9
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The Return of the Dark Titan

Violet couldn’t breathe. The scar on her belly was going wild. Her skin turned black as the old wound’s evil essence spread over her navel.

“I’ve waited a long time for this moment....” Elric’s voice was eerily calm. When they fought last year, Violet remembered he had been filled with darkness and arrogance. 

“You can’t be, Elric. I watched him die.” Violet rose to her feet with tightening fists. 

He pulled the hood from over his head. His long messy black hair fell over his face and shoulders. Moving the strands from his face, Elric revealed the small slit-shaped pupils pulsing in a crimson glow. 

She gasped as he stepped closer. 

“I underestimated you and the others. That won’t happen again.” He pointed at Violet. On the tip of his pale index finger, a jet-black marble size sphere formed. 

A hand gripped his wrist as the tiny ball vanished. “That’s enough!” Sage demanded as she appeared. Blackness formed around his hand as he ripped free of her hold, slashing toward Sage’s throat. She dodged the attack leaning back but not without losing a few silvery strands. 

She teleported to Violet, helping her to stand. “Leave her alone, or I’ll finish what she’s started,” Sage said as she glared at Calamity. 

“I’m just here for the show,” Calamity said playfully.

“Once I’m done with him, I’ll end all of this nonsense with you!” Sage yelled. 

“You really—”

“How dare you come between a predator and its prey?” Elric said, cutting Calamity off. 

“What did you just say?” Sage replied angrily. “What makes you think you have the right to speak, especially after what you’ve become?”

“What I’ve become?” he asked coldly. “You have the broken system of this decaying world to thank for that,” His eyes shifted to Violet. “And the heroes that protect that broken system.” 

Blackness raced toward Violet and Sage. The concrete cracked and crumbled as it spilled across. Sage teleported them a few yards out of range. 

“I’m going to need your help to fight them, Violet.”

Calamity began to laugh. “You think I’m joining in?” Violet and Sage glared at her. “Like I told you, I’m just here to watch. Elric would be angry if I interfered. Maybe even try to kill me.” Calamity shrugged.

Elric’s eyes were cold and tainted by the crimson red of his dark intent. Even with the use of his power, Violet couldn’t sense him. It was as if he weren’t even there. She could feel Sage’s vibrant energy and even the sharp pulses of putrid energy coming from Calamity. But Elric was a ghost.

“Doesn’t matter if you two try to fight me together or not,” he said. The results are gonna be the same…. Death.” Elric’s eyes were intense behind his low raspy voice.

Violet gazed upon the destruction of the city. As many people as they saved, there were many who hadn’t survived. “Did you do this, Elric, or did Calamity?” Violet glared, sweat rolling down the sides of her face.

He lifted his gaze. “Yes, the dozens of bodies trapped beneath the rubble of these buildings, the hundreds more injured or dying in hospitals… Yes, I did this.” 

Violet tightened her fist. Tears ran down her cheeks as she remembered the boy she once considered family. “Why? Why have you become so screwed up?”

Elric remained silent, never taking his eyes off her.

Violet took a step forward, and Sage grabbed her shoulder. 

A terrible pressure filled the air, forcing them both to their knees. The pressure was crushing, physically and spiritually. The darkness devoured Violet’s confidence and replaced it with hopelessness. She screamed as she held herself. 

The ground rocked and rattled. Violet stared with widened eyes noticing the change of Elric’s expression. It was slight, but the left corner of his mouth tugged into a smile as evil pulsed from him, the strands of his messy black hair flowing wildly. 

“The people of this world have become a cancer to themselves. I watched, waiting to see what you and the others would do to change things, waiting to see if you and the others would prove me wrong, but you did nothing. I traveled the world, watching the horrors and atrocities of mankind continue. You stayed in the comforts of your home while people around the world affected by internal strife and famine rotted. Even with the portals, and the chaos I created, mankind stayed obstinate, continuing with their wars and hatred toward one another. So now here we are with my final resolution.” 

The crushing pressure of the darkness began to fade, giving Violet a chance to catch her breath. She looked over at Sage, who rose to her feet, strong. Violet’s hands wouldn’t stop shaking, so she curled them into fists. 

Elric closed his eyes. This was her chance. Violet teleported in front of him, and with a mighty yell, thrust her hand forward. Engulfed in purple energy, Violet aimed for his chest. This time she’d end it once and for all. 

It was like hitting a steel wall. Elric didn’t budge. Her wrist and forearm popped from the weight she put behind her attack. The crunch of multiple bones breaking took Violet’s breath away. 

The pain came in an overwhelming wave. Violet didn’t have time to scream. She was stunned by the sickening sensation that raced up her shoulder. She grabbed her arm as the tears raced down her face. She couldn’t scream, she had to fight!

“Haven’t you grown at all?” asked Elric, arching an eyebrow. He opened his hoodie, racing his fingers across the pink scar on his chest, right where his heart was. “It took three days to recover. On the fourth day, I started training relentlessly. Because this wouldn’t happen again.”

Violet leaped up with her left hand covered in purple energy for another strike, but Elric grabbed her arm, halting the attack. Using her momentum, Violet twisted at her waist, snapping her leg up to kick him in the face, but he grabbed that too. 

“So much hope and passion,” he said with a monotone voice. “I’ll crush it till there’s nothing left.”

The darkness raced from his fingertips and latched onto her flesh, rotting it away. She screamed, releasing a blast of energy into his face. He leaned to the side, dodging the attack as he let go of her arm. 

Violet teleported back to where Sage stood, taking hold of her hand in a tight grip. Violet began healing the multiple breaks in her left arm, wincing as the bones mended. Sage helped by pushing healing energy into her.

“You okay?” Sage’s gaze remained strong, ready for the fight of her life. 

Violet looked away from her. How could she stare Sage in the eyes after nearly getting herself killed? She sobbed, catching her breath. “I’m fine.” Violet wasn’t going down that easily, not after all the training she had been through with Sage and the others. 

“Be careful, dear. He’s an animal now,” Sage said, focusing on his cold eyes. “I’ve never seen a Titan do that before. It’s as if his body was made of some kind of metal.”

“Not metal,” Elric replied with a sneer. “The darkness has assimilated into every cell in my body.” His calm composure never changed, not even for a second. Violet was pissed. “But what’s impressive is your restoration ability, Violet. If you had that power over a year and a half ago, you could’ve saved Zaroule.”

Violet ignored his words as she tried to figure Elric out. His attacks were quick and precise. Not to mention how he used his body to defend himself with the black aura. Now his flesh seemed impenetrable.

“Look, I really don’t want to have any part in this, honestly,” Calamity said, raising her shoulders in innocence. “Sage, you need to focus on helping Violet or you’ll lose another pupil.” 

“You knew what you were asking for when you attacked this city!” Sage yelled. She teleported over to Calamity, and they began throwing blows. Their attacks were fast, unable to be seen by the naked eye. 

Violet’s gaze searched Elric’s. He kept his hands in the pockets of his hoodie. “It’s just you and me now.” The warmth of purple light rolled down to her palms.

“Is it smart to face me alone?”

“I’ve gotten stronger too, Elric. Don’t screw with me!” she yelled in anger, tightening her restored hand. Even the corrosion of her flesh healed, but it took a good chunk of her energy to do so. Without Sage, it would have been worse.

No, she wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. She had to figure him out. She had to be strategic. 

“You’re taking too long,” Elric said. From out of the shadows, hands poured forth. There were dozens of them, reaching out. 

Violet dodged the first one. Another grabbed her arm. Focusing the energy in her hand into a blade, she cut through the extremity with ease. 

Another came and took its place. She cut it down the middle between the digits. Once she was free, she focused her powers into both hands and began slashing her way through the extremities as she ran toward him. 

Elric stood, watching her every move, studying her. Violet grew frustrated by his demeanor. He acted as if she wasn’t challenging him at all. Had he really mastered his powers in a year?

She teleported above him. A hand immediately apprehended her the moment she appeared. She cut herself free only to fall into the cold grasp of another. Multiple extremities wrapped around her, leaving her arms and legs bound as she struggled helplessly in the air.

Elric turned as the extremities brought Violet close. “Like a moth caught in the web of a spider.” He thrust forward with a hand draped in black energy.

Violet covered herself with her aura as the attack created an explosion that blew her back into a pile of rock and metal. 

Her body stung unmercifully as if someone were sticking every inch of her body with searing hot, hypodermic needles. 

“How did I survive that?” She coughed, struggling to stand. Her clothes were shredded and caked with dirt and ash. Minor lacerations and scrapes littered her arms. With the strength of that attack, she shouldn’t have been able to stand. It shattered her shield with ease. 

“Are you alright, dear?” Sage asked telepathically.

“That was you, Sage?” Violet glanced at the woman who smiled with an exhausted expression. “You protected me from the full brunt of that attack?”

“Be careful. I told you, Elric’s not the same boy as before. He’s beyond dangerous.”

Violet nodded.

His dark black hair blew from the force of the power flowing from him. His pale, slender face appeared hardened from his experiences. Elric’s very demeanor garnered respect. 

He sighed. “I’ve seen enough. I’ll give you the opportunity to run and stay out of my way. You’ll have enough time to spend with Eden and the others before I come for all of you.” 

“You’ve obviously forgotten who the hell you’re talking to!” Violet yelled. “Just because you talk big doesn’t mean I’ve lost, and it doesn’t mean I’ll stop!”

“Fine then.” He raised his right hand to the sky. A sphere of blackness formed in his palm and began to grow. “Do you want to know how I destroyed half of London?”

The atmosphere became colder and dark. Violet looked into Elric’s eyes, coming face to face with the horrific monster that glared from behind them. Even with his still emotionless face, the Dark Deva grinned devilishly behind Elric’s eyes, thirsting for blood. This was nothing like Eden and Sirocco’s relationship. This was madness.

Pure and utter hopelessness consumed Violet. She felt worthless, and in her heart, she would never be able to stop Elric. No matter what they did, it was all pointless. This feeling, it couldn’t have been Elric. It was the Deva, a living ocean of misery. Violet was sure of it. 

A swirling mass hissed above, ready to engulf everything in its path. The ground trembled by the weight of his power. Sage and Calamity continued to fight in the background. Not even the dark clouds of thunder and lightning that gathered overhead took their mind off their battle. 

“Violet, get out of there. Now!” Sage screamed telepathically.

Fear gripped Violet. She was horrified, paralyzed. Her lips quivered as tears rolled down her cheeks.

Sage teleported in front of her holding her shoulders, trying to shake her back into reality. Violet couldn’t look away from Elric’s gaze or the swirling ball of energy that started to sound like an airplane taking off. 

Sage and Violet watched with gaping eyes. They were in a swirling vortex of blackness, staring at Elric with that huge black sphere in the eye of it. 

Calamity appeared in front of him and placed a hand on his shoulder. She brought her face to his ear and appeared to be whispering something.

Everything began to calm as the black vortex dissipated. With a shattering quake, the sphere collapsed, knocking Violet and Sage to the ground. Elric’s hand dropped to his side as he made his way toward them. 

The air and negative energy settled, but the feeling of dread and hopelessness was embedded in Violet’s chest. Even with her fist tight and ready to attack, she was frightened to death.

“Relax,” Sage whispered. “Be patient with every attack.” 

Without warning and almost like a shadow, he appeared in front of them. Sage remained calm but scoffed. “You’ve gotten better, I won’t deny that, boy. But even you know with the path you’re on, you’ll die!” 

“You’re probably right, Sage.” Elric scowled. “But we have become accustomed to death.” 

Sage’s eyes widened from Elric’s words. 

Violet was ripped away by two pairs of dark hands. “Sage!” she yelled as Elric’s freezing cold pale hand snatched her out of the grips of the blackened extremities.

“Too slow.” Elric wrapped his arm around Violet’s throat.

“Violet!” Sage screamed, reaching for her. 

A blast of energy slammed into Sage’s back, throwing her to the ground. She groaned as she tried to stand. Calamity shook her head as she began walking over.

“Sage, no!” Violet screamed. 

Sage crawled to her feet, barely able to keep her balance. 

“Oh, Sage, why didn’t you just leave me alone?” Calamity asked, protruding her bottom lip like a pouting child. “For decades, you and your friends have been a thorn in my side, and now you’ve brought a whole new generation into the mix. Still holding onto the words Ebon left you with, I assume?”

Sage turned to Calamity. “The worlds will fight you tooth and nail, Calamity. Mankind is stronger than you think!” 

“Whether it’s this world or the others, I feel confident that they’ll fail in every aspect of the word.” Calamity gave an impish grin and turned to Violet. “Let this be a lesson for you and your friends.”

Violet struggled to understand their conversation and the exchanging of words. She fought desperately to break free of the extremities, but she couldn’t move. They were too strong. “Sage, leave me!” 

“Hush, child,” Sage demanded. “You and your friends are the only chance the world has now. Sacrifices must be made, no matter the cost. I want you to understand that! You need to get yourself and the others out of here at all costs, no matter what!”

Violet tried using her powers, focusing on Sage to send her away. But the older woman had blocked Violet’s aura. “I don’t understand! Please, don’t sacrifice yourself for me!” Violet screamed with tear-filled eyes. “We need you! I need you!” 

“Don’t blame yourself. You have to keep that aura up. Focus all your energy into it. If you don’t, the darkness will devour you. Now, go…and promise me, you’ll finish the job that I and my generation couldn’t.” 

With a raised chin, Sage’s lips stretched confidently. A smile only an empress would grace her enemies with at the hands of victory. “I love you with all my heart! As if you were my own daughter! I need you to be strong and lead your friends through the darkness.”

Violet nodded, sniffling as tears continued to roll down her cheeks. She wanted to teleport, but the darkness sapped her energy even as her powers tried to regain strength.

Sage turned to Calamity. “As for you! Your demise will come soon enough; I promise you that!”

“You know, Sage, with you out of the picture, this world will succumb to the darkness and will be the first of many.” Calamity’s hand caressed Sage’s chin and slowly rolled up to her face. “Light will cease to exist!”

Black clouds rumbled from above once more, and a flash of lightning struck over the damaged buildings and streets. A cold wind blew their hair wildly as Calamity placed her hand on Sage’s forehead. 

Violet trembled as an awful queasiness in her stomach sent cramps throughout her body. The hand Calamity placed on Sage’s head became large and clawed. Her fingers were long and pointed with black sharpened nails that covered Sage’s entire face.

A strange light began to pour from Sage, drifting up through Calamity’s arm. It looked like spheres of pure white light. Sage’s skin and clothing became gray and colorless, her life force fading.

“Stop it, you’re killing her!” Violet screamed, trying to break free.

Calamity stepped back with a grin stretching across her face. Violet watched as Sage remained frozen in the same position, gray and stiff, then disintegrated as a vicious wind took the particles into the sky.

“Sage!” Violet screamed.





Chapter 10
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The New Age Cometh

Calamity walked toward them, nodding to Elric.

The dark hands released Violet as she fell to her knees, her eyebrows furrowed as her lips moved. But nothing came out. Gone. Sage was gone. 

Obliterated. Nothing left. No strands of her silver hair. Not a particle of silk left from her peach blouse. Not an echo of her elegant, powerful voice.

Then, like an incredible weight lifting off her chest, Violet screamed. “Sage, I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Tears flooded her beaten face.

She didn’t care that she was about to be killed by Calamity and Elric. Nothing mattered. Nothing.

Calamity’s cackle cut through Violet’s cries. “I didn’t want this, Violet. Honestly. But you and your friends just keep getting in the way of things.” 

Bubbling from the bowels of Violet’s own hell, a fiery rage, like molten lava, gurgled from her belly. Psionic energy burst forth, fading from her usual purple aura to a bright white light as she screamed. The power burned like fire in her veins. The bright light blew forth from her mouth and forced her head back, and the dark clouds that hung above departed, allowing the sun to break through. 

“So, you feel it now?” Elric asked. “The helplessness of watching someone die before you. And not having the power to do anything about it. It’s like a piece of you was murdered. That’s how I felt. That’s how it always feels.”

“Screw you!” Violet yelled, jumping to her feet and swinging around. A white ball of energy formed in her hand as she pulled back. She bolted toward Elric, and Calamity stepped out of the way. The sphere hummed next to Violet’s ear, and the vibrations tangled with warmth as the light peeked through the cracks of her fingers. 

She lunged forward, thrusting her hand toward Elric’s face. He tilted his head to the side and snatched her forearm. The energy she once had was absorbed, and like a dying lightbulb, the light in her hand vanished.

Elric’s eyes burned into hers, not even fazed by her power or emotion. “Right now, you feel helpless and worthless. I want everyone to feel that pain. I’ll break this world down to the bare bones and rebuild it in a way that’ll bring on a new era, a new age.”

“How could you do this?” Violet sobbed.

“Because to me you’re just another obstacle in my way.” Elric threw Violet to the side and walked passed her. 

She felt like nothing. She had failed. Everything she learned from Sage, all the hard work she put in all these months. She didn’t even leave a scratch on Elric. 

“You’re not going to finish her?” A puzzled expression spread over Calamity’s face. “Isn’t that what all this was for?”

Elric looked down on Violet with pity. “I’ve done enough, and I proved my point. Besides, I want all of them to watch as I destroy this corrupt society and system they sacrificed so much to protect.” 

Calamity shook her head. “All of them, huh? Still didn’t learn your lesson from before?”

He continued to glare into Violet’s eyes. She trembled, waiting to see what his next move would be.

Calamity turned to Elric. “You only have full control of the two doors you’ve opened. Don’t you want to open the other two?”

“No need. I’m leaving.”

She shook her head in disappointment and shrugged. “Fine, I’ll meet you back at the cave.” 

“No, I’m leaving you.”

Violet watched as Calamity’s countenance fell. 

He added, “I’ve learned all I need from you for now. I’m going to start what I’ve been put here to do.” 

“Oh really, and how are you going to do that by yourself?”

“I’m going to find the other Titans,” he said coldly.

Violet swallowed hard as she listened to their conversation. She wanted to attack again, but she was too weak. Her powers weren’t returning as quickly as she hoped. 

She was surprised by how Elric spoke down to Calamity. If only two doors were opened, could having absolute control of only that amount of power really make him that much stronger? 

“I see you’ve changed a lot since we got back from India, Elric….” Calamity’s eyes continuously changed colors. “But who am I to stop you?”

He answered with a cold, stern voice. “Just another body to use as a steppingstone.” 

She laughed sadistically. “I’ll miss you…. But you’ll be back. Goodbye, for now.”

Violet watched as Calamity began to sink into the ground, disappearing into the shadows until she was gone. Only Violet and Elric remained. He had his back to her as she glared at him. 

Barely able to stand, she rose to one knee and used the rest of her strength to stand. She gripped her arm tightly as a sharp pain pulsed through her shoulder. “Why didn’t you do it?” Violet demanded to know. “Why didn’t you kill me?” 

“I have more important things to worry about.” 

“You’re just as sick as Calamity!”

He didn’t say a word.

“Over there, I see her!” Voices came from the distance.

“Violet, you okay?” Eden called.

Violet could feel them, the others. She was happy and relieved that they were alive, but her stomach turned at the thought of what Elric would do to them. 

“Man, what the heck happened here, World War III?” Manie asked as they made their way over.

“Stop, don’t come any closer!” Violet screamed.

Sasha growled. “What are you talking about? You’re delirious!” Sasha said as they made their way over to her.

“Hey, you. Who are you, you hurt?” Eden asked, having no idea who he was talking to.

“Eden…” Violet was lost for words.

“Just one of the people I was looking for.” Elric faced Eden and the others.

Everybody took a step back. Their fear and shock shot over Violet in an instant. Alfred and Eden held back their anger well.

“That can’t be. I–I thought….” Sasha couldn’t talk.

“Isn’t he dead?” Alfred barked.

“Elric, you’re alive?” Eden asked.

“You could say that.”

Eden spoke through his teeth. “What the hell do you want?”

“I want to make an offer. Something I’ll only offer you once.” Everyone was silent, anticipating his words. “I want you to join me. Together along with the other Titans, we’ll change everything. We’ll rewrite history.” 

“Do you think I’m an idiot?” Eden’s face became smoldering red. “He did this to you, didn’t he? I’ll kill him!” 

“No, you won’t, Eden,” she said, looking over at Elric. Violet could feel Sirocco’s animosity blowing from Eden, but it didn’t compare to that awful darkness that erupted from Elric. “Now’s not the time for this. Besides, Sage is…”

“Sage is what? Where is she?” Sasha asked.

“Sage is dead.” 

Sasha’s perked ears folded back like a dog that was being punished. Manie’s did the same.

“That’s a lie!” Alfred barked. “Violet, stop screwing with us. Where’s the old lady?”

Violet started crying. She couldn’t hide her emotions a moment longer. Eden knelt beside her and wrapped his arms around her. But nothing, not even the warmth or his protective aura, could hold back the bitter sorrow and hell she felt.

“I’m going to kill you, Elric.” Eden sobbed. “And then I’m going after anyone else you’ve been working with!”

No matter how much control and power Eden thought he had working with Sirocco, it was nothing compared to Elric. Violet felt it in her heart and in the pit of her belly. If they attacked Elric now, he would kill the five of them.

“Eden, stop. Tell Sirocco to stop…please.”

“Violet, you can’t expect me to sit here and—”

“Please.” She grabbed Eden’s hand and gently pulled herself up.

“If you knew what was good for you, you’d listen to her.” Elric sighed. His glowing crimson eyes focusing on them.

Eden wiped away the bitter tears that dribbled from his chin and bit his lip until trickles of blood showed. She thought about Sage’s last words and the request she made. 

“Eden,” Elric called to him, “your decision?”

Violet gripped his hand and pulled him back to keep from going after Elric. Eden growled, “Screw you, Elric!”

Elric dug his fingers through the messy black strands that nearly covered his eyes and shrugged. “That’s too bad. Things are about to get interesting.”

“Why, Elric?” Sasha growled. Why do all of this?” Violet could see the tears wetting the fur around Sasha’s gaping orange eyes. “It’s insanity!”

“No, insanity is the pointless battles, the fights resulting in the deaths of hundreds, even millions, of people and thinking just because you had a single victory you made a difference. Think about all the people who have died. The people we lost. And even beyond our scope, the world wars, the genocides. Insanity is dying to protect a world that continues to allow these kinds of travesties. I’m not insane; you are. So, continue fighting for this broken, rotting world if you want. Just know when you come against me, I’m going to lay every one of you down like the dogs you are.”

“Don’t bother trying to reason with him. He’s a lost cause,” Eden said, wiping his eyes. “But I promise, Elric. This isn’t going to be the end. This isn’t over.”

“No, it’s not. Trust me.”

Blackness formed beneath Elric’s feet, and he began sinking into the shadows. His eyes remained fixed on them. The cold emptiness behind them chilled Violet to the bone as the darkness drank him in. 

“Where did he go?” Manie looked around with confusion on his face.

Elric’s presence and energy were gone completely. It must have been some form of teleportation. 

Violet swallowed hard. “We have to go home. I’ll explain the rest when we get back.” They huddled together, placing their hands on her shoulders. 

She could feel their sadness and anger. They all felt this blow but none worse than Violet. The world she had known was taken from her, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. 





Chapter 11
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Search for the Fire Titan

Seagulls crying above and the sloshing waves just behind reminded Elric of the warm summers in Lexington. 

Those memories rarely came since his intense training with Calamity. He stepped out of the darkness as the salty air filled his nostrils. Elric zipped up the hoodie to hide his scar and stepped from beneath the shady overhead of the dock. 

A group of boys stumbled back and cussed at his sudden appearance. “Dude, where did you come from?” one of them asked.

Elric ignored them and brushed by, keeping his hands in the pockets of his slim-fitting jeans. Foamy waves rushed to the soles of his sneakers as he slipped through the sand, washing away any existence of him being there.

“Earth, Water, and Fire. Those are the three Titans to seek,” Erebus growled.

“Oh? And why not the Light Titan?” Elric asked, sauntering through the soft sand.

Erebus groaned deeply from Elric’s inner world. “That being’s sole purpose is to spite me…. Meaning that vessel will more than likely seek to destroy you and stop your plan at all costs.”

Elric looked up at the cloudless sky, embracing the sun’s warm rays that gently glided over his ghostly pale skin. The thought of the Light Titan coming against him reminded Elric of his days of reading comic books. Good versus evil. Heroes versus the villains. 

Elric shrugged. “If you say so. Three Titans should be more than enough anyway.” He didn’t fully agree with Erebus, but he refused to argue with his inner being, who definitely had more than enough experience to know better in the matter. But in the end, maybe the Light Titan would agree with him, especially regarding the history of the world and mankind’s awful influence on everything.

Gleaming over the turquoise coastline, the sun was just starting to find its position high above. The growing warmth was nothing like London—which was similar to a cool fall in Maine. Santa Cruz, California, home of the boardwalk amusement park, was busy in the late afternoons, but this early in the morning, only a few people jogged or walked pets along the road. 

Over the last twelve months, Elric kept tabs of sightings or strange happenings that involved the other Titans. The Fire Titan had wreaked havoc over this part of Cali. Elric suspected that recruiting him first would be a lot easier, considering they both shared a hatred for the military.

Two days prior, the Santa Cruz County Bank had been robbed by a teenager of African American descent covered in flames. It was him, alright. Elric still recalled the news broadcast that talked about police officers who received second and third-degree burns when they tried to stop him. Idiots. 

Elric made his way to the bank. Cellphones echoed with news of the London incident. He could hear the gasps and shock in everyone’s voices. But London was nothing compared to what he had planned.

The bank had caution tape draped across the entrance of the door. The smell of burnt wood and melted vinyl tainted the air. The structure itself was stained black with shattered windows, and the surrounding buildings were also charred. Melted tires stuck to the streets resembling blackened pre-chewed gum. 

“A little too hot for a hoodie, wouldn’t you say?” An elderly woman approached Elric as he studied the building. “You must be a tourist by the way you’re looking at the bank?”

“Something like that. What happened?” he asked, searching the entire area admiring the damage.

“Hard to say without sounding crazy. I didn’t believe it myself, but I was right across the street working at the restaurant when I heard someone hitting on the brakes outside. With all the smoke, I figured something had caught on fire.”

As they stood there, dozens of people walked by, taking pictures of the bank. Elric glanced over, watching the flaps of caution tape snap in the wind.

The old woman continued, “Even from inside the restaurant, I could feel it getting hotter. It was around a hundred and fifteen degrees when I checked the temperature on our outdoor thermometer. It was unbelievable. Then I saw him.” She shook her head as if in disbelief. “All I know is ever since those portals opened up a few years ago, the world has never been the same. Monsters of all types live around us now, right under our noses! Shapeshifters, people that can control fire. What’s next?”

Elric shook his head. “The world’s changing, and it’s going to get a whole lot worse before it gets better.” 

“You should get back to your parents. Times like these aren’t safe for kids. Not safe for anyone, actually.”

“You’re absolutely right.” Elric’s fingernails lengthened in his pocket. The darkness within was still aroused from his actions in London. He walked away, keeping his head down.

“This place is easy pickings. Let’s crush it!” Erebus growled with excitement.

Elric sighed, putting the darkness within him at ease. “Haven’t you had your fill after London?”

Erebus snickered. “I thought you would test the full extent of our powers especially since you have absolute control with the two doors open. We should’ve made that wretched girl pay for almost killing us!”

“She wasn’t worth the energy. And besides, we’re focused on my dream and vision, remember?”

Erebus grumbled. “Our dream and vision…”

Elric roamed the streets, searching for a lead, but his trail had gone cold. Of course, finding such a person wouldn’t be easy. If it was, the police would have found him by now. He didn’t have the technology and staff like General Cloud did back in area zero. Too bad he trashed the place.

The sun was high in the sky, and Elric’s patience was dwindling. Maybe he was better off looking for the Water Titan first. At least he knew exactly where she was. 

He found himself in a rugged part of the city. Sneakers dangled from telephone wires overhead, and music blared out of battered homes stacked on top of each other. People were yelling at one another and arguing replaced the laughter of the boardwalk. 

He collected the gazes of everyone he passed. Three boys around his age came around the corner of a brick building. Elric kept his head down to avoid confrontation. 

They laughed as they approached him. Two of them were probably a couple of years older than he was with light brown skin. They wore jeans and long, short sleeve t-shirts that went down to their knees. The third, a dark-skinned boy with a low haircut, wore a black sleeveless shirt with tattoo’s running down his arms. 

“Aye, little far from home, Hollywood?” asked one of the lighter-skinned boys.

Elric avoided their gaze, making his way around them. The two boys on the outside grabbed his arms and hemmed him against a brick wall while the boy with tattoos checked Elric’s pockets. When he didn’t find anything, he pulled a pocketknife from his jeans and raised it to Elric’s neck.

A devilish grin crept across Elric’s face. The boy froze as he met Elric’s gaze, then took a couple of steps back and dropped the knife from his trembling hands. “Yo. What’s up with his eyes?” 

The other two dropped Elric to the ground and backed away. 

“Have any of you seen a boy that can control fire?” Two blackened hands rose from the shadows and grabbed the two outside boys, slamming them into the brick wall they once had Elric against. “I hope you say yes. Otherwise, you’re not making it home today.”

The boy with tattoos was horrified by the large black extremities that strangled the other two. The look in his eyes showed he knew something.

“The kid who can control fire… You know something, don’t you?” Elric tightened his fist as the clawed extremities dug into the two boys’ throats. They kicked frantically as the blood vessels in their eyes began to burst.

“Enzo,” one of the boys choked out. “He’s talking about Enzo!” His eyes began to tear up.

The lips of the boy with tattoos began to quiver. “If you’re looking for Enzo, you’re asking for trouble, kid.”

Elric’s eyes glowed, devouring the boy’s courage. “Good. Take me to him.” 

The dark hands released the other two as they fell to the ground, gasping for air, their throats red and dribbling blood. The boy with tattoos helped them up as they stumbled by Elric, not taking their eyes off him. 

“C’mon,” the leader of the group replied, hesitant on turning his back.

Elric relaxed, controlling the darkness within. If they didn’t know where the Fire Titan was, or if this was a trick, he’d kill them. He followed just behind, keeping his head low with only his goal in mind.

They brought him to an abandoned warehouse. It was similar to the one Violet and the others used to go back and forth from school when he still lived in Boston. Inside, huge plasma screen TVs lined the walls attached with arcade and gaming systems. The place even had a popcorn maker like the one you would find at a carnival, filled to the brim with buttery kernels.

There were dozens of people around, all Elric’s age and younger. They shouted and jeered as they watched sporting events or played video games. A few were drinking, and a cloud of cigarette smoke floated around him.

“Yo, Enzo. Someone here wants to see ya. It–it sounds like he knows you,” the leader of the three-man group cried out. Everyone in the warehouse ceased what they were doing and stared at them. The three boys pointed at Elric as they stepped out of the way so that everyone could see.

A tall, shirtless dark-skinned boy rose from the pool table. Multiple tattoos covered his back, one of a clown, the other a slick black car that looked like a spaceship. As the boy turned, Elric saw that multiple black studs raced the curve of his left eyebrow, and both of his ears had large black tunnel plugs.

Smoke poured from his nostrils, consuming the lower half of his smooth face. He was a teenager too, seventeen or eighteen by the looks of him. Across his chest were the tattoos of a flaming bird and the face of a young boy. The words “Problem Child” had been inked across his belly, and two revolvers were tattooed down both sides of his ribs. 

He scratched a thick, messy afro, took another drag from a cigarette that hung from the corner of his mouth and tightened his fist. “Who’s this kid?” he asked, exhaling.

“Looks like one of those emo Beverly Hills boys got lost,” someone from the group said, laughing.

The boy tightened his pool stick, allowing another cloud of smoke to escape from between his lips. “He shouldn’t be here. I don’t know him.”

He walked over, glaring down at Elric. His thin eyebrows rose as if to ridicule anyone who dared to return the gaze. His towering frame probably intimidated most kids, but Elric couldn’t care less.

“But Enzo, he said he was looking for you. He said—”

“I don’t care what he said! Didn’t I tell you I’m wanted? I just robbed a bank, not to mention the government is looking for me too! I should roast all three of you cowards!” Flames danced over his knuckles.

They tensed and avoided his glowing orange eyes as they cowered.

“I’m guessing you’re the Fire Titan?” Elric asked.

“I’m the what?” He snarled, turning back to Elric with bunched eyebrows. “I don’t know you, and I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but because you’ve seen me and my hideout, you ain’t leaving.” He blew smoke in Elric’s face.

“I hadn’t planned on leaving. At least, not yet. Actually, I have a proposition for you.” 

The crowd of misfits grew around Enzo as he sneered. “Is he serious?” Enzo asked, looking on comically. “You have a proposition for me?”

“I want you to join me.” Elric focused on him, ignoring the crowd. “You and I have something in common.” 

Enzo laughed, and so did the group around them. “You think you’re the same as me? How?”

“Inside you is a Deva, a god-like entity that gives you the ability to control fire. I have one inside me too.”

Enzo shot Elric a confused glance, his mouth opening and closing as if he meant to speak, but no words came out. Everyone continued laughing. 

“Shut up!” he yelled. 

They silenced. 

“So, you think you’re like me, huh?” He took another step closer, keeping his chin over Elric.

Elric glared at him unwavering. “I’m kinda like you, just better.”

“Really?” Enzo stepped back. “What’s your name, emo?”

“Elric,” he said as the darkness flowed over his shoulders like billowing smoke. 

A wave of heat rose from Enzo’s body, the temperature in the room rising with it. The crowd backed away as sweat dripped from their faces.

“You might be a big fish here,” Elric said with a smirk as his crimson eyes glowed mercilessly, “but a shark just entered your hunting ground.” 

“A shark, huh? I just had grilled shark the other day. I can go for some more.”

“Yo, Enzo, don’t do it in here. You’ll destroy everything,” a boy yelled.

“Doesn’t matter to me. We’ll find another warehouse!” he screamed. 

A fiery aura burst from his feet, coming up over his shoulders and finally consuming his head. 

Glass shattered as the arcade machines began to melt and burst into flames. Televisions cracked as flames spilled over the furniture. Everything close to Enzo burned. 

Unable to take the heat and choking black smoke, the group took off out of the warehouse as sprinklers cut on. The wail of a fire alarm began blaring high above, adding to the erupting chaos. The only ones left were Enzo and Elric. 

Condensed dark energy acted as a layer of skin, protecting Elric. It was the same layer that had shattered every bone in Violet’s hand and made his body damn near impenetrable. The flames roared, devouring everything. But to Elric, the heat was nothing more than a hot breeze. 

“For you to stand there like the heat isn’t bothering you is pretty impressive, emo. But you ain’t seen nothing yet!” 

“Whatever… It’s Elric, by the way.” An explosion threw Elric out of the warehouse, sending bricks and balls of fire through the streets. 

The roaring flames grew larger, consuming the warehouse. The black smoke bellowed to the cloudless sky above. Elric knew it wouldn’t be long before the authorities and the fire department came. This had to end.

“So, how did that feel?” Enzo asked, stepping out of the flames of the warehouse, his entire body engulfed in bright orange flames. Even his eyes were balls of fire.

“Not impressed.” Elric stretched to his feet, egging Enzo on. “You’re still not where you could be. If you join me, you’ll be more than a thief.”

“Thief?” Enzo yelled. Flames blew forth from Enzo’s arms consuming Elric. The dark layer protected him and his clothing from being burned to cinders as he stepped toward the fountain of fire. “I’m a god. Nobody can stop me. I don’t need anybody, and I never did!”

Enzo’s words reminded Elric of how he had been last year. That pride nearly killed him, and if it wasn’t for Erebus giving him enough power to survive, he would be dead. “I’m trying to fulfill something bigger than us! Our true calling is to take what’s ours! You could own this city…this entire country, if you joined me.”

“Nah. I can do that on my own.” A grin etched across the roaring blaze that was Enzo’s face as more force added to his attack. 

The flames that shot from Enzo’s arms turned to flaming talons, slashing away at the condensed darkness that protected Elric. The clawed flames latched onto Elric’s wrist, melting through the layer of thick skin and burning his flesh to the bone. 

“The boy’s got talent,” growled Erebus. 

“I was hoping I didn’t have to do this.” Elric focused the darkness within. A wave of blackness erupted from him, extinguishing the flames. The force sent Enzo flying into the burning rubble of the warehouse. A dark hand raced into the burning building, dragging Enzo out of the smoldering debris, then slammed him face first into the streets. 

Elric sauntered over as Enzo struggled to break free of the monstrous grip. The large dark hand absorbed the flames and any energy he tried using. “Why can’t I use my flames?” he demanded.

The dark hand retracted into Elric, who knelt beside Enzo. “Listen. Join me, and you’ll have everything. You want fame, fortune, you can have it. That’s easy.” He put his hand out to help Enzo to his feet.

“Forget all that noise.” Enzo knocked Elric’s hand away. The whites of his eyes turned gray as his pupils burned a fiery orange. He rose to his feet. “I want power. When someone has power, they can take whatever they want.”

“Fair enough,” Elric agreed. 

Enzo wiped his face and shook his head. “Never knew there were others, especially no one with powers like yours. When the portals started showing up, the game changed. Police, army… Shit, everyone wanted a piece of me. Now, after all these years, you tell me there are others….” Enzo held his hand out. “What’s your name again?”

Sirens wailed, racing toward them. The thick black smoke was a welcome mat for the wrong people’s attention, and a crowd began to build as vehicles screeched onto the street. 

“Elric,” he said, shaking Enzo’s hand. “We need to leave now.”

“Who’re you afraid of? Anybody messes with us, they’re dead where they stand?” Enzo snickered. 

“Yeah, but let’s keep things to a minimum. We’ll get the world’s attention later.”

Enzo sucked his teeth. “Nah, I’m not with that.”

Elric admired Enzo’s enthusiasm. “Trust me, once we have everyone needed, we’ll make all the noise we want.” 

Police cruisers pulled up to the scene. There were dozens of them. Fire trucks came through, followed by EMTs. Officers jumped out of their vehicles. The doors had a huge badge on the side that read “Santa Cruz Police Department.”

“The two of you put your hands up!” a man yelled from behind a cruiser door. He had his weapon drawn.

“Let’s go,” Elric said.

“No, wait.” Enzo grinned as he looked over at the officers. “I’ll go with you but on one condition.”

“And what’s that?”

“Show me what you can really do.” He nodded at the army of police officers and vehicles lined in front of them. “I want to see if you’re worth rolling with.”

“A true leader doesn’t have to show power.” Elric threw his right hand out toward the officers with raised guns. 

They all tensed, and the sounds of metal locking in the chambers of their pistols and the clinking of bolts riding forward from rifles filled the air. 

“We will not say it again. Put your hands in the air!” another officer yelled.

A swirling ball of dark energy formed in the palm of Elric’s hand. It condensed, increasing the gravity around them. The cement beneath Elric and Enzo’s feet cracked and smashed deep into a crater. Enzo backed away with widening eyes. 

In the palm of Elric’s hand, the biggest life and death decider pulsed. It was nothing personal; the officers were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Elric hurled the black sphere that screamed as it raced toward the vehicles. 

It collided with the middle police cruiser, causing an explosion that turned all living things in the vicinity into bone and black sand. The vehicles were blown away, rusting and corroding from the wave. 

Every vehicle rusted away and disintegrated. As for the living, all that remained was black sand where once flesh and bone stood. 

Elric slipped his hand back in his pants pocket and turned to Enzo, who appeared to be shaken by the site. “You need any more proof?” 

“No… Uh, we’re good.” Enzo gulped and stared at him. “They’re dead?”

Elric looked over the scene of rubble and death and thought about their next move. “Well, let’s go. I have two more stops to make.” 

Elric focused as a dark hole opened beneath them, and they began sinking. 

“Whoa, whoa! What the hell is going on?” Enzo’s gaze skittered around them as he watched his feet and legs disappear into the blackness.

“Don’t worry,” Elric told him. “It’s much faster than a car or plane. Didn’t I say trust me?”

“Right. Just weird, that’s all.” Enzo took a deep breath, folded his arms, and calmed himself. His cockish grin returned. “I thought you said leaders don’t have to show power?”

“If that was power to you, then you have a long way to go to reach my level.”

Enzo scoffed. “So, what’s our next move?”

“Tokyo, Japan, to a little place called Kabukicho. That’s where we’ll find her, the Water Titan.”

Filled with bars, night clubs, and a wide variety of underworld enterprises, Kabukicho was also home to the most infamous crime syndicate in Japan, the Kami No Gurūpu, or the God Group. They were led by one of the most vicious crime bosses in Japan, and easily the youngest, the dragon princess. She was also the Water Titan. 

Hopefully, she wasn’t as bold and arrogant as Enzo. 





Chapter 12
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Friend or Foe?

Elric and Enzo rose from the ground to a darkened sky. It was somewhere between 1 and 2 a.m. in Japan, but the streets were alive with music. 

The narrow alleyways were flooded with people, and the air was heavy with spices, ginger, and stale tobacco. Everything seemed wet as if they just missed the tail end of a spring drizzle. 

“This is Japan?” Enzo looked around. Elric watched him eye a massive neon sign flashing with the faces of women. He picked up a newspaper, squinting hard at the characters. “Never saw myself going international, but I’m liking this gig so far!” 

Enzo didn’t wear a shirt, not even in the cool, damp air of Tokyo. It must have been thirty degrees cooler than it had been in California. 

Elric stepped into the lively sea of people. “Stay alert. We’re on her turf. And for now, no powers, alright?” 

“Word. Word…”

Elric didn’t believe him. Something about that last word didn’t sit right.

Kabukicho was lit up like the Las Vegas strip, the scene like a massive party. Women dressed provocatively in styles almost animated. Even the style of clothing of the crowd was different. A officers were draped in riot gear carrying shields. One of them leaned against a wall smoking a cigarette talking to some of the women that hung out of the shops. 

The city was a maze of narrow streets and junctions. Signs advertising food, arcades, and adult fun hung from every building, and it was so crowded it was impossible not to rub elbows with someone. Motorcycles slipped by in some of the less congested areas as music blared from night clubs. 

A few months back—when Elric was doing research to find the Water Titan—he remembered reading Kabukicho was one of the most dangerous and corrupt areas in Japan. Crime ruled with an iron fist, or rather she did. 

“So, this other Titan…? She’s around here somewhere?” Enzo asked.

Elric nodded. “Like I said, she’s the head of the biggest mafia group in Japan. From my research over the last few months, she runs Japan from behind the scenes.”

“She sounds bad. Not to mention, I like a woman in power.” Enzo smirked with squinting eyes.

Elric sighed. “I don’t think she’ll be one to ask on a date during our first meeting. She’ll most likely see us as a threat and try to kill us.” 

“A threat? Why?”

“It’s how I would react.” Elric shrugged. “Besides, if she doesn’t join us, we’ll be—” 

The air became saturated. Though it was no longer raining, condensation collected on everything. Clothes, their skin… It was like sweat. Enzo continued to wipe his hands on his pants as steam rolled off his skin. It was obvious he couldn’t control his core body temp. People were staring. 

“Up ahead is a night club owned by the Kami No Gurūpu.” Elric kept his eyes focused on the night club, scanning the streets for scouts or anyone watching them. 

“The what?” Enzo asked. 

“The God Group,” Elric replied, not losing focus. “I’m confident she’s in there.” 

“Word? We just gonna walk into the night club of the largest mafia in Japan, demanding to see their leader?” Enzo smirked. “This is gonna be sick.” 

Four men dressed in suits stood outside smoking cigarettes. Patrols flooded the streets, but the local police paid the night club no mind. In fact, they were probably the lookouts. Elric imagined the Water Titan probably had strong ties with Japanese politicians, so she could easily influence the police force. 

The moisture of the air became dry as the steam rolling off Enzo’s body became more than unbearable. “Enzo, control your powers.” 

He rolled his eyes. “Yo, if we’re bringing it, we have to go hard. These dudes are no joke.” 

The group of men looked up. One of them with an unbuttoned shirt began talking and pointing toward Elric and Enzo. The two Titans couldn’t understand a word he was saying, but the man sounded frantic and pulled his jacket to the side, revealing a pistol.

“Bro, I don’t speak Japanese! English! Englais?” Enzo asked.

Elric raised a brow. “Englais? Isn’t that French?”

“Damn, right. The only thing I remember from sophomore year in high school.”

One of the men flicked a cigarette to the side. “What are you gentlemen looking for tonight?” A white puff rolled from his lips as he exhaled. His English was broken, but Elric could understand him better than the other guy. “Unfortunately, this club is not for tourists.”

“That’s fine,” Elric replied. “We don’t have to go in. I just need to speak with your leader.” Elric slipped his hands into his pockets, delivering a cocky smirk.

“Our what?”

“Waka-gashira…or should I say Mizuchi?” Elric watched as the man’s facial expression changed, and the group once again became defensive. “Where’s the dragon princess?”

The man chuckled as he scratched an eyebrow. “Look, I think you may have had too much to drink. We don’t know what you’re talking about. And it’s not polite to come to another country, demanding things.”

Enzo looked around at the four of them. “All we want to do is find the chick that controls water. Can we speak with her or not?” Enzo raised his chin with a face like an angry bulldog. He brushed his thumb across the tip of his nose. “If not, I’m sure we can persuade you. But I don’t think my friend here wants to go that route. Right, Elric?”

“Right,” Elric said.

“Look.” The man pulled a pistol from his waist. “You stupid American punks. Maybe I didn’t make myself clear. You better le—” 

Elric slammed a fist across the man’s face, sending him smashing into a car.

The other three yanked out their pistols, looking at the man who barely moved on the ground. He was either dead or in a coma. So long and good night. The remaining three began yelling, pointing their pistols at the two of them. 

A crowd began to gather, lured by the excitement. A few of the police guards moved in as well. Of course, they cared less about the grown men with pistols and more about Elric and Enzo. 

“Bro, you wrecked him with one punch! What about not using our powers?”

“Technically, I didn’t.” Elric tightened his fist, thinking about the training Calamity had put him through. The darkness infused itself with his muscle tissue, increasing his physical strength massively. 

Bright lights flooded the crowd as everyone and their mother pulled out cellphones and began recording. This was becoming a bigger hassle than expected. 

A loud bang filled the streets as one of the men took the first shot. The round blossomed, shining like a silver flower as it smacked off Elric’s chest and fell to his feet. 

Elric raced over, grabbed the man’s hand, snapped his wrist, yanked his shoulder out of its socket, and finished him off with a kick to the chest that sent him flying through the window of a nearby restaurant. The other two began firing in a panic. Rounds aimed toward Enzo melted away, while the ones that hit Elric broke apart. 

Screams and shrieks of terror erupted as more gunfire snapped in the air. The streets emptied as more police officers came pouring into the area.

With a fist covered in flames, Enzo grabbed one of the men’s arms, burning clean through his shirt and searing his flesh. The man wailed as he dropped his weapon, taking off inside the club. The other dropped his pistol and took off down the narrow road, fighting his way through the large crowd. 

“You must be highly upset with your plan of sliding under the radar ruined?” Erebus joked.

“Win some, lose some,” Elric replied.

Elric released a wave of dark energy that tore through the surrounding buildings, shattering flashing signs and tossing people like rag dolls. Enzo covered himself in thick flames and braced for the attack, lighting the streets up like a human candle. 

Enzo laughed and shook his head as the flames that protected him died down. “No powers, he says. At least, I thought that’s what you said, so I didn’t use mine.”

Men began filling several balconies of the nightclub. Pistols and automatic rifles pointed down at Elric and Enzo. An impish grin slipped across Elric’s face as he thought about Enzo’s words. “Enzo, they look a little chilly up there.”

“Shit E, I think you’re right.” Enzo raised his arms toward the men. Flames burst from his hands with the force of a flamethrower engulfing the balconies. The wails of grown men filled the air.

Enzo’s eyes glowed with fire, his pupils ablaze, and even his flesh became glowing cinders. Elric wondered if a thin layer of energy protected Enzo from the flames of his Deva. 

Many of the men leaped off the second story balcony, letting off shots from their automatic weapons. Sirens blared in the distance, intertwining with the shrieks and wails that consumed the city. The heavy thud of boots stomped just behind Elric and Enzo. 

Elric turned and nudged Enzo, who lowered his arms and faced the seven police officers who now surrounded them. 

Two of the officers trembled and backed away. Maybe it was the horrifying wails of men burning to death that struck a nerve. 

“Too late to be afraid now,” Elric said with a calm voice as he stepped toward them. But his eyes glowed with animosity and chaos that burned brighter than the flames that consumed Enzo. “You had enough courage to come and face us. Why be afraid now?” 

One man dropped his shield and weapon and took off while the others stayed firm. None of them said a word. Elric was surprised. He tightened his fist, letting the darkness flow through his veins. 

“What the hell!” a voice shrieked from behind. 

Water whipped through the balconies in large streams like a serpent, smothering the flames as they took on a life of their own. The streams hissed as they drenched the buildings. 

A slim girl looked on with a smoldering expression as streams of water flowed from her hands like serpents. She wore fishnet stockings, thigh-high shorts, and black leather boots buckled at the sides. Around her throat, she sported a spiked choke collar.

Her eyes glowed like a precious stone, but they were full of scorn and hate. From the light of Enzo’s flames, Elric could just make out the color of her hair—electrifying blue strands undercut into a combed over mohawk, and long deep blue strands curved under her chin. She was Japanese, but her English was solid.

“You’re the assholes who hurt ten of my brothers!” She stepped down the staircase as even the officers began to back off. The streams of water separated from her palms, continuing to extinguish the flames around them. 

Enzo’s eyes widened. “Dude, she’s hot, and she speaks English!”

Elric studied her every movement, waiting. “You’re the one they call Mizuchi?”

She flicked her wrist to the left as a stream of water smacked Elric across the face and threw him through the first floor of a building. He smashed through several windows, a kitchen, and finally into a wall. 

He smiled, spitting a taste of iron out of his mouth. A welt on the side of his face was just beginning to heal. He wasn’t disappointed, not in the least….





Chapter 13
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The dragon princess

The girl watched Elric with intense blue eyes as he stepped out of the building. She handled her powers well. The streams slithered over and coiled around her waist like a snake, ready to strike. She didn’t lift a finger. 

Small shining drops of water began to rise from the ground glistening in the light of the remaining flames. She rotated her wrists as the serpent made of water flowed with life.

“What’s up with all these bubbles?” Enzo asked, watching the droplets rise around them.

Elric threw his hands up. “We aren’t here to fight!” 

“Yeah, right. That’s why ten of my little brothers are on a balcony with third-degree burns, and four on the pavement unconscious, probably dead.”

“Whoa, wait a minute. Wait. A. Minute,” Enzo demanded as he stepped forward. “To be fair, these guys started it. All we came here to do was find you. These dummies got all tough guyish, and yeah, you know, maybe we went a little too far. But they started it!”

She growled. “Why are the Dark and Fire Titans looking for me?” 

Elric smiled. “So, you know about the Titans then?”

“My mother told me all about Project Titan, the military, and others like us before she bit the dust.”

The ground rumbled as pipes burst beneath their feet. Water flooded the roads, gushing from buildings as the girl raised her hands. The serpent grew as it consumed the sewage water that spewed from the pipes. 

Eyes like shimmering sapphires glowed from the serpent’s watery sockets as a beak formed, the smooth, slender body glistening in the remaining flashing lights of the city. The manifestation smashed into a building, throwing debris and glass everywhere as it released a shriek that rattled Elric’s insides.

The remaining officers ran through the streets, screaming and yelling. The girl smirked as the creature lowered its head for her to step on, then it slowly raised her into the air.

“So are we still the same?” she yelled from above with folded arms.

A deep exhale left Elric’s lips as he thought about his recruitment of Enzo. “What is it with you guys and wanting to fight…?”

Enzo shrugged. “Hey, you did come out of nowhere and mess my place up. We about killed a slew of her peeps, so, in a way, she should be pissed.” His head lulled as he thought about it. “I’d be pissed.”

“Who taught you to control your powers?” Elric yelled.

“You don’t have to worry about that.” She scowled. The creature roared, revealing rows of sharpened ice fangs.

Enzo threw his hands out in surrender. “Take it easy. We’re not here to hurt you. We’re friends.”

“I’ve been on my own since I was fourteen. The ones I care about, are the ones you roasted,” she yelled, raising her hands.

“What now?” Enzo shot Elric a glance. “She ain’t listening.”

Elric grinned. A dark aura covered him, and a hand sprouted from the darkness, whipping toward the serpent. 

She threw her hand forward, and the serpent lunged down to devour Elric, but the dark hand expanded, grabbing the serpent. The hand dug its claws into the watery body, and the serpent shrieked as darkness consumed it. The manifestation burst with a sloshing splash that covered everything with black sewage water.

She fell into the hand of a massive black claw that gently brought her to the ground. She smacked the black stream of energy away from her and stepped clear, eyes wide with shock.

Dozens of emergency vehicles, police cruisers, and the fire department raced down the roads filling the streets behind them as the chaos spread.

Her face was red with embarrassment. “You won’t escape! You’ll die for this!” 

“No,” Elric said calmly. “Nobody’s going to die tonight, unfortunately.”

She shifted her weight to one side, placing a hand on her hip. “You think you can stop me?” 

“Yeah,” Elric replied, admiring her power as streams of water formed into small rivers that flowed through the streets. She was soaked, her hair stuck to her face. “But I’d rather you join him and me. I’ve come a long way for you.”

“You know nothing about me.” She tightened her fist as the streams flowed to her hands and raced up her arms. “You’re just a kid that can do tricks. But me…? I’m a monster!”

“If you want to control what’s inside you and become a real monster, you should come with us.” Elric’s eyes calmed, hoping to ease her spirit. She was growing more and more difficult.

“Miz and I are perfectly fine. She’s been like a mother to me these last few years. No need for control. Thing is, you messed with my family, my home. You die for that!”

Unlike Enzo, who just needed proof, she was already established and had earned respect in a hierarchy of power. It was going to take more convincing with her. That or killing everyone she was responsible for.

“Well, let me and Enzo be part of your family then. You said those guys were your little brothers. Enzo and I can be your little brothers too. We’ll fight by your side.”

“I doubt it!” she yelled. 

A rumbling rocked the streets knocking everyone to the ground. Buildings shook, and car alarms went off from the quake. Water gushed forth, tearing up two buildings as she raised her arms high to the sky. Her hands trembled as veins began to pulse around her eyes and in her face. 

Water sprinkled around them like rain as it forced its way up like a fountain. A massive wave took form, hovering over buildings, growing, waiting to be given the command to crush and wash away all in its path. 

Some of the men yelled in their native tongue, pleading with her. The girl screamed back with animosity, glaring at Enzo and Elric. The wave fed on water from the sewers and pipes of surrounding buildings. 

Enzo’s face cracked with worry. “Yo, Elric, she’s not listening…. We need to beat feet!”

“Relax.” Elric released a wave of dark energy that spread across the roads and ground. It raced up the water, changing it to a charcoal black. As much as he wanted to see the results caused by such an attack, it had to be put to an end. 

“I can’t control it anymore. What are you doing?” She looked on with an expression of shock.

“That’s because I control it now.” Elric’s eyes glowed as he slipped his hands in his pockets. “I need you to listen, and to do so, we have to leave here.”

She continued to strain, appearing to try to find a way to control the large wave of water. The wave dropped back down into the large cracks, which nearly separated the roads from the buildings. Water flooded the streets, bubbling and gurgling into the sewers and large fissure. 

“Look, we’re not enemies. Hear him out,” Enzo replied with a voice of exhaustion and shaking his head in defeat. 

She glared. “Whatever you have to offer, I don’t need it!”

“I know how you feel. I get it.” Elric walked toward her. “You’ve been betrayed, used, and have had everything taken from you. This world has wronged you just like it’s done to the two of us.” A few of the police cruisers stayed behind. Helicopters were already hovering overhead. “You want revenge for what the world has done to you, don’t you?”

She scowled, watching as he stepped closer. “You have no idea what my life has been like.” She wiped her face. “I’m the leader of the biggest organized crime syndicate in the world! I can have anything I want. I have a family, and to them, I’m a god!”

“To them, you’re a weapon. A tool!” Elric yelled. “Trust me when I say none of these people see you as a god. If they saw you as a god, Japan would be worshipping you right now, and you wouldn’t need to hide behind a man-made organization because they would be your footstool!”

They stood at a standstill, staring each other down.

Elric sighed with a shrug. “Hear me out. If you’re not interested, we can go our separate ways.”

She eyed Enzo, then focused back at Elric. “Where do you want to talk?”

One of the men from her group started yelling frantically. She raised her hand and a mass of water began to form around it. He silenced.

“Do you trust me?” Elric asked her.

“No!”

He smiled. “Fair enough.” The three of them began to sink into the ground. 

She began fighting the momentum.

Enzo attempted to calm her down. “It’s scary at first, I know. I felt the same, but just let it go. It’s pretty fun after a while.”

She seemingly relaxed, letting the darkness consume her. They slipped away into the shadows, leaving the people above to deal with the confusion and chaos.

The damage caused to the club was nothing compared to that entire block. To think the Water Titan had this kind of power. Excited was far from describing the explosion of euphoria in Elric’s belly. He couldn’t wait to see what she and Enzo were capable of if she joined them.





Chapter 14

[image: Images]

Communion of the Titans

They rose back into the alley from which they started. Sirens blared in the background as lights flickered from the opposite side of the street where all the action took place.

“Why here again?” Enzo asked, looking out into the streets, and trying not to draw any further attention. His eyes fell on a giant puddle of water as streams flowed through. “In soggy ass Tokyo with all this water…and her?”

“She needs to know she can trust us. I’m sure she’ll feel safer near her element, right?” Elric asked, studying her movements, especially her eyes. They remained dark brown. For the moment.

She smirked. “So, what do you want from me?”

“This is Enzo. My name’s Elric. We’re Titans, like you. Sounds like you were already aware of that?”

“Titans, yeah,” Enzo interrupted. “You called me that back in Cali. What are they?” 

The girl rolled her eyes. “Titans are human hosts to a Deva. Devas themselves are living creatures with incredible powers that are said to have taken part in creating the world we live in.” 

“Exactly,” Elric said. He was impressed. She was far more knowledgeable than he ever was, and by the awestruck gaze on Enzo’s face, far more than Enzo knew either. “How do you know so much?”

“My mom taught me a lot about the Titans. Mizuchi taught me everything else.”

Enzo’s eyebrows raised. “Who’s Mizuchi?”

“My Deva, idiot. Are you serious with this kid?” She rolled her eyes with an upturned nose and a face expressing disgust. “This is who you’re building your team around?”

“Yo, what the hell’s your problem you stuck up—”

Elric threw his hands up. “Relax, both of you! Listen, like Enzo, I didn’t know much about my heritage or power as a Titan either. Not many people grew up with their parents, me being one of them. My parents were murdered by the U.S government.”

Enzo nodded. “After gram died, my baby brother and I bounced around from foster home to foster home, then...” Enzo swallowed hard and looked away. “I never had anybody. Didn’t need anybody either. Nobody wanted to give me anything, so I took what I wanted.”

She exhaled deeply. “I get it. We’re all in the same boat. But what do you have to offer me that’ll make me leave what I’ve built? It took a lot of work and effort to unite the Yakuza under one leader. I had to kill a lot, and I mean a lot of people. Japan’s mine. What more can you offer?”

“The world,” Elric said, forming a black sphere in the palm of his hand. “Our existence isn’t just a coincidence. We have the power to mold this world into whatever we want.”

Her eyebrows pinched together. “What are you talking about?” 

“I know you feel like you’re part of something big with the Yakuza, but it’s nothing compared to what we can do together.” Elric stepped out as people ran by. “The world’s known about Titans for a while, far before we were born. Our parents held the moniker before us and passed these powers down to us at birth.” 

She focused on her hand, forming a sphere of water from her sweat. “My mother’s the one who showed me how to use my powers and warned me about the world and the people within it.” She flicked her hair back. “Do you talk to them? Your Devas?”

Elric blew a deep breath from his lips. “Mine’s a bastard, unfortunately. Always trying to take control of my body. Something about consuming me and destroying the world,” Elric replied with a matter-of-fact tone.

“Smartass,” Erebus growled.

Enzo laughed as he stared down at the ground. “For the longest time, everyone thought I was crazy. I can see mine too. I’m in this giant temple of fire, but it’s not hot, and at the top is this giant flaming bird looking down at me. Besides being snobby, she’s aight.”

Elric thought about the similarities of the beings inside them. 

The edge of the girl’s lips gently pulled up as she listened to Enzo. She focused on Elric. “What do you mean by mold the world?”

Elric nodded. “We have to destroy everything about the present society, the people, and their leaders, take away all their power. Then we’ll rise as the new powers, the new leaders. We’ll create a world without needless deaths and destruction, a world where we’re gods. But I need your help to do that. Both of you,” Elric said, watching the dancing lights of police cruisers glint from her eyes.

The girl swallowed hard. “All the pain I’ve felt in the last five years. Watching the suffering of others, good people murdered by others with money and power, murdered just for the hell of it. Young girls thrown into slavery…raped and thrown away like garbage.” Her gaze narrowed on Elric. “I’ll join you if it means putting this filthy system of the world in the grave. Once that’s done, I don’t care about rebuilding it. I thrive in chaos anyway.”

Elric nodded and looked at Enzo.

“Justice died for me a long time ago.” Elric watched Enzo place his hand over the tattoo of a boy and gazed upon the sky. “I’m with her. I don’t care about rebuilding the world. In fact, I’ll be that guy who’ll destroy the peace you’re talking about. But I do want to get stronger, and you can help me do that. So, I’m down for whatever.”

Elric turned with an apathetic expression. “Good. Then this stands as our partnership?” 

The girl smiled and nodded.

“Well, I know his name, and like he said, my name’s Enzo. What’s yours?” Enzo asked the girl, holding out his hand.

“Rai. And I don’t shake hands,” she said, brushing him off. “I’ll agree to your partnership, but I’ll kill the first one of you who lays a finger on me. I’m not interested in either of you or anyone else. Is that clear?” 

“Ouch,” Enzo replied.

“So, where do we go from here?” asked Rai.

“I know a place.” Elric’s eyebrows rose. “But I hadn’t really planned on returning just yet.”

A black hole formed beneath them, and they began slipping into the shadows. Above, sirens blared as helicopters darted through the night sky. 

Elric thought deeply about his accomplishments. The three of them were similar. The world treated them as outcasts, tried to destroy them, and at every turn, force-fed them hatred and pain. So, the three of them accepted and allowed the pain and long-suffering to nourish them.

Elric had two of the strongest Titans at his disposal, and at this rate, even Calamity would be shocked by his accomplishments in such a short time. 

They rose from the ground into the damp, wet darkness of the cave. 

“Ugh, it smells like a basement saturated in pneumonia down here,” Enzo said, coughing and covering his face. A bright orange flame engulfed his hand as he held it out like a torch. 

“Is this where we’re going to stay? I could have found a Motel Six if you were desperate?” Rai offered.

“It’s not much, but this is where I learned to control my powers. Whether you like it or not doesn’t matter, but you’ll be down here until you learn to control yours. So get used to it.”

They made their way to a chamber with a massive circle in the center. The statue of a beast perched on a podium glared in a menacing pose, its mouth ajar showing sharpened rows of teeth and large claws reaching out.

Rai studied the statue. “What’s that thing?” 

“We all have our demons, right? This one’s mine.”

“That’s your Deva? You talk to that thing?” Enzo’s eyebrows arched high.

Elric shrugged. “Every now and then.”

A shadow glided across the ceiling of the cave. Stones rolled down from the small cliffs smacking the ground behind them.

“What was that?” Rai’s eyes brightened in the dim light, like blue spheres. The air became heavy with dampness.

Elric walked on deeper into the tunnels. “Someone annoying. Just ignore her.”

“Her?” Enzo asked. “Who’s her? I don’t see anybody?” 

Wings beat the air in the darkness, and a loud thud hit the ground. Footsteps clicked toward them.

“You’ve brought intruders into our hideout! Who do you think you are?” Allure came into the light draped in a cloak, her eyes squinting with anger.

“Mind your business,” Elric scolded her. “Unless you want to be the next general I slaughter.” 

“I swear, you two bicker like siblings!” Calamity stepped out of the shadows. She sauntered over and wrapped her arms around Elric. “How about we relax and respect the guests Elric has brought to our humble abode.” 

Enzo scanned the area frantically. “Where did she come from? What the heck’s going on?” 

“Don’t worry, you two, you’re amongst friends,” Calamity said with a devilish grin. She whispered in Elric’s ear, “Let’s go somewhere private….” 

They both sunk into the ground. Elric watched as Rai and Enzo turned with widened eyes.

“Hey, what’s up? Where you going?” Enzo yelled.

“I’ll be right back,” Elric replied.

“Yes, everything’s alright. Allure, play nice.” Calamity giggled.

The darkness drank in Calamity and Elric until they rose in a small room, sculpted out of the cave walls. His bedroom.

“It hasn’t even been a full day yet, Elric. Yet here you are, and with the Water and Fire Titans, I might add. You’ve been a busy little bee.” She strutted back and forth with a sigh. “All the traveling we did around the world, and the information I collected about the other Titans, you took advantage of it quickly, didn’t you?” 

He stared at her blankly.

“I should be nervous. But I’m too excited to see your ambitions come to fruition. So, what’s next?” 

“Fulfilling my destiny. What’s it look like?” 

“But Elric, your destiny and what you want is your own. Why are these two trying to help you?” A devilish grin stretched across her face. “Unless… You manipulative little devil you. You’re using them, and they don’t even know it.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” He brushed a couple of strands from his narrow face. “I’ve found those who have the same mindset as me. They want exactly what I want.”

She giggled and shook her head. “Fine with me.” Her eyes turned a fiery red as a sinister presence filled the room. She whispered in his ear, “As long as you don’t get in the way of what I want!” 

“And what is it that you want, again?”

She stepped back, eyes softening and innocent again. The evil presence vanished without a trace. Deep down, that presence sent a chill down Elric’s spine. “I’m not a complex person, Elric. I enjoy the simple things in life. A little bit of chaos here and there, some war and genocides over there, but I want freedom and the ability to do whatever I want without being under someone’s thumb.”

Elric’s brows pinched as he tried to understand. “What the hell are you talking about? From what I understand, you’ve been running things pretty well. The Ermakians…me?” he said with disgust. “Don’t make it sound like it’s me ruling over you.”

Calamity shook her head. “Please, Elric, relax. Just remember that not everything is as it seems. We all have someone to answer to…even me. Don’t you ever forget that,” she said with bitterness in her tone.

Elric swallowed hard, allowing the sour taste of her words to roll down his throat. What’s her damn angle? ‘We all have someone to answer to, even me.’ Does she really think I don’t know she’s trying to use me like some pawn? Elric shook her words out of his head. It had to be another one of her games.

Just by her current actions, Elric could tell she was nervous. Concerned. Even during the last eight months of training, he could sense her edginess and angst when she opposed him. As his strength and ruthlessness grew, the hold she had around him had weakened. 

They plunged into the darkness again. Her calm eyes vanished beneath the ground. When they rose, everyone was just the way they left them. 

“So, we did get along then?” Calamity’s lips curved up. 

Rai looked at Elric with raised eyebrows. “I hate to ruin this reunion, but who the hell are these two?” 

“I’m a close friend to Elric’s heart,” Calamity said, her cheeks rising. “I’m Calamity. The woman over there is Allure, but I can give you so much more information,” Calamity said, jumping into the conversation. “In fact, you two come with me, and I’ll explain everything.” 

They both turned to Elric, confusion and caution not coming as a surprise. He was impressed that neither had attacked Allure or Calamity. He looked at the pale woman with changing colored pupils, wondering what she had planned. If he didn’t go with the flow of things, she would get suspicious. 

He nodded. “You’ll be fine. Besides, she’s the one who taught me everything I know.”

“Told ya.” Calamity giggled with excitement. “Come with me. I have a lot to tell!” 

Elric remained silent. He watched as Calamity brought them deeper into the cave.

Allure strolled around Elric. “So, you’re collecting the others like you, huh? What are you planning?” 

“What makes you think I’m planning anything?”

“Calamity told me you set off to gather the others like you. She’s sure it’s for your own business. Even I can feel her uneasiness.”

“So what? She’s scared for nothing.” 

Allure smiled fiendishly, staring up at the torch. “Wouldn’t it be a riot if you killed her?” 

White and wiry fur glided over her body. Wings slipped from her back and spread wide. Her long pointed pink ears perked toward the cave ceiling as she glared with those gaping eyes. 

She leaped into the air and glided to one of the cliffs above. Somewhere up there, she had her own room, a private quarter that nobody could get to. A riot indeed, Elric thought, stuffing his hands in his pockets.

The darkness formed from the ground with a clawed hand bigger than he was opening before him. He sat in the palm comfortably, thinking about his next move. Once everyone was rested, they would head to Missouri to find the Earth Titan.

He held his hand out, focusing a black sphere in his palm. It formed into a cube, then transformed into a pyramid. His mastery at manipulating dark matter was worth the pain and effort, but it came at a great cost to his body. Erebus’s hold on his consciousness strengthened, and the darkness disfigured his body if he used large amounts. 

The pyramid formed into a miniature version of Erebus. His hands began to blacken and scale over, turning into claws. The small life form spread its wings wide before dissolving into a black mass, absorbing back into the scales that covered his forearm. 

Footsteps and voices echoed down the hallway as Calamity and the two Titans made their way back. 

“That’s raw,” Enzo said, admiring the large monstrous hand Elric sat in. “You have to teach me how to do that!” 

Rai was deep in conversation with Calamity. “My mother never told me anything like this.” Her cheeks rose with excitement. “Then again, she was a weak mouse of a woman. But I imagine she never knew any of this.” Rai’s eyes rolled to the ceiling of the cave, like she was lost in a dream. Elric studied her dark brown eyes, her slim face housing a smile that showed dimples. 

“How sad the life of a teenager.” Calamity shook her head. Her eyes then rolled over to Enzo. “What about you?”

“Never knew my parents. The foster care system raised me and my baby brother. After burning a couple of houses down, the foster care program saw me as a liability. So I ran away. I’m not really the family type anyway.”

Rai lowered her head to see him better. “What about your brother?”

Enzo became silent as the flicker of a flame glistened in his eyes. “Don’t worry about that.”

Elric could see the waves of heat coming from Enzo’s arms, and shaking fists. “Then we won’t worry about it,” he said, changing the subject.

“The three of you have a lot in common, I see,” Calamity said, cheerfully. “Tell them your story, Elric.”

Elric glared, fighting the urge to wipe the joy off Calamity’s face. She wanted to get a reaction out of him, but he ignored her. “They’re already aware.” 

“I’m guessing you kids don’t recognize Elric, huh?” Calamity bubbled with excitement. “All of the chaos on the news last spring, the president being held hostage?”

Enzo’s eyes grew large from excitement. “I knew it! It was you, wasn’t it?” He turned to Rai and Calamity. “I knew there was something familiar about him.”

“What? What is it?” Rai searched Elric.

“You don’t remember?” Enzo slammed his fist into his hand. “I mean, you got to remember! The president was attacked by this kid. He’s done some really badass shit!” 

“The president?” Rai asked. “That’s right, during that speech about the portals. That was you?”

Calamity arched an eyebrow. “In order to make your presence known, you have to make ripples in the pond. What would you do, throw in a pebble, or a large stone?”

“But holding the U.S president hostage on national TV, that’s some stone,” said Rai.

“Yeah, that’s a boulder.” Enzo laughed.

“You guys still don’t understand the kind of power we have,” Elric said, cutting off the conversation. “We aren’t like them. We aren’t human.”

“Well, if we aren’t like them, then what are we?” Rai asked.

“We’re gods. The Devas we house are our birthright, and with them, we’ll take over this world and make it ours.” Elric rose from the clawed chair.

“I’m in if it means I’ll become stronger.” Enzo stepped forward with a serious tone.

Rai formed a mass of water in her hand, sucking in the dampness of the cave. “Growing up, I went through a lot of garbage. I met a lot of friends, and after everything with my mom, I had to walk away from all that. I have nothing left in the past, so all I can do is live for the future.”

Elric could see the pain that dwelled within her. Heavy, like the pain and suffering he had learned to control.

Calamity giggled, twirling around in a childish manner. “Well, you three need your rest, especially if you plan on changing the world! Tomorrow starts the beginning of a whole new future.” She began to walk down into the darkened tunnels. “I’ll help you understand your powers just like I helped Elric. The two of you have limitless potential. Isn’t that right, Elric?”

He clenched his jaw with a glowing glint in his eyes and nodded.

They watched as she skipped playfully down the darkened damp tunnels of the cave, vanishing into the shadows.

“Your friend doesn’t seem like she has it all together,” Rai said, peering down the tunnel.

“Yeah, she’s bat shit crazy, but she’s fine to me,” Enzo said. 

Rai turned to Enzo in disgust. 

“Well, in a creepy, sinister sort of way?” he said, trying to defend himself.

“Regardless of what you think of her, she’s right. If either of you wants to become stronger, you’ll have to follow her like I did.” He tightened his fist in acceptance. “From this day forward, we’ll shake this world to its core.”





Chapter 15
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Conquering Fear and Doubt

Violet brought them back home. Even after Elric’s appearance and even after what happened with Sage, they stayed in London a few hours, helping out in any way possible. Sage would’ve wanted them too. 

The acrid smell of fire and burning buildings were replaced by the sweetness of wild lavenders and freshly cut grass. A cool breeze blew her hair as they appeared in front of Sam’s house. 

Violet dropped to her hands and knees, fighting back tears and the exhaustion that overtook her. Hold strong. Stay focused. Sage still needs you. Violet swallowed hard and stood.

Alfred threw his hands up. “Yo, what the hell was that?”

Sasha added, “Yeah, if someone could explain what just happened, that would be great because the last time I checked, Elric was dead!”

Eden placed a hand on her shoulder and whispered in her ear, “Violet, I know it hurts right now, but we need to do something.” 

“I know. But, I really need to sit down, alright?”

Eden helped Violet inside and the others followed. Everyone seemed to be at a loss for words. Confusion, anger, and sorrow gripped all of them. For Violet, it stole her focus, not to mention her own emotions that seemed to want to strangle her.

The moment the front door opened, Samantha came around the corner of the living room, still in uniform. 

“Guys! We have some serious issues. Really, really big issues!” Samantha exclaimed. She piled them into the living room and turned the volume up on the television. “A fiery explosion burned an abandoned warehouse down in California. Multiple casualties, a dozen deaths. But here’s the kicker…. A few black bones were found; everything else disintegrated. What the hell’s going on out there?” 

“Elric.” Violet took a deep breath. He was already making his moves. She took another deep breath and crumbled to the couch, unable to put words together. “Sage is gone….”

Samantha started talking, “What? Where did she go? I think we could really use her right about—”

“Dead,” Violet said apathetically, gazing at the chaos on the news. She felt dead herself. Empty.

Samantha stepped back with watering eyes. “I–I don’t understand…. H–how?”

“Elric and Calamity… They killed her,” Eden said with a beet-red face and fighting back tears. He slammed his fist through the wall and walked out. The front door slamming shut behind him echoed from the hall.

“What? Wait, I thought Elric was dead. And who the hell is Calamity?” Samantha’s fingers trembled at her lips. “Shit. Shit! This can’t be happening.” She carefully took a seat next to Violet. “V, I’m… I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine how you feel right now.”

The tears were warm and gentle as they crawled down Violet’s face, blurring the vision of the television screen and Sam’s face. She refused to rub them away. An agonizing pain, deeper than the pain she felt with the death of Zaroule, sunk its fangs into her body, envenoming her with misery. 

Samantha rubbed Violet’s shoulders gently. “From the details gathered, Elric’s with another kid, one who can control fire.” 

Violet’s stomach sunk even further. 

“Elric already has the Fire Titan?” she choked out. 

Only a few hours had passed since London; how could he be moving so fast? While she and the others had stayed behind helping to secure the damaged structures and help those badly injured, Elric hadn’t wasted any time in fulfilling his goal. Violet swallowed hard. Were they already too late? 

Alfred paced the hallway, his eyes wild. Violet felt the anger drift from him in waves as it added on to her own emotions. She wondered about Eden as she gazed at the massive hole in Sam’s wall, but the settling drywall that crumbled to the floor said enough. 

“What now, V?” Sasha asked with watering eyes that were shifting to her beastly orange.

Violet took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. The front door opening and closing echoed in the hall. “W–we have to be smart about this, maybe—”

“Things are getting bad,” Eden spat, cutting her off as he stepped into the light of the living room. His eyes were watery and red, making it clear he had been crying. “He’s collecting them, isn’t he? The other Titans? That’s why he asked me?”

Violet nodded. “Yes, and that’s why we have to be smart about how we approach this. If we go searching for him, and the Fire Titan’s with him, we’ll be walking into a losing battle.”

“How can you belittle us like that?” Sasha’s eyes became wild. “With all the training Sage put us through, you still can’t trust us?” 

Violet swallowed and clenched her jaw. “You guys don’t get it. I faced him! Sage and I faced him!” Tears began streaming down her face. It felt like a rock had been lodged in her throat as she tried to speak. “Elric isn’t the boy we knew. If he’s even a boy at all.”

Alfred shook his head. “Violet, we can’t just sit here and watch Elric squad up. You know that.” His tone was the softest she had ever heard him speak. “We’ve got to go after him.”

“Al’s right,” Sasha agreed. “Violet, we have to stop them. If for nothing, at least let it be for Sage! What is going on with you? What are you afraid of?”

Violet slammed her fist on the table, shattering it into wooden planks. Purple light danced down her shoulders to the pieces of wood now sprinkled at her feet. “If you felt what I felt...” She clutched her shirt tightly in her fist and lifted it up, revealing the scar from the battle last year. “I don’t think half of you would be sane enough to talk about it.”

Eden exhaled in frustration and stomped up the staircase. Violet’s eyes followed him up. He didn’t look back, but his emotions struck her in waves. He was enraged and filled with sorrow.

Maybe they were right. Maybe she was afraid. The great Violet, the fearless leader, afraid to go after the enemy. When she felt that everlasting misery, the pain, the suffering that spewed from Elric, it was unbearable. How could someone have such emotions in them, emotions filled with such potency? No. Elric wasn’t human anymore.

Alfred and Manie raced up the staircase after Eden.

“Sasha, you have to believe me. He’s stronger than before!”

“But that’s the thing, Violet. It’s not that we don’t believe you.” Sasha shook her head with bunched eyebrows. “We’ve always faced the odds since the day we were born. All of us. Growing up, we’ve witnessed and lived through horrible events that would make any other person an emotional vegetable. We’ve watched loved ones fall all around us, and we’ve come toe-to-toe with death time after time. But we never gave up. It’s not in us to give up.”

Violet swallowed hard as she listened to Sasha’s words. Sasha didn’t understand. She hadn’t felt the overwhelming darkness that poured from Elric.

Sasha grabbed Violet’s hand. “We’re more than a family. We’re like… I don’t even know but something more. If it weren’t for you, there’s no telling how many of us would have fallen and lost our way. Elric was a big loss, and not everyone can be saved, but you’ve done things that not even a Titan or an Ermakian could do. You created hope in us, and you nailed it to our hearts.” 

Violet tried to hold onto Sasha’s words, but those words crashed against the horrid blistering cold of fact. The fact that Elric could, and would, kill them if they opposed him. The fact that Calamity was stronger than Elric, and the same certainty of being killed applied. 

“Violet, be the leader I know you can be. Be the leader that Zaroule and Sage knew you would become. Because now more than ever we need that, the world needs that. Have trust that no matter what, together, we’ll topple anything or anyone that threatens what we stand for. Peace, love, happiness, and family.”

Violet struggled to show confidence, accepting that they would never understand. “Thanks, Sasha. You know exactly what to say....” 

Sasha smirked. “That’s because I know what I’m talking about.” 

“Hey, can you get everyone back down here? I want to get something off my chest.”

“No problem,” Sasha said, running up the stairs.

A warm hand was placed over Violet’s shoulder. Samantha, who had remained silent for some time, finally spoke. “I still can’t believe Sage is gone…. I-I wish I’d had the chance to say goodbye, you know?” 

With a sigh, Samantha sat next to Violet and continued, “You kids are so much stronger than you think. Now I know why Sage and Z had so much hope in all of you. The faith they had was unmovable, and I think I’m starting to catch the same fever.”

Violet took a deep breath. She dug deep within herself, fighting the darkness that had embedded itself within her, searching for the hope and the strength to keep going. Keep it together. Keep it together now!

A slow shuffle of footsteps crept down the staircase. Violet still didn’t have the courage to meet their eyes. She was fighting tooth and nail to keep from bursting into tears. 

She took a deep breath and held it before exhaling. “I just want to say I’m sorry. But what I said about us fighting Elric still stands.” 

Eden rolled his blue eyes.

Going on, she added, “But I do know that together? Nothing will stop us because we fight for so much more than just ourselves. We fight for what we believe in, and that belief is stronger than fear and any doubt that any of us could or will ever have.”

Eden’s eyes were filled with vengeance. “So, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying right here, right now, we make a promise to not only each other but to ourselves. To never give up and never quit, no matter how hard it gets. If we have each other, we’ll pick each other up when it gets hard because that’s our destiny!” Finding a glimmer of hope, she swallowed the doubts.

“See, now that’s what I’m talking about!” Alfred yelled in excitement.

Samantha’s cellphone blared, and she rushed over to answer. “It’s me.” Her face changed to one of confusion as she reached for the remote and turned the television back on. “You’ve got to be kidding me…. I mean, how’s that possible?”

A breaking news banner flashed across the screen. A cellphone recording of a massive tidal wave hanging over a bunch of buildings glowed eerily in the moonlight. The streets were filled with chaos. 

The giant wave turned black—consuming all the color and light that gave it life—and plummeted to the ground, washing away cars and smashing vehicles through buildings.

The cellphone recording focused on a pale-skinned boy. Even from that distance, the glowing crimson eyes sent a chill down Violet’s spine. The cold, apathetic stare of inhumanity and the absence of light. 

“This was taken just minutes ago in Tokyo. Witnesses give the same description as the two boys in California, where officers and many others were killed. This time there were no casualties, but there was another along with the two young males. A young female who appeared to have the ability to control water. They were the cause of a massive fire that nearly burnt a night club to the ground and caused mass fear before the three disappeared into thin air.”

Alfred shook his head as if in disbelief. “In one day, he attacks a large city, battles it out without breaking a sweat, makes national news, and gathers two Titans within hours of each other. You’ve got to be impressed.”

Violet took a deep breath and kept her focus. “Elric’s making moves, and he’s doing them quickly. His numbers are rising. Besides Eden, there are two Titans left, Earth and Light.”

“How the heck are we going to find them before he does?” Manie asked, watching the television.

Violet focused on the video on the television as she explained. “Sage told me how, and she also said we have to go after the Earth Titan as soon as possible.”

“We all have that same ambition we had fifteen minutes ago, right?” Eden asked everyone.

“You know I do!” Alfred smirked. “This just makes things a lot better, especially with a female Titan. I hope she’s hot.” 

Sasha elbowed him hard enough to knock the air out of him. “Yeah, don’t worry about us. We’re all good,” she replied, looking down at Alfred, who gripped his ribs in anguish.

“Good,” Violet said, shoving the doubt and anxiety to the back of her thoughts. “Because first thing tomorrow morning, we’re going after the Earth Titan, and with the way things are, we’ve got to be at full strength.”

They nodded slowly.

Violet hoped they had enough time to prepare. Deep down, she knew they weren’t ready to oppose Elric and the other two Titans. She had to focus and not show weakness. They all depended on her. 

Evil’s army was growing, and it was time for them to react. What they did from this point on would shape the future. 





Chapter 16
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Round One Goes to…

Streams of sweat rolled down Violet’s cheeks as her eyes shot open. She gasped for air as her heart beat rapidly in her chest. Dampened red strands stuck to her face as she pushed them back with a  trembling hand. 

Terrifying nightmares of what would happen plagued her mercilessly.

She was going nuts. Her tongue was dry and bitter, and it felt like someone had forced sandpaper down her throat. Nerves. Anxiety. She had no grip on anything. He’s going to kill them. He’s going to kill me. I’m gonna die like Sage. Nothing left but dust. Nothing but dust.

Violet’s thoughts continued to run rampant as the sun peeked through the heavy navy-blue drapes but just barely.

She curled up in bed, tears seeping from the cracks of her tightly wrenched eyes. But she didn’t scream. She didn’t even sob. She let the bitterness roll over her and tried thinking about what Sage and Zaroule taught her. But nothing came.

There was no way to prepare for a fight with three Titans, and she didn’t know what to expect from any of them, including Elric. The tide of the fight would lie with the Earth Titan. Whether that individual joined them or sided with Elric would change the world forever. They had to be prepared, but how could they prepare for such odds? 

Violet got her breathing under control and laid back. The possibilities ran through her. The different outcomes, the combinations of situations that could take place. She couldn’t focus. A soft knock snapped her out of her head.

“Come in.” She slowly sat up.

“Hey, how are you?” Eden asked as he came through the door.

“Oh, you know, the usual. Thinking about a battle that could very well be our last,” she said sarcastically. “You’re up early.”

“It’s ten.” 

The clock on her nightstand struck ten o’clock. 

“We’re all waiting for you downstairs….” Eden held her hand, which lay on her lap. “You sure you’re okay?”

She was shocked by how late in the morning it was. Her eyes slowly fell to her lap. “I’ll be fine.” 

Eden nodded, rising from the bed as Violet slung the covers off. He slowly walked to the door, hanging his head. The heaviness of failure radiated from him. Violet wanted to tell he wasn’t alone.

“Eden,” she called, and he turned. “Are you nervous about today at all?”

“Does it matter?” His eyes became a wild pale blue. “Elric’s out for blood now, and that’s our fault. We have to take him down. Today, if we can.”

Violet gritted her teeth as she searched Eden’s eyes. With his attitude, she was sure everyone downstairs felt the same way. She should’ve felt the same, but she was so weighed down with grief and anxiety.

He left the room, closing the door.

Violet bit her bottom lip as her head dropped. Sage, please. Help me? She looked up to the ceiling. I hope you can hear me.

She walked over to the mirror in her room and stared blankly. She closed her eyes, praying to wake up in Zenith, hoping the next time she would open them, Zaroule would be standing in front of her, and all of this would be some terrible nightmare. 

Violet opened her eyes to the reflection of a scared and confused girl. One with eyes swollen and red, a band of freckles over her nose wet from tears, and lips dry and cracked. The reflection was unfamiliar, not her at all. 

She put on a pair of jeans, a long sleeve shirt and slipped on her sneakers. With every movement, her body trembled. She took a deep breath, stood, and opened the door to the hallway.

Everyone’s gaze focused on her as she came down the stairs. Violet couldn’t believe the confidence and assurance they had in their eyes. She gave a terse nod, and they all returned the gesture. 

It wasn’t about the danger they faced. It was about unity; she could feel it, they wouldn’t let anyone else down, and they weren’t going to lose anybody else they loved and cared about. They were willing to die for just that. 

“We’re ready when you are,” Sasha replied, cringing as she gave way to her anxiety. Violet was relieved to not be the only one scared.

Sasha wore a pair of torn jeans about a size or two too big and a green button-up that draped over her body. Manie and Alfred wore clothing similar to hand-me-downs, clothing which wouldn’t be missed once they changed.

Samantha came out of the kitchen to join them, eyes puffy and red from crying. “Someday, all of this will be over. I don’t know what the world will be like when this ends, but this burden won’t be on your shoulders anymore. Until then, we’re all going to have to keep pushing and keep fighting.” She struggled to force some kind of smile. “Give ‘em hell.” 

“Can you do me one favor, Sam?” Violet asked.

“Of course. Anything!”

“Please, do what you can to dig up any info on the Light Titan. I know Area Zero had a ton of files on the Titans, so maybe those systems have something… If we don’t come back with the Earth Titan, or come back at all, whoever the Light Titan is, they may be the only one who can stop what’s coming. Okay?”

“I’ll do what I can.” Samantha’s expression hardened as her eyes burrowed into Violet’s, and she nodded. Wiping her face, Samantha gave a sniffle and snatched up her car keys. But before she reached the front door, she turned back to Violet and the others. Violet could tell she was fighting back tears. “I better see all of you back here soon. I mean it, damn it!” And with that, she walked out of the living room. The front door closing echoed from the hall.

Eden cleared his throat. “Well, let’s go. Every minute wasted could mean we lost the chance to stop him.” 

“I still don’t understand why we didn’t go last night,” Alfred said.

Violet didn’t waver on her decision. “We were exhausted. We needed the rest, mentally and physically. I’d rather be full force to face four Titans than barely able to put up a fight against three.” 

“Well, forget the talking. Let’s go!” Sasha exclaimed.

Violet focused, deeply concentrating, remembering the image Sage shared with her. They went to reach for her, but a purple light covered them, the bright flash blinding them in an instant.

A warm wind blew the sweet scent of wildflowers through the air, twirling Violet’s hair gently. Golden rays crested a small hill as the songs of a variety of birds drifted through the air. Peaceful. Heaven. 

Alfred took a knee. “What was that? It was like Sage,” he finished, gasping for air.

Sasha stepped back with widened eyes. “That was new. When did you learn that?” 

“Back in London, when I saved all those people from that building. It just happened.”

They were in the middle of a giant field of wildflowers and tall grass, surrounded by rolling hills and tall trees. Not a cloud in the sky.

Out there, the world was in turmoil, but here it seemed to be just as it was and all the more beautiful. Violet felt like she had been here before. The images Sage had given her flickered in the back of her mind.

“So, where do we go from here?” Sasha asked.

Violet could visualize a heavy forest with an old house smack in the middle and huge mounds of dirt. Foliage and flowers of all kinds covered everything, including the home.

“Right over this hill is a forest. Five minutes in, we’ll come to a dirt road. We’ll follow that up to a house. That’s where the Earth Titan is.”

“Do you know what they look like?” Eden asked.

“No. Sage only gave me a vivid sight of where to actually find the location.”

They traveled over the grassy field and over a steep hill. Sasha peeled back a few layers from the thick humidity, and the others joined in. The vibrating melodies of cicadas intertwined with the symphony of birds that leaped from branch to branch.

The trees were massive and thick, nothing like the trees in Virginia. Here, they looked centuries old. One of them had a massive hole that allowed them to walk right through, like a cave. The branches of leaves were so numerous and thick. They canvased the sky above. 

“This doesn’t make sense,” Eden said, walking along.

“What doesn’t?” Violet glanced up as they passed through another large trunk.

“Giant redwoods,” he clarified, looking around as if confused. “They only get this big in Cali though.”

As they continued down the road, beads of sweat glistened off Violet’s forehead. Soon, they began to take off more clothing, one by one.

“Man, why is it so hot out here?” Alfred exhaled with stress. “It’s like we walked into an oven?”

Manie giggled at Alfred’s misfortune and stress toward the humidity, but they all suffered, regretting the fact that they didn’t plan for the weather conditions of another state.

Before long, the fragrance of dandelions was quickly tainted by the rancid odor of farm animals and manure. Sasha covered her face. “Ugh, it smells like Alfred’s room!” The loud cry of a rooster echoed in the distance, and loud grunts and squeals followed. They were close.

The road led right to an unpaved driveway as the house came into view. An old pickup truck sat in the yard while a couple of old broken down vehicles littered the back side. The house, or shack, was multicolored from being repaired in certain spots—even from this distance, Violet could tell the paint was flaking—and the roof was collapsing in on itself. Someone stood outside the front door. 

“Someone’s outside. Maybe it’s the Earth Titan?” Manie asked.

“No, it’s not,” Violet replied, feeling the intense energy coming from the person at the door.

The house seemed to blur from the waves of heat the person emitted. Fire Titan, Violet thought. His inability to control his body temperature was what caused the heat to increase.

“He’s here,” Violet said as they started up the driveway. She wanted to stop right there as fear gripped her.

Sasha threw Violet and sideways glance. “What do you mean? Elric’s here?” 

Once they were close enough, the resemblance of the boy and his wanted picture was clear as day. He was brown-skinned with frizzled hair in an unkempt manner. He was tall, slightly muscular, and had a slim, chiseled face. When Violet caught his eye, he raised his chin and smirked. 

“That’s the Fire Titan, isn’t it?” Sasha whispered.

He winked at Violet. “Hey, beautiful. You need something?” 

Eden stepped forward. “None of your business!” 

The Fire Titan smirked. “You have no idea who you’re talking to, kid.” Flames danced over the knuckles of a tightened fist. “You need to relax!”

“Relax, huh?” Eden growled through clenched teeth.

Violet threw her hand out to put a stop to the confrontation just as the front door squeaked open, and a Japanese girl with blue highlights walked out. She wore a dark blue dress laced with black leather straps and spikes around her wrist. Her fishnet stockings raced down to her calves, disappearing beneath high leather boots. By the turquoise glow of her eyes, Violet knew she was the Water Titan. Elric followed close after her, pulling the door shut behind him. 

The butterflies in Violet’s belly were shredded by fear, and the pain that struck her stomach from the dark energy stabbed and burned. She gripped her shirt tightly as a sharp pulse hit her just below the belly button.

Elric looked up, turning to the boy that had been giving Eden attitude.

The boy sneered. “So, what’s the word, Elric? Is she coming with us?” 

“No. She’s too young to understand anything. She’s not like us anyway.” Elric ignored Violet and the others, he acted as if they weren’t even there. “She’ll just suffer along with the rest of them. Makes no difference to me.”

Violet watched in suspense, her heart pounding and her fingers tapping away at her thigh. A sweet fragrance blowing from the girl with the fauxhawk sent an icy chill down Violet’s spine. 

As the three of them passed by, not one of them said a word. The girl who strolled close to Elric stared at Violet with the same unimpressed expression the tall, muscular boy gave Eden. 

“You think we’re gonna let you go,” Alfred barked, changing into his wolf form and tearing through his clothing. “Think you’re real tough now, huh, fresh meat?” 

Manie and Sasha did the same, although some of Sasha’s clothing still fit her tall, sleek form. Just some of her orange fir burst through the seams of her shirt.

The Fire Titan stopped as a smile stretched across his face. “Yo, it’s a couple of those monsters from TV. That’s sick!” 

“Enzo, grow the hell up,” the girl with blue highlights yelled. “Who’re these kids anyway?”

“Nobody important. Ignore them. We have to head back.” Elric’s gaze lingered over Violet.

“Oh yeah?” Eden screamed. “After everything you’ve done, after what you did to Sage, you think you’re going to leave that easily?”

Eden vanished, leaving behind a gust of wind that showed a blurry trail darting toward Elric. 

From out of nowhere, the Fire Titan halted the assault, grabbing Eden by the shirt and slamming him to the ground. The trees blew wildly, swaying from the impact. 

Elric’s eyes were calm, and the expression frightened and angered Violet. His eyes were belittling. Shaming. No matter their struggle, Elric always seemed unmoved by their motives.

The boy standing over Eden grinned. “You’re quick, kid, but you don’t really want to do that. You know what I mean?”

“We’ll see about that,” Eden murmured. He released a blast of air that sent the boy crashing through the heavy foliage of the dense forest. Yelling and cursing trailed with him. 

The front door of the house dragged open as a middle-aged dark-skinned man stepped out, and behind him was a woman around the same age, who was familiar. Violet could have sworn she had seen her somewhere before. Her skin was almost a glowing russet, and her silky black hair flowed down her back. 

“We told you we weren’t interested in your offer! the man yelled. “Now, what do you want?” 

Violet tried to explain. “Sir, I don’t know if you know this or not, but these three are responsible for the attacks you’ve been hearing about all over the world. They’re extremely dangerous!” 

“I don’t care. Just get off our property!” 

Before Violet could get another word out, a huge blast of fire ripped through the trees and blew Eden away. The attack not only ripped a good portion of the roof off their house, but it started a roaring fire. 

“Eden!” Violet screamed.

Alfred and Manie raced down the smoldering path that burned through the trees and thick foliage to find him. 

The boy that started the fire stepped out of the wood line, dusting pine needles and leaves from his jacket. “So, I’m guessing he’s one of us?” the boy stated nonchalantly as he began picking twigs out of his thick curly hair.

“I wouldn’t say that,” Elric replied with a cold demeanor. “Let’s go.”

While his focus was elsewhere, Violet ran at him, focusing her energy into a blade. She had the element of surprise. Even if one of his dark hands sprouted, she could use the momentum to slice through it like butter and still attack. 

Violet watched Elric peer over at her from the corner of his eye, but he made no effort to move. She launched herself forward but froze. Every muscle in her body cramped and contracted, then her body began to move on its own as she stood upright to face Elric. Sasha ran at him with outstretched claws and a beastly growl.

“What did you do?” Sasha barked, but she halted too. 

Sasha’s muscles gave off a stomach-turning crack and pop as she contorted. She yelped as her body threw itself forward. Every hair on Sasha’s body stood on end as she shivered uncontrollably. Violet watched Sasha’s large fierce eyes water. What the hell was going on?

The Japanese girl walked by with an impish grin, taking her place beside Elric, eyes shimmering a strange blue hue, glowing as if her pupils were filled with water. 

“I thought we had a deal, Violet?” Elric coursed his fingers through his messy black hair as his eyes rested on her. “Told you not to get in my way.”

Violet fought to move even a finger, but her body had locked up. Not even her mouth moved. All she could do was look. 

She sighed. “I don’t know who the hell you kids are, but I’m tired, and I’m really not in the mood. So, I’m going to tell you how it is. You can’t move, don’t worry about that. Your body is made up mostly of water. I’m guessing by your height and physique, you must be around forty-eight percent. So, considering your blood is made up of water, guess what?” 

Violet’s mouth hung open, realizing the frightening difference of power between the two groups. This girl was literally controlling the blood flowing through Violet’s veins, and it was excruciating.

“I don’t know what you want from Elric, but you’re way out of your league, all of you!” She glared at Violet. “I bet I could stop your heart right now, and you wouldn’t even know you were dead.” The girl smirked. “They never do.”

Violet knew fighting the three of them would be a challenge, but that was one hell of an understatement. All Elric had to do was give the word, and Violet was dead. 

Just then, Eden came strutting out of the woods. “Leave her alone! I promise you, if you don’t let her go, I won’t stop till we’re both dead!” 

The girl looked over at him, shaking her head, but the Fire Titan stepped forward, fire dancing over his shoulders and his eyes glowing a smoldering orange. “Threatening a girl? I thought your problem was with me?” 

Sweat began to bead off Violet’s face. Even the older couple behind them began to back away, ducking inside to find cover. The ground started to smoke and set fire, and Violet’s clothing began to curl and smoke.

“Your mother must have taught you nothing about respecting females, huh?” the Fire Titan smirked, mocking Eden. “That’s sad.”

Eden ran toward him. The boy threw his hands out, releasing a burst of fire from his palms like a flame thrower. 

Eden raised his hands in front of him, releasing a gust that formed into a powerful funnel. It devoured the flames, but the fire that was consumed turned into a large fiery twister, burning, and ravaging through everything. 

The dark-skinned boy smiled happily. “Out of your league, Hollywood!”

Helpless and immobilized, Violet and Sasha could only watch. They were outmatched. Meanwhile, Alfred and Manie waited for an opening. Violet wondered now if they understood what she meant about the power of the Titans. The sad thing was, Elric didn’t lift a finger. 

The flames roared out of the twister, catching onto nearby trees. If this battle weren’t stopped, the forest and these people’s home would be turned to ash. The two adults watched in amazement, their eyes lit up by the dazzling flames of the tornado that continued to burn through everything in its path. 

One of them must have been the Earth Titan; why don’t they do something? 

The ground trembled as everyone struggled to keep their balance. A moment later, a huge fissure opened right below the fiery vortex and devoured it as if the ground were alive. All that remained was smoke from the burning ground and trees. 

Large stones, soil, and sand rose into the sky, high above the trees, and crashed down, smothering the large flames that fed on the dried bark and leaves. The heavy dust and debris forced everyone to cover their eyes and face to keep from inhaling it.

Violet was suddenly able to gain some mobility and teleported herself and Sasha away from the girl, who couldn’t have cared less. She was still stunned by what was happening with the large movement of earth. 

Violet grabbed Eden and pulled him away as he tried to protect himself from the debris. Once the dirt and dust settled and the ground stopped trembling, coughs and whispers pierced through the smoke as both sides looked around confused. 

A light-brown-skinned girl with round chubby cheeks came forward with a tightened fist and an intense glare of vibrant green eyes. A long, black braided ponytail fell over her brawny shoulders. Even over her faded brown shirt, she was strong and sturdy, ready to take on the world. But in her soft facial features, Violet could tell she was young. She must have been just a few inches shorter than Violet.

“I thought my ma and pa told you to get off our property.” The ground rocked beneath her as it raised her to the sky. With arms folded across her chest, she stood on a podium made of stone and earth. “Go now!”

The Water Titan stepped forward. “And I’m going to listen to you?” She shook her head in disbelief. “How old are you? Twelve? You’re kidding, right? You’re just a baby.”

“Just a baby, huh? Well, you came looking for me, so obviously, there’s something more to me than my age?” Her green eyes glowed brighter.

The girl with blue highlights bit her lip, angered by the Earth Titan’s response.

“Let’s go,” Elric broke in. “That’s enough for today. Let’s make our next move.” 

“And what’s that?” Violet yelled, angered by his comment. 

“You know exactly what that is. That’s why you asked.” Elric stared at the Earth Titan. “I’m guessing she’ll be joining you then. Doesn’t matter.”

“You piece of garbage!” Eden yelled.

Elric sneered. “The only one left to find, Violet, is the Light Titan. My Deva’s already advised me it’s not worth seeking that person out, so if you find them, it’ll make things interesting. If you don’t, well, I guess you’re all sheep for the slaughter. Right?” 

Eden went to attack Elric again, but Manie and Alfred held him back. Even in their beast forms, he dragged them several feet, but they both held fast. 

The Fire Titan looked up at Alfred and Manie, his eyes filled with delight. “That’s dope. Can’t believe I got to see some.” 

“C’mon, Enzo, and stop being stupid.” The Water Titan rolled her eyes, exhaling in annoyance. “Can’t believe how childish you are!” 

“Yo, shut-up,” Enzo said with the same attitude. “You always got your nose up at everybody. Who would’ve thought Tokyo chicks were such snobs?” 

The two argued like siblings as they made their way over to Elric. Their attitude toward Violet and the others was the least of their concerns. Violet wondered how large of a gap in power it was between them. 

Elric glared at Violet and the others from a distance as the three of them began to sink into the shadows. “The fate of this world is in our hands, Violet. The next time we meet, be ready to kill or be killed. Okay?” But before she had a chance to respond, they vanished beneath the ground. 

Manie and Alfred released Eden. He looked back with eyes still wild from the power within. “Why didn’t you guys back me up. We’re supposed to be a team!” 

“What did you want us to do?” Violet snapped at him. “Go into an all-out war and destroy these people’s home and land? Maybe start a forest fire in the process?”

“Better off here than in a city with millions of people. You know that’s what he’s going to do!” Eden spat blood and wiped the ash that mixed with his sweat away with his charred shirt.

“We have to be smart with these guys. You’ve seen what they’re capable of,” Violet said, trying to calm him.

Alfred’s voice was deep when he said, “I agree with Violet on this one, Eden. They were packing some serious heat. Literally.” 

“It doesn’t matter, Alfred! They’ll take advantage of every weakness. It’s time to act! This whole idea about trying to keep the peace is out the window. Violet, this is war!” Eden punched the ground and turned to stomp through the woods.

“No worries. I’ll help cool him down,” Alfred said as he darted after Eden. The two of them disappeared into the thick foliage.

Eden was more than upset; Violet had felt his every emotion. His pride had been damaged, and his animosity toward Elric grew in a way that concerned Violet. Even though they thought Elric, the boy they had known, was dead, maybe somewhere deep-down, Eden knew he wasn’t. Or maybe Sirocco knew he wasn’t. 





Chapter 17
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The Decision, Will You Join Us?

“So, what about the rest of you? Leave, now!” the girl yelled. The ground trembled at her voice.

The three of them looked up. Violet had no idea what to say. With the damage they had caused, she knew they were just as guilty as Elric and the others. In fact, they were the ones who started the fight.

Violet searched the girl’s vibrant green eyes. “Please excuse Eden for what he did. He’s just mad because that guy earlier did a lot of horrible things to us and—”

“Don’t care. I don’t want nothing to do with it,” she yelled, scowling from the pillar made of earth. She flicked the long black ponytail behind her. “I want nothing to do with the dark one, nothing to do with you, and nothing to do with what’s going on out there!” She pointed down the trail to the rolling hills.

Violet glanced over at the girl’s parents. “What about them?”

The young girl’s vibrant green eyes narrowed. “Keep them out of it!” 

“It doesn’t matter if you want to keep yourself out of it. He’ll be back. He wants to destroy everything. He’s the Dark Titan!” 

The woman stepped forward. She was tall and lean with silky black hair that fell down to her waist. She was incredibly beautiful, her face almost chiseled with high cheekbones. “We know this.”

A cry of frustration rolled from Sasha’s throat. “Then why won’t you help us do something about it? We can stop him together!”

The woman leaned against the doorway, closed her eyes, and sighed. “The society of man is a decaying and crippling one. The days are running out, and the apocalypse will be here soon. We accepted this a long time ago.” She turned back to the older man and the young girl. “My daughter has the right to stay neutral. It’s what every Earth Titan has done after the battle that nearly ended mankind’s reign eons ago.”

“And who was the Earth Titan before her, huh? Where are they?” Violet demanded.

“Right here talking to you,” the woman said with unwavering dark brown eyes. 

Violet finally remembered why the woman was so familiar. It was from Sage’s memory, the image she gave her of the Earth Titan. “Then you’re Roxy?”

The woman tilted her head, searching Violet as if trying to recall something. “Do I know you, young girl?”

“No, just…sorry.” Violet shook her head.

Heavy rock and dirt crumbled to the ground as the girl leaped off the podium her powers had created. The earth appeared to cushion her as she landed. Her face was soft with round cherub-like cheeks. Just a young girl, maybe Manie’s age. But her ability to control her powers was comparable to Eden’s and the others. 

The girl scowled at Violet and the others as she walked over to join her parents. They held her close, watching from the rotting front porch of a dilapidated shack. 

Violet asked, “When the world’s ending, you’re going to let him take away everything you love, everything you care about and worked hard for?” 

They remained silent.

Sasha chuckled in disbelief. “You can’t be serious? I mean, you’re the Earth Titan.” She laughed. “You’d think you would want to protect everything around you?”

“My daughter is too young to try to do such things. The monster inside of her would tear her to shreds if she tried to tap into that part of her. Don’t you get it?” Roxy held her daughter close. “Look at the Dark Titan. He’s a soulless monster. Even in his eyes, there’s nothing but darkness.”

Violet cringed when the woman called Elric soulless, and at the same time, she was disgusted with herself because she felt strangely offended by the woman’s words. “What about Eden?” Violet asked, waving a hand toward the tree line where he had disappeared. “You know he’s the Wind Titan. He’s not a monster.” 

“It’s only a matter of time. No one can withstand the urge of the beast within.”

“Well, if that’s the case, how come you’re still alive? You must have done something right. Otherwise, neither of you would be here, right?” The woman held the young girl close. 

The woman remained silent. Considering the Titan’s past, Violet found it odd to know that it was possible for them to have a normal healthy upbringing in which both parents had been around.

“The world doesn’t have to end!” Violet yelled. “If you have hope, you can change the path of the future. It’s faith that’ll keep us together and fear that’ll bring us down!” Violet added, fighting back tears. 

“Are you the Titan of Light?” Roxy stepped out of the doorway. “That unwavering spirit of yours… It reminds me of that person.”

“I’m not, but the human spirit isn’t a normal thing. You should know. You have one too.…”

A sliver of a smile slipped from Roxy’s soft lips. “You and your friends can come inside. You look lousy and tired.” 

The young girl whipped her head back as she starred at her mother.

“Roxanne, what are you doing?” the tall and lanky dark-skinned man asked. He had a long and almost curving salt and pepper beard. The wrinkles in his eyes were so deep and heavy, Violet wondered if his eyes were even open.

“I don’t know yet.” The woman pushed the rattling door open as it scraped against a worn wooden floor.

Manie and Sasha transformed back into their human forms, their torn clothes barely clinging to them as the three entered the house. 

The floors creaked with each step, begging to be put out of its misery. The wallpaper was peeling and cracked, showing it was way past its usefulness. Balled-up newspaper peeked out of cracks in the walls, and in some areas, you could see outside. The furniture must have bee made in the 1950s. 

The house smelled of old rotting wood, and Violet got the impression that the slightest breeze from outside could cause it to crack and splinter around them. It appeared ready to collapse at any moment. Violet could read disgust in Sasha’s scrunched face and prayed she didn’t say anything offensive. 

“May not seem like much,” Roxy began, speaking calmly and with patience in her tone, “but this place is our life, our dreams, and body.” 

She brought them into the living room. The couches were aged just like everything else. There were holes in the cushions, and the legs of the love seat looked as if they had been chewed on by rabid wolves.

“You can sit down over here.” Roxy pointed to the love seat. “I’m sure the other two will be back soon, right?”

“Yeah,” Violet said, motioning to Sasha and Manie to get comfortable.

The piece of furniture didn’t look as if it had the strength to hold the weight of all three of them. Still, they squeezed onto the love seat, its cries for mercy not going unnoticed. They each took a deep breath and sunk into the worn cushions.

“So, I guess we should introduce ourselves then,” the woman said. “My name’s Roxanne, but my friends…my very old friends, call me Roxy.” She raised a brow, searching Violet’s gaze. “This is my husband, Papa George, and my daughter, Terra.”

As Roxanne pointed to her, Terra squirmed, turning away from Violet with an expression of bitter distaste.

“My name’s Violet.” Pointing at the other two, she added, “This is Sasha and her younger brother Manie.”

“Nice,” Roxy said. “Been quite some time since I’ve seen Ermakians around these parts.”

“How do you know about the Ermakians?” Manie asked. 

“Well, I am an ex-Titan. My life was far from normal. It should be obvious that I’ve come upon a few of you in my lifetime. A few Anomalies too.” She winked at Violet.

“Some close friends of ours are Ermakians,” George said. “They’ve all gone into hiding since last year.”

“Right.” Sasha lowered her head.

Roxanne mused. “It’s great to see that your race is still around, and the fact that you’re fighting for the survival of our world is a good sign. Some of your people have grown to hate mankind. Don’t blame them.”

“I’m sorry about that.” Sasha looked up. “Some of us have suffered a very long time, and with both worlds against us, it seems all we have left is hatred.” 

“Then why are you trying to help our world?” Terra asked in an arrogant tone. “Seems like you’re sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong,” she said with a bit of a southern tinge.

Roxanne snapped at her daughter. “Terra!” 

Terra sucked her teeth and sighed.

Manie said, “Because if it wasn’t for the people of this world, there’s no telling where my sister and I would’ve ended up, or what we would be like today if we even survived.”

Terra rolled her eyes. Roxanne cleared her throat, but before she could say another word, there was a knock at the door.

Violet sensed Eden and Alfred. “Those are our friends. Can I let them in?”

Roxanne nodded, and Violet made her way back through the living room to open the door. Alfred’s clothes barely clung to his shoulders, and Eden stood to the right of him, his face still beat-red, smeared with dirt and sweat. His eyes were focused on the rotting wood of the front porch.

“We weren’t really expecting you to be in here,” Alfred said.

“Me either,” Violet whispered. “But they’re really nice, and I think they’ll help.”

Eden shrugged as they made their way in. They nodded to the couple with nervous smiles.

“So, blue eyes, you’re the Wind Titan, huh?” Terra asked.

“Yup. Why?”

“You don’t look tough. Looks like you should be on one of those Abercrombie and Fitch posters.” She laughed.

Sasha burst out laughing, unable to control her reaction to the comment. 

Alfred chuckled as he tried to fix his torn, loose-fitting clothing. “It’s been a while since I heard a pretty boy joke. I like her already!”

“I want to ask the five of you something,” her mother broke in. “You’re all here because you’ve come to ask my daughter to join you?”

Violet focused on Roxy. “Yes. I mean, without her… You saw what happened out there.”

“You want to save the world from what that boy believes is the only way it can be saved.” Roxanne rose to her feet. “The thing is you all believe you’re doing the right thing, but how do you know your good is just?”

“Elric…” Violet hesitated. “Elric has lost a lot, and after cutting ties with us, he’s lost everything. He believes this world is corrupt, broken, and that it’s a breeding ground for evil. What he wants to do is destroy it completely and rebuild it with the other Titans.”

“Well, isn’t he right?” George asked with a bit of a gleam creeping into his eyes. Everyone looked at him as if he were insane. “You children are from a new age with a new kind of evil. I’m from an age where mankind is the evil. I’ve fought in war, after war, after war. I’ve seen the horror of the things man can do by choice or by blindly following orders. You kids may have seen real-life monsters, but I’ve seen monsters in the eyes of man. True evil that’ll take away any innocence you thought you had. Merciless evil that doesn’t care about age, sex, or what you believe in!”

“My husband’s from an era where men judged you by the color of your skin,” Roxy interjected, taking his hand in hers.

“I had a son from another marriage,” George continued. “He was killed, no—murdered, because he stuck up for his friend. Bunch of boys beat his head in. And that was that. Though justice was served, I will never see my son again, and Terra will never get to know her half-brother.”

Roxanne exhaled deeply. “What we’re trying to say is you’re fighting an ideology, Violet. You think you’re fighting your friend, but you’re fighting his beliefs and perception of the world as he sees it. It’s why he sees you as a threat and why you see him as the same. What I want to know is, why is your belief worth fighting for?”

Violet thought about the question. It should’ve been easy to answer. It was easy to say her way was the right way, but Roxanne was right; it was perception. She thought about what Zaroule taught them, but she had to build her own path from it all.

“Pain, suffering, and death. I’ve seen it all too,” Manie said. “I acted like I didn’t see a lot and tried to ignore it, but I’ve been dealing with it since I was six. I had nightmares until I was ten and barely spoke. To be honest, I didn’t start talking till I attended school in the above-ground world, and this is the first time I’ve talked about any of this.”

“Manie…” Sasha whimpered, covering her mouth.

“Sorry, Sis.” He smirked. “I’ve watched a lot of people die. I’ve seen the bodies, heard the screams. I’ve smelled death and buried the only other father figure I’ve ever known at the age of twelve. We know evil exists. Elric knows that too. It’s funny, really. He’s the reason I started to feel better.” 

Violet watched Terra’s gaze soften from his words. After all these years, Manie had come such a long way. Zaroule would be proud to see the person he’s becoming. By the tears in Sasha’s eyes, she was too.

Violet finally gave her an answer. “What Elric’s doing isn’t right; taking the lives of millions and destroying the world because of the way it is won’t fix it. He wants to be the world’s judge and force everyone to live in a way that he feels is right. A world like that would be terrifying and more horrible than it is now, even if it did bring peace. It’s just giving up one evil for another.”

Everyone was silent. Violet knew it was out of shock for her and the others, but for Roxanne and her husband, Manie’s words hit them hard.

George started laughing. “For kids, you all explained it better than I ever could! Over the years, I’ve learned that there all kinds of people. But saying someone is good or bad is more complicated than that.”

“Dad, whatcha talking about?” Terra looked over.

“Terra, we’ve sheltered you from the outside world because your mother and I feared what it could make you. But maybe that was the wrong way of raising you. We tried to protect you from evil, but we forgot evil is part of this life. Right now, you see a group of men and women who have clawed their way out of the darkness, the ones who were able to take the weight of the pain and suffering and make something of themselves with it. Earlier, you met the exact opposite, those who want to harness pain and suffering to make themselves stronger and throw it back at the world a hundred-fold.” 

Terra nodded, and Violet could see she was trying to understand what her father was explaining. 

George turned back to his guests and asked, “Are you all really willing to sacrifice your lives to stop that kid from what he’s trying to accomplish?”

“We don’t have a choice,” Eden said.

“Wrong. You do have a choice.” George rose from the couch, his thin, wrinkled face turned toward his daughter and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Choices are what got us here. Choices are the reason why you’re willing to go so far, and it’ll be the choices you all make that will create the end result.”

Roxanne gave a deep sigh. “And with that, I think I’ve made my choice.” She wrapped an arm around her daughter’s shoulders. “Terra’s going with you.” 

A sharp gasp filled the room. Even Violet was taken back by the decision. 

“Ma!” Terra shouted. “We already talked about this. I’m not leaving you two!”

“Terra, it’s time for you to experience the real world. You’ve been here long enough.” Roxanne’s lips trembled; Violet could tell the woman was fighting back tears.

“I don’t care. I don’t want to experience the real world.” Terra’s eyes began watering. “Don’t you remember what happened in school?”

Roxanne lowered her head. “That’s behind us now, Terra. You’re much older and more mature now. You can control your powers so much better.” 

“What happened at school?” Alfred asked. 

Before Roxanne could get a word out, Terra jumped in. “I was bullied a lot when I was younger because my family wasn’t middle class or betta. One day, some girls I thought were my friends played a trick on me. I lost control, and because of that, people got hurt!”

Roxanne frowned. “Terra, that wasn’t your fault. Accidents happen, and you were only nine!” Roxanne looked up at Violet. “She was a real early bloomer for a Titan. Usually, their powers won’t awaken till their teens.” 

“Yeah, I didn’t start having issues with mine till I was twelve,” Eden replied.

“No. I don’t care. I don’t want to get involved in this, Ma!”

Roxanne bristled. “Terra, you were involved in this from the day you were born. I hate to say this, but either way you look at it, you’re going to get involved regardless.” 

“Mama’s right, girl.” Her father stepped in. “You should be honored. You’re given a chance to change this world for the good of us all. I know you only want to protect us, but being selfless means you have to risk it all for everyone, not just the ones you love.”

Terra wiped the tears from her face as she sniffled. Violet could feel the bond she had with her parents was something that only a few of them had the chance to experience. Violet felt guilty. She was tearing Terra away from the ones she loved the most in this world; how could she not feel her pain?

Terra hugged her mother and began to sob. 

Roxanne patted her daughter’s back gently. “The Titans of my generation were much more laid back than any other. I rarely heard anything in the news about us. Now, it’s like the new generation is making up for lost time.” She giggled to herself, but then her expression became stern. 

Violet sensed the change in her tone, subtle but noticeable. She was lying. Violet swallowed hard and shifted her gaze from Roxy.

Terra’s father asked, “That boy, he’s the ringleader of what’s happening out there, isn’t he?”

“No, but he’s a key player.” Violet lowered her face trying to keep her mind off Elric.

“Why does it pain you when someone brings him up?” Roxanne asked. “What do you know about the Dark Titan?”

Eden answered with a stern voice. “He was our friend. He helped stop some bad things from happening. But then he turned his back on us and nearly killed Violet and me.”

“And don’t forget me,” Alfred said.

“If he was your friend, then you know what made him like that, right?” Terra asked.

“Sometimes, when you lose the people you love, it’s hard to be the person you once were,” Violet replied in a low voice, remembering what Sage said. “Some people can fight through the pain and become better people. Others will take another road. They’ll become cold, bitter, and hateful.”

“Is that what happened to him?” Terra asked.

Violet’s eyes shifted to the floor, remembering the darkness and pain that poured from him every day. “Elric lost the only family he knew. He suffered daily because he felt he had failed to save them. He blamed himself for not being strong enough. I-I should’ve been there for him more.”

“Violet, you did all you could to save him,” Sasha said.

Terra slammed her fist into her hand. “Your friend is right. Some people can’t be brought back with pretty words and promises. Sometimes you need to beat the bricks off ‘em. I bet that’ll wake him up!”

“As you can see, Terra’s kinda tomboyish,” her mother replied. “I blame her father for that.”

Violet caught her lower lip between her teeth. “Terra, I know the relationship you have with your family is strong. It’s hard for any of us here to relate to that because a lot of us lost that bond when we were your age or younger. But with Elric and the other two working together, and someone even worse than them out there pulling the strings, we need all the help we can get.”

Terra jammed her hands in her pocket and turned to her parents. Her father and mother held each other tightly. They were ready to accept any decision she made. “My mom saw something in you guys. Something good. That’s the only reason she’d push me to you all. I know I should care about the rest of the world, but I don’t. All the world’s ever done is hurt me.” She turned around and faced Violet and the others. “But maybe by going with you guys, I can learn a thing or two?”

Violet held out her hand. “You’ll learn a lot, trust me, and you’ll gain new friends too.”

Terra took hold of Violet’s hand and wiped away the last of her tears. “Friends?” she asked. “Haven’t had those in a while.”

Eden gave a terse nod and placed his hand over theirs. “Looks like I won’t be the only Titan in the group anymore.”

Violet studied Terra’s smile as they all began introducing themselves to the girl. She appeared to be a bit overwhelmed with the greetings of joy as they all talked and laugh.

Roxanne motioned to Violet and pulled her into the hallway. “So tell me everything you know, including how much you know about me.”

“I–I know that you know Sage.”

“Sage!” she nearly yelled. She looked into the living room and lowered her voice. “Did she send you here to find me? To find us? Why didn’t she come herself?”

“Kinda… S-She was… She’s gone.”

Roxy pressed herself against the wall, causing it to crack and flake from the pressure. She laid a trembling hand on her chest and took a few deep breaths. Tears began to roll down her chiseled cheeks. “Who…? No…what did it?”

“Calamity.”

Roxy let out another deep exhale and closed her eyes. Violet could tell she was processing everything as best she could. 

Violet continued. “The night prior to Sage dying, she gave me her memories of you and the others and how to find you. She knew with Calamity being back, the only way to stop her would be to get the help of the other Titans.”

“I see. And I assume she’s doing the same thing. We thought she was dead, but apparently, she just slipped away and continued feeding behind the scenes off mankind’s atrocities. Like the leech she is.”

Violet felt the flicker of rage that pulsed from Roxy. It took Violet’s breath away. Frightening and merciless. With that feeling of cold-bloodedness erupting from her, Violet’s thoughts wandered to Sage’s words about the others who worked with her. Roxy as a Titan must have been something else and frightening, of course. Explains why she has kept this life hidden from her family.

She wrapped her fingers over Violet’s shoulders and held tight. Violet could feel the mixture of sorrow and anger pouring from Roxy. Streams of tears rolled down her cheek as the little bit of light coming from the living room glistened off them. “I need you to make a promise, and I need you to put your life on the line for this promise!”

Violet swallowed hard, thinking of the promise she made to Jen all those years ago. She wanted to tell Roxanne she couldn’t, but something kept her still and silent. Maybe it was that rage seeping from the woman.

“Protect my daughter at all costs. Do you hear me?”

Violet grabbed her hand, trying to find a way to answer Roxy’s statement. She couldn’t make another promise like that and break it…just like she broke Jennifer’s promise.

“I know you can’t…. I just need something to comfort me, please?”

Violet’s eyes intensified with a purple glow. “I promise I won’t let anything happened to her.” Her gaze remained unwavering. This was her second chance. “She’ll be a part of our family, that’s a promise, and I protect my family at all costs!”

Roxanne wiped the tears from her face. “It’s funny how time flies. It feels like just yesterday that Terra was born. Now, I’m letting my only thirteen-year-old child risk her life to save the world with a bunch of kids who are probably barely eighteen.”

“Well, when you put it that way…” Violet said sarcastically. 

“I wish it weren’t you kids that had to go through this, I really do. You’ve all made so many sacrifices, yet your love and hope for this world and the people within it drive you to risk it all.”

Violet was silent for a moment before she asked, “George and Terra don’t know about your past, do they?”

Roxy gave her the warmest gentle smile. “And they never will….”

A chill came over Violet as she read between the lines of what Roxy advised. They both watched from the hallway as everyone laughed and talked to Terra and her father.

“You’re all so close.” Roxy folded her arms. “Terra needs this so much, something her father and I couldn’t give her. The one thing I cherish as much as my family were times fighting side by side with Sage, Rose, and Ebon.”

Violet watched as Eden and the others huddled around Terra. “I hate to keep asking questions, but I have another,” Violet said.

“And what’s that?”

“Have you come across the Light Titan at all, heard anything, seen anything, in your times?” 

Roxy folded her arms and seemed to almost lean back as her eyes shot to a brown stain on the ceiling. “Years ago. I wasn’t with Rose and Sage at the time. I was off on my own and had experienced a tragic loss. A man I loved, my fiancé at the time, was killed by some kind of creature when he risked his life to save some kids.”

Violet lowered her head. “I’m sorry.”

Roxy nodded and continued. “By the time I got there, it was too late. But from what I understand, this young woman with incredible strength obliterated the creature with a burst of light. I never got a chance to see her, but she was described as having beautiful light brown skin, with the most stunning eyes. Everyone who witnessed what happened kept saying the same thing; she emitted a light and energy that saturated everything around her in an overwhelming warmth and a knowing that everything was going to be alright. Before anyone could talk to her—” Roxy smacked her hands together “—she was gone in a flash of golden light.”

“So, you think it was the Light Titan?”

Roxy nodded. “That energy lingered as I held my fiancé’s dying body. As broken and angry as I was, that warmth comforted me. And as I cried those bitter tears, the darkness that I released was replaced by the warmth of love and a peace I couldn’t understand. So yeah, that woman was definitely the Light Titan.”

Violet smiled just thinking that such a person existed. But where was she now? Violet turned her thoughts to Roxy and her family. “You stayed strong and never gave up. Now you have an awesome family.”

“I do, and I’m sorry I couldn’t give you anything else, but someone like that could have been a huge asset to us back in those days. And definitely with the way the world is now, we could use some of that warmth and hope.”

Violet couldn’t agree more. As they continued to watch from the hall, she wondered what would happen if they couldn’t find the Light Titan. What would the cost be? Violet bristled, and a gentle hand fell on her shoulder. 

A teary-eyed Roxy, beaming with confidence, gave her some assurance. “We believe in all of you, Violet, and so does the world, whether you know it or not. Make the change my generation and the ones before us couldn’t,” she said, watching Terra. 

Violet looked at them all, with their positive energy, breathing life into the house. It felt just as loving and warm as Samantha’s home. 

It would be that kind of energy that would save the world. Roxanne was right; there needed to be a change, and they were going to be the ones to do it. 

Elric started it. They would finish it.





Chapter 18
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Testing the Limits

The cave welcomed Elric and the others back with the smell of mildew. They walked along the tunnels as their footsteps echoed in the darkness. The tension built up until the silence was broken.

“Alright, I’ll say it,” Enzo began. “Why didn’t we steamroll those lames?”

Rai scoffed. “I hate to admit it, but Enzo’s right. Not to mention that other kid was a Titan. How come you didn’t recruit him? Who were they?”

Elric stopped walking as they halted behind him and turned with a glare. “The ones from earlier are nothing.” His anger at their constant questioning flared.

Enzo swallowed hard. “Yeah, well, they knew you, and they came at us as if they knew us!” 

“You do remember the things we’ve done?” Elric asked with bunched eyebrows. “We’re probably a media nightmare right now. With cellphones and video recordings, we’re probably all over the internet by now.”

“What do you mean?” Rai asked.

“My attack in London, what Enzo and I did in California, Japan… I wouldn’t be surprised if we’ve been labeled as terrorists at this point.”

“Are you kidding me?” Enzo smiled with excitement.

“You’re telling me we’re on the most wanted list? Us?” Rai asked.

Elric coursed his fingers through his long messy hair. “Think about it. They’re probably losing their minds out there, trying to figure out when we’ll attack next, who we are, what we are.... This world is ours, and nobody will take that from us. The people of this world used to step on us. Now it’s time for us to rise above them and take our rightful place as gods amongst them.” 

Enzo tilted his head back with a sneer. “I like the sound of that!” 

“Me too,” Rai added.

Elric continued down to the rooms. They came to an opening in the cave. Calamity and Allure were having a heated conversation that immediately halted once the three of them walked in. For the first time in a long while, Allure’s expression was one of a frightened child, eyes shifting frantically in her head, and lips trembling. Calamity wasn’t in high spirits either. Shocking. 

“There you are,” Calamity said, searching the faces of the group. “Where is the fourth?”

“She wasn’t interested,” Elric said, uncaring of the decision.

“You win some, you lose some,” Calamity said, clearly trying to hide her stress.

“What’s wrong with you two?” Elric asked.

She chuckled and glanced over at Allure. “Seems we’re having some problems in Ermak. Looks like the people have found hope and are fighting back. It’s not looking good over there.”

“Ermak? What’s that?” Enzo asked, with a confused expression on his face.

Rai shook her head. “Ermak is another world entirely. It’s not quite Earth…” She turned to Calamity and Allure. “Right?”

Allure titled her head to the side. “How does a human know so much?”

“I killed a bat when I was younger and almost killed this jaguar-like chick. I was trying to save my friend…. He could turn into a lion. He said he was a prince there.” Elric watched Rai’s face soften as she spoke. Her gaze was like that of someone who longed for a loved one. 

“You couldn’t possibly mean, Prince Salim, heir to the Pride Empire?” Allure asked, her eyes bulging out of her skull, almost like she wanted to reach for Rai to strangle her. “Prince Salim! You knew that cursed brat?” Allure growled. “That distasteful, wretched… He’s the reason that all this is happening now. This hope. This light!”

Enzo turned to Rai with a long face. “Seriously, you knew a prince?” he asked nonchalantly. “Yo, am I the only one in this damn cave that grew up in the streets? Ashy knuckles, hustling, putting in work?”

Rai shrugged. “I didn’t think he was a real prince until he transformed into a walking talking lion. I was in Detroit…moving from shelter to shelter… Those were crazy times. Hard to believe they were real now. So little meek, weak, Salim is giving you and your army the business, huh?”

“That meek, weak, boy has become a hardened warrior and one of the most feared leaders of the lion species. Under his leadership alone, we’ve faced countless losses. I don’t know what boy you knew back then, but he’s not the same any longer.”

Rai blushed a little. “Sounds like that dummy finally grew up. Sucks for you guys.”

Calamity smirked. “Interesting… You children are full of surprises. But I’m surprised Elric hasn’t explained the conflicts of this world and Ermak.” Calamity tilted her head. “Yes, just as Rai said, Ermak is a world like our own. Kind of a shadow, really. Ermak basically parallels Earth’s geographical features; the continents, islands, deserts, mountains, they’re all topographically like our own, except the inhabitants, the Ermakians.”

“Okay, kind of like the monsters we’ve been seeing on the news these last few years, right?” Enzo shook his head, appearing to still be confused. “Why doesn’t anyone else know about this world?”

“Well, I’m sure they do now since the existence of the Ermakians has been spoiled by yours truly,” she said, staring at Elric. “It’s only a matter of time before the world’s history is exposed to be so greatly affected by the Ermakians.”

Enzo’s twisted his mouth in disbelief. “Yeah, right. If history class had anything to do with shapeshifters, I think I would’ve paid more attention.”

Allure scowled. “Humans are blind and oblivious to the environment you create and live in. Look at your structures and statues. Even the portrayal of gods come from our world. Think of your Egypt and the gods Anubis and Ra. They both have animalistic features but similar human traits. This explains their abilities to shapeshift. Or even your own horror movies with werewolves and other frightening creatures you scare yourself out of believing.”

Enzo’s eyebrows raised. “Damn. Well, when you put it that way.”

“What’s causing the rift?” Elric asked. “Sounds like more than just people gaining confidence. What led them to gaining hope?” 

“An angel,” a deep voice growled from the darkness.

Clanging metal and heavy footsteps echoed as a large beast came from the side embodied in golden armor. His mane was so long it tangled fell over the golden pieces. The strong, powerful animalistic legs and large muscular folded arms covered in a sandy brown fur had never left Elric’s memory.

Elric’s eyes intensified. What little light the torches provided was just enough to reflect the shimmering gold armor that clung to the beast’s body. It had been a while since Elric had seen him. “Kaimus.”

“So is it true, little girl? Did you meet my nephew in this world?” Kaimus asked with a growl.

Rai shrugged, clearly unrattled by Kaimus’s beastly size and glaring amber eyes. “So what if I did?” 

Kaimus answered with a sharp laugh. “So, you’re the one that killed Protus and Iris then?” 

Rai hummed in deep thought with her eyes searching the ceiling. “If one was an ugly ass bat, and the other a bitchy jaguar-like thing, then yeah, they were dealt with. But I’m sure the cat chick was alive the last time I saw her?”

Kaimus couldn’t stop laughing. “Protus and Iris were tasked to bring my nephew and his mother, Queen Savanna, back to Ermak in order to be used by Blight as bargaining tools to the Pride Empire. Rumor has it a little girl slaughtered Protus, leaving nothing but blood and fur, and brutally beat Iris to the edge of her life. When Iris was found, she lived just long enough to tell the events of what happened that night. To think it was true…”

Rai smiled as she flicked a few blue strands out of her face. “Memory Lane. Life was easier back then,” she said with a devilish grin. 

Calamity broke in with a clap of her hands. “So, that was an awesome conversation. But I do have to advise everyone on some important matters.” Calamity’s bubbly attitude returned. “We’re going to have a few important friends over today to discuss some things. In fact, I would like you three to be there.”

Elric’s crimson eyes glared over the large beast, remembering his strength. Kaimus returned the stare with large amber eyes.

“Dude is drippin’,” Enzo exclaimed with excitement. “Is that all gold?”

“Enzo,” Rai whispered angrily.

“Elric Blake. It’s been a while. Alive and well, I see.”

Enzo sneered. “If the Detroit Lions had this guy, I bet they’d win more games.”

Rai jabbed Enzo with an elbow. “Shut up!”

Elric’s eyes rolled past Calamity, uninterested in the beast who stood before him. “We don’t have time for your meeting; we have our own goals in mind.” 

“I know but please… I really could use your help?” Calamity pleaded like a child.

Elric slammed his fist into the cave wall creating a crater that rained stone from above. Bats squealed and fluttered about. Elric’s face flushed red, and his eyes glowed as he kept the dark energy from roaring out of control. He took a deep breath and stalked past Calamity and Kaimus.

“Hey, where are you going?” Rai asked.

“You didn’t give me an answer!” Calamity shouted.

“When the meeting starts, you know where we’ll be!” Enzo and Rai jogged behind him, trying to catch up, the three of them soon disappearing into the darkness of another tunnel. 

Enzo walked next to him. “Where are we going?”

“To train. There’s going to be a lot of challenges ahead of us that we need to prepare for.”

“What, like those other kids?” Rai laughed. “We could’ve killed them and kept it moving. Why did you hold back?”

“The one thing I’ve learned is to never underestimate anybody. Violet isn’t a Titan, but she’s stronger than she looks. You may want to remember that.” Elric thought about the death of Sage.

He had nothing against the old woman, couldn’t have cared less. But Calamity’s conversation with Sage did raise some questions of his own. He’d have to wait for the right time.

“The redhead? Seriously?” Rai’s neck jerked back in disbelief.

Enzo’s lips parted, showing a row of pearly whites. “Not to mention she’s hot.” Rai stomped on Enzo’s foot. “You never step on a man’s sneakers. People die for that!” Enzo’s lofty stride crumbled to a limp.

“Eden’s powerful too,” Elric added, “and with the Earth Titan, they’ll be a nuisance. Fortunately, Violet’s weakness is her undying compassion and love for the people around her. She even has this unrealistic desire to save me from myself. Or used to anyway.”

Rai licked her lips with raised eyebrows. “Sounds like she’s in love… I wouldn’t blame her.”

The conversation ceased and died as they continued on down the darkened corridor. Enzo coughed obnoxiously, ending the odd silence.

Rai’s voice was low and brittle when she asked, “How far back do you go with them?” 

“Since the original portal attacks a couple of years back.” They came to a large opening where he used to train with Calamity. The memories of the old days sprung up like a blurry daydream. 

They were young and stupid then, led by a mad man. Zaroule, in all his infinite wisdom, thought they could bring peace and save the world. If he were alive today, I’d butcher him, Elric thought, remembering the man who betrayed his parents.

Silence returned as they came into the large circular flooring of the cave. The ground was as hard as marble and jet black.

Enzo’s eyes rolled over the darkened corners of the cave. “What’s all this?”

“The closest thing I can compare it to is an arena.” Elric prowled to the center. “Everything I know now I learned here, making me the most powerful being on the planet.” Elric shrugged and shot a devilish grin at the two of them. “Currently anyway.”

Enzo folded his arms. “One of the most powerful, huh?” He gawped over at Rai. “Are we linked in that category?”

“No.”

Rai smirked. “Sounds like you’re calling us out?”

Elric shrugged with a raised eyebrow. “In the history of our existence, the Dark Titan challenged all five of the other Titans and survived, nearly destroying the world.”

Enzo’s expression was one of absolute confidence. “So, you want to see how you compare to the original?” 

Elric turned to the two of them. “If we’re going to work together, we need to know the extent of each other’s powers.”

“Hmm. I’m down for whatever. Besides, I want to see where I stand anyway.” Enzo cracked his knuckles, releasing a wave of heat.

Rai’s eyes glowed turquoise. “Boys will be boys. I’ll try not to kill you.” 

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Elric closed his eyes and concentrated.

“I’ll take the long-distance attacks,” Rai said to Enzo, “and you’ll do close combat. Be careful. We still don’t know a lot about what he can do.”

Enzo nodded. “Don’t give him too much credit. He still doesn’t know all the things we can do either.”





Chapter 19
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Fire and Water

“What’s taking so long? Aren’t you going to fight me?” Elric watched intently.

Enzo hurled two basketball-sized flames. 

Elric dodged the first one. The second was smacked away by a dark hand that formed out of the black mass enveloping him. Like a rocket, Enzo shot forth flames propelling him forward. He and Elric connected and began a fiery hand-to-hand assault.

Enzo’s blows were fast, and the flames grew hotter by the second. A punch nailed Elric across the face, drilling him into the cave wall.

“This boy’s interesting. A nice find indeed,” Erebus admitted. “We better stay on our toes.”

A stream of red flames spewed from Enzo’s arms and pinned Elric to the wall. But the blaze quickly started to melt through the layer of darkness that acted as a second layer of skin. If it weren’t for the dark aura, Elric would have burned to ash.

“Kinda like that time in Hawaii with Calamity in that damn Volcano, don’t you think, Elric?” Erebus asked with a grumbling chuckle.

“No. Not even close.” Elric focused the darkness to regenerate the layer he’d lost.

Volcano training. Probably the worse form of innovation Calamity could come up with. Elric half thought she was trying to kill him. He still remembered the thick stew of molten lava and the heat searing, or maybe melting, his flesh away. Elric had wailed for hours in the pit of that volcano, over and over and over until the agony became like breathing. Then he focused, and that’s when Calamity started to train him. He learned to control the dark armor that day.

“Not bad, not bad at all!” Elric shouted. The dark energy devoured the flames as the blackness spread around him. He focused the darkness into a ball within him. “Too bad you’re not dealing with a regular Titan.”

“Oh yeah?” Enzo put his hands together as the flames poured forth in a spiraling vortex.

The dark energy covered Elric, protecting him from the deadly heat as flames roared with intensity and darkened. 

Steam consumed the cave. It was so dark and thick, Elric could barely make out anything in front of him. He released the energy he had been storing, throwing Enzo back as he slid across the marble flooring. 

The smoke cleared, revealing a hot glowing sludge just behind the area where Elric stood. Definitely need to take them seriously. They are Titans, after all. 

Two dark hands rose from the aura that surrounded Elric. Enzo stumbled to his feet, ready to release another attack. “That doesn’t look good.” The clawed hands raced after him. “Hey, Rai, whenever you’re ready!” 

A large serpent snagged the dark hands, tearing them out of the dark aura that consumed Elric, dissolving its chomping jaw. Its eyes glowed with menace. 

“She’s using the moisture in the air,” Erebus said, like Elric didn’t already know that. “Very resourceful. What are we going to do now?” 

Elric’s eyebrows pinched, focusing on her movements. Her hand gestures were fluent, flowing with the current of water that made up the serpent. 

Elric spoke to Erebus, “So just like I can make an avatar of you, she can make her own using water. I bet she’s limited by the amount of water around her….”

“That is a possibility,” Erebus cackled. “Let’s test your theory.”

“Rai!” Enzo slapped the cave wall, laughing. “That’s what I’m talking about, crush him!”

Rai took a deep breath and threw her hands forward. The serpent barreled toward Elric, thrashing against the cave walls, its mouth glistening with icy fangs. 

Three dark hands shot out of the darkness that surrounded Elric. One embedded into the ground keeping him balanced through the rumbling. The other two splashed into the serpent’s watery slick body but did nothing. “Basic attacks won’t work this time, huh?”

“She changed its consistency. What an arrogant snake she is,” Erebus grumbled from within. “That damn water snake, Mizuchi! Her admiration for mankind makes me sick! It’s the only reason this child has the ability to wield her powers like this!”

Elric disregarded his Deva’s frustration. “Let’s try a black hole then.”

A growl of curiosity rumbled from Elric’s gut. “Can your body handle that?”

“If it can’t, you get a free vessel. Besides, fifth time around shouldn’t be that bad. Not like I’ll lose my entire left arm again. My body’s adapting.”

“Do it.” Erebus’s elation intertwined with the dark energy. The darkness attached to all of Elric’s cells, making his bones denser and sturdy. His muscle tissue flexed, intensifying the robustness needed for his next attack.

He slouched as his body became heavier. Just a few seconds needed, and he would adapt to the changes. Then he could test that attack.

The serpent tilted its head, ready to devour its prey. Droplets of cool wetness sprayed Elric as it roared. He slung his right hand toward the creature. Better time than any to try this… Hopefully, I won’t kill myself in the process. The serpent’s movements halted. Water trickled from its jaw as it stretched its slender watery torso, longing to snatch Elric into its jaws. He was a morsel in comparison.

Flushed red with sweat but also with unshakeable concentration, Elric gently raised his left hand. His fingertips tangled as the burning surge of dark energy collected in the palm of his hand. A black marble-sized mass formed, and with a thunderous clap, a black swirling hole ripped open. 

The roaring force ripped the torches from the walls swallowing them into an empty void. Elric dropped his right hand and gripped his left wrist, shrinking away with a grimace as his wrist began to crack and give way. 

“Your bones are breaking apart. If you’re not careful, you’ll lose that arm.” 

“Then, grow me a new one.” Sweat streamed down Elric’s reddening face.

The blackness swiftly devoured the large serpent and all its fury. Elric immediately closed his palm, collapsing the hole. He crumbled to the floor. A searing pain nearly crippled his entire left side. 

“The pain isn’t as bad as the last time.” The corners of Elric’s lips turned up. He wiped the sweat from his face and wobbled to his feet. The dark energy already mending his broken bones and restoring his strength.

“Unlike the Dark Titans before you, you’ve accepted your gift with open arms. Too bad so many people had to die for you to understand the potential….” Erebus’s dark satire had long since lost its painful effect. 

“You really do talk a lot, don’t you?” A heavy force of darkness erupted from Elric. It rattled the cave and swept over everything and everyone. 

Rai stumbled around. “What the hell was that?” 

“It doesn’t matter.” Enzo’s skin burned away as flames engulfed every inch of his body. “I’m gonna need new clothes after this. Shit!”

“Damn it!” Rai gasped as she stepped back, her turquoise eyes gaping open. The serpent dissolved and formed into a wall of water around her. “Warn me next time?”

Smoke rose from Enzo’s body as the flames licked the walls of the cave. All that remained remotely human were his eyes, two balls of fire that were once dark brown pupils, the whites now a shade of gray ash. He threw his arms behind him and released an explosion of flames that launched him toward Elric. 

Darkness crept over Elric’s shoulders as he focused it around him. Enzo was much faster than he was before, and the heat was definitely volcano training level now.

Elric watched as Enzo pulled his right arm back, a human blaze of reddish-orange flames, and swung with all his might.

The cave rattled from the explosive collision. A sea of fire sloshed into the cave walls, releasing thick hot steam that permeated the air. 

Elric’s eyes narrowed menacingly on Enzo as he let out a deep sigh. 

Enzo’s arms twitched as he panted, sweat trickling down the sides of his face as his breath came in small spurts, the flames that coated his flesh fizzling out. “How?” he uttered breathlessly. “How did you stop me?”

“You can use the flames like an exoskeleton, kinda like the layer of darkness that protects me. Not bad.” Elric’s entire arm was armored in black scales. He clasped Enzo’s fist with a clawed reptilian hand that dug into his flesh, absorbing the flames. Elric shot a greedy glance at Rai. “I bet you can do the same with water.”

She arched an eyebrow. “I bet you two don’t know how cute you look right now.”

Enzo ripped his hand free. “What the hell was that?”

“Testing a theory.” Elric clenched his claws. “Erebus boasts a lot about his power. He says compared to the elemental Devas of Fire, Water, Earth, and Wind, he’s king and can bend those elements to his own will.”

Only for a few seconds had he been able to negate Enzo’s abilities. As much as Elric hated to admit it, Erebus was right. Once he gave in to the darkness’s will, his power had grown tremendously. And he had only opened two doors.

“How’s that possible?” Rai shook her head with a scowl. “You did it in Japan too!”

“I honestly don’t know myself. There’s still a lot I’m learning.”

Clapping echoed from the darkness of the tunnel as footsteps clicked in the darkness. “I would have never imagined you to use your powers the way you did, Elric. It looks like you’ve learned a few things I never taught you.” Calamity’s black gown flowed behind her as she raised her arms to Elric for a loving embrace.

Elric tightened his fists. The jovial tone of Calamity’s outburst made him cringe. Always watching, always studying. He swallowed hard and took a deep breath.

“You three should get some rest and relax. The meeting will be held right here in two hours. I expect you to be there, especially for those I want you to meet. I have a surprise for you that I think will put some joy on your face.” She grinned gleefully. 

“Whatever.” Elric turned to Rai and Enzo. “Let’s get you some clothes.”

The pungent stench of mildew lightened up as they continued down a side tunnel. A brisk breeze wrapped around their shoulders. Their shadows danced amongst the rocky walls as the flames over Enzo’s shoulders provided more than enough light. 

“Yo, E, who is that crazy, pale lady?” Enzo asked.

Elric trudged on, his eyes on the prize as his room was just a few more feet away. “Don’t worry about her. I have half a mind to kill her when the time is right.”

“Damn, that’s foul,” Enzo said amidst the crackling flames that swayed over his shoulders.

A sharp cackle echoed from within. “Better be careful about how you speak, Elric. Erebus warned. “Ears are everywhere. Besides, you don’t want to frighten the pups away too soon, do you?”

Though Erebus had a hint of sarcasm in his tone, Elric was more than confident in his Deva’s wisdom. After the events of Area Zero, his relationship with Erebus evolved, and so did his mastery of dark energy and matter manipulation. 

They came to a solid black door, the surface flat and smooth like a stainless-steel refrigerator. There was no handle and no knobs to whisk it open. Elric laid his hand on the center as a current of darkness flowed from his palm over the slab. 

The door hissed open, revealing a spacious modernized master suite. Minus the torches that lined the sleek black marble walls, the spacious bachelor pad was lined with the same metamorphic rock. Next to a nightstand stood a well-organized bookshelf. 

The aroma of a sweet musk overpowered the trailing hint of mildew that followed them thanks to the cologne Elric misted the air with every morning. He ripped the silk sheets off his bed. “Enzo, kill the flames and throw this on for now.” Elric looked away, while Rai sneered and did the same.

“Word,” Enzo said.

The room cooled as the swaying brightness vanished, leaving the low burn of the torches that lined the walls of his room.

Enzo’s eyes lit up. “Who the hell did you kidnap and bring down to this bat-infested, rank mildew smelling cave to renovate it into a penthouse suite?” 

Elric opened a large trunk at the foot of his bed, pulling out underwear, old jeans, a t-shirt, and a hoodie. “Nobody. I did it myself. Months of hell and sacrificing my body to create finally paid off. Still, it takes a lot out of me.” He tossed the clothing on the bed next to Enzo and turned away. Rai sighed and twirled, facing the bookshelf.

“Are you seriously saying you did all of this with your powers?” Rai sneered and shook her head. “Nope. Don’t believe it. There’s just no way.”

Elric shrugged. “Don’t care what you believe. I just need you both to get your heads straight so we can make our next move.”

“Elric, don’t get me wrong, I’m all about making moves,” Enzo said, grunting and breathing hard. It sounded like he was fighting the clothes off instead of getting dress. “But I can’t operate like this. I don’t even have shoes. I’m not trying to take over the world or whatever looking like a half-ass designer store model, who hit a growth spurt.”

Elric and Rai turned, and as much as Elric wanted to fight back his laughter and stay in control, a smile broke across his face. Rai was taken over by laughter and fell against the bookshelf.

Maybe it was the tearing of the seams that raced up his arms from forcing the shirt over his broad shoulders or the obviously tight jeans that looked to keep him from taking the faintest of steps. The struggle was real.

“Guys, chill out. Seriously. We’ve got to figure something out....”

It had been a while since Elric felt peace and joy with anyone. With Violet and the others, he always felt as though he was at war with them. But that was because they were nothing alike. Rai and Enzo were all for the goal in mind, and even though Calamity and Erebus thought he was leading them on, he truly wasn’t. They wanted exactly what he was striving for, to rid this world of filth. 





Chapter 20
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Friends Close and  Enemy’s Closer

Elric fell back on his bed with his hands behind his head. He comfortably crossed his legs and watched Enzo and Rai scrutinize every inch of the room. Rai tapped on the curves of his headboard and then glided her thumb across the edge of the bookshelf. Enzo flicked through a few pages of one of the books. 

Rai glided her fingers over the wall. “I can’t believe you made all this. You can really manipulate matter?” 

“Dark matter, and yes.” By the look on her face, Elric could tell Rai was impressed. “I bet regular matter would have been a lot easier to manipulate than dark matter!” Elric yelled, hoping Erebus could hear. 

“Who are you yelling at, bro?” Enzo laughed, studying the books on the shelf. 

“Nobody important, I guess,” Elric said, folding his arms across his chest.

“For a dude who goes around killing people and trying to destroy the world, you have a shitload of books by motivational speakers. Books on leadership, tactical and strategic planning…meditation…” Enzo scanned the mini library. “Who are you?”

Elric used to struggle with that question a lot when he was younger, but after what happened at Area Zero, and watching his dad die, he had his answer. No fear. “Once you find your dream or whatever you’re destined to do, put everything you are into it. Study it, devour it, be addicted to it, and you’ll make that dream a reality.” Elric nodded to the book Enzo scanned over about leadership. “In order to be a leader, you have to have some form of power or influence. Meditate on that power source. Stay true to your vision, shatter all rules that were in place to shackle you. And be relentlessly ruthless to any obstacle, living or inanimate, that stands in your way.”

Enzo raised his eyebrows, closing the book and slipping it back on the shelf.

Rai hunched over, unstrapping the worn leather calf-high boots and slipping them off. She rolled her fingers over the black fishnet stockings before bringing her feet up onto the bed and sitting Indian-style. “So, were you always like this as a kid?”

“Like what?” Elric focused on a torch that flickered as Enzo dove on the couch across from them.

“She means cold, aloof, depressing….”

Rai rolled her eyes. “What I mean is, you don’t seem like the extrovert risk-seeking testosterone enraged fool like some people,” she said, scowling at Enzo. “You’re different. Really different,” she said, flicking a strand of her blue highlights over her ear. 

“So, a seventeen-year-old Japanese American, leading the largest organized crime syndicate in Japan, isn’t different?” Elric turned his head with a sly smile.

“I had to take over the family business. Kinda fell in my lap, I guess.”

Enzo sat up, sucking his teeth. “You’re like the Japanese, female version of Pueblo Escobar. You don’t just inherit something like that.”

“Escobar was a ruthless drug lord! The Yakuza has always been an organization of compassionate warriors that are for the people! When that tsunami hit the coast of Japan a few years back, we mobilized first! Even before the Japanese government could respond. We were the ones who provided immediate aid and relief. Of course, the media wouldn’t cover anything like that,” she snapped back. “The world governments only show what they want the people to see.”

Enzo laid back on the couch, throwing his hands up in defense. “Alright, alright!”

“No witty response for that?” Elric’s eyes narrowed as he folded his arms behind his head.

“Look, all I’m saying is, if you’re so noble and compassionate about people, why are you with us?” Enzo shrugged smugly with puckered lips. “I wasn’t with Elric an hour before he killed a squad of police officers. Then we roasted some of your ‘compassionate warriors’ too. So why would a righteous mob boss want to roll with the next leaders of the free world?”

“Is that what you call yourselves?” she returned with her own unwavering stare. “The leader of the free world was a term coined to refer to the leader of the United States, a phrase used by westerners. The term was used to suggest the U.S was the principal democratic superpower of the world.” 

“Learn something new every day.” Elric’s voice was dry and stern as he focused back on the ceiling. “So?”

“What?” she replied pointedly. 

Enzo chuckled. “You didn’t answer my question. Why you rolling with us?”

She lowered her face. “My father once told me freedom’s paid in blood, struggle, and absolute pain. And that peace is built on the backs of the dead. Took me a few years to understand that.” Her eyes flooded with tears that gleamed with the glow of turquoise. “I killed anyone and everyone who stood in my way. You laugh because I’m the head of the Yakuza, but don’t tread on me. I’ve earned that position! Politicians, other mob bosses, judges, families, parents…my father. I slaughtered them all!” 

Her legs unfolded as she gently rose from the bed. Goosebumps raced over Elric’s arms as the mist of his exhales blew white clouds. He could hear in her tone that she was pissed. The change in the air was proof enough.

Rai glided to Enzo with a stride as if sliding on ice, smooth and elegant. By the time either of them knew what was happening, Rai had a jagged blade of ice pressed against Enzo’s Adam’s apple. 

The blade sunk deep into his throat as he swallowed hard, drawing a few trickles of blood. She smiled devilishly as she looked back at Elric, her pupils thin slits like a viper, eyes glowing like sapphires. A stream of water arced from the wall and formed into an icy sickle just above Elric’s forehead.

Elric’s insides bubbled with excitement at Rai’s killing intent, and a strange feeling came over him as he studied the expressions on their faces; both were filled with the intent to kill. Elric felt connected, finally amongst kindred spirits. 

The world cast them into hell and stole all the joy and love they had growing up, turning them into ruthless creatures of war and chaos, but Elric would unite them for peace.

“Sounds like the three of us are the next leaders of the free world.” Elric grabbed the icy blade that was strangely hot to the touch. The blade slipped deep into his palm, cutting through his flesh like butter. He snapped the blade in half, allowing the icy shard to melt on his bedsheets. “No. The new world.”

“I’m down.” Enzo grabbed the blade of ice over him and shifted it from his throat. His flesh seared closed as he rubbed the trickles of blood away. “What about you?”

Rai licked her lips and licked the blood off the icy blade. “New world order shit, why not?” 

The gleam of Enzo’s eyes faded from joy as his mouth twisted in disgust. 

Elric clenched his hand as his flesh mended together. “Well, I think we’ve had enough fun. Let’s head to that meeting, I guess.”

Rai tightened her fist as the ice shattered into small particles. The brisk air faded, leaving behind a thin dampness that glossed over Elric’s skin. She held her hand out as particles of water pulled in from around the room.

The moisture in the air evaporated as if someone set up a dehumidifier, and within seconds a ball of water bounced gently in Rai’s palm, almost like jelly. She pressed her lips against it and sucked it in.

“Now, that’s just nasty.” Enzo threw his hands out, looking at Elric for support on his statement. 

Elric closed his eyes, focusing on the amount of energy he had left. He wondered what Calamity had planned. The uncanniness of that woman was more concerning than it was comical. 

A surprise? Did she have an army of Ermakians waiting to kill him like she did seven months ago to test his reflexes and ability to sense life energy? Or maybe she was going to cast him into a dark void for two days without food until he learned to use umbraportation. That had been fun. Regardless of what she had planned, it would be up to Enzo and Rai if Calamity decided to go rogue—as she often did—and she would more than likely wipe the floor with all three  of them.

“Let’s go.” He fixed his clothes as he stepped by Rai.

“Wait.” Rai grabbed her boots. She wiggled around the marble floor like a child trying to put on shoes for the first time. “Look, I’m still breaking them in, okay?”

They left the room and headed back toward the opening, where they had fought each other. Light murmurs and heavy beastly voices echoed down the halls as they came closer to the opening of the arena. 

Elric took a deep breath. 

A table stretched across the arena. A dozen different individuals sat on one side while three seats rested on the opposite. At the head was Calamity, hands flailing as she talked. 

“Dude, who the hell are these people?” Enzo asked.

The different creatures and people who eyed them like prey from the other side of the table hit a nerve—even more so when Elric saw Allure hanging off the arm of a man who sat on Calamity’s left.

“Let’s lay low for now and keep quiet until we figure this out,” Elric whispered. “Erebus?”

The Deva’s voice rumbled from his insides. “All of them are generals. I can feel their petty dark energy. Pathetic. The three of you would make quick work of them if need be.”

Elric walked toward the table as Calamity took notice of their arrival. A genuinely sweet smile painted her face, but that mask of sanity had stopped working on him quite some time ago. “Well, well, well. And here they are!” 

Elric walked to the side with three chairs and sat in the one closest to Calamity. Rai and Enzo followed suit taking their place beside him. He looked down the table at the remnants of Blight’s regime, anger boiling in his belly. 

“Everyone, I would like you to meet Elric Blake, Rai, and Enzo.” She spoke nobly with confidence and excitement in her tone. She whispered to Elric and the others, “Sorry, I don’t know your last names yet, but we’ll get there.” She clapped her hands as if preparing to gossip.

Kaimus pushed forward over the table, glaring at Elric with intensity. Unlike the beastly warriors he led, Kaimus didn’t fear Elric. Unbeknownst to the beast, Elric had a strange respect for him; maybe it was his code of honor. It reminded Elric of his old comic book heroes. 

“So, this is the one who killed Blight, a human child?” A lanky tan boy—probably not much older than the three of them—sat back with folded arms. His piercing yellow eyes sought out Elric. 

The sides of his dirty-blond hair were shaved with the top braided down his back. He gave a sharp chuckle as he slung his legs upon the table. Caked mud from his raggedy brown boots went everywhere as the boy crossed his legs.

“Human child?” Rai snapped back with piercing eyes of her own. “And what the hell are you?”

“I’m old enough to be your father, human.” The boy, who apparently wasn’t a boy at all, tilted his head to show some form of chivalry. “I would watch your tongue, or I’ll cut it out for you.”

Rai chuckled deceitfully as a low growl left her lips. “Oh, you have no idea how bad I’ll make you regret that statement. But if you want to find out…” Rai rose from the table.

The boy did the same.

“Relax, Mordecai,” commanded the man that Allure snuggled up against. He was slim with light-brown skin and long braided hair. His olive-green eyes were ominously familiar. 

He was draped in a tailored black suit made up of an ensemble of smooth silks. The collar was raised just below his chin, but Elric could make out the neatly trimmed facial hair. Dapper and sophisticated, until you got to his hands. Though he looked to be human with his bronze complexion, the fingernails were sharpened and long like a predator. “I apologize, Calamity. He’s young. But I assure you his power and ruthlessness in combat have earned him a place in my army as a general.” 

“Don’t worry, Malevolence, I’m sure you chose correctly.” She looked down the row at the young boy. “I would just be careful of who you speak to on the opposite side of the table. Don’t let appearances fool you. I’m sure even Kaimus, the general of the Golden Army, can attest to that.”

Kaimus growled as he fell back restlessly in his seat. His large paws and claws dragged across the stone-cold table. 

Calamity clasped her hands together. “So here at this table, we have the mighty leaders of Malevolence’s army. Please introduce yourselves to me since this is the first time I’m getting the chance to meet some of you.” 

The young boy stood first. “I’m Mordecai, and this is my second in command, Cane.” A man who looked twice the boy’s age stood and nodded. He glared at Elric with anger in his eyes.

“Shit. Is it me,” Enzo whispered, “or does it seem like a lot of these dudes really hate Elric?”

“I’d say all of them….” Rai whispered under her breath. 

The large beast stood next. “As you know, my queen, I’m Kaimus, with my newly appointed second in command, Fiera.” A female stood and bowed to Calamity. 

“My queen, it is very nice to finally meet you.” A large man rose next with a bow. His thick beige skin appeared to be rough and scaly. “My name is Savage. I was once the second in command to Carnage.” He glared down at Elric, who sneered, staring straight at him with uncaring eyes. “My second in command is, unfortunately not present. He is tending to the matters which are the cause of this meeting.”

“Of course.” Calamity nodded, grinning ear to ear.

“My queen, I’m Allure, and my second in command here is Ulysses.” Next to Allure, a large man with huge hands and a face with a permanent grimace looked down at Elric with a glare. He tightened his fists, making it obvious he was holding back from wanting to jump over the table and attack. 

Elric continued to look on with a careless, unfazed expression. He had never seen the man before. Although maybe in his beast form…? 

The man in the tailored black suit who had spoken earlier stood and bowed to Calamity. “And as the new leader of Blight’s army, I’m Malevolence.”

Elric glared up at the man. It made sense considering the way Allure sat next to him. Her arms wrapped around his like some love drunk idiot. He’d been Blight’s second in command. Well, now he was the leader of the force that Ermak has been fighting against. Sasha and Manie’s uncle.

“Excellent.” Calamity clasped her hands together. “This will be the beginning of the conference.”

Elric looked on at them all as they glared. The only one who seemed to hold no grudge and kept his composure was Malevolence. 

Though they had such hatred and anger toward Elric, they had no idea the animosity he carried for them. He hungered to turn them to dust and probably would never have a chance like this again.





Chapter 21
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Consumed by Darkness

”The reason I’ve asked all leadership here is nothing against Malevolence. But I need to understand what we’re facing in Ermak.” Calamity leaned over, placing her elbows on the table. “Most of you have heard the rumors that some of your men have seen things?”

Kaimus inched over the table. “One of my men personally spoke with me, telling a story of a being covered in a golden light and wings like that of an angel. This being wiped out our military force during the Siege on Vienna, and also during the raid of the Pride Empire.”

“They say it’s some kind of prophecy of the great beginning,” Savage began as he rose to his feet with a bow. “A being said to come from beyond our world, one who would bring balance and peace during a time of great chaos.” 

Malevolence cleared his throat, garnishing the attention of the room. “But as you know, Calamity, these are just stories. What we need is more power. Something that’ll give us an edge. The edge needed to push our forces into the territories of our enemies and crush them and their spirits!” Malevolence tightened his fists.

“When did this rumor start and why does it seem so sudden?” Calamity tilted her head. Her long black hair fell over her shoulders.

“It’s hard to say,” Malevolence replied. “With the times of Earth and Ermak so different, I would say it would have been eight Earth months ago.” 

“‘Eight Earth months,’” Enzo joked.

“Look, I think we’re overlooking a lot of things that have happened from the time we first attacked Earth,” Mordecai said. Malevolence became uneasy at the boy’s tone as he took control of the conversation. “With all the wormholes we’ve opened, we got careless. Somehow the wrong people got into Ermak. Now they feel tough. Not to mention with the death of Blight, the alliance thinks they’ve won.” 

Calamity shot Elric a glance. “So, Blight’s death may have had a factor in this. But the personnel and power your warriors have should still be able to stomp out any light or hope these people have!”

“I fully agree,” the boy said sharply with a tone almost belittling Calamity. “But it’s not a rumor. I’ve seen this being or a glimpse of it. It was before I became a general. I was leading my division up the right side of Pride Castle during the Pride Empire assault, flanking the enemy from their weak side. As we came around through an opening we made, I remember watching our forces overwhelm the castle. Then, in a blink of an eye, this golden light consumed everything. I remember waking up and being told by one of my soldiers that we lost the battle.”

Enzo chuckled.

“Something funny, human?” Kaimus snarled, folding his brawny arms.

Enzo gave Kaimus a poorly executed salute. “No, sir, Mr. Lion, sir!” Sadly, Elric could tell he was trying to impress the general. 

“The three of you have been silent since the beginning of all this. Elric?” Calamity asked.

Rai laughed, rolling her eyes. “Sounds like you’re all just getting your asses kicked. Now you’re coming to Calamity with all these excuses because you can’t do your job. I would’ve killed you by now and found someone better.”

“Yeah, you guys have all these warriors,” Enzo began, nodding to Kaimus, “and I mean, look at you…. You guys should be destroying shit. This guy’s a giant lion that can talk, and you guys sound like you’re worthless. No, not even worthless. That gives you too much credit. You’re dookie. Yup, just dookie.”

“Silence!” Savage roared. “I’ve grown exhausted by the presence of these children! These humans are below us!” A clawed hand smashed through the table, covered in dark greenish scales. The man’s flesh rippled as his beige skin became a leathery plate texture. His head stretched and flattened. A moment later, a crocodilian humanoid stood before them, his head filled with sharp teeth. Glossy green eyes peered down at Rai. “I’ll devour you first!” He leaped onto the table with reptilian claws stretching toward her.

Elric watched from the side. Rai’s eyes glowed as a devilish smile slipped across her face, kind of like the one she gave just before she attacked Enzo in the room. The cave became bitterly cold. The floor, table, everything around them crystallized with ice. White puffs escaped the mouths of every warm body. 

An icy katana formed in Rai’s hand as she leaped out of her chair and passed through the crocodilian’s claws with a fluid motion. Her flesh was transparent and opaque. She solidified just below its massive jaw, smiling greedily as she plunged the blade into its chest. 

The impact sent them both off the table. Rai stood over the creature. He struggled to pull the blade out as ice formed from his wound, spreading over his lower half. 

“I can see in your eyes that you’ve killed a lot,” Rai began. “Maybe that’s why you’re so cocky.” Her long black hair with streaks of blue hung over her face. She pulled the blade from the beast’s chest, its blood immediately freezing. “Allow this human child to humble you a little.”

“Fearless, Ruthless… Quite a find indeed, Elric.” Erebus growled from Elric’s inner world. 

The frosted air created a thin layer of fog around Rai. The monstrous group closed in. 

“Enzo, don’t you dare interfere!” Her eyes fixed on her prey. 

Elric glared from his peripheral vision. He hadn’t noticed Enzo’s glowing eyes or felt the heat coming from him; the cold air overpowered it. 

Rai’s fingers cracked around the handle of the icy blade as ice crawled up her right arm. “It’s been a while since I had this much fun,” she said as white smoke pushed between her teeth.

“Rai.” Calamity stood. “Dear, please don’t kill the overgrown lizard, I beg of you.” Her tone was soft and pleading. 

“Shitty,” Rai began. The humidity in the room began rising, turning the crystalized flooring and atmosphere back to normal. “I almost had a pair of gator skin boots.” The blade in her hand fell into a puddle of water as the shivering beast returned to its horrific callous human form. She walked through the group of creatures focusing on Elric and Enzo, her glowing sinister blue eyes hungering for more.

“Rai, you good?” Enzo lifted his chin. His shoulders fell as he eased back into his chair.

Rai turned, facing the group that struggled to help one of their own get back to his feet. “Yeah, I’m perfectly fine.”

“What about you, Enzo?” Elric leaned back in his chair hands behind his head.

“Yeah, I’m good,” he sneered, wiping his mouth.

Calamity placed a hand over her mouth, hiding her laughter.

“How dare you?” The female creature draped in black fur scowled with large golden eyes. Her slender physique was close to resembling a humanoid panther. “You three pieces of meat will pay!”

“Fiera, now is not the time!” Kaimus held her back with a large arm. “We can’t afford to lose anyone right now!”

Elric dissolved into a puddle of laughter, his shoulders shaking uncontrollably. The cackle radiated through the group of rage-filled creatures he once feared as a boy. Everyone turned as eyes of confusion and anger fell on his uncontrollable laughter.

“What the hell is so damn funny, boy?” Kaimus’s eyes glowed, enraged by the mockery. “You think this is a joke?”

Elric’s shoulders slowly fell as the heavy laughter that rippled through the cave eased. “After watching you here, weak and feeble, I’m disappointed by what I used to be.” He glared over them. “I used to fear you. Hide from you like a weak, frightened animal. But now I’ve come to the realization that you’re all nothing but weak, frightened creatures yourselves.”

“I’ll kill you!” Kaimus’s arm fell with a clenched fist, his mouth baring large canines that dripped with drool.

“Kaimus…No!” Malevolence snapped back, focusing on Elric.

Elric continued. “You came to this world, thinking you were going to slaughter every living person. I killed two of your generals and your leader when I was just coming into grips with what I was.” Elric looked down at his hands as a flicker of dark energy imbued his fingers. “And now that I have control and I’m fully aware of my abilities, you’re stupid enough to talk down to me? I’ve killed thousands of your warriors by myself. I don’t need an army to do what your warriors can do. All I need are two.”

Kaimus growled, the glare in his eyes intensifying.

“If any of you dare to make a move…do it.” Elric looked over at Rai and Enzo. “They’re my army, and once I’m done with this world, you better be ready. Whether you take over Ermak or not, I’m coming to take revenge on what you’ve done here.”

Malevolence tapped his fingers on the table, never moving from his seat, even during the skirmish. “You’re very calm and composed, like a true leader.” His piercing green eyes looked up unimpressed as he rose to his feet, throwing the chair back. “Your power means nothing to us! We knew right from the get-go that the three of you, besides Calamity, had a presence that shook the very ground we walked on. Striking fear is something we’ve been doing for ages now. It no longer exists within us anymore!”

“No,” Elric said, his gaze falling like an act of war tearing into the confident man. His glowing crimson eyes visibly shook Malevolence to his core. He thought of his father’s last words. “Fear!”

Malevolence wilted. His light brown skin became a glossy shine as droplets of sweat streamed down the sides of his face. He crumbled to his knees, like a building collapsing from demolition. 

“Malevolence,” Allure and the others rushed to check on him. “What’s wrong?” His body convulsed as he looked down at his shaking hands. His gaze crawled back up to meet Elric’s, the creature’s once confident piercing eyes now rattled with unease.

Elric flushed the cave with dark energy that bared down on the group. The atmosphere became heavy with darkness consuming whatever hope they had. “No one can escape fear, no matter how hard you try. I am fear!”

Calamity began to clap from the side. “Okay, enough, Elric. I’m sure they get it by now.” 

Elric plopped back in his seat and snickered, watching the mighty remnants of Blight’s leftovers. The darkness manifesting around him gave him a hunger to tear them all apart. 

The creatures pieced together their ragtag group, helping their leader to his feet. Malevolence took a deep breath pulling his collar up and smoothing out the wrinkles of his sleeves. He slicked a few strands back into place, regaining his confident composure. 

“For some time, I wondered who had killed Blight. Especially once I was told that a human child did it. The same human child who killed Carnage and Eminence. Even with what Allure has been telling me, I still couldn’t believe you existed. I had to see you with my own eyes.” 

Rai nudged Elric. “You okay?”

“I’m good.” 

Malevolence fought to remove his gaze from Elric’s. “I suppose the three of you together would be a force to be reckoned with. And believe me, that threat about attacking Ermak? I don’t take it lightly.” He looked back at Allure and the others. “The dark energy, whatever power you have…? It will consume you.”

Allure stepped forward. “I swear, boy, your day is coming soon. Very soon!”

“Look, let’s get back to the real situation in Ermak.” Calamity edged her way into the thick atmosphere as a fire boiled on both sides of the table.

“Nah.” The left side of Elric’s lips tugged upward. “We’re not helping them. Neither will we be affiliated with them. They’re partially responsible for the world being the way it is now, so technically they’re our enemies.”

Calamity closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her exhale twisted with a groan. “Well, if that’s the decision, I won’t be able to change his mind.” She shrugged and shook her head. “He’s more stubborn than I’ll ever be.”

“A complete waste of our time.” Elric rose to his feet and turned, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “Let’s go.” 

Rai fixed her dress and stood confidently, gazing over at the wounded man who had tried to attack her. She winked, wiggling her fingers in parting toward the opposite side of the table. 

Enzo said, “C’mon Elric, let me get some action too, bro! I want that loudmouth bastard who was talking down to Rai in the beginning.” He searched over the table. “I don’t know what the hell he turned into, but one hit, please?” 

“Wait!” Malevolence’s voice was like a sharp snap. Elric stopped and turned. “My niece and nephew… You fought alongside them once upon a time, correct?” 

“Yep.” Elric puckered his lips to wave his triumph over the man. “Just saw them not too long ago, maybe a couple of ‘Earth hours,’” he said sarcastically.

“They’re alive?” The man smiled with an odd sense of relief.

“For now, they are. You know they’re gunning for you?” Elric tried to read Malevolence’s body language. “If you keep coming here, they’ll kill you.”

“You make it sound like you’re giving them credit, Elric?” Calamity’s face twisted with disbelief.

“Sasha has a clear vision and plenty of hate.” Elric nodded. “His fate is inevitable.”

“You think you’re something, don’t you?” A beastly creature stepped out of the group, slowly changing back into his human form.

“It’s him, the bastard that was talking down to Rai!” Enzo shouted, pointing with glowing eyes.

“How about you prove him otherwise!” Rai snapped back.

“No, they’ve had enough. Let’s go. We have better things to do.” Elric gave them all one glance over and turned to head back to the room. He yelled as they continued into the darkness, “If you’re not dead after we’re done with our goal for this world, Malevolence, please make yourself and your pets scarce! I can understand why I’ve only seen you once. Can’t end up like the last guy who had the job before you, right?”

The glow of the room faded behind them as their footsteps echoed sharply amongst the snaps of the torches. 





Chapter 22
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Breaking in the Newbie

It was time. The dread and sadness that forced tears down Terra’s cherub-like cheeks as she said goodbye crushed Violet with a painful heaviness. Their front door cracked open, the hinges screeching as the warm southern breeze blew in the scent of burning trees and brush. 

Roxanne and George embraced Terra close, her shoulders shaking as her hand gripped a handful of her father’s worn brown shirt. Violet and the others slipped off the porch to give them space.

“Is this really a good idea, V? I mean, look at them.” Sasha’s voice cracked. 

Violet nodded and focused on Roxanne. “I’ll protect her with my life, I promise!” 

The slender woman’s head gently poked up. Her eyes were red and overflowing with sadness that conveyed her maternal love and sacrifice. Her smile, though broken, was genuine as her lips murmured, “I trust you.”

“I promise I’ll be back! Daddy, make sure you feed the chickens and pigs while I’m gone. Mama, make sure he takes his medicine…. Everything better be like the way I left it,” Terra joked as she sobbed.

Her father nodded. “Give em hell, Terra, and make us proud!”

“Do what my generation failed to do. Help and heal this world. Make it better for all of us, okay?” Roxanne caressed Terra’s chin, the wrinkles around her eyes deepening. With joy consuming her face, she nodded to Violet, wiping the tears from her cheeks. 

Terra turned, her eyes sharp, upholding the concrete wall that was her will and confidence. “So, we ready or what?” she asked with a raspy southern accent. “Too much sadness here. It’s bugging me if you know what I mean?”

Violet gave her a terse nod. “Right. Well, let’s go.”

She took her place next to Violet and the others. Eden laid his hand on her shoulder. “Let’s do our best, right?” He looked at everyone. “All of us!”

They all faced the couple who remained on the front porch made of splintering uneven wood. Though once seen as a horrible shack collapsing in on itself like a loaf of bread, love and happiness strengthened its faded walls, providing an unshakable foundation even in the harshest of storms. 

The purple aura pulsed from her insides like a warm heartbeat consuming them, and with a flash, they were gone. 

They appeared in front of Samantha’s house. The sticky heat that forced sweat from their pores was swept away by Virginia’s autumn breeze. 

The singing of the trees as they swayed in the wind gave Violet some solace. Everyone was alive and well, and they’d returned home with an addition. She glanced over at Terra, who covered her mouth. Oh no! Violet lunged to help her. 

Terra fell to her knees, spilling her insides that sloshed to the green grass of the front yard. The gurgling burp ended with a cough as she lowered her head. Sasha grabbed a length of her hair to keep it from falling into the brown puddle.

“You’ll be fine,” Sasha said, racing her hand over Terra’s back. “Instead of just standing there, how about one of you get some water?” 

Eden and Alfred rolled their heads over to Manie. “Right.” He sighed and raced up the front steps. 

“I remember my first-time teleporting.” Alfred winced and shook his head.

Eden stuck his hands in his pockets. “Sorry about that, Terra. We should’ve said something.”

“Thanks. I’m alright.” Terra stood, spitting the rest of the remains into the grass. “Can I please get something to drink and a wet towel?” 

“Of course,” Violet said as Sasha helped Terra into the house.

“You… You all live here?” Violet and Sasha helped her up the concrete staircase that led to the house. Terra’s eyes exploded with amazement. Her foot missed the next step as Violet grabbed her. Her eyes gleamed in the sunlight. “You guys must be millionaires! I mean, look at all the stairs…and the rooms. You must have tons of rooms!” 

Violet couldn’t help but laugh. Terra’s excitement was like a light turning on in a dark room. “Of course, we live here. And for the time being, you will too. I don’t know if Samantha’s home, but she’ll love meeting you.”

“Samantha?”

“Oh, you’ll meet her soon. She owns the house and kinda helps watch over us,” Sasha explained.

“She’s an Ermakian too?”

Violet felt an uneasiness follow behind Terra’s excitement. “No, just an ordinary person. Terra, you’ll be fine here, I promise.”

She pulled away from her and Sasha and stood tall. “And she knows about us? Like the Ermakians and the Titans?”

“Yup, pretty much.” Sasha obviously didn’t see the apprehension in Terra who had wrapped her arms around herself.

“But that’s not good. She can tell…. We could be in danger!” Terra stepped down the stairs.

Even in fear, Terra’s accent peeked through. Violet couldn’t help but smile. “No, she’s a friend, trust me.” Violet held her hand out. “After Elric destroyed the place where we lived, Samantha gave us a home, fed us, and took care of us. She’s one of the good ones.”

Terra’s lips trembled as she glossed over the lightly dense forest that made up Samantha’s two-and-a-half-acre colonial. Hills bobbed all around them, and lush green pastures filled the backyard with a sea of green. 

“Terra, I know it’s been a long time since you’ve been out like this, but trust us, please. We’ll show you the world.” Violet tilted her hand.

Terra sighed and with trembling fingers reached for Violet’s open hand. They brought her into the house. The smell of yesterday’s breakfast still lingered in the air, the mouthwatering scent of hickory bacon tickling Violet’s nose.

“Here you go.” Manie rushed over with a glass of water that clanked with ice. Terra gulped it down, swishing it in her mouth.

“I’ll get you that washcloth.” Violet rushed upstairs to the bathroom. She grabbed a cloth off the rack and drenched it with cool water. The television echoed from downstairs as Eden’s voice overpowered whatever was going on. She wished they could take a breath, just have one day to eat and rest before things got worse. 

She slowly crept downstairs, watching as the others crowded the living room. Eden on the center couch hung from the edge of his seat with clutched hands, his face red, and his eyes narrowed with focus. If he were in his thirties, Violet would have thought he’s having a stroke.

“Thank you,” Terra replied, taking the cloth from Violet’s hand. Terra dabbed her forehead lightly, then continued to wipe her face and hands. With diligence, she folded the washcloth and placed it on the arm of the couch. “That kid, the one that wanted me to join him, were you really close with him?” She folded her arms, revealing toned biceps.

Violet ignored the chaos on TV and the lingering effects of Elric’s rage. “Yeah, Elric was close with all of us. This whole situation seems like a really bad nightmare. Elric actually saved the world, two worlds in a way, but it was at the cost of losing a lot of people he loved.”

“I see.” Terra’s gaze was puzzling as if she were waiting for Violet to tell her more. “If he’s your friend, how do you plan on stopping him?”

“I… I don’t know.” Violet looked down at the group who cautiously watched the news. “But, I think the first step is finding the Light Titan.”

The doors of wanting to save Elric were slammed shut, bolted, and welded for good measure. The memory of the young, selfless boy who was almost like an annoying little brother was long gone. So, how did she plan on stopping him? Would she kill him like he did to all those people on Area Zero? Would they beat him into submission with unrelenting force until he gave up this travesty of saving the world? Or would she fail? 

Terra’s question rocked Violet, sending her twirling into crashing waves of pain and confusion. She yearned for help, but the one that provided her with peace of mind was gone. 

Violet snapped out of her deep thoughts. “So, you want me to show you to your room?”

Terra’s eyes welled with tears. “My…my room?” her lips quivered.

“Well, duh. If you’re staying with us, you’re going to need your own room, right?” Violet gently held her hand and coaxed her up the stairs. The widened eyes of astonishment as Terra bounced and pounced through the hall crushed the darkness that lurched to overwhelm Violet.

“I can’t believe you guys live like this. This Sam must be rich?”

Violet’s lips turned up. The dim lights of the hall were like a beacon to Terra as she brushed by. She closed her eyes, strolling down the hall, hands racing across the smooth olive-green walls. The simple things that they took for granted, a hallway, a house... To Terra, she was in a palace. A place she only dreamed of.

Violet pulled her down the medium-sized abode. When Violet opened the door, Terra’s mouth dropped so far down, you needed a shovel to pick it off the floor. “You can’t be serious. This is mine?” She walked into the room, her eyes searching. “All of this is mine?” She fell back on the bed, wrapping herself in the sheets.

Violet nodded as a hint of Madison’s perfume lingered in the air. A masterfully carved ebony desk with a leather chair pressed against deep forest walls. A twin-size bed plush with a cream comforter was sprinkled daintily with pillows. Terra swam in them lavishly. 

“What do you—”

Terra leaped up and jumped toward the only window, forcing the shades up with a rattle. The golden streams of warm light poured through, cutting through the darkness, and splashing the walls with their shadows. “Sorry, what were ya going to say?”

Violet leaned against the doorway. “What do you think?”

Terra took a deep breath turning with shimmering eyes that swam with tears. “I think I judged you guys too quick.” She wiped her eyes and fell back on the bed, the sun covering her in a golden embrace. “You mind if I stay up here for a little bit?”

“You bet.” Violet sat on the bed next to her. “Terra, you’re one of us now. I know that for a while, all you’ve had were your parents. But you have us now, too, okay?”

Terra pressed her lips together and nodded.

“Well, I’ll get you some fresh clothes. I’ll be right back.” 

“Wait,” Terra called out. “Did you really mean what you said just now? About having you guys?”

“Of course. You’ll see.” Violet’s firm eyes burrowed into Terra’s, hoping to fill her with assurance. She didn’t dive into Terra’s thoughts. A fifteen-year-old girl who had never been away from her parents earned the right to have some anxiety. Especially joining a group of strangers. “And when the boys start joking with you, it means they like you. Trust me. They’re goofy that way.”

Violet closed the bedroom door and left Terra alone to enjoy her new abode. Sasha, with a brightened smile, stood at the end of the hall with folded arms, smugly leaning against the wall. “So, how’s she doing?”

“She’ll be alright.” Violet took a deep breath and made her way down to Sasha. “She’s definitely excited about this place.”

“Well, I would be too after coming from a dump like that,” Sasha said with a crinkled nose. “I mean, it’s like being in a different world. A different universe. I still don’t know how she survived in a house that was barely standing.”

The floor creaked from behind Violet. Her head snapped back just in time to catch the look of horror on Terra’s face. Violet was still close to Terra’s new room. She never heard Terra step out. With a cracked face of pain and disappointment, Terra slammed the door.

“Sasha!” Violet’s eyes stabbed her like jagged blades as she grimaced.

“Oh, c’mon, I didn’t mean anything by it!” 

Violet rushed to the room. Terra’s pain swelled from behind the door. Even as Violet wrapped her slender fingers around the doorknob, she could feel it. Terra’s pain and anger felt like a ball, propelling her toward fear. She wanted to leave, and now!

Sasha darted down the hall. Violet wished she could send her to Antarctica after what she said. She was so damn aesthetic! So superficial, it was maddening.

“Terra, Sasha didn’t mean it. The way she said it was all wrong.” 

Terra opened the door, then strode back and slid down the side of the bed with her knees tucked into her chest.

“Terra, I’m sorry. Sasha can be pretty…snobby, I guess.” 

“I know I’m not like y’all…. I know I don’t have all these expensive things. I know I’m poor and maybe don’t have a lot of schooling like y’all do too, but I was taught to respect everyone no matter what!” She sniffled.

“I know.” Violet’s voice broke.

“I just want to fit in somewhere. Anywhere.” She wiped her face. “I mean, it’s felt like all my life I’ve neva been liked by anybody. I was teased, tricked, bullied. It just seems like the world’s against me!”

Violet could feel the loneliness. The pain didn’t sting or burn like a wound. It didn’t ache or make you cry out in agony like a broken bone. This pain was constant and unsettling. If it was a color, it was black. She’d never forget this feeling; she had felt it from Elric every day. That cold and indifference.

Violet wrapped her arms around Terra, remembering how she wished for a second opportunity to save Elric from this darkness. Terra could still be helped and wasn’t anywhere near as far gone as Elric. Maybe somehow, someway, Terra was a way to make up for her negligence to see and understand his pain.

Terra leaned over to lay her head against Violet’s chest. “I know life can be hard. Everyone here has lived it. What Sasha said wasn’t right. She’s numb to other people’s predicaments and emotions sometimes.”

“I bet she was a spoiled brat, rich and probably got everything she wanted, huh?” Terra asked with her face buried in her arms.

“Actually, no. Sasha and Manie lost all their friends and family because of the war in Ermak. They’re pretty much all that’s left.” Terra looked up, wiping her face. “They both lost everything, and to tell you quite honestly, we’re probably the only family they have left anywhere.”

Terra stared at the closed door. “That’s really painful.” She wiped her arm across her face. “I can’t imagine how she feels, and from that, I guess she can’t imagine how I feel.”

Violet combed her fingers through Terra’s hair, thinking about the promise she’d made to Roxy. “I guess you’re right.”

“What about the other Titan, the one who controls wind?”

“Eden?”

“Yeah?”

“He’s lost both his parents and doesn’t have any siblings. He’s been on his own for a while too.”

“Really? And the other boy, the Ermakian?”

“Alfred’s parents are off still fighting the war in Ermak. He hasn’t seen them since he was six.”

“Sounds like I’m sad and hurtin’ for no reason. I may not have had friends, but I still have my parents in my life. All of you’ve lost your parents.”

Violet tilted her head back, thinking of her own past. The past where her parents abandoned her, never to return. The sorrow that once dominated Violet with deep-seated fatigue and self-hatred no longer burdened her like it had when she was a little girl. Those tears had long since dried, that little girl long since blossomed. “Mostly all of us.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“My parents left me in a school for ‘gifted’ children. They abandoned me. Threw me away like garbage when I was a little girl. What kind of people would do that, right?”

“Awful ones,” Terra said, sharply, picking her head up. “Everyone in this house trusts you with their lives. Even Ma and Pa trust you. I don’t know how, but you changed my ma’s spirit.”

Violet’s cheeks warmed. She must have been blushing. “I wish I had that ability to change everybody.” She sighed deeply, angling her face toward the ceiling. “Sometimes, not everyone can be changed.”

“You’re thinking about him, the Dark Titan, aren’t you?”

Violet shook her head. “It’s stupid to think about the enemy. He’s not the person he used to be, and he never will be again. So that’s that.”

“You don’t believe that, huh?”

A glimpse of Zaroule tagged the back of Violet’s mind. She closed her eyes as the deep wrinkles of his face lined the rim of his black shades. He glowed in a white aura of hope and strength. 

“When I looked into the Dark Titan’s eyes, they were empty. Completely black. It frightened me that someone like that could exist,” Terra said, pulling herself up onto the bed. “We need the Titan of Light.”

“You know where to find them?” Violet sighed. “Because I’d make you a wealthy girl if you did.”

Terra shook her head. “You would think with the world the way it is, they’d come out.” Terra walked over to the window and moved the curtains to look outside. “I wonder if maybe it’s an elderly person who really can’t fight anymore. Maybe all they can do is watch.” 

“Are you serious?” Violet burst into laughter, then she stopped as a strange chill came over her. “That would be our luck, wouldn’t it? A ninety-year-old pacifist being our last line of defense.”

Terra’s hardened expression slunk into one of sorrow. “That would be crazy.” She slowly turned. “Just as crazy as all of us risking our lives to save the world.”

“That’s because we’re all the world has for protection.”

“Two Titans against three? The Titans with him are a hella more experienced.” She sat on the bed again. “The Ermakians won’t stand a chance against them. You know that, right? I even wonder about your powers.” 

“They’ll be alright. We all will. We have to have faith and hope. I know it sounds like that’s not a lot to live on, but it’s all we have.” 

Terra tilted her head with raised eyebrows. She must have thought Violet was an optimistic fool. Maybe she was. She had to be now more than ever. Continuously wearing this broken mask of confidence, when in reality, she wanted to hide away in a dark corner and rot.

Violet said, “I’m going to get some clothes for you. You going to be alright?”

Terra nodded.

Violet strolled down the hall. Sasha was nowhere to be found, of course. Comes in like a wrecking ball and leaves. Violet dug through her drawers, finding a few jeans, shirts, and a jacket. Terra was a little thicker than she was, but at least she wouldn’t be too uncomfortable.

She felt tears began to build up behind her eyes as the heaviness of sorrow began to fill her insides. Damn it, just get a grip. Please, she sobbed. A mountain of despair and loss continued to pile up on her. With Terra, they were in a better spot than before, but without the Light Titan, they were shit out of luck.

A solid knock stole the focus of her sorrow. Sensing Eden, she wiped her face with a sock and stuffed it in the drawer. “Come in.” 

“Hey.” She turned to see him. He shut the door behind him. 

“Hey! How are you?” She closed her clothing drawer nervously so he wouldn’t see anything. 

“I’m alright.” He stuck his hands in his pockets. “Look, I’m sorry about earlier today. I just snapped when I saw Elric, all of these emotions—”

“It’s alright. I understand, I really do.”

He walked over to her and gently lifted her hand. “I’m sorry. After everything with Sage… I know it hurts as much as losing Zaroule....”

Violet held his hand gently as tears filled to the rim of her eyes, then cascaded down her cheeks. She looked down at their clutched hands. “I know. And thank you.” 

He caressed her cheek. The warmth of his flesh and love was a shelter from the cold abyss that was their life. She closed her eyes and let her face fall into his hand. He cupped her chin and gently pressed his supple lips against hers.

His essence seeped into her like a cup of hot tea. Sweet and relaxing, melting her worries away. She wrapped her arms tightly around his waist, her fingers rolling down his lower back, praying he would never let her go.

“Eden.” She trembled as she let go of her pain. The salty drops seeped into her lips and drenched Eden’s shirt. A dry whimper crawled from her throat. “I can’t do this. I can’t keep losing everyone I love.” Violet shattered. All this time trying to keep her walls up, fighting to keep the presence of who she was alive. Her façade crumbled in his hands like a delicate flower beneath the boot of a soldier.

He embraced her, and Violet’s cheek pressed against his broad chest. “I know. I’m right here, and I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”

She cried, letting it all go, and as she dropped to her knees, Violet blocked her sight from the distorted blur the world became. Eden went down with her. His chest thumped gently as she counted. A warm trickle fell down her neck, racing down her chest. She opened her eyes, wiping away the blurriness as she looked up. 

Eden’s tears were like crystal diamonds on his cheek as his lashes let them fall from his sky-blue eyes. They fell from his square jaw breaking apart on her forehead. His skin red. 

“First Z…now Sage.” She swallowed hard, the lump in her throat almost coming back up. “I don’t think I can do this….I can’t!”

He nodded. “You can. You will. And you must. That’s our only option.” His voice was soft and broken as he spoke through his tears.

“I can’t! I can’t do this anymore!” She slammed her fist against his chest. This pain, this agony. It was crushing her with a power that her slim frame couldn’t withstand. It slashed deeply into her soul, and the bleeding wouldn’t stop.

Eden sat her on the bed, kneeling in front of her. Violet wanted to see Sage again. The elder who appeared just in time to provide help and peace of mind and knew exactly what to say in any situation.

“Violet, we need you now more than ever. If you lose hope now, Sage’s death would have been for nothing. You know she expected more from you compared with everyone else.”

“Eden, you don’t understand. I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.” He held both her hands together. His eyes piercing and becoming wild from the beast within. His anger was building, only it wasn’t geared toward her, but to the ones who stole her hope. “Violet, these last few years with you… with all of you, have changed my life. I know I’ve been a jerk sometimes, but I’ve never been so happy. With my parents being gone, I thought I’d always be alone. Then I met all of you.”

She bit her bottom lip and wiped the clear fluid running from her reddened nose. The darkness was a thief in the night, coming to steal and destroy.

“I feel so much stronger when I’m with you—like I can do anything. Even Sirocco thinks so.”

Violet grieved on the inside, hiding the truths, hiding what they were truly up against. She allowed joy to spread over her face, but one could see it in her eyes, her movements. Despair.

“I love you, Violet…and I’ll die for you.” He swallowed, laying his forehead in her hands. “So please, don’t give up just yet. Okay?”

She felt like a brittle vessel, emaciated by the horrors of this world. She gave a broken smile. “Eden, let’s just keep this between you and me, okay?”

“Yeah, of course.” Eden wiped his face clearing his throat as he rose. He took a deep breath, straightened, and snapped his shoulders back. “I understand why. But Violet, you don’t have to keep up this persona.”

Violet lowered her face. Her eyes burned a little. He was right. Unfortunately, training in that cursed facility all those years turned her into this. She had become prideful and stubborn or maybe it had enhanced what was already there. It took years of Zaroule’s love even for her to trust again, and even longer to love. 

“Eden, can you do me a favor?”

“Of course. Anything.”

“I want you to talk to Terra. She needs someone. Another Titan to talk to.” She raised her head as the corners of her lips gleamed. “She needs someone that can understand her.”

“Sure, I can do that. I guess it would be easier for me to talk to her.” He turned to head out. Just before his fingers wrapped around the knob, he turned. “Violet, we’ll get through this.”

She wiped her face. “I know we will.” 





Chapter 23
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She’ll Make the Earth Quake

Eden waited patiently by the door swallowing the sadness he buried deep within. Violet did the same, grabbing a few more bits of clothing as she stacked them on her bed. 

She took another deep breath before clutching the stack to her chest. “You ready?”

“Let’s do it.” His raspy voice did a poor job of hiding their moment. Violet hoped she looked better than he sounded. 

They drifted down the halls silently toward Terra’s room. Neither one said a word. Violet opened the door and was met by a warm breeze of air that was both refreshing and calming. 

Terra was staring out the window, where the sun peeked through the pink and orange leaves of the oaks that shielded Samantha’s house from the outside world. She seemed to be lost in thought. 

“Here are the clothes I promised.” Violet stacked them on the bed.

Terra turned and stepped back a little when she saw Eden. “The Wind Titan?” 

“You can call me Eden. I’m still human.” He chuckled.

“Too bad not everyone agrees with that statement,” Terra said in a low tone.

Eden’s brows bunched together. “Why do you say that?” 

“Because what’s inside us. My ma told me we were treated like animals.” Terra dug through the stack of clothes. “People feared us, kicked us to the curb and sent us away because we were monsters.”

“Well, times have changed. Most people don’t even know we exist.” 

Terra’s eyebrows perked as she looked up at him with a jutted lip. “Sometimes, history has a way of repeating itself.” She held a shirt up to her chest.

Violet watched, admiring the young girl. She was hardened and distant. It was like looking at a younger version of herself. Some would see Terra as being harsh or mean. Violet saw a young girl who had been taught to survive with the exterior shell of a cactus. Deep within, though, was the soft, watery girl, drowning to hold up a persona she had been forced to create in a world that pitied no one.

“I have a good idea. How about you show us your powers?” Eden said.

“Show you?”

“It’s okay, Terra, you’re with friends. We do this all the time.” Violet’s lips lifted.

Terra searched through the clothes remaining silent. Tersely, her eyes flashed to Violet. “I guess.”

“Nice. Let’s go!” Violet grabbed her hand, and they rushed downstairs, Eden trailing behind.

“What’s all the excitement about?” Manie asked as they ran by the living room.

“Terra’s going to show us some of her powers!” Violet’s smile painted the gloomy home with life and excitement.

“Really?” Manie lips spread wide. “I’m in.”

“I’m down!” Alfred exclaimed through a mouth filled with chips.

Violet looked around the kitchen. “Where’s Sasha?”

“In the shower, I think,” Manie replied.

They rushed to the brilliant warm rays of the golden sun. The sweet scent of wildflowers took Violet far away from the hell that was their life and to a place of serenity. The sky was a deep blue with a few patches of white. 

The grass was a luscious green, speckled with yellow dandelions and dancing Virginia bluebells. Trees surrounded the back area, almost like a fence, but from what, nobody knew, considering Samantha’s house was the only one on the hill. 

Everyone was excited to see what she could do. After her intimidating spectacle during the brawl with Elric and the others, Violet wanted to know what else Terra had up her sleeve.

“Are you sure this is alright? I won’t get into trouble for this?” her southern drawl trembled.

“You’ll be fine, trust us!” Eden’s eyes widened.

Terra closed her eyes. Violet’s chest pulsed as her body swayed. The ground shifted just beneath her feet. The young girl’s eyes opened with a shimmering green glow. Terra’s pupils dilated, flooding with intensity. The sea of grass, the bright dandelions, and the beautiful blue hue of the bells grew wildly as if they were being watered with plant steroids.

A deep rumbling beneath their feet sparked fear as everyone struggled to gain their footing. A stony hand, the size of a sixteen-wheeler tire, ripped open the yard like a diver breaking the water plane for air. A plume of earth and stone kicked up as the sea of green fell into a sinkhole of darkness. 

Violet’s stomach sunk as another hand slipped from the sinkhole, the digits thick and blocky. A moan bellowed from the hole as a large bulky body pulled itself from the earth. Thick tree roots snapped and cracked as boulders smashed to the ground from its back and shoulders. 

Large green pupils glowed from a skull sculpted with clay and stone, its mouth a conglomerate of marble chiseled into a polished square jaw. Shoulders bulged with boulders and stone, the creature’s long arms thick like aged tree trunks. Roots wrapped all around its body, holding its frame and extremities together like tendons and cartilage. 

Manie fell back, frightened by the size of the creature. A deep grunt of dust whisked from its stony teeth as its fists dug deeper into the ground. Rocks clacked and fell to the upturned earth with each breath. The creature watched all of them cautiously before its eyes fell on Terra.

A thick tail unearthed from the heap connected with roots and caked together with clay. A large boulder was attached at the end like a club, dragging just behind. The long arms stretched forward as its knuckles smashed into the grass in front of them. 

“T–Terra,” Violet called. 

“It’s alright, trust me.” She raced to the behemoth that towered over her like a giant oak tree, wrapping her body around the giant arm like a child clutching a long-lost pet. With great care, the creature picked her up and cautiously placed her over its shoulder. Its green eyes scrutinized Violet and the others. “Oops, sorry about that. You’re naked!”

Terra placed her hand on the back of the creature. Grass flourished over the body of the beast. It moaned with pleasure and shook its body like a dog trying to lose the water in its fur. The grass draped from its body shimmering in the sun’s rays, its green eyes disappearing in the foliage. 

“I call them earth golems,” she said, patting the creature on the back. “I use them to help me with things around the yard. Or just to have fun. Don’t tell my ma, though.”

“Whoa, that’s amazing!” Manie shouted, still on his back and looking up. 

Eden looked to Violet with bright pearly whites. “That’s very impressive, Terra. It’s definitely something I’ve never seen a Titan do before!”

Violet beamed with joy.

Sasha ran outside wrapped in a robe, and her hair soaking wet. “Hey, did you guys feel that? It felt like an earthquake!” She looked up with widening eyes and took a step back. She cupped her mouth. 

“That’s sick, right, Sasha?” Manie asked, his hand over the grass covering the large beast.

“Yeah… My thoughts exactly.” She looked over at the rest of them. “Why is there a giant monster made of grass and mud standing in the backyard?”

“Hi!” Terra yelled from the shoulder of the creature. “Sorry if I scared ya.”

Sasha shook her head as her trembling lips broke apart. “Oh, no problem…” She waved in return, then stepped back, never taking her eyes off the creature before finally making her way into the house. They all burst into laughter, the beast doing the same as Terra gripped the thick grass around its neck. 

“So, that’s crazy!” Alfred exclaimed. “Is it the only one you can make, or can you make more?” 

“Hmm… I never really tried to make more. One was always enough.” She stood up and then jumped down into the palm of the creature’s hand. It gently placed her back on the ground squatting just behind her.

She stood next to the hole from which the creature had emerged. She took a deep breath as the ground rumbled again. The hole spat out dirt and clay covering Terra, caking her long black hair and face as she smiled. 

One by one, large creatures pulled themselves out of the ground. Some caked with dark red clay, while others had pieces of branches and stones embedded around their heads. In no time there was a dozen of them filling the backyard.

Terra collapsed. Violet raced over and knelt next to her. Sweat trickled down her cheeks, forming gritty brown streams that slipped from her chin. “That was awesome!” Terra exclaimed, her chest rising heavily. 

One final creature covered in grass stuck out like a sore thumb compared to the others that crouched over them. 

“So, it looks like thirteen is the big number,” Terra said as Violet helped her stand. “I’m so…tired.” She nearly fell to her knees again.

Violet stretched her hand, gently focusing on Terra as the girl rose from the ground and levitated over to the group. The creatures watched as she floated off, their eyes filled with life. They were unlike anything any of them had seen before. 

Violet knew Terra was special, but this was amazing. Deep down, she had the ability to do so much more. Her mother trained her well. 

“Terra, that was amazing!” Eden’s blue eyes gleamed. “Let’s get you inside. You’re exhausted.”

She nodded and turned. The creatures gave a dusty moan and crumbled into giant piles of dirt and clay. The life which filled them disappeared as they returned to the elements from which they came.

They brought her inside and laid her on the living room couch. Manie sat next to her eyeing her curiously. Violet watched him with the same expression, feeling the butterflies in his belly. 

Terra looked up at him with a scowl. “What are you looking at?” 

He snapped out of his daze, swallowing hard. “Oh, nothing… Nothing at all.” He glanced around frantically and made his way out of the living room.

Alfred sat in the chair opposite Terra and flicked on the television. The news blared about the events in London, which were still making headlines. They were trying to connect the events overseas with California and what happened in Japan. Pictures of Elric and the other Titans were plastered all over the television screen. 

“This is all because of the Dark Titan?” Terra asked.

“Yeah, but we’ll stop him no matter what.” Eden’s voice was low and cold.

“You mean kill him?” Terra asked. 

The room grew quiet. Nobody ever threw the word around the way Terra did. Her innocent southern tone showed a different side and meaning for the statement.

“I guess if it comes to that,” Eden replied.

“You’re willing to kill one of us?” she asked, looking up with tired green eyes. “As a Titan, the six of us all have a bond that can’t be broken. We understand each other more than anyone. Even more than blood relatives or twin siblings. The six of us have felt pain and suffering because it’s our nature. It’s our life. Yeah, some of us handle it differently, but is it really the reason why we should kill our own?”

Violet squeezed next to her. “We don’t know what’s going to happen. When that time comes, all we know is we’re going to do the best we can for the world. I hope Elric can be saved through it all, I do. But the billions of lives all over the world will always come first.”

Terra nodded. Violet stood up and began walking out of the living room. Eden quickly followed behind her.

“Hey.” He gently snatched up her hand. “She’s good, really good.”

“I know. Smart too.”

“It’s funny how someone her age can have so much understanding,” he added.

A puzzling expression fell on Violet’s face. “Why’s that? We’re the same way, and we aren’t that much older than her?” She began to walk toward him. “Don’t think that just because we’re a little older, we should forget the things we’ve done so far.” 

“I know, I know, it’s just…” He shook his head.

Eden’s anger and rage toward Elric were still there, but he was confused. Terra’s words chipped away at his hardened shell, breaking into the soft tissue of who he really was. 

All the Titans had an invisible bond. Not even Elric could bury that connection beneath his hatred and rage toward the world. Maybe that bond was why he’s trying to get them all together. 

“We have to learn to forgive the ones that have caused us great harm and pain.” Violet fought back the tears that crept behind her eyes. “That’s what Sage taught me. Otherwise, you’ll become a monster yourself.”

“Monsters like Blight, Calamity, and Allure should be forgiven?”

“Monsters like Blight, Calamity, and Allure are created through hatred, anger, and pain. That’s why Elric is the way he is. That’s why it hurts to see him that way, and that’s why I tried so hard to hold on to him.” She looked into Eden’s sky-blue eyes. “In order to stop creating monsters like them, we have to find a way to end our own darkness.”

Eden grimaced. “Do you really believe that?”

“I do.” She swallowed hard, thinking about the hopes Sage and Zaroule had for all of them. “I think someday this will all be over, but until then, we have to have hope.”

Eden chuckled and shook his head.

Violet raised a red brow. “What?”

“Just thinking about how long it’s going to be before I get to take you back out on another date,” he said with a low chuckle.

“I know, we’re both so busy,” she said, clutching his hand.

He leaned in smoothly, their foreheads pressing together. His voice wavered. “I’m sure I’ll figure something out.” His warm lips consumed hers as Violet closed her eyes. 

As he slowly broke away, she smiled. He was getting better.

Her bottom lip quivered. “Where are you going?”

“I’m gonna keep an eye on these guys. Make sure Terra isn’t driven out of her mind by Alfred and Manie.”

“Alright. I’ll be in my room if you need anything, okay?”

“Of course.” He licked his lips before heading back into the living room.

Violet’s heart raced with a second breath of life. She raced up the stairs and dashed down the hall to her room, falling on her bed that was covered with pillows. 

Something about that kiss. Something about the sweetness of Eden’s lips. They were the calming hiss of the ocean waves crashing against the shore. 

She recalled a memory of her and Sage during their private training sessions. They’d been on a hidden side of one of the Virgin Islands. The air was humid, just like it always was. She would never forget the burning sensation of her muscles and the migraine headaches that ripped through her skull from the overstimulation of her powers.

Violet fell to her knees. Her clothes were soaked in sweat, stuck to her body like a second layer of skin. The sun’s beaming rays glinted off the beads of sweat that fell from her like dew from leaves. Violet could still hear that deep, perfect cackle of Sage’s. 

“What’s so funny!” Violet crawled to all fours to look up at her. “Why are you laughing at me?” she demanded in anger.

“What’s funny is you think you’ve really felt pain, dear! You think you’re really suffering. But you don’t know what such emotions feel like.” Sage tightened her lips, locking her laughter in. “You’re just a baby; you couldn’t possibly know what suffering is.”

Violet gritted her teeth in anger listening to Sage mock her. “I’ve never had parents for as far back as I can remember!” Violet yelled. “I’ve always fought for myself. Nobody did anything for me! Like cowards, my parents abandoned me because of these powers. This stupid gift. It’s more of a curse than anything!”

“See, that’s where you’re wrong.” Sage walked over. “You see this curse you have? It can do just about anything you want, and you just have to know how to truly harness it.” She raised her fist to Violet’s face.

“And how do I do that? All we’ve been doing is moving ridiculously heavy stones and boulders around. Why do I need to learn how to pick up a mountain anyway?”

Sage exhaled and glared into the dark blue sky. “Dear child, this is just a warmup. I’m just helping your powers get a good stretch.” Sage raised her hand to a boulder the size of a minivan and, with a flick of her wrist, cast it into the ocean. “When you learn to harness your powers, pushing a boulder of that size is like picking up a pencil.”

Violet lay on the bed allowing the memory to flow through her. It had taken her hours just to make the thing move an inch off the ground. 

“Violet, you have unlimited potential within you. I can feel it, and I know deep down you do too.”

“I don’t know what I feel. This is just too hard.”

“You’re going to go back to your friends, who are training hard and sacrificing everything to be able to save this world, and you’re going to tell them you quit?” Sage laughed.

“I…” Violet thought about Sage’s words. They were all counting on her to be strong, not only for them but for the world too. “I won’t quit. Ever!”

A deep grin stretched across Sage’s wrinkled face. “That a girl.”

Violet opened her eyes to glare at the ceiling. Violet tightened her fist till the knuckles cracked. I promise, Sage, your and Zaroule’s sacrifices won’t be wasted! On my life! 





Chapter 24
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Home Sweet Home

Elric’s eyelids peeled back, revealing bloodshot eyes. A fistful of his sheets were clenched in his shaking hands. Sleep paralysis. 

The terror pressed down on his body. His heart raced, his lips moving silently as his eyes moved frantically throughout the room. He took a deep breath and exhaled. Life returned, first to his fingers, then his hands, then his arms. He wiped the droplets of sweat that dripped from his narrow chin. Even his bed was soaked with anxiety.

“You haven’t had a nightmare like that in a while.” Erebus’s rumbling voice was hot, thundering in Elric’s inner world. “You were screaming near the end of it all.”

Elric shivered from the cold wetness. “Yeah, you’re right.” He looked to the ceiling. Strands of his messy black hair stuck to his face and cheeks. “I haven’t dreamed about what happened in Lexington in a while. Been a few months, actually. Mrs. Lee and all those people ripped apart and slaughtered by Blight’s forces.” He tightened his fingers into a fist. Darkness wrapped around him, caressing his face.

“You could have finished them all off in an instant too. But for some reason, you’re becoming soft.”

Elric could still see the images of Mrs. Lee’s face when he closed his eyes. The blood covering her body, the tears of blood that coursed down the valleys of her aging face. “Remember Erebus. Perseverance, tenacity—”

“And patience. Yes, I know. I miss the boy who slaughtered hundreds of soldiers at Area Zero. The one who warred like a god and struck fear into the world in just a month! Where is that Elric?”

“He’s there, Erebus. He’s just not an egotistical basket case.”

Elric’s fingernails narrowed and sharpened into black claws, digging into his palms and sending warm scarlet streaks trickling down his wrist. 

The door smashed open as Rai burst in. Her eyes scoured the room with an expression of worry, a blade of ice in her right hand. “What is it? What was all that yelling?” she asked, her breath coming out like smoke escaping her lips.

Elric tilted his head with ruffled eyebrows. “I had a nightmare. You don’t have those?”

“A nightmare? Are you kidding me? It sounded like someone was getting murdered!” She laid a hand on her hip. The blade of ice glistened in the light of the torch, gently tapping at her flesh.

Elric skimmed over her fishnet stockings and black spandex shorts that heightened her figure and slender look. “You might want to get dressed before Enzo sees you.”

“Bro, you okay?” Enzo lurched in half-asleep, rubbing his eyes. “Sounds like you were losing it in here—” Enzo’s eyes immediately dropped to Rai’s feet and crawled their way up to her black tank top. 

Rai laid the blade at his jugular with an unimpressed expression and pouting lips. “Enzo. One word. Just one word. And I’ll spill you right here!”

“I’m fine.” Elric rubbed his eyes. The nightmare still haunted him. That’s what his memories were. Nightmares. He hated remembering the people he once cherished. The ones who laughed with him, the ones willing to sacrifice everything for him. They were dead and gone now. Even the ones with air still in their lungs.

Enzo and Rai came around his bed cautiously, watching the darkness around him.

“Elric, you sure you’re okay?” Rai asked.

“Don’t worry about me.” He placed his hand over his face. “Everything’s fine.” The darkness settled as he calmed down.

The faint screams of those dying in Lexington echoed in the back of his mind. A disturbing image of Lexington burning during the attacks was faintly there too. That town still haunted him. 

“I have an idea,” Elric’s dry lips stretched devilishly. “Let’s see what you two are really capable of.”

“Not another fight, man. Not right now.” Enzo sunk into the couch across from them.

“No, we’re passed that,” Elric said with a raspy tone, hoarse from screaming in his sleep.

“Sounds like fun to me. Where?” Rai asked, looking up with longing eyes.

“Let’s call it a homecoming.” Excitement boiled from the pit of Elric’s gut.

They rose from the darkness to a decrepit depressing site. Elric closed his eyes, letting the ambiance of Lexington embrace him. 

Buildings rotted and collapsed into one another, just skeletal remains of the glorious glow of what the small town used to be. The streets were riddled with cracks, and crumbling weeds forced themselves through the tar and concrete slabs. Lightning lit the skies in brilliant streaks. Thunder cracked, not too far off the shore. 

“Where are we?” Rai’s face scrunched. “Looks like this place was hit by one of those portals.” 

The wind hurled the salty mist of the ocean through the decaying streets, filling Elric’s nostrils as he breathed in deeply. “You’re right.” His exhale escaped his lips. “This was where everything started for me. A portal destroyed my town, ending the life I had. At the same time, it gave birth to the real me.” 

“So, where are we?” Enzo asked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

“Lexington, Maine.” Elric looked up at the huge rain clouds that thundered as they rolled in. “This is where we’ll test your larger attacks.”

“Are you sure you want us to do it here?” Rai’s eyes keenly watched Elric like a deer in the woods during hunting season. “I mean, these are your memories, good and bad.”

“What do I want with memories?” Elric crossed his arms over his chest. “C’mon, let’s get started!”

They made their way to the coast. The houses were rotted with caved-in roofs and vinyl siding that had been ripped away, flapping in the heavy winds. 

Wherever Elric looked, flashes of his past painted over the real world like a dream. He stopped in front of a house. Years of abuse from the weather and seasons almost made it unrecognizable. 

He could still hear the sputtering engine of the black and rusted lawnmower Mr. Lee bought when Elric turned ten. “You need chores, Elric. It’ll help build up that work ethic and give you confidence!” He remembered the old man’s smile. The grass was waist-high, bushes covering the path that once led to the front door. 

Shattered planks of wood were scattered about the front porch from when the roof gave way. A corner of Elric’s lips turned up as he remembered sitting on that porch after a long day of yardwork, sipping on Mrs. Lee’s homemade lemonade. Perfectly sweet and sour, crisp with a slice of lemon. It didn’t matter that moss grew on almost everything, and the wood siding had long since lost its luster without proper TLC. 

Enzo shook his head. “Looks like something out of Salem’s Lot!”

“Nice Stephen King reference.” Elric stretched a pale finger out toward the home. It needed to be put out of its misery. A black marble-sized sphere formed on the tip of his finger. 

Rai and Enzo covered themselves in protective auras. “Wait, you don’t have to do all that!”

Elric’s hair blew wildly as the sphere whizzed forward, smashing into the dying remnants of his childhood home. Wood, glass, and rusted metal imploded into the infrastructure. A loud roar competed with the thundering sky as the force pushed the three of them back. 

The blackness became a mini black hole, turning all particles into black dust and then consuming them into nothingness. All in an instant. All that was left was a stained black foundation, with a gaping concrete hole that was the basement. 

“Something about that old house bugged me. That’s all.” With no sadness, no anger, no joy, or resentment—almost robotically—Elric walked away, the thundering sky reclaiming its vocal dominance in the sky above. 

They made their way to the coast, which was where the fishing boats used to port. The dozens of docks that used to line the shore ceased to exist. A few seaweed and barnacle-covered beams broke out of the sloshing wild waves, swaying with the current. 

Elric gazed upon a roof of an old building that overlooked the shore. Once upon a time, it was a restaurant that made the best lobster rolls in Maine. It was dead now, like everything else in Lexington. Large bat-like wings tore through the worn holes of his faded black hoodie. 

“Whoa!” Enzo stepped back. 

“Wings like a demon?” Rai studied Elric as he looked over his shoulders. “So, you can fly then?”

“For the most part. But I’d rather travel through the darkness. It’s easier that way.”

He gave a powerful flap of his wings, launching himself to the roof. A patchwork of shingles was all that remained as black patches of the rotted plywood that made up the roof exposed soft spots. His foot felt around for stability, hoping the structure could support the three of them. 

“What’s the deal?” Enzo looked up. 

The sky began to mist, lightly dampening Elric’s hair. The bright streaks of lightning now danced overhead. He could feel the rumbling in the pit of his stomach. 

“Relax.” Two dark hands formed from the aura of blackness that cloaked over him. They stretched down toward Rai and Enzo, and as if picking lilies, the monstrous clawed hands picked them up and placed them by Elric’s side. 

Enzo glanced over the roof and out to sea. “As cool as this is, I’m not big on being this high.”

“Don’t tell me the Titan of Fire is afraid of heights?” Rai’s sarcasm had Elric cracking a smile.

The dark clouds opened as rain began to pour. The water washed over them as if cleansing them before they committed their egregious sin. The thick gray clouds were dragged down by the heaviness of the rain. 

“We have the power to destroy towns, cities, and even entire countries,” Elric told them. “I just want to test your destructive prowess, so you’ll realize what you’re capable of. Enzo, use your strongest attack to burn this town to the ground. And Rai, I want you to use your strongest attack to wash the evidence of it ever existing into  the ocean.”

Rai’s eyes glistened as a grin spilled across her face. “Well, ready when you are?” Her tangled black hair with vibrant blue hues drunk in the water that doused her face. Her dark brown eyes were overtaken by the turquoise glow of the beast within. 

Elric’s eyes rolled over to Enzo, who licked his lips and rubbed his hands together, overlooking the town. Rain droplets sizzled on contact as they landed on his flesh, creating a thick steam around them. Enzo’s fingers rested uneasily against his pants, his passion for destruction only matched by the undying flames of the Deva he kept within. 

Waves crashing against the rocks and the crackling of lightning gave Elric comfort, just as it always had as a kid. Elric gave the town a once-over. Those memories would burn away with this entire town. 

Elric’s focus rested on Enzo, who had calmed down a little, and nodded. “Do it.”

“Yes, it’s about time!” His pupil’s burned orange as the whites of his eyes became gray. He threw his hands to the sky. His arms and fingers became covered in flames. The heat coming forth was immense. 

A giant heatwave erupted from Enzo. Elric stumbled back, and Rai covered herself in a bubble of water. 

Blue flames shot forth from his hands and filled the sky above. A massive blue fiery sphere formed, lighting up the ghost town. Smoke began coming from the building they stood on. 

“Stop messing around and get it done, Enzo,” Rai said, studying the bright blue ball that blazed like a star.

“Rai, start raising the water. We’re going to need a lot.” Elric looked up at the ball of fire that grew tremendously. 

Enzo sneered. “Hey, E?”

“What?”

“You said the more we use our powers, the more we become like our Deva’s, right?” Enzo’s body began to change. “Let’s see what I can really do!” 

He hollered with joy as the flames burned hotter. His flesh glowed like hot coals, and the flames were brilliant, curling and swaying in the wet wind.

“You’re drawing on too much power. Can you handle it?” Elric asked.

“I can handle it! Don’t doubt me, you got that?” Enzo’s voice crackled from exhaustion and pain.

Elric sneered, assuring Enzo with a cold, detached gaze. Let’s see what you can do then, he thought, watching the flames engulf the Fire Titan.
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So Long and Goodnight

The flames shooting forth from Enzo’s hands doubled in size, feeding the large ball of fire above their heads. Enzo looked back with flames consuming his eye sockets, flickering wildly. 

Just beneath their feet, the structure cracked and bellowed with smoke. Glass shattered, and the air became hot and dry. 

Elric focused on keeping the structure together. Dark energy swirled around the building, creating a veil of darkness that shielded it from the heat. 

Enzo had become a human flame, and with a fiery glitter, wings broke from his back. Rai stepped down to a lower area of the roof, and Elric found his way near the edge as he gave Enzo space. 

Soon he would take on the characteristics of a blazing bird and slowly lose his mind to his Deva’s will. Elric swallowed, wondering if he should intervene. 

The ball of fire rolled and shaped from its spherical form, wobbling. “Almost got it!” Enzo yelled, trying his best to control the giant mass. 

The fireball condensed, releasing a wave of bright blue flames that stretched on, ripping off roofs, melting vinyl, and covering everything around them in flames. Lexington burned bright like a lively city. 

Elric hadn’t seen it burn like this since the attacks. Everything within a sixty-foot radius became smoldering ash. “You’re lucky you put up that veil. Otherwise, you would have all been roasted by those flames.” Erebus’s gruff laugh didn’t overshadow the truth.

“Rai, we need that water now! These flames can be seen from miles away,” Elric demanded. The flames multiplied, devouring and reaching out to anything within reach. 

“Right!” Her turquoise eyes bloomed. The ocean waves ceased ominously. The crashing waves faded behind the backdrop of crackling flames that burned with a vengeance. 

Rai threw her hands out toward the sea, her eyes dazzling. She raised both her hands as two streams of water rose from the sea, shimmering with a flash of lightning. “Is that enough water, or were you expecting Mississippi River big?” She bit her bottom lip. Trying to hide the sharp sarcasm on her tongue.

“Finished!” Enzo stumbled back. 

They both turned. Elric’s lips separated with a slack jaw. 

The flames around Enzo calmed, and even his flesh became more human-like. He fell to his hands and knees, breathing heavily. “Needed to put up a shield, huh? Must have been a lot of power, even for you,” he mocked proudly. 

“Enzo set the stage, Rai.” Elric gave Rai a terse nod. “I hope you’re ready to produce.”

“I’m waiting for you two!” 

“Roger that!” Enzo said with curving lips. He wobbled to his feet, took a deep breath, and forced his hands down to the center of town, ripping the mass out of the sky. Like a comet on a path of destruction, the ball roared toward Lexington.

If there was any life left in this place, it would be vaporized. Elric strengthened the veil around them, fortifying the beams and foundation of the building they stood on with darkness. Hopefully, it was strong enough to withstand the blast. 

The blinding flash seared Elric’s eyes as the collision unleashed an explosion of incredible sensations. Buildings shattered, causing uncontrollable tremors and quakes, and the sudden sensation of free-falling hit Elric as the pressure rolled over them. 

Elric coughed and slowly opened his eyes. He was impressed that the veil had held strong.

Orange flames melted buildings, withered and devoured plants, and sucked up the moisture of the rain. Trees were uprooted and splintered into kindle. Smoke rose high above the chaos, twisting, writhing, and changing shape as the city belched flames and spewed black smoke. If hell had a picture, this was it. 

“Damn, I’m good!” Enzo fell back, looking up to the sky, laughing as smoke rose from him.

“Let down the shield so Miz and I can get to work.” Rai’s face was hardened with focus. 

The large streams flowed over the ocean levitating in the sky. The glowing bodies of water took on a life of their own and became serpents, just like the one in the cave. Rai tightened her fist as they plummeted to the sea and rose with a wail. 

One of them thrashed forward, slithering toward the burning town. The other darted toward the structure they stood on. Enzo backed up, gaining his footing again. “Rai, what the hell?”

She took three strides and leaped off the building free-falling with a cackle of madness trailing behind her. The serpent stretched out, cushioning her landing with a watery snout. 

“She’s nuts!” Enzo shook his head.

“Unlike you two, I like to get close and personal.” She wrenched the water out of her hair and rose to her feet on the head of the creature. Streams of water stretched from the jaws of the serpent, wrapping around her wrist and fingertips. Ice hardened around her thick leather boots, anchoring her on the head of the beast. “Watch a queen at work!”

Pulling on the streams of water and altering her body to guide the serpent-like reins on a horse, she raced into the burning chaos. Shrieks of joy echoed as the giant serpents spewed water and used their bodies to extinguish the flames. The land shook and rattled like a warzone. 

Elric and Enzo walked to the other end of the roof, watching her. Enzo sat on the edge allowing his feet to dangle. “I thought you were afraid of heights?”

“Well, got wings now. So yeah, that happened.” They both watched as flashes of ice and water covered the town. “Why?” Enzo looked up at Elric.

“Why what?”

“Why do this to your hometown? And don’t give me some philosophical crap about getting rid of your past. Was this because of your nightmare?”

“It was. But…“

“But what?”

“I think you two needed this just as much as I did.” He nodded toward Rai. The two serpents were black with ash. “We’ve never had the ability to exercise our powers like this. If we did…” Elric leered over the destruction. 

“Do you really want to destroy the world?”

“I do. And the end result will be like Lexington. Right now, we see a blackened barren land of ash and death. Within two years, life will take it all back, and the land will be better than before.”

“Yeah, but are you willing to kill millions of people…even billions?”

“Are you?” Elric gasped as tears fell from Enzo’s cheeks, and he wiped his face. 

“I don’t owe the world a damn thing. All it’s ever done is take from me. Even when I tried to be more, it crushed me. People hated me. Spat on me. Used me. I’m willing to do whatever it is I got to do to get on top. Including beating you.”

Elric’s gaze met Enzo’s glowing merciless eyes. He was alone too. Fighting for power and recognition. That was all he had left. When Elric first accepted Enzo’s words of competition, he didn’t take him seriously but after today.... “Enzo, I hope when this is all over, and if we’re both still alive, I hope we can be friends.” 

Enzo’s eyebrows bunched as he looked at Elric’s outstretched hand. To be quite honest, Elric was shocked himself. Though he didn’t smile or give a glint of joy, he was dead serious. He found something in Enzo that he wished he had. Relentless passion.

Enzo straightened and shook his hand. “If I don’t kill you, and after I kick your ass, I’ll have my people call your people. For sure.”

The thrashing and shrieking from Rai seemed to fade. Even the thundering overhead was drowned out by a strange deep sloshing. Water began to fall over them. 

“What the hell, Rai?” Enzo shouted off the roof. The serpents looked over in their direction. The faint glowing blue of her eyes beaded toward them. “What’s her issue? She’s not even done. I can still see all kinds of garbage down there. Didn’t you want it all gone?”

“Yeah, but…” Elric swallowed hard and turned to face the ocean. The surf had vanished, disappearing into a thick gray mist, the sand, wet and brimming with crabs and shells. “She wouldn’t.”

“She wouldn’t what?” Enzo looked to face the ocean. The ocean that was no longer there.

The sky was no longer a gray cloud of rain and sorrow, but a solid roaring swashing wall of water that continued to climb higher and higher. The colossal green wave was a beast foaming at the mouth like a mad dog. 

“What did you think was going to happen after you put the pressure on them? Mizuchi never liked being challenged by a human, let alone a human who’s the vessel for the Dark Deva.” Erebus laughed deeply. “You and the fire boy better clear out. She might actually kill you!”

Enzo’s eyes sunk into his head, his body slouching in defeat. “Damn it. Rai, seriously?”

“I’ll pick her up after.” Elric sighed as they began sinking into the darkness of the shadows. He wouldn’t have been able to produce a shield strong enough to withstand that kind of force. 

In the darkness, Elric licked his salty lips, satisfied that the three of them were the strongest force on the face of the Earth. This was their warmup. Now came the time to flex and show the world the new age that they would usher in.
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Every Star Falls 

Elric and Enzo rose from the darkness as their sneakers sunk into the cold brown paste of mud mixed with ash. The mud caked to Elric’s sneakers made each step heavier than the last, and the squelching wasn’t too satisfying either. Nonetheless, Lexington was nothing more than a figment of his imagination.

Dead fish, crab, and sea creatures of all types littered the land. Awesome fertilizer if the seagulls didn’t devour it all. The first step toward life and growth. The sky was dark, still painted by the silent clouds of the departed storm, the air lifeless and salty. 

Enzo and Elric watched from a hilltop as the wall of water plummeted upon burnt remnants, curling back to gain more strength as it thrashed through timber, uprooting, dismantling, and bending anything that tried to withstand its force. 

“Damn, where is she?” Enzo scratched the back of his head. “I got a bone to pick with that chick. She was obviously trying to kill us!”

Elric tried not to laugh at the clothes that were obviously too small for Enzo. “Don’t talk until you get some new clothes.”

“Damn, you’re right,” Enzo groaned, looking down at the tight jeans and shirt that was torn at the shoulders now. “We need to hit the mall or something.”

“No.” Elric closed his eyes as the darkness spread over the thick cold mud, sketching the land into his thoughts. It was barren and nothing more than a muddy black pit. “Found her!” 

Enzo scoffed. “Alright, where is she?”

“She’s down by where the docks used to be, just standing there.”

They trudged through the mud, the sticky texture caked to their pants. The sound of seagulls cried from the sea as they flocked in waves, their wings beating against the salty air. The squawking reminded Elric of the fishing boats that would port with fresh catch. The smell of fresh lobster, boiling with sweet butter ,consuming Lexington’s seaside. 

Rai faced the ocean as patches of glowing specks began to peek through the breaking clouds. The night sky would soon brighten with the gaseous glow of stars. Elric was silent as they came to the horizon and saw what caught her gaze. 

The setting sun over the clouds was a gift from the heavens. Just before it vanished over the horizon, its pink hue, tainted with a lavender outline, gave a final flash, as if to say farewell to Lexington, which was part of Maine’s seacoast since the 1800s.

“Was this really your old hometown?” Rai spoke, facing the beautiful sight. Elric looked over her shoulder. “Why did you want to destroy it?”

“I already asked,” Enzo threw in. “Something about out with the old and in with the new.” Enzo trudged toward her and whipped her around. “What the hell is your problem? You nearly killed us with that wave.”

“Oh please, you’re both alive, aren’t you?” She looked him over and scrunched her face, knocking his hand away. “And will you please, please get some better clothes on?”

Elric laughed. “Lexington will be rebuilt. And it’ll be better than it was before.”

Rai nodded. “Maybe. But I’d cherish the place I call home. I’d protect everyone in it to my last breath. Japan means everything to me. Even though I spent most of my life in the states, I was actually born in Japan. My mom fled to get away from my father. She was afraid he would use me as a weapon. And she was right. And that’s why I killed him.” Her fingertips caressed her neck. “So, how did we do on this ridiculously insane pop quiz?”

“I think we’re ready.” Elric looked out to sea.

Rai folded her arms. “Ready? For what exactly?” 

“To start what we all agreed to do. Change this world for the better.”

Rai was silent.

“I’m game for whatever,” Enzo said. “As long as I get to burn something, that’s all that matters to me. Well, and some new clothes.” 

They slowly began to sink into the darkness. With the muscles in his face loose, Elric watched. He didn’t feel sadness, anger, or resentment, not even joy. He just felt empty.

They rose in his bedroom. Enzo sluggishly dragged his legs to the couch and sprawled out with a groan. Elric dug through the chest of drawers and threw him a fresh change of clothes. Enzo immediately started putting the clothes on.

“Let’s take a break.” Elric fell on the bed with his hands behind his head.

“That’s cool and all, but these clothes are way too small, man. We got to go to the mall.” Enzo was still way too big for the clothing Elric had.

“How about we go shopping?” Rai sat on the lower corner of the bed.

“Shopping? Ain’t nobody got money here! Are you kidding me? I mean, Elric, maybe you can make tender too? That would be dope, not gonna lie.”

Elric sat up, shaking his head. “No money and no clothes. We need to conserve our powers.”

Rai yawned. “Well, that’s fine. Take me back to Japan. I’ll get some cash. I have a room full of it.” She stretched out across the bed, her arms sprawling over Elric’s. 

“That’s right! You’re like some kingpin in Jay-pan, right?” Enzo’s eyes lit up. “You must have a couple Gs saved up!”

“I do, and why the hell did you say Japan like that?” She looked at him as if he were crazy. 

Elric looked them both over, their excitement reminding him of the times when he was with Violet and the others. Elric grabbed a pair of jeans, took off his t-shirt, and slumped a faded red hoodie over his shoulders, zipping it just below his chest. It was snug over his toned body. He pulled his hair up in the back to keep it from getting tucked behind the hood. 

“You two look perfectly fine, but I have to go to another country smelling like dead fish and seawater?” Enzo rose to his feet, watching Elric throw on a fresh pair of clothes. “Let’s just go. Because of that, we’re going to get Gucci or something!”

Rai snickered. “Seriously, you’re going to take over the world in Gucci?”

“Shit yeah, I’m a balling monster! Leave it up to me, and I’d hop out of a black matte Ferrari 488, dripping in gold. People would think I’m the black Bruce Wayne.” Enzo snickered cockishly. “Soon, though, baby. They don’t call me Enzo Ferrari for nothing!”

“Oh? That’s your real name?” Rai’s eyebrows ruffled. “I’m sorry.”

His knuckles cracking with tension, Enzo gritted his teeth, took a deep breath, and exhaled. “Let’s go.”

Elric chuckled. “And here I thought we would get some rest after everything we just finished doing.”

Rai cackled as well, taking her place by Elric’s side as Enzo joined them. The blackness of the floor became ominous beneath their feet. The hardened marble opened into blackness as the shadows consumed them. 

They rose from the stone streets in the familiar alley where they once stood just a few days ago. The sun was high in the sky, though invisible as its rays peeked through the roofs of the buildings and homes. The sweet ginger, fish, and spices that lingered in the air tangled with the fluent tone of the Japanese language. 

Rai threw her arms up and took a deep breath of fresh air. “Yes! Fresh air! And do you smell that? That, gentlemen, is kamo nanban!” She gripped her stomach. “Let’s grab some food first?”

“We don’t have any money. That’s the whole point.” Enzo slouched.

She flicked a few blue strands behind her ear and narrowed her eyes to Enzo with a gaze more fearsome than a tiger. “You’re in my world now, Cali-boy.” Her shoulders arched back, expanding her chest. She tilted her head high, and with an elegant strut, made her way out of the alley.

Elric and Enzo followed behind. They walked starched and stiffly behind her. Enzo scratched his long thick curls, and Elric studied the environment. The shops were clustered on both sides, forcing the crowd into a narrow funnel. Clothing stores, restaurants, and shops of all kinds were mixed in with the endless line of shops. The stores had no doorways, making it easier for the three of them to push and shove their way through the crowd.

Elric focused on a man who yelled and began speaking in Japanese to Rai. The roar of the crowd faded to a flood of whispers. The chatter between buyers and sellers ceased as their eyes painted the three of them. 

A young girl raced to Rai; endearment painted across her little face. Teeth yellow and gapped, she handed Rai a bushel of golden yellow, blue, and purple assorted flowers. Rai didn’t smile in return. Instead, she gave a cold nod and continued to move through the crowd. 

The herd of people who were nearly climbing on top of each other pushed away from the three of them. Everyone bowed, silently showing respect, and kept their eyes off her.

“Dude, she was serious,” Enzo whispered. A row of people bowed, keeping their gaze to the ground. Fear, joy, and respect made up the expressions of the people. “She’s a boss… Damn, that’s hot.” He scowled, hating to admit it.

“Princess! Princess! You’ve returned to us!” A wrinkled-faced man about Elric’s height shuffled forward, rubbing his hands together. His bald mottled scalp and wizened face held an expression of joy and relief. “You’ve had me and the family worried sick!”

“Uncle, I’m fine!” She glared from the corner of her eye at Elric and Enzo. “Just catching up with some old friends, I guess you could say.”

The old man hunched over, studying Elric and Enzo. “Are these friends of yours, uh…?” he asked, expecting an answer of some kind.

“Like me? Yes, uncle. The dark-skinned loudmouth boy is the Fire Titan. And the one who looks like he doesn’t get any sun is the Dark Titan.”

The old man swallowed hard as if trying to get a giant rock covered in sandpaper down his throat. “I see.” His tone was ominous and cautious. “Well, welcome you two! Any friends of the princess are certainly friends of mine. You three must be starving!” The jovial tone and glow of his glossy eyes returned. Not even the deep wrinkles held back his gaping eyes of excitement.

“Thank you for your invitation.” Elric bowed, lowering his eyes to the ground before the elder. Both Rai and Enzo’s heads snapped back from the gesture. 

“Yeah, thanks, old man.” Enzo dug in his ear.

The old man returned the gesture. “White Gaijin, you honor me well! You, on the other hand…” He scowled up at Enzo. “You disrespect me greatly.”

“Well, enough of that, Uncle. Let’s get some food.”

The wrinkled frown twisted up at the corners of his mouth as the jovial expression returned. “Yes, yes, of course! You’ve only been gone for a few days, princess, but I will have the cook make your favorite!”

“Yes! Yes! Yes! And please don’t call me, princess, Uncle. Just call me Rai. Okay?”

“Lady Mizuchi, would not like that, I’m sure.”

“She’s fine, trust me.” Rai rolled her eyes.

“Well, follow me. I’ll fix you two and the disrespectful one something to eat. Then you can tell me why you left the family so unmanaged and in disarray.”

Rai sighed, facing the sky. She stomped the ground with her long heavy boots that clutched the fishnet stockings covering her legs. “Uncle, seriously? Tatsuo, couldn’t hold it together for a few days?”

The three followed the old man as he shuffled along, Rai by his side, as they discussed the results of her departure. The people bowed continuously, showing delight and admiration for them both. The moment their eyes fell off Rai and her uncle, they scowled and dug into Elric and Enzo with keen bitterness. 

Elric was blown away by the outpour of how much support she had. Rai was right; these people truly looked up to her. He never thought he’d see the day that people would appreciate and admire a Titan.

Maybe there was hope in the cracks of humanity.
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Touring Japan

Elric watched with a gaze that was unwavering and unabashed. His focus was on Rai and how she carried herself around her people—especially knowing what Elric’s true goal was. 

They came to a small restaurant. The mouthwatering smell of different seasonings and spices even drove Elric’s tastebuds crazy. The old man opened a thin brown door that framed two large glass panels to a restaurant. 

The place was filled with people. The burst of aromas flooded Elric’s nostrils, sending him on an excursion that was far beyond the putrid smell of mildew, sulfur, and bat guano that was the cave.

Though small and cozy, the small tables were laden with stools just high enough for anyone of average stature to sit comfortably at their tables. Dragons and tigers covered the walls. But specifically, a water serpent coiled throughout the images, and on the head of the creature, confidently stood a black-haired girl with shimmering blue highlights. 

Whole roasted duck and chicken, ocean creatures drizzled in sauces waiting to be dipped in spicy concoctions, and different soups lined the tables. Chewing and slurping mixed with the conversation that neither Elric nor Enzo could understand. 

Then the door slammed behind them and ushered in a silence that was worse than when Rai stepped out of the alley. Sizzling meat, soup bubbling, and the clanks of pots and pans filled the quiet. Dozens of eyes fell on them. 

Rai’s uncle raised his hands with a smile and deep laughter, speaking in Japanese. Though the stares of the diners relaxed, the conversations were more of faded crackles and deep whispers amongst the cooking. The old man ushered the three of them to a private lounge area, where they sat on an angled bench.

“Princess—I mean Rai, what will you and your friends be having?”

“We’ll have the kamo nanban with duck, please, Uncle!” Her face blossomed like a little girl playing on the heartstrings of her father. “For all three of us.”

“Of course, coming right up, princess!” He bowed to them before heading back out to the entrance. 

The three of them were quiet. 

“I’m just going to say it.” Enzo stretched his arms over the back of the bench. “Rai, you’re a beast. I mean, seriously, the people here treat you like royalty. I’ve only seen actors and athletes get the treatment you get here.”

She shrugged. “It’s been like that since I killed my father and the other gang leaders. Ever since I united everyone under my family, things have been good around here, and in Japan as a whole.” 

A woman draped in a red silk gown came in with a tray of tea. She was young with fair skin and rounded cheeks. She hid her eyes from them as she bowed, placing the cups of tea at the table. “Wo––would there be anything else?” A flowery fragrance floated from her.

“I like your perfume,” Elric said with a blank expression. “It smells good.”

The girl’s eyes glossed over as they met his. She immediately blushed and turned, nearly tripping over a bag of rice. She turned again with her reddening cheeks and bowed. “Sorry, sorry.”

“Damn, Elric. Easy with the lady’s kid.” Enzo chuckled, shaking his head. “But Rai, seriously, do you really run Japan?”

“I do. I have all the leadership in my pocket. Mostly out of fear and the fact that I have a lot of information on them. But mostly, it’s fear. See, because of Mizuchi, my Deva is part of Japanese folklore. The people see me and my bloodline as divine beings.”

“So, they treat you like a god because they think…you’re a god?” Enzo leaned over the table with large eyes.

“Pretty much. But don’t let the bowing and flower-giving fool ya. It wasn’t always like this.” She looked down at the floor and away from them. “I had to lose everything to get where I am now.”

Elric lifted a cup of tea and took a sip. The hot fluid though sugarless was comforting as it raced down his esophagus. He relaxed as he exhaled. “That’s how it is, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?” Enzo asked.

“The moment you give up comfort, the moment you dive into the endless abyss of fear and sacrifice, that’s when you find success. That’s when you find purpose and self. That’s why at the end of the day, I’ll die before giving up my purpose,” Elric said, leaning back.

“Same.” Rai gave him a broken smile, but there was something strange about her eyes. A warmth that wasn’t followed by the blistering cold of her wrath.

Her uncle sauntered into the room with three large steaming bowls. He sat them down in front of them, the excitement never leaving his eyes. He placed chopsticks down by each bowl and nodded. 

The noodles swam in a steamy bowl that smelled of a mixture of spices that Elric couldn’t explain. Braised, juicy sliced duck breast was neatly spread out at one side of the bowl, with vegetables nicely laid next to the pieces of meat. Elric swallowed hard, never seeing such a prepared meal in all his life. Not even Mrs. Lee’s cooking could compete.

Her uncle asked, “So? So? What do you two think? I already know Rai’s thoughts.” 

Rai hunched over and slurped up the noodles with ease, using her chopsticks. She didn’t breathe.

“Damn, this looks good!” A large grin stretched across Enzo’s face. He cracked his knuckles and gently grabbed the chopsticks. 

The old man nodded, turning to Elric.

“I have to agree. This looks amazing. Thank you so much.”

“Ahh, good, good!” The old man grabbed a stool from the other side of the wall and pulled it up to their table. He plopped down, watching strangely, studying Elric and Enzo as they both struggled to use the chopsticks. “So, can I ask you two why you kidnapped my niece?”

Rai’s face became red as she sighed. “Uncle, will you stop?”

“Actually, sir, she joined us of her own free will.” Elric used the chopsticks to wrap a large portion of noodles and began slurping them up. 

“Elric, the energy in the restaurant has changed. In fact, there’s heavy tension in the air. It may be an attack,” Erebus spoke with a tone of caution.

Elric continued slurping up the noodles. The explosive spices had an interesting kick that blended in with the ginger. Crisp onions added a smooth, crunchy taste that entangled the flavor with an odd sweetness. “I think you’re right. Rai will handle it, though. The food’s amazing, right?”

Erebus didn’t respond. Elric figured he wouldn’t. Though Rai gulped down the soup and tore through the sliced duck, Elric noticed the slightest change in the way she ate. She hadn’t looked at her uncle in a while. 

“Her own free will?” He knocked on the table subtly. “Why would Rai give up being one of the most power Oyabun in Japan’s history?”

“Maybe she wants more,” Elric said as he slurped up more noodles, trying to follow Rai’s lead.

“Or maybe…” The old man’s once high cheekboned smile faded to a scowl as he glared at Elric. He gave three sharp knocks on the wooden table. 

A back door burst open, followed by three men in sleek black tailored suits. Though well dressed, the automatic machine guns they gripped tightly stole the show. Another dozen burst in from the door they came through earlier, all well dressed, as if going to a very fancy outing. Their dates were the machine guns. 

Her uncle added, “Just maybe, you two kidnapped her!”

Metal clicked as the army of suited men lined the tight room. The barrels of their automatic weapons fell on Elric and Enzo. The cracking knuckles of hands wrapping tightly around triggers, the smooth leather shoes sliding across the floor, and the exotic musk of expensive cologne took away from the meal Elric found himself lost in.

Enzo continued to slurp his soup and sip on his tea, not paying the men who walked in any mind. “Hey, old man, this soup is incredible! How did you cook the duck?” The warm glow that came from Enzo’s eyes filled with tears. “It’s been a long time since I had a home-cooked meal.”

The hardened scowl of the old man cracked. His heavy breathing faded, and he sighed, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Leave us!” 

One of the men in suits began to speak sharply in Japanese. He raised a wrapped hand. Even through the wrapping, Elric could see the swollen, blistering skin. 

“I said, leave us!” her uncle demanded. 

The men became silent and slowly exited the restaurant. The three of them continued to eat as the last man left. Rai’s uncle sat down and tightened his fist.

“Uncle, I’m surprised you called them back. I figured I’d have to give the order. You know I hate overruling you.”

“I know, I know. But it was something this young man said.” He nodded over to Enzo, who gulped down the last of his soup and sat back with a belch of gratification. “You really liked my cooking?”

“I loved it!” Enzo patted his stomach. “When I become a millionaire, maybe we can go into business, turn your restaurant into a chain and go international?”

The deep wrinkles from the old man lit up. “Yes! I’ve always been looking to branch out! I’ve been looking for the perfect business partner!”

“Damn it,” Rai whispered under her breath. “I can’t believe he got him all excited about this restaurant stuff. Here we go again.”

Elric swallowed the last bit of duck. “It’s not the first time?”

“Not at all. It’s been my uncle’s longtime dream to have a chain of restaurants all through Japan, and then to go international with it.” 

They both listened to Enzo and Rai’s uncle go back and forth with business propositions and ways to take their dream to the next level.

“The name’s Itsuki Saito!” He shoved the stool back and threw his hand out to Enzo.

Enzo rose from the bench, gripping the old man tightly. “Casey Jones, but everyone calls me Enzo Ferrari…or just Enzo.”

“Ahh, fascinating! Like, the sports cars?”

“Exactly!” Enzo turned to a wide-eyed Elric and Rai, who had never heard his real name before. “This guy gets it!”

The two laughed and talked as if they were old friends. Rai and Elric slowly mingled into the conversation that seemed to go on for hours. They discussed why Rai had come back, what she had been up to, and strangely enough, the plan they had for the world. Elric didn’t mind the conversation and the talks of the plan. Rai’s uncle didn’t seem worried either.

“You plan on destroying all the world governments, all the political systems, and the current way of life altogether, huh?” The old man scratched a scruffy face. “That also means you plan on coming after Japan. Are we also your enemy then, child?”

“No, Rai owns Japan from what I can see,” Elric said. “But if Japan gets reckless and joins the coming war, then I won’t have a choice.”

Her uncle immediately turned to Rai. “You’re willing to sacrifice all you know, everything you’ve built, for his dream?”

She sat back with her gaze facing the ceiling. Her eyes fluttered amongst the low voices of the diners outside in the main restaurant area. Enzo sat back patiently as if he knew her reply already. Elric waited, rerouting his plan if she decided not to return with them. 

“Uncle,” Rai said and nodded.

“I’ll make the phone calls and proper arrangements as needed.” Her uncle bowed to Elric. “Trust me, young man, if anyone from the Japanese government interferes with your plans for this world, their entire family down to the smallest child will taste the wrath of the dragon princess.”

A grin spilled across Elric’s face when he looked into Rai’s eyes. The fierceness of her cold-blooded pupils as they thinned was all he needed for assurance. She would kill them herself if she had to. “Fine, but can we hurry up and get the money now?”

“Elric has a soft side after all, huh?” Enzo chuckled. 

“That’s right!” Rai blushed, leaning back. “Uncle, bring me to the vault, please. We need American cash.”

“Of course, princess!”

They followed the old man down to a basement beneath the restaurant. The smell of liquor and fish tainted the cool air as their shoes shuffled amongst the stone flooring. They came to a stone wall. A few barrels littered the corners, and a few drawings of samurai fighting hung on the wall out of place. “American, right?”

“Yup.” Ray nodded playfully. 

He opened up a barrel that was filled to the brim with taped United States tender. Enzo’s eyes grew with excitement as greed set in immediately. “Itsuki, you have more than enough cash here to start your international business, man,” Enzo said to the old man.

“Yes, but not the right partner, Mr. Ferrari.” He chuckled. The old man took up ten stacks of hundreds and turned to Rai. “Will a hundred thousand work?”

Rai shrugged. “It’ll do, I guess.”

Enzo gawked. “A hundred Gs? Are you kidding me? How the hell are you treating it like it’s nothing?”

“Well, a hundred grand isn’t much… The princess is worth over $700 million American. Maybe more if we count international assets.”

“Rai, what does he mean by international assets?” Enzo asked, fearing the answer. 

“Yeah, after I killed my dad and took over, I kind of inherited a few condos and homes all over the world. I never really stay at them. I mean, I had a pretty nice one in Boston when I went to MIT.”

“MIT?” Elric’s eyes bunched. “The Massachusetts Institute of Technology?”

“Yep, that MIT,” she said apathetically. “Graduated summa cum laude in bioengineering and chemical engineering.”

“What? Rai, how old are you?”

“Eighteen, why?”

Enzo couldn’t stop staring. He was in awe. Elric was more than impressed. For her to graduate at such a young age meant she was highly intelligent, far beyond him and Enzo. Elric looked her over again. Never judge a book by its cover, he thought.

“Look, we can talk about that later. Let’s do some shopping. Elric, you could use some new clothes too. We’ll splurge before we start destroying the world.”

The old man bowed. “I urge you to be careful, all three of you. Though I find much beauty in the world, there is much wrong with it. After the atom bombs and the rise of terrorism, I figured the end was coming soon. Why not at the hands of my niece!”

Enzo shook the man’s hand. “Itsuki, we are gonna have to connect for sure! When I’m worth more than Rai, I’ll be coming back. Trust and believe!”

“Of course, Mr. Ferrari, of course!” He nodded happily. He scoped Elric. “And, boy?”

Elric’s eyes darted from the barrels and fell on the old man. His hunched-over position and hands folding just in front of him hid something. “Yes, Mr. Saito?”

“Take care of my niece.”

“Uncle!” Rai’s tone of embarrassment echoed in the basement. 

The darkness covered the floor as they began to slip into the shadows. Elric didn’t reply to the old man’s request. History showed he wasn’t good at keeping promises and wasn’t any better at keeping people alive. All he had was one focus. His purpose. His dream. 

They slipped into the shadows amongst the hissing of the darkness, vanishing from the presence of Rai’s uncle. His smile ruffled deep wrinkles around his eyes and cheeks. His gaze fixed on them. Stern and calm before the darkness blocked him out. 

From the darkness, they rose in Elric’s room, welcomed by the never-ending crackling of the torches. 

Denim jeans hung loosely off Enzo’s waist, covering his beige suede Louis Vuitton creepers. He bent over, lightly dusting them off, then stood up confidently, fixing the collar on his black Gucci jacket. “Yo, I only dreamed of rocking this kind of clothing. Rai, you’re the rich, gangster sister I never had!”

“I don’t know why you’re wearing Gucci to go to war, but whatever makes you happy and comfortable.” She rolled her eyes. She fell back on the bed, kicking up her knee-high leather boots. Two bags of clothes slipped from her fingertips, smacking into the marble floor. Her fingers raced from the buckle of her boots up to the seams of her thigh-high denim shorts. “I love Elric’s look, though. Simple and clean.” She raised an eyebrow with a lustful gaze.

She sat up quickly, the clanging of three rows of chains that clipped from her back-belt loop to the front sung like spurs on cowboy boots. 

Elric laid the bags of clothing next to his bed, tossing the Gucci hoodie he wore on top of it. “Is this it? Is there anything else you two need to do?” He looked over at Enzo, who dug through his bag of clothing like a child searching for Christmas presents. “Today was a busy day, and I’m glad we had a chance to enjoy it. But tomorrow…” Darkness whisked over his right arm and knuckles with a hiss. “Tomorrow, we’re going to destroy the city of Boston. That’ll be our declaration.”

Rai shivered. “Boston? Why there?”

“Don’t worry about why. Just be ready to kill anyone in your way. You both understand?” he replied coldly. The words crawled up Elric’s throat like sandpaper. But he knew better. Just like Lexington, Boston had meaning. The place where his mother had died and the place where his father lost himself. “Go and get some sleep.”

Enzo bit his bottom lip and scowled. He looked to be holding back a few choice words of his own. “I got it.” He grabbed his bag of clothes. With his head held high, he walked by the bed where Rai still sat. He looked down at Elric and nodded. “Let’s go, Rai.”

She rolled her eyes, grabbed her bags off the ground, and headed out of the room. The clomping of her boots echoed in the tunnels as she cussed and mumbled under her breath. 

“What the hell are you worried about, man? Nobody can stop us. Nobody!” Enzo’s fist tightened. The heat rolled off him like a furnace as the excitement bubbled within. “You saw our power. What’s out there that can stop us?”

“Come with that same raw confidence tomorrow. Because when we destroy an entire city filled with millions of people, whatever life you had is gone.”

Enzo sneered. “Good thing my life ended a long time ago, huh?” He tightened his grip around the bags. “Catch you tomorrow, then.” He ducked under the hole in the wall and disappeared into the darkness.

Elric looked at the gaping hole blankly. Erebus’s tone was sharp when he said, “Quite the busy day indeed. I’m surprised they listened to you, or rather the Devas within them allowed it. I remember when I had to fight all five of them.... Feels like only yesterday.” 

“Get to the point!” Elric fell back on his bed. 

The moment Elric closed his eyes, he found himself in a darkened chamber in front of a massive door. He looked high above at the large number three carved crudely into the wood. The ominous water droplets in the background were smothered by the heavy breathing and thumping of an enormous heart. He looked up at the large door cautiously, even now. 

“Aren’t you worried they’ll betray us? Think about it, if they join forces with the red-headed girl, you can’t take them all on…not with only two doors open,” the Deva growled.

The top of the door had a long barred horizontal opening, rusted, and nearly filed thin. A large glowing crimson eye peered down. Long black claws slipped through the bars, scraping the door, peeling the black wood away like a knife to an apple. 

“I guess we’ll cross that bridge when it comes. That doesn’t even make my top three concerns.” Elric folded his arms, looking up as far as his gaze could go. The gaping pupil widened from his tone, flickering like fire behind the darkened bars.

Black smoke billowed from behind the bars, followed by a deep rumble. “Of course not. Your first concern is that retched being, Calamity. The second is what if your friends find the Light Titan. The third…is me.” Erebus’s cackle was like crackling lightning in the cave. “Tsk, tsk, Elric. And here I thought we were one.”

“We are. But I’m human, nonetheless. You’re a god-like being with unimaginable power, wisdom, and will. In comparison, it would be like me taking orders from an ant.” Elric snickered. “I have too much respect for you to keep that childish mindset, Erebus, so let’s not play this game.”

“Indeed, but I sense something is troubling you….Is it about tomorrow?”

The thought of that conversation he had with Calamity a few days back fell in and out of his mind. “Calamity, she said something that made me question her role in all this….”

“Oh really, and what was that?”

“‘We all have someone to answer to, even me.’ Is she not the one pulling the strings? I’m probably blowing it all out of proportion. She probably said it just to mess with me, but when it comes to her, I have to analyze everything.”

“Maybe you should ask her….”

Elric sighed realizing Erebus was not taking him seriously. “You’re not much help in the matter.”

The Deva’s laugh shook the inner world. “Of course not. Let’s finish this conversation at another time. Get some rest. You’re going to need it for tomorrow. After the death of the old woman, those children are going to be coming for blood.”

Elric thought about how Calamity had killed Sage. It must be killing Violet. Not that he cared.

But there was no denying that they would come tomorrow. The screams of the weak burning, their sorrowful gurgles as they drowned, and the frightening silence as darkness consumed their flesh would all be a blaring fire alarm to Violet and the others. And she will come. Only to meet her end.
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The Lingering Question

Violet watched Terra and Eden from a distance. The air was an ambient seventy-five degrees perfumed by the salty scent of the ocean. The sparkling blue waves hissed against the shore amongst the lively singing birds that brought life to the trees. 

Train, train, and train some more. That’s all Violet knew to do. Samantha had found nothing on the Light Titan, but she never gave up searching, so she was never really home. Violet felt badly enough thinking she put Samantha on some kind of wild goose chase, but she was desperate. Desperate to keep the peace and desperate to give them a fighting chance.

The ground trembled, rippling the trees and spewing dust into the sky. The wind howled, ripping off branches as small twisters formed from where they battled.

Eden threw his hand forward as a blast of wind crackled from his fingertips to blow Terra away. Her hair blew wildly around her face as she crouched. Sand wrapped around her ankles, anchoring her to the ground. She dug her fingers deep into the soil as roots and plant life blossomed. Even without a reaction from Terra, the earth blocked attacks and countered without any reaction or motion from the girl. 

Violet studied the two of them with relentless focus, holding back tears. Just a few days ago, she had been here with Sage, training until paralyzed with exhaustion. Sweat trickled down her neck as she brushed a few red strands away from her face. Gently closing her eyes, Violet focused on a boulder that was a few meters away, blocking out the quakes and howling wind. She set the image of Calamity on the boulder. 

Will this still be enough to defeat them? She thought about the powerful forces that were against them. She winced at the thought, tightening her fist. No, we can stop them! We will stop them! 

The warmth of her vibrant purple aura rolled over her reddened skin to the tips of her fingers. She opened her eyes and raced toward the boulder with a battle cry. Her right hand tangled as the aura sharpened around her wrist. She lunged forward. 

The cold and dense inside of the stone was smooth but gave no resistance as her hand scoured the gritty insides. She teleported a few feet away as the halves of the boulder fell, and a concussive blast vaporized the two halves before they hit the ground.

She exhaled and looked to the sky. Please. Sage, if you can hear me…if you’re with me…please give me strength. 

In a way, Violet wished she still had those cold emotions. She wanted to be that ruthless hardened girl she used to be before she met Zaroule. That savage warrior the Citadel trained her to be. The girl trained to fight her emotions and carry out any and all missions without the pain of loss, regret, or mercy. 

An explosive burst of wind nearly threw her back. She jumped to her feet and raced toward the area where the two fought to refine their skills.

Two truck-sized hands burst from the earth. They flailed wildly but with some instinct of life and zipped toward Eden. Violet’s eyes widened as she had only seen Elric control his darkness like that.

Sweat glistened from the stubble of facial hair over Eden’s faintly curved lips. “Terra, that’s awesome!” 

He threw his hands to the ground emitting a blast of wind that launched him clean over the stone and clay extremities. Sand clouded the area concealing him and the extremities. Terra’s glowing, vibrant green eyes pierced through the debris.

Terra’s progression with her skill and control was beyond impressive. To say she was a natural was crap. She had never had the opportunity to train like this with her parents, and every new technique and move Eden taught her, she mastered and put her own spin on. 

Violet thought about Sage’s words back in Zenith after that time of ridiculous training. Sage was so proud of her because she had learned teleportation. Violet had never seen anyone so proud of her in her life. “She’s a prodigy alright,” Sage had said.

And that was what Terra was. She had been training with Eden nonstop since she left her parents. Unfortunately, Sam’s backyard had become a gravel pit of sorts. All the beautiful green foliage and Virginia bells had long since been uprooted. Whatever you have to do to save the world, I guess. 

A powerful gust of wind cleared the sand away as Eden smashed through the stony fingers of a hand. He released another pressurized blast that obliterated the palm altogether, turning the digits back into its earthly properties. 

“This is game over, Eden!” Terra raised her hand to the sky. 

The ground shook beneath Eden’s feet as his light blue eyes darted around the terrain, and he was launched into the air by the earth. Stone digits formed into claws reaching for him.

His eyes became a pale blue as he raised a fist over his head. The air stiffened like the calmness before a storm. Trees refused to whisper, and branches no longer danced and swayed. He pulled his hand back and smacked the center of his palm with a devastating crack. Debris erupted with a burst of wind. 

Terra was thrown back. Violet threw her hand up, forming an aura to withstand the wave that whisked through the foliage of the island. When the dust cleared, Violet found Terra digging herself out of a pile of sand, coughing and mumbling under her breath.

Violet knew the feeling, that frustration of losing when victory was close. Damn it, Eden. You couldn’t hold back a little bit? Violet thought, lowering the aura as she rushed to the scene of upturned soil and uprooted trees. 

Eden laughed, a torn shirt clinging to his shoulders, sweat and smudged blood covering parts of his face. “Let me guess. I overdid it?” He looked up as the wild pale glow of his eyes returned to his beautiful blue.

“Were you even thinking about Terra?” Violet’s fist tightened. “She could have been hurt!”

“I’m fine.” 

Violet turned to see Terra shaking sand out of her hair. 

Terra’s torn jeans were covered in grass stains and drying blood. She had the biggest smile stretched across her face. “I’ve never trained like that before! I can’t believe you guys do this all the time!”

Eden rose to his feet, shaking his head as he walked past Violet, with the same expression of joy as Terra. “Definitely! We do a lot of physical training too. In order for the body to handle certain activities and attacks, we have to keep them on equal par. Otherwise, you can do some serious damage to yourself. Something a great man once taught me,” Eden added, looking up at Violet.

“I see.” Terra shook some more sand out of her hair. “How’d ya do that last attack? There was so much power behind that blow.”

“I’ve been working on it for the last few months. Now that my Deva and I are on better terms—well, sometimes—I’ve been able to harness the wind in different ways. With that last attack, I harnessed the air into my fist to increase the pressure and the overall impact my blow would have. Thing is, when I first started doing it, the muscles and tendons in my arms would take a beating. Can’t tell you how many times I broke my fingers and hand.”

Violet rolled her eyes. “We had to go to the ER on a few occasions.”

“The doctors freaked!” Eden exclaimed with a laugh. “One of them said my muscle tissue was crushed, and the tendons would never heal right. Imagine the expressions on their faces the next day when they saw my arms were healed, and I was in for something completely different.”

“Didn’t they suspect something was off?” Terra’s dark brown eyes narrowed with scrutiny. 

“Oh yeah. The doctors chalked it up to overreacting and reading the chart wrong. We had to go to different hospitals, though.” He raised his shoulders with a comical frown. “To not build suspicion. Sam wasn’t a big fan, that’s for sure.”

Violet sighed, looking them both over as she added, “So instead of going to the hospital, it gave me more time to focus on my healing abilities. It was difficult, trying to focus on tactical and defensive abilities, then change my mindset and energy reserves to help with healing. I was dead after it all.”

Eden gave a sliver of a smile. “Violet would bolt herself in her room and sleep for two days straight because she overtrained. Now it seems like a no-brainer.” 

Violet shrugged. But Eden was right. After Elric’s presumable death, she trained relentlessly. Even Sage grew concerned at first. Night and day, early morning sessions, it was all they had. They no longer went to school. 

Trying to live some sort of normal life was impossible. Sam agreed. Sage helped with the training of their powers and abilities while Sam created a physical training regimen that was just as grueling. Even more so than what Zaroule had put them through.

“And Violet…” Terra cast a look with squinting eyes and her chin up. “Don’t baby me. I’m a Titan. If you expect me to risk my life, then stop trying to protect me.” 

A coldness swept over Violet, sending a chill down her spine as she met Terra’s eyes. Her brain stuttered for a moment. “You’re right, Terra.” She fought the twisting gut feeling. The fear of losing the people dearest to her. It was heart-wrenching, but it did no one any favors. 

Terra nodded.

“Well, I think that’s enough for today,” Eden suggested in an obvious attempt to break up the sudden silence. “We should probably get back before the others get worried.” 

“Yeah,” Violet said. She focused on the two as they vanished from the warm, comforting salty air of the island and returned to Sam’s. 

They appeared in the backyard, which pretty much looked like Samantha was getting ready to have her entire septic system replaced. Mounds of clay and golden-brown soil were in heaps around the yard. Thank goodness her home was far away from the others.

“I’m going to take a quick shower,” Eden said. “I’ll catch up with you two later. Good job today, Terra. You’re getting better every day!”

Terra nodded. They both watched him rush through the screen door, vanishing into the large orange colonial, the door slamming shut behind him.

“Eden, he’s strong…stronger than I thought he was.” Terra dug her hands into the pockets of her torn jeans.

“Well, you’re not so bad yourself. Just a little more training.”

Terra tilted her head as if thinking about Violet’s response. “You think we’ll be ready to fight the others? Because it’s not going to matter how strong Eden is, especially with the Dark Titan being there.”

“That same question has been running through my mind too. I keep replaying all these different outcomes over and over, but none of them end with good results. In fact, the best one is leaving Sasha and the others behind and letting just the three of us seek them out. We have no leads on the Light Titan, and time’s against us.”

“It makes sense to leave the Ermakians. They don’t have any powers at all, and strength isn’t going to be enough. The Fire, Water, and Dark Titans are crazy strong. Even my Deva was shaken up. She had never seen the Devas side with the Dark one, but it’s most likely their vessels.”

“Why won’t the Devas do anything about it? The Fire and Water, I mean.”

“The resolve of a vessel will always overpower a Deva. Only when a vessel begins to assimilate with their Deva will that resolve or ‘leash’ as my Deva calls it, began to break.”

Violet swallowed. “Does your Deva think Elric assimilated with the Dark Deva?”

The echoing of birds filled the gap of silence but didn’t stop the prickling chill of goosebumps from racing over Violet’s flesh. 

“No,” Terra finally began, “not a hundred percent anyway. There would be physical changes. He’d be far from human, physically anyway. His body would be consumed and destroyed. Flesh and bone would be utilized to make up the living physical embodiment of the Deva. That’s what my Deva says.” 

A deep exhale left Violet’s lungs. Was Elric really willing to go that far for this twisted dream of his? Destroying the world in order to save it? It was insane. And now he had two others along for the ride. Were they really just as messed up as he was?

Violet and Terra slumped inside through the pristine mudroom that Samantha cleaned daily, or at least when she was home. The government had her working late into the evenings now with everything going on with Elric and the other two. Samantha didn’t talk about work. The scary thing is she didn’t think about work either, hiding her thoughts in such a way that not even Violet could gather information. But Violet kept her faith in Sam.

“Do you really plan on fighting Elric by yourself?” Terra asked, yanking off a sneaker blanketing the floor with beach sand. “I figured that’s the plan. I fight the Water Titan, Eden fights the Fire.”

Violet leaned against the dark green walls with furrowed brows, watching Terra take off the other sneaker. She had little education but raw critical thinking and attention to detail that most kids her age didn’t. “That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking. What do you think?”

Terra turned with a raised eyebrow. “Might be the best decision, but what do I know? If you want my real opinion, we’re pigs walking into a slaughterhouse, and the only thing going for us is confidence. Confidence that we might fight our way out of the slaughterhouse, but will we really stop the butcher?”

“Don’t fear risks, and don’t fear putting your life on the line.” Violet smiled as she remembered Zaroule’s words. “A long time ago, a man saved me from hell, or rather this awful place I thought was hell. He took me in and took care of me, and in the end, he sacrificed his life to save me and the others, including Elric. Because of what that man taught me, I can’t let innocent people die. Even if I didn’t have these powers, I’d still risk my life.”

Terra nodded, looking up with eyes of hope that brightened the rock-hard face of a professional poker player. 

“Terra, people like me and you exist to fight against the wrong. We were bred for it. Everything we’ve gone through in life, the losses, the hardships… It was to prepare us to be strong for others who aren’t able to protect themselves.” Violet leaned into the wall and looked up to the ceiling. “We sacrifice in order to protect. We have to be strong, and we have to be able to enter the darkest, most frightening times of our lives and come out stronger.”

Terra groaned. “I can’t just think about my mom and dad? I have to think about you guys too, the people who teased me and hurt me growing up, and even people who don’t even know I exist?”

Violet nodded with a smile. “Yup!”

“I’ll try.” Terra shrugged with a deep sigh.

“That’s all we can do,” Violet replied. 
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If I Die Tomorrow

Throughout the day, Violet and the others recounted the glory of saving the world from the warlord, Blight, and his forces. Terra was consumed by the fantastical reliving of battling hordes of shapeshifting enemies, the magnificent powers of the generals, and the downfall of a tyrant. She hung on to each word with excitement.

Manie and Alfred didn’t hesitate to make fools of themselves. Their over-the-top, physical reenactments a of trying to bring the battle to the living room stole the show. At the very least, it took everyone’s focus off the television. 

From the suede comforts of the love seat, Violet’s eyes fell on the two boys. She was more impressed with Manie than anything. Just to think, a little over two years ago, he barely said a word. Now he was a stand-up comedian, boasting about the near-death experiences of slashing his way through enemies and saving lives.

A strange twinkle glossed over Terra’s eyes. Not the wild green of her Deva but the glimmering soft gaze of her own pupils. Enticed by Manie’s movements, Terra didn’t notice her own actions. But neither did Manie. Terra gazed freely as if in a longing trance that Violet had only ever seen in Eden.

“Terra,” Violet called. Terra jumped, breaking the lock she had on Manie, and immediately focusing on Violet. “What do you think about all this?”

Her beaming eyes caught the light of the living room. “I… I wish I had been there. Sounds like something out of a movie or something. Fighting in battles, saving people…the world. It sounds far away.”

“Well, you can stop wishing,” Sasha replied sarcastically as she came in from the kitchen. “Welcome to our world.” 

“Just be ready for anything!” Alfred added with a grin that reached across his face.

The excitement that radiated from Terra didn’t falter. Violet called her over as she rose to her feet. “Hey, Terra, come here a minute.”

Terra nodded and strolled over. “What’s up?”

Violet whispered, “Have you ever dated anybody before?”

Terra’s hard exterior crumbled as her shoulders fell. Her dark brown eyes began searching for an escape route. “Uh–uh... I was always by myself. No friends remember?” 

“What do you think about Manie?” she whispered, watching him and Alfred joke with Eden. 

The googly eyes gave Violet her answer, overpowering Terra’s cold hardened expression. “I think he’s an idiot. Seems like an annoying little boy to me.”

“Boys usually are.” Violet smiled, remembering her initial reactions to Eden. She wanted to strangle him back when they lived underground. But the nights of crying to herself were sheltered by his comforting arms. Her loneliness broken by his kisses. When insanity came knocking at her door, he shouldered the madness with her. “But sometimes you need that annoying boy to break down some walls, so you can find the real you.”

“Hmm… Nah. I think I’m fine by myself.”

Violet shrugged. Eventually, one of them would break, and those feelings would be brought to the surface, just like her and Eden’s feelings for each other. She just wondered who would be the first, Manie or Terra.

Violet made her way to the front porch. The sweet, warm breeze of the evening hurled in from the trees tousling her red hair, setting it ablaze in the setting sun of the day. She sat on a rocking chair, curled up and gazed at the purplish-pink sky. 

The earthly fragrance of the backyard crept in. Violet hoped Sam wasn’t too mad when she saw it. Though landscaping was probably the last thing on the woman’s mind. 

Sam had only made it home once or twice in these last few days, and each time Sam seemed as though she could barely stand. Her eyes were red with exhaustion and her cheeks thinning with hunger. Violet felt as bad as Sam looked, changing the focus from the search for the Light Titan to focusing on getting everyone ready for the fight of their lives.

The front door opened as Eden gave her a nod. “Getting some alone time?” 

“Who’s asking?” The last rays of the setting sun kissed off his cheeks as he headed over. He pulled up the second rocking chair that gave a subtle squeak as he slumped in it. His gray sweatpants rolled up to the knees, and a black tank top exposed his toned arms. His skin was golden, tanned from all the outside training. Some areas were still pale, protected by his clothing from the sun’s sight. 

“Where’s your head at?” Violet asked.

“Right now, it’s with you.” He sighed as he leaned back and gazed up to the sky. He shot her a look from the corner of his eyes and reached for her fingers. “Doesn’t get any better than this, watching an incredible sunset with an even more incredibly beautiful girl by my side.” 

Extremely corny. But cute, she thought. Her fingers wrapped around his and clutched them tightly. “What about Elric and the others?”

“Nope. Right now, I’m being selfish. I just want to focus on you. On us. This moment is ours. No one else. Is that okay?”

Violet nodded, admiring the deep curve of his lips. She agreed fully that she deserved to be a little selfish, even in these times. Especially in these times. The sparkling blue of his eyes in the light strengthened her like nothing else could. 

Before she knew it, they were leaning in, her eyes gently closing. His lips were warm and soft like a blanket as her upper lip was embraced by his. Her mind raced as pleasure exploded from within. Their kiss went deeper. Eden wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her on top of him. The chair rocked back, nearly cracking. 

She couldn’t stop. She didn’t want to. She wanted to be lost. She wanted to be taken to a place of forgetfulness, away from a place of death, misery, and pain. A place where just for a little while, she was wrapped in joy. She felt weightless. The only embrace was Eden’s strong arms around her waist, gripping firmly to her torso.

Weightlessness, floating aimlessly, like in zero gravity. That’s the best way she could explain it. Her insides melted. 

Then his lips pulled away with brisk cool air filling the gap. “Violet,” his voice trembled.

Her eyes were still closed, savoring the moment. She refused to come back to reality. 

“What?” she whispered with a soft tone, hoping it would bring him back.

“We’re floating.”

Violet was filled with the fluttering of excitement. “I know, I feel it too.”

“No, I mean seriously, we’re floating!”

She opened her eyes to see that they were indeed floating over the house. From inside, bedroom lights glowed through the windows, and outside, the world seemed quiet and still. That explosion of joy began to fade. “Wow! Eden, you’re flying?”

“This isn’t me.”

Her bottom lip quivered. “Then—”

Suddenly they began to plummet back to Earth. The whistling of the wind blew wildly through Violet’s hair as she gripped Eden. She dug her head into his pounding chest and surrendered herself to the moment. 

A whoosh of air slowed the plummet. Before she knew it, the grassy smell of the lawn rolled up from Eden as the itchy tangling of hundreds of blades of grass brushed against the back of her hands. 

His weight was gentle as she pulled her hands away and looked up from his chest. His confident smile and blue eyes greeted her, calming the fear in her heart. She slapped his chest as she giggled.

“What?” he asked with a laugh. “You should have told me you could fly.”

“I don’t know what the heck that was!” She shook her head, burying her forehead into his chest again. “I just… Everything was just amazing. The moment…” She looked up at the night sky that came so quickly. Hundreds of stars glinted in a scattered spectacle against the black satin canvas of the countryside. “I don’t want it to end….”

She rolled off him onto her back, fighting back fear. Would she lose him too, like Sage? Would she lose all of them? 

Eden looked up and folded his hands behind his head with a deep exhale. “Sage was a hard ass.” Violet turned with a mouthful of sour words, ready to defend her late mentor. “But she was the strongest, most confident woman I’ve ever met,” he added, never taking his gaze from the dazzling stars and cutting off Violet’s biting words before they could be spoken. “Sage worked us to the bone because she saw something in us that we couldn’t see. But above all of that, she saw something in you. So ask yourself, what did she see, V?” 

She shook her head as she thought about it. Sage had pushed her continuously. Taking Violet completely out of her comfort zone and at the worst times. “Sage always challenged me to be a better leader, to be a better person…a better woman.” She blushed. “But most of all, she challenged me because she believed in me. Which is something I didn’t do. Something I still don’t do.”

Eden rolled onto his side, gazing into her eyes with the same awed expression he gave the stars. “I believe in you, Violet; we all do. Maybe it’s about time you take the damn hint.” He played with her hair. “I can’t tell the future, but I know if we stand together as one, that’s the best possibility the world has.” 

Violet kissed his forehead. “We’ve had a long day. Get some sleep, okay?”

“Heading to bed already?”

She smiled, pulling her hair out of her face. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

He licked his lips and sat up. “As I always do.”

She stepped back with her hands clenched behind her back as their eyes met. When Eden looked into her eyes, she felt on top of the world. He always looked at her as if she was all that mattered in the darkness of the world. As if she was the light.

She entered the house and strolled up to her bedroom. She had no idea where the others were, and the house was oddly silent. The floor creaked with each passing step, but she couldn’t stop smiling. She had never felt this way before. Was this real love? And with everything going on, should that have been her focus?
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Execution

“It’s time, Elric! Wake up!”

The bark from Elric’s inner world clawed at his temple as he rolled over with a groan. Erebus was excited. Death, destruction, and chaos would do that to a being born from that kind of stuff. 

“Why the hell are you waking me up so damn early?”

“You need to get yourself ready. Get your mindset in the right place. Do that meditation garbage you’ve been doing for the last ten months!” 

Elric threw the sheets off and sat up, his feet smacking against the ice-cold marble floor. Long pale fingers combed through his tangled hair, pulling a few strands from his face. 

Elric grabbed a bottle of water from his drawer, along with a toothbrush and toothpaste, and began brushing his teeth vigorously. Taking a sip of water, he sloshed it around in his mouth, then opened a small black hole to spit in. 

He stretched his arms and cracked his neck, posturing himself on the bed. Crossing his legs, he took a few deep breaths and continued doing so until his breathing became soft and natural. Even Erebus was silent. A black sphere formed around him, blocking out all sound and light. His bones cracked, muscles loosened, and his neck slumped as Elric’s chin fell to his chest. 

Everything became black. Thoughts of his past, the deaths of those he once loved, even his relentless rage. It all faded into blackness. The darkness rooted itself within him, turning his focus to the only task that mattered. 

In the silence of the darkness, he could see his goals and dreams coming to fruition. A world free of sickness, chaos, evil, and conflict. A world overflowing with prosperity, peace, and everlasting joy. From the ashes, he saw himself and the other Titans restructuring the world. 

For an hour, Elric concentrated on his goals. His dream. Peacefully in the essence of the black sphere, his powers filled him, the darkness intertwining with every cell in his body. His thoughts combining with the being within him.

“That should do it.” The sphere fell from around him. A final deep breath escaped his lips as he rose to his feet. “You ready, Erebus?”

“You have no idea. I’ve waited centuries for the right vessel to carry out my will, though not entirely my will… I mean… I would like to destroy all of humanity, but this will do.

Elric threw on the all-black Gucci hoodie, zipping it up just over his scar. He tightened the black joggers—the ones Rai bought him yesterday—around his waist, slipped on an old pair of black leather sneakers that were worn and wrinkled but fit like a sock. Then he rolled his fingers over his scalp one last time.

Elric turned to see Rai standing in his doorway, black, glistening lipstick covering her lips. “So, you ready?” 

She wore a black denim vest over a white tank top that hung just over her naval and sported the same style of shorts she had on yesterday. They hugged her toned thighs as black silk stockings glided down to her boots. 

Elric nodded. “We’re going to change everything, no matter what. No more wars, no more needless suffering and deaths. This is a war for peace.”

“Then let’s do this,” Rai said, flicking a long blue strand behind her ear. Straps of leather studded with spikes wrapped around her wrists, and when she tapped the toe of her long leather boots, he saw that the buckles were also studded with silver spikes. 

“Well, I hope you ain’t going anywhere without ya boy!” Enzo crouched as he stepped into the room. “Rai looks modestly prepared for the apocalypse. Elric looks like he’s about to go to an outside gym in Cali, and me…?” Enzo tugged on the same jacket he wore yesterday, along with the jeans and boots. “I’m looking like I’m coming off a private jet to do a photo shoot.”

Rai rolled her eyes as she traced a finger across her jet-black lips, the color embellishing their voluptuousness. “So, what’s the plan?”

Elric looked them both over. “We’ll rise in the center of the city. I’ll initiate the first attack. You two break off, taking on your own sections of the city, and don’t hold back. If you do, you’ll put yourself at risk of being captured or worse. Remember they don’t just want to capture us, they want our Devas too.”

Enzo swallowed hard. “He’s not lying. I don’t know if you know Rai, but they do know about our powers.”

She nodded. “The government, I know. My mom told me.” She laughed under her breath. “They won’t take me alive. Trust me.”

“It’s an assumption, but all world governments must know something’s up. Then again, the U.S has always been good at covering things up and burying it deep,” Elric said, thinking about his parents’ deaths. The thoughts of his father being tortured in the bowels of Area Zero for years made his blood boil.

Enzo tightened his knuckles as his eyes burned orange. “When I was attacked back in Cali, some army dude came at me with a force like you wouldn’t believe. He knew about Fenix; he knew about us.”

Rai laughed. “Alright, so if we get put in a corner or captured, we need to take our cyanide pills?” She laughed again. “You two need to relax. I don’t think anyone’s getting captured.” 

Elric nodded as he recalled how he had decimated Area Zero. “And besides, Enzo, you don’t have to worry about those people anymore. As soon as we get there, I’m giving you ten seconds.”

“Ten seconds for what?” Rai asked.

“To get to a safe place away from me.”

“Don’t have to tell me twice,” Enzo said with a terse nod. “Speaking of safe places, when we wrap this up, can we please stay somewhere else besides Freddy Krueger’s boiler room? Maybe one of Rai’s condos?”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Whereabouts?” 

Elric shrugged. “Somewhere away from the U.S. Then again, after we do this, no place will be safe. In fact, staying underground will be our best bet, to be honest, but a condo doesn’t sound bad.”

“I’ll surprise you guys, then.” Rai smiled as she stretched her arms and shoulders. “And one more thing. What if we run into those other kids again?”

Elric slipped his hoodie over his head and pulled it over his face. A tingly sensation grew deep inside his gut. His heart raced as he took a deep breath. “This is what we’ve been waiting for. This is what we were bred to do, as Titans. This is why our lives were so horrible, why we lost everyone who loved us. It was to prepare us for our destiny. Our pain and suffering, the loss, and sacrifices… It was all for this. If you see them, and they try to stop you? Kill them. Worldwide peace is more important than anything.”

Elric saw that Enzo and Rai’s eyes were filled with determination, just like his own. They wouldn’t be denied. Elric gripped the scar on his chest, remembering the burning pain of nearly having his heart ripped out, and his sternum smashed in. If it weren’t for Erebus, the splintering bone would have punctured his heart.

“Let’s go,” Enzo said, swaying back and forth, his fingers shaking with impatience. 

“Remember, ten seconds,” Elric whispered. 

They began to sink into the ground. 

They rose to the surface of the city behind a minivan tucked in an alley. The air was brisk and damp as a wind blew garbage by their feet. 

The sun shone high in a cloudless sky, its radiant rays kissing the windows of a passing van and glistening over them. The smell of sweetened nuts being roasted and sausages being grilled filled the air. 

It had been over a year since he had been to Boston. People talked in the streets where their sneakers and boots clicked over the cobblestone, blending in with car horns and engines rushing to get from one place to the other. 

“One…” Elric said with a raspy voice as he began focusing. The dark energy that flowed through his veins burned with long-awaited anxiety. 

“Right.” Enzo looked up at Rai and nodded. “Let’s bounce. We’ll know when he attacks.”

“Two…”

They took off out of the alley in different directions. Rai went right, Enzo sprinted left.

Three…

Elric walked out of the alley lowering his head so that nobody could see his face. The energy in his chest burned with a fulfilling sensation that was on an equal level with his pleasure and excitement.

Four…

He maneuvered through the crowd, making his way to the corner where a store and a restaurant called “Finagle a Bagel” stood.

Five… Six... Seven…

The main street was cluttered with traffic as a red light halted their movement. People eagerly crossed the street, squeezing their way through them. 

Eight…

Elric crossed the street. As the light turned green, his hands and arms began to change as the power began to lose stability. He stopped in front of a car. The woman behind the wheel blew her horn in frustration as all the vehicles around her began to pass by.

Nine…

“What the hell’s wrong with you?” the driver shouted. “Get out of the damn street!” she yelled out the window while laying on the horn. “Kids these days, what nerve!”

Elric pulled his hood away from his face and looked up. Thoughts of him and Jennifer playing when they were kids at the park, having family dinners with Mr. and Mrs. Lee, and even the times with Violet and the others flickered in the back of his mind. He heard the dying voice of his father. “No fear.”

Elric smiled as his eyes met the woman’s. She must have seen the crimson glow of his eyes because her jaw dropped, and the wheels of her car squealed as she lead-footed the gas. But it was too late.

Ten. Darkness erupted from his chest. 

An explosion ripped through the center of the street, vaporizing the woman, vehicles, and anyone else close by. Cars and people were launched and thrown all over the place from the blast. Vehicles, telephone poles, and even people were thrown through buildings. 

Shrieks and wails penetrated the air as crowds of people stampeded around him. Elric looked up from a crater as the smoke cleared, and a howling wind blew his hair wildly around his face. 

Thick black smoke replaced the sweet scent that once filled the air. He pulled himself out of the crater and rose to his feet. The blackness spilled from him, spreading over the streets and sidewalk. Everything around him began to crumble and break away. Everything the darkness touched dissolved into nothingness.

He lifted his head high with confidence, and with each step, the ground rotted beneath him. Elric strolled through the chaos. The darkness forced its way through the city and consumed anyone unlucky enough to cross paths with it. 

“Yes! It’s been too long. Destroy everything….Destroy them all!” Erebus roared from within.

The streets emptied amongst the crumbling sidewalks and barren sky. Elric focused on the blaring of emergency vehicles in the distance. EMTs, police cruisers, the military...They would all be here soon. 

Elric licked his lips. Soon they would be here too. His friends. The ones who helped him in the darkest times of his life, the ones he once fought side by side with, trying to save the world. 

But back then, saving the world meant keeping it the same. Keeping it in the hands of greedy, warmongering leaders who refused peace. Leaders who wanted money and power, keeping society in a fake veil of freedom. In reality, the majority were enslaved to a beastly system that destroyed anything and anyone entangled with it. 

But today, he would cut the head off that beast. He would be the knight the world needed. The world’s fearsome hope of darkness. 

Its true hero! 
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Call to War!

The morning rays peeked through the navy-blue drapes, awakening Violet with a blue glow. Through the window, the pinkish sky was a canvas to the golden glow of the sun as the lavender clouds gave the burning sphere a crown. 

Burrowing herself into the soft cool sheets, Violet’s cheeks reddened as a smile pulled them back, Eden’s kiss still sweet on her lips. 

Thoughts of last night came and went. But nothing stuck to her like the event that took her and Eden to the stars. 

What was that? she thought, rolling over. Eden was the only one left with the potential of flight after Elric turned his back on them. So how could she float? Violet looked down at her thin fingers. A purple spark popped from their tips with a tingle that raced through her hands and wrists. 

Slowly Violet’s legs came to life beneath the sheets as she slung them over the edge of the bed. She rose, threw on her sweatpants and long sleeve shirt, and strolled to the bathroom. After washing her face and brushing her teeth, she made her way downstairs.

Draped in her green camo uniform, Sam sunk deeply into the leathery cushions. The sheen of her perfectly smooth black hair had been reduced to an unkempt entanglement of chaos. 

“Long day at work?” Violet whispered. 

Sam looked up with softening eyes. “Hey… How are you guys?” Her dry lips broke into a smile.

Violet sauntered in and plopped next to her. “We’re hanging in there, I guess. All things considering.”

Sam laid her hand on Violet’s knee. “I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you guys after Sage—”

“No, it’s fine. Really. Besides, we have bigger things to worry about.” Violet focused on the black plasma screen TV screen. “Any word on Elric…or the other Titans?”

“No. And trust me, we’re tracking all the leads we got. I don’t know how he’s doing it, but he moves fast. Vanishing and appearing as he pleases.” Samantha bent over, gripping her forehead. “It’s become an international incident. The Pentagon’s a shit show, and so is the White House. Countries are thinking this is some kind of plot by us!”

“What?” Violet shivered.

Sam sat back and sighed. “Satellites can’t pick up anything either. They’ve got to be underground or something. Seriously, can he teleport like you?”

“I don’t know if it’s teleporting, but it’s definitely similar.” Violet thought about how he had vanished in London and again at Terra’s house. “He has the most powerful Titans with him, and we don’t have a clue where the Light Titan could be.”

“I checked files from all the data books that were found and uploaded from Area Zero. Nothing on anyone with the power to control light. They had nothing on the woman you told me about either. So, unless she makes herself known, I’m afraid we’re never going to find her.” 

Samantha stretched out with a deep exhale of frustration. “Elric is a real problem, and if what you told me is correct, he’s going to cause massive attacks worldwide, with catastrophic results. We have a specialist who knows about the Titans. He’s been studying them for the last twenty years. I’m going to have to get you guys down to where I work because this is going to go beyond U.S soil.”

“A specialist?”

Sam nodded. “Someone who can give us a clue as to what the Titans are, their capabilities, weaknesses….”

“This guy isn’t like the last—”

“No. Not even close to what you guys went through on that island, Violet! Dr. Casov is a wonderful person. I think you guys will get along fine. But we need to start putting everything we know together.”

“It sounds like you’re asking us for help.” Violet smirked.

“No…The United States of America is asking for your help.”

“I don’t know, Samantha. I know you mean well, and I trust you, but I can’t ask these guys to trust the military again after what happened. We lost too much the last time I made a choice to trust the government. I can’t do that again.” Violet bit her bottom lip.

Samantha sighed. “I understand, and I don’t blame you. Just give me your word you’ll at least think about it.”

Violet nodded. “So how high does this go?”

Samantha’s eyes furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“Who knows about us?”

“People above my chain of command…the Commander in Chief...”

“Commander in Chief?” Violet squinted.

Samantha cleared her throat. “The president.”

Violet jumped to her feet. “The president?” 

“Yes, of course, and don’t be so loud,” she whispered, glancing up at the staircase. 

“How did she find out? How does she know?”

“Well, after she was held hostage during a speech by someone you know, I can’t pretend to know nothing.” 

“You’ve got to be kidding.” A chill raced down Violet’s spine. “Are they asking us…or telling us to join you?” 

“Violet, It’s not like that!” Samantha shook her head. “These circumstances are dire. The world is in chaos! And I’m afraid it’s just the beginning of something far worse, especially once all the world governments latch on to the existence of Titans. It’ll be like the nuclear arms race all over again. Except, this time, Eden and the others will be the sought-after weapons.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No. you wouldn’t. Not yet, anyway. First, we have to find Elric and the other two and keep them from doing something horrible. That’s the primary mission right now.”

“Everything alright?” Eden came into the living room, stretching with a yawn. “Sounded like things were getting pretty fired up in here. I hope you’re doing better, Sam?”

“Hey, Eden. Everything’s fine,” Samantha said.

Her cellphone began ringing through the pocket of her cargo pants, interrupting the conversation. She stood up and walked into the hallway to take the call. Violet hated the damn thing. She knew it wouldn’t be good.

Sam answered the phone. “Colonel Rice?” 

Violet burned with frustration. By the look on his face, Eden felt the same way. He reached for the remote. 

“Don’t. Please don’t,” Violet pleaded, thinking about Sam’s bitter words. “I just want any additional moments of peace and quiet I can grab and not have to focus on the insanity out there.” 

His fingers hesitated, hovering over the remote. “What were you guys talking about? Anything I should know?” His gaze met hers, his tone low and concerning. 

Violet made up her mind to tell him what Sam requested. “I—”

“What?” Samantha’s scream filled the hall and rattled through the house. The scream tore through Violet like a shard of glass. “Well, how bad?”

Violet’s eyes widened as they met Eden’s. He tightened his fist and his face hardened for battle. Violet’s heart rattled like a large stone in a box being shaken vigorously. Before she made a conscious decision, her legs straightened as she rose from the couch. She swallowed hard and headed to the hall.

“What’s going on?” Terra asked, running down the stairs.

“Yeah, that scream was nuts,” Alfred said, his voice echoing as the rest of them made their way down. “Everything okay, Sam?” 

“I understand! We’ll move out immediately!” Sam’s face twisted in disgust. She seemed barely able to keep her hand from trembling as she slipped the phone back into her pocket.

Violet considered reading her thoughts. “Sam… What is it?”

Sam brushed by Violet and raced back into the living room. They all looked at each other, everyone’s expression displaying their confusion as they all followed suit. 

Fear and nervousness poured from Sam in waves, crashing against Violet’s body with a force that nearly made her knees buckle. Something awful had happened. 

Eden swallowed, his fists trembling at his side. “What is it?”

Sam’s fingers wrapped around the remote as she pointed it to the television. She paused, waiting, thinking. Then flicked on the television. 

Tendrils of billowing black smoke rose above a city as flames devoured buildings. Water crashed through buildings and flooded streets, washing away vehicles and people alike. The skies were blackened as lightning struck above. 

The scene changed to another area. Buildings were obliterated, reduced to nothing but piles of stone and metal framing. Just like London. 

Sam fell to her knees, slamming her fists into the wooden flooring. “We’re too late,” she choked out as her trembling words gave a hint of defeat. “Boston… Elric hit Boston first.”

Every scene was different. Though the destruction looked to be from different cities, it was all the same place. Apocalyptic, unreal but familiar. At the bottom of the screen, it read, “The City of Boston completely evacuated.” 

“That’s… That’s Boston?” Alfred asked.

“Elric, did this?” Violet’s fingers covered her lips.

Eden snatched the remote and turned up the volume as a reporter talked about what was happening.

“Those who were in the vicinity said they felt the awful feeling of despair sweep over them as buildings began collapsing by an unseen force. Fires immediately began to spread across the streets while manholes burst open with sewage water flooding the streets and washing people and their vehicles away. Thousands are injured, hundreds missing or worse.”

Suddenly the camera focused on an explosion between two buildings in which a figure could be seen walking away covered in flames.

“Do you see that?” the reporter yelled. “Does anybody see that?” “It looks like someone is down there. Is he alright?” the reporter asked. 

When the camera zoomed in on the figure, the flames surrounding him died, showing the figure for who it really was. The Fire Titan.

The room was silent.

Right before their eyes, the City of Boston was being torn apart. 

The John Hancock building remained standing amongst other buildings, but the glass which mirrored the beauty of the city was long since shattered. The building stripped of its flesh like a skinned animal, showing nothing but its metal insides. 

Sam looked up and said, “We just got word that people are still in the city, trying to escape. First responders have been on the scene since the initial attack, and the Massachusetts National Guard has been activated. But I don’t know how soon they’ll get there.” She wiped her face of her tears. “I just don’t know if they’ll make it.”

“What are we waiting for?” Eden demanded. “We have to go now!” 

“He’s right,” Alfred agreed. “We have to go ASAP. We’ve got to do something!”

Violet tightened her fists, keeping tears from falling. “Samantha, we have to go. Everyone get dressed. You have two minutes, then get back down here.” 

They all raced upstairs.

“Violet, look at the damage done out there.” Sam stared at the television screen. “If three Titans did this, what do you hope to accomplish with just two?”

“Stop them,” Violet said. “We’re going to fight, and we’re going to do all we can to stop them. That’s it. That’s all we can do.” 

“As much as I want to stop you, we need you guys down there more than ever.” Samantha stared at the destruction. “But be careful, because they’re sending the army in there too to save any survivors and put a stop to it all.”

Violet nodded. She slipped on her sneakers and tightened them. Then with a feeling of heaviness on her shoulders, she dragged herself back to Sam.

“They won’t know you guys from Elric and the other two,” Sam added as she paced the living room. “So, stay safe, all of you.” She walked over and hugged Violet tightly. “I wish Sage was here. At least then, I wouldn’t be so damn worried.” 

Violet wished the same. Now more than ever, they needed Sage. She’d know exactly what to say. But Violet no longer had the supervision of a mentor or someone she considered a parent figure. The others came rushing back, dressed, and ready to go.

Every decision is mine alone, she thought, turning to look at the others. Am I really ready for this? 

Violet thought about Elric. How he’d lost everything. Then she looked at Sasha, who’d lost just as much. Terra, Manie, Alfred, and Eden. They made their choice to do the right thing, but Elric chose otherwise. He knew what he was doing; being a product of his environment was no longer an excuse.

Violet tightened her fists. “I won’t hold back. Elric has to be stopped after what he’s done. If this is what he’s wanted all this time, then he’ll be willing to die for it, and obviously, he’s willing to kill for it.” 

Violet didn’t shed a single tear as she thought about what they were going to do. The outcome was unavoidable. Elric made his choices a long time ago. Everyone else had made theirs as well. Violet was the only one teetering on what should be done, but now she knew. Peace wasn’t free, and evil couldn’t be reasoned with. It can’t be changed. 

“Let’s go!” Violet exclaimed, and a bright light surrounded them as they vanished.
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Trial of the Serpent

The flash of fluorescent purple cut through the blackness like a knife as they appeared. Violet inhaled the foul stench of the fumes, her lungs searing from the burning plastic and rubber debris.

The choking smoke began strangling all of them, their coughs muddled by the crackling flames and distant explosions. A howling wind ripped through them as the thick smoke was hurled away by a powerful gust. Eden nodded to Violet as he lowered his arms. Their faces were already streaming with sweat mixed with the black smoke.

“Oh… No,” Sasha choked out.

Violet fought to get her vision back from the burning sensation. Through the clearing smog, her fingers spasmed by her side, rhythmically tapping against her thigh. Her jaw fell, her eyes widening as she tried to swallow the sight before her.

Lightning thundered above, rattling the ground. Violet gripped her chest, anchoring her feet to keep her legs from buckling. Fear came crashing in waves just like it did when Sage left them in London, and even more so when she watched Sage die. 

No! Violet closed her eyes, using the images of Zaroule and Sage alive to keep her strong. This time it’s on me! 

A hand pressed gently on her shoulder. “You ready?” Eden asked.

Violet looked up to see the wild glow of Eden’s pale blue eyes. “What’s Sirocco thinking?”

“He says it’s not gonna be easy.”

She took a deep breath as her eyes searched piles of debris. Parts of buildings and frames were bent and twisted by an awful explosion. Stone and chunks of the street and buildings littered the ground. 

Her eyes watered from the sight. This went against what Zaroule had taught them and what they swore to protect. Elric had taken it into his hands to destroy anyone and everything they loved.

“It’s barely a city anymore,” Manie said.

Alfred looked around. “This is the worse Boston’s ever been hit. With all the portal attacks combined. Even when Blight came.”

“Let’s focus!” Violet shouted. Wailing sirens in the distance gave hope, but the screams and cries of help were overwhelming. Violet took a deep breath and spat on the ground. “Sasha, Manie, Alfred, I need you three to help survivors get to safety. On this block alone, I sense hundreds of people in really bad shape. Terra, Eden, we’ll find Elric and the other Titans.”

“What?” Sasha demanded. “No way. We’re going to help you guys fight them too!”

“I can’t take the chance.” Violet’s eyes burrowed into Sasha’s, her fingers trembling with anxiety by her words. “Look, people are out there suffering. We have to spread out. We can handle Elric and the others. I just need you guys to do this, please?”

“We can do it.” Manie nudged a teary-eyed Sasha.

Sasha transformed, tearing through her clothes. “You better call if you need us!” she insisted, a deep growl escaping her snout. 

“Hey, kick his teeth in for me!” Alfred exclaimed as he tore through his clothing. Wiry dark fur rolled over his shoulders and brawny chest as he took on his wolf form.

As the three Ermakians started off, Terra took off after them. “Wait! Manie, wait!” As Manie turned, Terra yanked his arm, pulled him in close, and kissed him. Amongst the screams, explosions, and sirens, the scene shocked everyone. Then she gently lowered her forehead to his. “Just in case we might not see each other again. No regrets, right?” She shrugged.

Manie’s eyes widened as his lips trembled. “I—ye…yeah, right. That’s right, YOYO. I mean YOLO.” He swallowed hard as he turned. 

Violet gave a terse nod, watching Terra turn and head back toward her and Eden with a confident strut.

“Man, how did you nab a girlfriend?” Alfred growled. “ And one who’s a Titan at that?”

Sasha batted Alfred in the back of the head. “Shut-up. We’ve got bigger things to worry about. Manie, hurry up and change!” 

“Sorry.” Orange fur and claws tore through his clothing as he grew taller and muscular. Black lengthened claws and a long snout with large canines similar to Sasha’s peeked from his gums. He turned to Terra and nodded.

“You three, remember, the military will be here soon if they aren’t here already. Be careful!” Violet yelled.

“We got this, V. Trust me, we’ll be alright,” Alfred growled. “You guys, just don’t get yourselves killed!”

The three of them dropped to all fours and galloped through the debris and apocalyptic scene that was now Boston. The thick clouds of smoke consumed them. I’m sorry, guys, but this is the only way to keep you three from getting killed, Violet thought with tightening fists, hoping she made the right decision.

“That was smart, to get them out of harm’s way. I know it was a difficult decision,” Eden said.

Violet was silent.

Terra scanned the area. “So how are we gonna find them anyhow? Looks like they finished what they had to do here.” She scoured the cracked streets stepping over upturned mangled furniture that had been blown out of buildings. “This is my first time visiting a city. Wish I had come at a better time.”

Violet concentrated, searching through the thoughts of hundreds of people filled with fear and sadness. Elric hid his powers well, but maybe the other Titans weren’t as stealthy. She felt two large pulses and knew instantly it was the Fire and Water Titan.

“I’ve got two. Neither one is Elric, though.”

The inhuman eyes that consumed Eden’s sky-blue irises, usually full of passion and love, were now filled with a hunger for vengeance and war. “Good. Let’s take them out one at a time. Then we can make our way to the big fish.” Even his voice had a wild growl mixed in with his tone. Not quite like Alfred’s but close.

“I like it. What do you think, Terra?” Violet asked as Terra continued to look around, her nervousness clear in her eyes. “Don’t be afraid. I promised your mom I wouldn’t let anything happen to you, okay?”

Terra nodded. “I think the plan sounds good.”

“Good, which one is which?” Eden asked.

“I don’t know. But let’s take the far, east one first.” Violet searched through the smoky path that Sasha and the others galloped down. “At least if something happens, we can connect with Sasha, Alfred, and Manie quicker.”

“Sounds good.” Eden tightened his fists and cracked his knuckles.

Violet focused, remembering a building that would give them a good view of the street level. “Be ready for anything.” she reminded them.

She took a deep breath, then consumed by light, they reappeared on the roof of a skyscraper. Violet’s eyes widened as she fell back. The whoosh of air came quickly as she became weightless. With a face twisting in horror, her mouth opened in a frozen shriek as only air came out.

Eden grabbed her hand. “Hold on, Violet!”

Terra held onto a ledge pulling herself up. “Why don’t you teleport us again?” she yelled.

Eden heaved Violet up as she grabbed a piece of a ledge and pulled up next to Terra. Eden came up to what little was left of the roof. The building had been hit with enough force to be pushed into a neighboring building. 

“Sorry about that.” It was the only piece keeping it from plummeting to the streets below. Violet looked over at the now tilted roof. “Not quite how I remembered Millennium Place.” 

As they looked down below, the streets were flooded with water. Vehicles had collected at an intersection, blocking any way of getting through for firetrucks and EMTs. The gurgling river filled buildings and swept over entrances. 

“This is insane.” Violet shook her head.

Shattering glass and screams raged ferociously against Violet’s resolve. Do we go down to save them or find the one causing this? Her heart raced amongst the chaos. The heat of the city clashed with the misting of the water flow, causing steam to emit and tangle with the black cloudy streams. This was hell. 

“You two are the ones from before, right?” a voice shouted from behind. “And you’re that little girl from the shack?” 

A great deal of emotion struck Violet as she turned to greet the speaker. The Water Titan. The girl had a sliver of a smile as her dark blue hair waved in the air. She stood upon a pillar of water, dark brown, tainted by the foul stench of destruction and chaos they had unleashed on the city. 

Her hand rested on her hip as she played with a crystalized blade in the other. She leaped to the crumbling roof as water fell into a crashing wave. “Elric called it. He said you would join them. Pathetic.” She looked through them and around the smoke that blanketed the city. “Like what you see?” 

Damn it, not her, Violet thought, wishing it were the Fire Titan instead. “Guys, remember she can control the blood flow in your body. Don’t let her get close,” Violet warned Eden and Terra telepathically.

The girl laughed and shook her head. The blade rolled around her fingertips, defying its solid nature. 

Heat burned in Violet’s chest, releasing itself in small pulses as her aura intensified. “Why join him? He has nothing to offer you.” Violet bit down on her bottom lip. 

Eden shouted. “He doesn’t care about you! Elric’s only using you and the other kid to get what he wants. You’re stupid if you think anything else.”

“You’re the stupid ones. Stupid enough to believe these people see you as heroes. That they’ll love you as their own and welcome you into their world like you’re one of them,” she said, glaring at Eden. “You know about the government, don’t you?”

Eden’s eyes glowed wildly. “Yeah, and we took care of the ones who tried to kill us. Elric saw to that,” he said bitterly.

“Yeah, he did. But when the rest of the world finds out about us, you don’t think more will come? Look what the world’s done with nuclear weapons. Look what your country did to mine with their weapons. Can you imagine what they’ll do to each other to get their hands on a Titan?” She smiled. “Anarchy! All we’re doing is striking the first blow!”

Around Violet’s fair skin, her aura cast a purple glow against the darkness. “Elric wants to kill millions of people. Billions! You’re willing to slaughter all those people?” 

Violet choked back tears. The endless abyss of wails that radiated through Boston fed the growing animosity within her.

The girl sucked her teeth, chuckling lustfully. She looked Eden up and down with eyes that devoured. “I’ve been killing for so long now, whether it’s five, ten, dozens, millions, billions....” She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me. Death is death. Kill or be killed, that’s my motto.”

Violet eyed the blade as it melted into the girl’s flesh. Violet’s breath escaped chapped lips in a white puff as she glared into the Water Titan’s thin turquoise irises. They beamed ominously like a serpent focused on its prey. The glare was just as sinister as it was stunningly beautiful.

“It’s freezing all of a sudden. It’s her,” Terra said, gripping her arms. 

In that frozen second, Violet watched the flicker of the girl’s murderous intent. Her first step created a path of ice to Violet; the next sent her gliding forward. Hardening with density, Violet’s purple aura intensified. 

The icy blade formed in the girl’s hand as it stretched forward for the kill, But Eden stepped in, grabbing both the girl’s wrists. “What’s your name?” she whispered as frost escaped her black lipstick caked mouth. White frost crept down her pale arms, forming a layer of ice that covered Eden’s hands. “You don’t want this fight.” 

Eden screamed as the frost covered his flesh with the cracking of melting ice. He ripped his hands away only to receive a blistering cold punch to the face, smashing him into a fire pit.

“Get up, Eden!” Violet shouted telepathically.

“I’m Rai, by the way. Heiress to the most powerful mafia in the world, a goddess among men.” She smirked as she straightened, raising her hand as the icy vapors swirled around her fist. “And today, you’ll learn why they call me the dragon princess.”

Violet watched the icy smoke of freezing air cloud around them, Rai’s turquoise eyes glistening in the smog. Violet tightened her fists. I’m knocking that smug look off her face.
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Dragons? Great.

Violet braced herself for another attack as Rai glided over on a sheet of ice, gripping the blade that lengthened into a dagger. 

Violet ran to meet her, refusing to give her any more ground. The purple aura intensified around her hands, sizzling into a blade of psionic energy. Violet dodged an icy strike aimed at her jugular. 

Violet shattered the blade of ice with a strike, and with her free hand, reached for the girl’s face. 

Rai leaned back, dodging with ease. “That was close, huh? You probably would have got me if it weren’t for that.” Rai smiled with a glistening glare at the solid ice that entrapped Violet’s feet. “Didn’t take you for the type that would get up close and personal.”

“I didn’t take you for the type that talks a lot!” Terra smashed the surface of the roof with her fist, rippling the rooftop and shattering the ice. 

Violet broke free and buried a purple sphere of psionic energy into Rai’s chest. The buttons of the girl’s vest ripped open as the blast thundered. Her thin frame was sent clean off the roof. 

“You did it?” Terra raced over the crumbling edge to see if Violet succeeded.

Violet ran over, helping Eden up. “You okay?” 

Eden sat up, rubbing a frost burned cheek that was red and bruised. “I’m fine, I’m fine.” He spat a wad of blood next to the crumbling bricks. He looked down at his hands, which were still red and near purple from frostbite. “Just wanted to see what she was capable of. She didn’t disappoint.”

“Yeah.” Violet held her hand out. “I need you and Sirocco now more than ever, okay?” 

“Guys, she’s not done yet!” Terra yelled.

They raced to the edge of Millennium Place, searching just beyond the edge of the building.

Rai’s eyes glistened brightly as she stood upon a mass of bubbling water. A slender head formed from the gurgling mass as the gushing river halted. Wrapping itself around a building, the slender body of a massive creature serpentined through the streets. Rai’s lips turned up devilishly.

Violet’s eyes widened as Rai rose above them, damp, humid air wafting the saltiness of the sea into the corners of Violet’s mouth. The three of them lifted their heads to the massive serpent. A hiss of warm salty water sprayed over them in a downpour. Water seeped from the teeth-like icicles of the serpent as it menacingly bared down upon them with large turquoise eyes like that of a viper. It swayed side to side, waiting to strike. 

“Nobody move,” Violet thought, planning her next move. “The only things we have going for us is the fact I can teleport, and we can talk telepathically.” 

Terra and Eden’s lips locked tightly, but their thoughts ran wild with fear and excitement. Violet trembled from her core at the giant creature that could easily lay waste to the building. Violet’s eyes darted to the building across from them, focusing hard on an escape route.

“Wow, so quiet in the presence of a god,” Rai said with folded arms glaring down at them. “Well, minus the screams.” 

Terra’s eyes glowed a deep green. She slung her ponytail over her shoulder. “In your twisted way, you really think you’re doing good, don’t you?” 

“I’m doing what’s needed for my people! They’re the only family that matters to me.” Rai raised her hand just above the large slender snout of the serpent. 

It hissed through its icy fangs then lunged toward them like an enraged rattlesnake. 

A flash of light consumed them in warmth as Violet teleported them to the building just across the way. The thunderous crash carried throughout the city as the serpent smashed into the structure with an unhinged jaw, lashing about as chunks of glass and concrete showered the watery streets below. 

The whining squeal of metal bending and the crunching of brick and stone erupted as the building they once stood on caved into itself. The massive serpent shook the shattered brick and glassy shards from its watery scales, lifting its body like a cobra. 

“She’s searching for us.” Terra gasped for air, gripping her chest from the close encounter.

Eden glared. “That thing is hard as steel considering what it did to that building.” 

Violet took a deep breath contemplating how to take on the girl with such a large creature at her disposal. It was beyond the size anything Terra could create. “She’s dangerous. But there’s three of us, not to mention your Devas. We can take her, I know it!” 

“Let’s do it.” Terra smacked a fist into her palm. 

Brimming with a purple aura, Violet’s hand hung heavy, radiating with the warmth of energy. She crow-hopped, heaving a sizzling blast of energy toward the girl. The creature savagely dug through the debris with Rai’s focus on the area in front of her.

If I’m lucky, it’ll knock her clean off that thing. Excitement ignited within Violet’s chest from the thought. 

As the mass came within range of Rai, a slender jaw stretched from the back of the serpent’s head. The icy jaw opened and devoured the purple mass with a crunch of icicles, releasing an icy cloud of despair. 

Shit. Violet swallowed hard. You’ve got to be kidding me? The serpent’s head formed around the new jaw as Rai whipped around, appearing to get her bearings. 

“Well, that got her attention,” Eden yelled. 

The serpent bolted toward the building they were on, smashing its way through apartments, telephone poles, and vehicles. Its body swept through everything like a stick, drawing a line through sand. 

Eden took a deep breath. “You guys trust me?” He looked at Violet and Terra.

Violet gave a nod of desperation as Terra followed suit.

Eden’s eyes showed the gentle concern of a man getting ready to make a sacrifice. Violet remembered seeing those same eyes when Zaroule went to fight Allure. He bolted to the roof’s edge with a stride comparable to an Olympic gold medalist with blurring speed that swept over the roof in a twirling gust. 

“Eden!” Violet yelled. 

He leaped off the roof, free-falling toward a horror more frightening than the impact of the watery streets below. Terra and Violet raced over, watching his arms and limbs flailing as he was suspended in the air. The wind whipped around him, turning him upright. 

What’s your plan, Eden? Please don’t let this be a reckless decision again! Violet shook the thought of fear away from the back of her neck. 

Serrated teeth glistened beautifully from the serpent’s mouth. Eden would be skewered. I could teleport him back to the roof, but that serpent would be up this building in an instant. 

Like a scythe through a cornfield, the wind burst from his hands, cutting through the air. Crouching, Rai covered herself in a shield of ice as the wind sliced through everything in sight. The shield shattered as the serpent hissed scornfully, gushing into a mass of water that rained over the city. 

Rai fell from the dissolving serpent but was caught by a wave. 

The rivers that once flowed through the streets seeped into the deep cracks and fissures that were dug out from the force of Eden’s wind attack. 

Violet and Terra teleported to Eden’s side. His flesh was flushed red, his fingernails sharpened into that of a wild feline. His dirty-blond hair had lengthened. Violet hadn’t seen him like this in a long time. 

“You did it, Eden!” Terra yelled in excitement.

“Yeah, but I don’t think it bothered her any.” He looked up to the girl who rubbed her eyes and stretched. 

“About time the Wind Titan showed me something.” Her eyes rolled to Terra. “But I shouldn’t expect much from a brat who’s been too afraid to use her powers, huh?”

Terra’s eyes glowed. “You don’t stand a chance against two Titans. I don’t care how strong you think you are!”

Rai stretched her hands out over the wave, her fingers dangling wildly. The wave reshaped and twisted, stretching into another serpent. Clamping her fingers, an explosion of ice and frost swirled from Rai. A nightmarish roar like the shrieking of a braking train escaped the icy jaw of a new serpent. The crackling ice rushed off its hardening body.

The icy whiteness rolled up Violet’s fair skin burning her flesh as it clashed with the warmth of her purple aura. This isn’t good! Rai’s glare cut through them like a blade. 

Crystalized ice ran down Rai’s cheeks and arms, her exposed flesh unscathed by the exposure. The freezing air was more ruthless and frightening than Violet had ever experienced. I can barely move my fingers. If this keeps up, I won’t be any use to them. She looked over at Eden and Terra, who embraced the cold. 

Violet teleported on the head of the serpent and grabbed Rai from behind, teleporting to the area where they initially started when they first came to Boston. The flames burned hotter, and the smoke rose thick to the sky. Violet released her and teleported to retrieve the others. 

“What are you doing? Where is she?” Eden’s eyes were frantic. 

The icy serpent dissolved back into its water state, falling into the trench in the street.

“Just trust me, c’mon!” With a bright flash of purple, they appeared before Rai.

“How dare you touch me?” She turned with anger-filled eyes. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Violet’s eyes glowed through the smoke. “You’re far from water, so at least now we have the advantage.” 

“Exactly!” Eden ran toward her and began an assault, slashing with fists enhanced by the wind. She ducked under his first attack. “Not much of a fighter without all that water, huh?” 

A gust of wind blew from his hands, slamming her into a concrete slab. She struggled to her feet with trembling legs. The ground shook violently as two massive waves of dirt and tar rose above them. Rai’s eyes widened. 

The wave of earth and tar crashed over her and wrapped around her body, leaving her head exposed. Even if the girl wanted to, she couldn’t escape. Her head slumped to the side. She was unconscious. Terra’s arms dropped to her side with exhaustion, her chest heaving.

Eden stumbled back. “Well, that’s one down.” 

“Hey, maybe we can use her to find out where the Dark Titan is?” Terra suggested, her vibrant green eyes fading to her dark brown. “Man, all that tar mixed with dirt was heavy.”

Violet nodded. “Right. I know just how to do it.” She walked over to the girl whose pale skin beaded with sweat, her cheeks stained with mud and blood. She laid cold fingertips over the girl’s forehead and began to see everything. What they’ve been through, where they’ve been. She could see the cave but not the exact location of where it could be. Useless information.

“Anything?” Eden asked.

“Nothing helpful. I could see they’ve been staying in a cave, but Elric made sure she didn’t see how to get there.”

An explosion forced them to the ground. From beneath the canvas of black smoke, the south side of Boston’s skyline glowed a raging orange. A blinding flash of fire belched forward, throwing a wave of smoke and fire that flattened buildings. 

Violet covered her ears amid the frightening sensations that shook the ground and made the sky crackle. Glass blew out the windows of towers as a choking, burning dust swept over them. She looked over at Terra, whose eyes watered with fear and sorrow.

“Hey!” She grabbed Terra’s hand tightly. “You afraid too?”

Terra nodded, her strong persona shattered by the thundering force of chaos. “We–we can’t do this.”

“We can!” Violet’s expression carried no remorse. She stood there stained by ash and slivers of blood and damaged by frost, completely determined. “And we will! ‘Cause if we don’t, every city around the world will be just like this one.” 

A huge inferno burst through the top of a large building just across from them, smashing through the floors. Black smoke poured from the ground level seeping through the shattered windows.

Unfettered flames licked the sides of the buildings as they lashed from the windows. Life whispered from the hellish flames. What the hell could have survived that? Violet wondered, watching the blaze. A powerful heart bumped from within the building.

A crackling laugh echoed from the flames as a ghastly orange grin peeked from a fiery human silhouette. “I know Rai’s a monster but ganging up on a girl…? You guys must really feel special, huh?” 

“It’s about time you showed up.” The air around Eden shifted, and Sirocco came alive. There was no doubt in Violet’s mind that the Deva had entered the fight.

“Ah man, Beverly Hills?” The boy laughed. Violet watched as the flames disappeared. The Fire Titan’s skin became normal, and his clothes ceased to burn. “This is gonna be a one-on-one, my dude.” The boy licked his lips as the whites of his eyes turned gray, and his irises burned a bright orange. “Make no mistake, I’m going to roast you!” Flames erupted from his shoulder as a thin layer covered his entire body. 

Eden’s claws became white, his dirty-blond hair lengthened into a full mane. The air intensified over his flesh as his cuts and bruises vanished. Violet could feel the conflict within him as Sirocco warred for more control. 

“Terra, how much power do you have over that earth prison?” Violet asked, looking over at Rai.

Terra’s eyes looked the girl over. “Enough, I think. I mean, she’s unconscious, so it’s hard to tell. Why?”

Violet felt the rage between Eden and the Fire Titan. “We’re getting the hell out of here!”





Chapter 34
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Earth, Wind, Water, and Fire

“I owe you from the last time.” Eden gritted his sharpened canines.

The dark-skinned boy scratched his chin. “Elric’s gonna be pissed if I kill you.” He shrugged. “Shit, that’s his problem.”

Violet watched as Eden took a step and vanished in a blur, the only trace a trail of smoke that broke away. A loud crack sent the Fire Titan flying into a building. Eden’s form appeared, hunched over and wild as fangs hung from his lips. 

This isn’t good. Eden can’t control Sirocco’s anger, and if he loses his resolve, the madness will turn him into a crazed beast. Violet’s eyes widened, sensing icy cold energy that chilled her to the bone. It was far from human and wasn’t coming from Eden or the Fire Titan. “What now?” 

A stream of water smacked Violet into a pile of stone. She struggled to stand as she glanced over at Terra, who was in the same predicament. Violet’s gaze fell on the gob of earth that wrapped around Rai.

“Filthy humans! How dare you harm the vessel of the water queen!” Rai’s voice deepened. Her eyes had become completely turquoise, the white completely gone. She raised her hands high. “I may be bound to this body, but I’ll show you the destructive power of my realm!”

Like Eden, when he loses control and Sirocco takes over, Violet could no longer feel a human presence from within Rai. Her Deva’s presence had the wheel, and the rising power manifesting was too far out of reach to stop. 

Everything became still. 

The bending of metal and shattering glass and concrete echoed from Eden and the Fire Titan rumbling from behind. But there was an eerie calmness. The air was saturated with water. A light misting gently blew through Violet’s hair, landing on her lips.

“More salt,” Violet licked her lips, she met Terra’s horrified gaze. “Why does the air taste like saltwater?” 

A heavy swooshing echoed from far off. A roaring began to make its way toward them, but Violet couldn’t see a thing. Until she did. The crest of the wave, still stretching to the sky, covered apartment buildings, and broke between the larger towers. 

“Young girl!” Rai shouted. Violet’s lips trembled amidst a broken face of terror. “Can you escape the very sea itself?” Rai stretched her fingers as high as they could go, then dropped them to her side.

A rumbling like a billion elephants stampeding through the city, broke through the apartment buildings with a force that made even the tallest of the towers in Boston sway like palm trees in a Florida hurricane. The buildings squealed and screamed as the mammoth wave forced its way through everything, bulldozing cars, trucks, and trains through the city.

“Violet!” Terra’s scream echoed. 

Violet closed her eyes, focusing on Terra, Eden, and the Fire Titan. She thought about Rai. I won’t be able to save you. Not like this. I’m sorry. A blinding flash covered them as they vanished to the top of the John Hancock Tower. The massive tidal wave broke through blocks of the city, devouring apartment buildings and stretching through the streets as it swept away everything below. 

The feeling of her ribcage tightening around her heart and lungs took Violet’s breath away as she fell to her knees. “Sasha, Alfred, Manie…” Her lips barely moved as her eyes fell over the city. “Th–this isn’t possible.”

“Shit, Rai,” A nervous tone escaped the Fire Titan’s voice. Violet saw the broken expression of emotion as if he were in shock. “Is she… Did she kill herself?”

The tidal wave smashed into the base of the John Hancock Tower, sending a heavy tremble throughout the structure. Violet grabbed a large wire that held up a giant antenna. 

“Violet, you okay?” Eden yelled. 

She nodded, holding on tightly as her insides swayed with the building. Glass shattered as a second force of water battered into the base of the building. The strength and rage of the wave ceased, just as quick as it came, pulling back vehicles, debris, and everything else, sweeping it all away. Dragging it all back to the bay.

Violet wondered if Sasha and the other two were mangled and twisted in all of it, being dragged to the ocean, each breath short and suffocating. 

Buildings slowly collapsed within themselves. “No!” A heart-breaking cry broke from her lips. Tears of anger flowed from her tightened eyes as she felt the lives of hundreds fade away. Agony, terror, and suffering filled Violet and wrenched the blood from her beating heart as she helplessly watched from atop the building.	

Eden listened to the cries. His scowl met the Fire Titan’s. “There were still people out there. People who didn’t get away.” 

“I…” The boy’s fists trembled in fear from what just happened. He swallowed, then his body burst into flames. 

“This is your fault, all of you!” Eden screamed.

“Bullshit!” The boy rose to his feet. He pointed down at the remnants of the city. “This is their fault! They asked for this when they attacked us. When they tried to kill us just because of what is inside us. No!” A fireball formed in his hand. “The world’s gonna bow to us. We’ll be the new leaders!”

Before he could attack, Eden blasted him off the building with a pressured blast of air. The boy’s body roared with flames as he fell. A large blaze of fire spread from his back like wings as he glided away. 

“Damn it!” Eden smashed his fist into the roof. “How could we let this happen? We were supposed to help. We were supposed stop them!”

The emotions of all those people… Some of the screams lingered while others were silenced by the waves. Violet’s fingers dug deep into the gravel of the building.

Terra knelt down beside her. “We have to go, Violet. We have to see if the others made it out, okay?”

“We’ll make them pay for this.” Eden walked over to them. He picked Violet up and held her tightly by her shoulders. “We can’t stop now. We have to go, and I’m not going without you.”

She stared into Eden’s watering eyes that were his own gaping blue. Violet wiped her eyes. “Let’s go.” 

She teleported them to the outskirts of the city. Helicopters hovered overhead, breaking through the smoke. There were dozens of them. The U.S. Army. On the opposite side of the sky were a couple of other helicopters that looked like news choppers.

“Any sign of Sasha or the others?” Eden asked.

Violet fought through not just her own but dozens of other’s emotions that consumed the city. She prayed they were okay. A chill raced down her back as a pulse of energy caught her attention. Immediately they teleported to a part of the city where most of the water had drained.

The streets were cluttered with huge pieces of concrete that fell off buildings and crushed vehicles. The metal of some of the buildings and vehicles was rusted as if it was decades old. 

The damage was unnatural, and the environment itself was dark and eerie. Lingering was the evil essence that lured her to this place. The scar on her belly button burned as if being jabbed with a hot fork. She grabbed her stomach. 

“You okay?” Terra asked, holding onto Violet’s shoulder.

“I don’t know.” Violet lifted her shirt. Black veiny lines had risen from the skin, spreading throughout her lower body. Eden’s expression showed no comfort as she searched his eyes.

Eden’s eyes widened in disbelief. “It’s Elric. He must be around here somewhere.” 

“No. I think it’s just this area. We have to leave.” Violet teleported them to a safer place. She calmed and relaxed as the darkness faded, the burning pain along with it. They rested on top of their old high school.

“What are we doing here?” Eden asked.

“Only place I could think of that wasn’t too close to the city.” She winced as she dropped to the ground.

Eden and Terra helped her sit up.

“I can’t believe…” Violet couldn’t stop thinking about what happened. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

Eden nodded. “We’re going to stop them.”

Smoke rose over the city as an orange aura from the growing fires gave it a hellish tint, Violet wanted with all her heart to believe Eden’s words. “A lot of people died today, Eden. I don’t even know if Sasha, Alfred, or Manie survived.”

“They’re okay,” he assured her. “I know they’re okay!” 

Anger gripped her like a vice. Her blood boiled as she thought about Elric and the other Titans with him. A thirst for revenge swept over her as she thought about killing Elric. She rose to her feet.

“Violet,” Terra said, trying to help her up.

“Get off me!” Violet slapped Terra’s hand away. She gazed at the burning skyline of the city. Something sinister mixed with her powers, something corruptible…poisonous.

“Violet, she was only trying to help!”

“What does it matter now? Sage is gone. Zaroule… Maybe even Sasha and the others. We’re all that’s left, and we’re not enough. I can’t!” Violet dug her fingers into her face and curled up in a ball. “What the hell was I thinking? Elric and the others are willing to kill anyone in their way. Anyone! We don’t have that kind of resolve. I don’t have that capability.” She thought about the day she thought Elric had been killed. “If I did, we wouldn’t be in this situation, to begin with.”

She lifted her shirt again as the darkness withdrew down to her stomach. Breathing heavily, she fell back. Tears streamed down her red, beaten face. 

Eden stood over her with a tightened fist, flared nostrils, and a glare like a bull that had just seen red. “You said earlier that we don’t have a choice! That we’re the only ones that can stop him! What happened to that Violet? That girl? That woman? The woman who desired to die if it meant saving the lives of the people around her.” 

“I… I don’t know.” Tears rolled down Violet’s cheeks. Loss after loss. Death after death, with nothing to show for it. After all the training, the sparring, she couldn’t even face the Water Titan. How could she fight Elric?

Terra plopped beside her. “You’re choosing the worst time to give up if that’s what you’re doing.” 

Violet sobbed as she gazed over the horizon. “What’s left to fight for?”

Eden knelt in front of her and gripped Violet’s hand tightly. He pulled her head close to his. “Violet, with all my heart, I’ll fight for you. You and the others are all I have left, but you above all else I’ll die for! I love you! It’s hard for me to explain my feelings to you, but if you need me to carry this weight, give it to me! Because I need you here, by my side.” Eden began to cry. “Please fight for me, Violet. Please!”

Violet sobbed. “Eden, stop!”

He shook his head. “No! If this is what it takes to keep going, then I’ll throw my pride aside.”

Violet couldn’t stop the tears. “Every step forward to the future, I feel like we’re cut off at the knees. Something comes out of nowhere and sweeps it all away! Death, chaos, pain, and suffering, we can’t escape it. I’m tired of running, tired of fighting…. I’m just so tired.” 

“Good!” Terra rose, looking down at the both of them. “Stop running from it and face it! You weren’t made to run from this.” She pointed at what was left of Boston. “You were made to run toward it. We all were!”

“Violet!” a voice shot through her subconscious. “Violet, where are you!”

“Sasha!” Violet shot to her feet.

“What? You sense her?” Eden rose with her.

“Even better. I hear her!”

Concentrating, Violet closed her eyes. She climbed through the screams and the cries for help. Her body trembled. A spew of coldness coursed through her as she felt the energy of the Water Titan. Impossible. She gasped.

“What? What is it? Are they okay?” Terra’s eyes watered.

“Yeah, it’s just… The Water Titan’s alive.”

Eden tightened his fist. “Even after that huge tidal wave?” 

Terra sighed. “Well, she is the Water Titan…” 

Violet continued to maneuver through the darkened city. Then she finally felt the warmth and energy of life she had been searching for. A smile stretched across her face as she fell to the ground with a deep exhale. “They’re okay!”

“Yes!” Terra jumped in excitement while Eden let out a deep grunt and wiped his hands across his face.

As Violet locked on their location, a dark presence appeared. Something with awful energy coursing from its core. Cold, frightening, and filled with despair. “I found Elric,” she said, opening her eyes. “And he’s found Sasha and the others.”

“Well, let’s go!” Eden yelled.

“Wait!” Terra shouted. “Are we seriously ready for this?”

Eden answered, “We don’t have a choice! Our friends need us!”

Violet swallowed, fighting her beating heart and the human instinct to run. “What she meant was, is it smart to go without a plan, Eden?”

He gritted his teeth.

Violet sighed. “I’m as eager as you are, but we don’t know the situation.”

“It’s only him, right? The other two Titan s aren’t with him. This could be the chance, our only chance!” Eden was filled with hope. Hope that Violet lacked. 

Her confidence, will, and emotional strength had withered. Terra and Eden’s glowing eyes searched Violet. Vibrantly green, Terra’s eyes were filled with worry, but in her soul, she was ready to fight. Eden’s blue eyes had been replaced by the high-intensity scowl of pale blue. Hungry for a battle. 

The only person hesitating was Violet.





Chapter 35
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The True Face of Rage

Elric watched from above through the billowing smoke. His raven-colored curls danced in tune to the chaos below as a few tangled strands hung over his nose. 

His lips broke away and curved up as he caught sight of his prey. Two humanoid foxes and a wolf. That means Violet and Eden are here somewhere too. 

“We could kill them right now, though it wouldn’t be much fun, I assume?” Erebus growled.

Elric jumped off the building, his wings stretching as he glided down. His feet quietly touched the sidewalk across from them. The smoke hung high in the sky. The only light was the glow of flames around them.

He watched Alfred pick up a chunk of concrete about his size and heave it away, clearing a doorway. Sasha and Manie crept inside and helped injured people escape. Surprised, Elric wondered why the people didn’t panic or fight them off in fear. Instead, expressions of gratitude and eyes racing with relieved tears greeted Sasha and the other two. 

The group that they saved ran off into the darkness. Elric stepped out from the side of the building. “Great job. I’m sure Violet would be proud.”

The three of them turned. Their fur stood on end, and their lips pulled up as long canines bared in an intimidating manner like a cornered wild animal.

“Elric!” Alfred growled through his teeth.

“Don’t you dare make a move, Alfred, or I’ll put you down myself!” Sasha growled. 

“Listen to Sasha.” Elric dug his hands in his pockets as the wings seeped into his back. “Would you believe me if I told you we caused all this damage to the city? I mean. I thought I was having fun before, but man, being the Titan of Darkness isn’t so bad.”

“You’re insane, Elric. A monster!”

“Oh, that’s right, Sasha. You knew my pain so well, right?” He sauntered over, scanning the buildings watching their shadows dance across the brick walls. “You lost your parents and your species in that onslaught by Blight, so you know how I feel?”

Sasha’s eyes burned with rage as he toyed with her. “Everyone suffers one way or another, Elric. It’s about how you use that pain to move forward from what happened that counts.”

“Oh, but I did move on from what’s happened to me. Now I’m causing the pain and watching to see how everyone else is going to move forward. I think it’s a great experiment.”

“I’ll kill you myself!” Alfred barked.

“Please. I’ll make a pelt out of you before you have a chance to take your first step.” The crimson glow of his eyes fell on them. “No, this isn’t about a fight with you three. It’s more about a fight of revenge between Sasha and someone she’s wanted to sink her teeth into for years.”

“And who’s that?” she asked, baring her teeth with a deep voice.

“I met your uncle and a bunch of the other new generals,” he said. “They wanted our help to finish crushing the last bit of fighters in Ermak.”

“Malevolence!” Sasha’s eyes were narrowed, rigid, and ruthless.

“We talked before I nearly killed him and the other generals. He asked about you. It’s funny because I think he actually cares for you two, which in itself is twisted.”

“Who cares about him?” Manie growled in his beastly state. “What do you want?”

“Don’t be so uptight. Just because we don’t get along doesn’t mean we can’t benefit from each other, right?”

“Wrong! You’ve teamed up with Allure and Calamity. Why should we trust that you’re plotting against them?” 

“Well, Malevolence pretty much killed your entire family, and Allure killed Zaroule…. I think you all want revenge. I’m sure whatever you have against me can wait.”

“You think you can manipulate us, use us like puppets after everything you’ve done to these people? Your own people?” Sasha yelled.

A cold dead gaze greeted Sasha. “Don’t ever call these people my people.” Elric sneered, sloshing through a massive puddle of water. “Based on that tidal wave that came through, I can estimate the countless lost souls who would beg to differ.” 

Alfred dropped to all fours galloping toward him. Elric threw a blast of blackness, and a purple orb covered Alfred. The sphere smashed into the shield and caused an explosion that sent Alfred flying back in his human form. His naked body tattered and covered in lacerations.

As the smoke cleared, Elric knew by the color of the sphere who had interfered. “That was smart. I was wondering when you guys would show up.” 

“Elric!” Violet yelled from the opposite side of the street. She was followed by Eden and the Earth Titan.

“Terra, you finally made your choice?”

“With the way things are looking, I think I’ve made the right decision!” 

“We’ll see about that.”

A gut-wrenching scream echoed from Alfred as he tried to stand. The entire group raced toward him, all except Eden. The air became ominous as the smoke swirled around him like the beginning of a twister. Elric smiled.

“Then there’s only one thing to do. We’ll die for this world!” 

“Die? For what? What about the next generation and the generation after that? Should they go through the same pain we went through, Eden? I’m fulfilling my heritage as a Titan; all three of us are. Today was the first step to a new beginning. You should be bowing with grace that you get to witness something like this.” 

“Bow to you? You really are insane!” Eden yelled.

Violet shook her head. “You’re worse than before.”

Elric tilted his face to the blackened sky, nothing but a beautiful empty canvas. “I can’t believe you think you can still save the world. It never needed saving. It needed changing. This is the change that he wanted. Zaroule wanted this!”

“Don’t you dare twist his dream into this? You know exactly what he meant.”

Elric shrugged his shoulders. “Well, do something about it. If you think you can.”

Eden’s wild eyes glinted. “You can’t take all of us on.” 

“Probably not. I learned a hard lesson at the cliff’s edge that day when Violet plunged her fingers into me.” He gripped his chest. “That’s why I gathered the other Titans. So that no one could stand in my way. Every world leader, every poisonous government, all of these faulty systems that destroy and enslave, will burn to the ground. And from the ashes, I’ll build a new one.”

“That’s not gonna happen!” Eden yelled.

Violet’s eyes changed slightly, revealing fear, horror. “You won’t hurt anyone else. Even if you have to die. We–we won’t back down!” 

Elric was attracted to Violet’s glow. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Violet. Just look at what happens.” Darkness flourished around him. Tar crumbled beneath his feet. The darkness grew, corroding, and devouring everything it touched. His fingernails lengthened into claws. “I give you nightmares, Violet. You’re afraid of me. The others never knew why, but I’ll show them.” 

The wind picked up as the ground shook beneath Elric’s feet. The wind howled from Eden clashing with the darkness, and the green glow of vibrant eyes cut through the blackness as Terra stood by his side. 

“Don’t let this be a repeat, Elric. Remember, you still have the third door that can be opened,” Erebus’s voice rumbled deep within Elric’s inner world. 

Eden vanished, leaving behind a trail of dust and smoke. The darkness raced over the ground. Eden’s steps and movements could be felt deep within Elric. A monstrous fist made of dirt and tar burst from the ground and launched Elric into the sky. Damn it, what was that? 

The battle had started.
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My Way

Elric’s wings spread wide, catching the air. Below, the three Ermakians spread out. Violet and Terra didn’t move an inch. 

A blast of wind came from the side. Elric batted it out of the way with his wing. A fist made of concrete and dirt cracked him across the face. He smacked into a pile of brick and metal. Gravel and tar imprisoned him in a case.

“You’re going to regret everything you’ve done here!” Violet yelled.

He gazed upon her watering eyes, standing over him with a fistful of psionic energy. The long red strands that fell over her face and shoulders were in shambles. She was a wreck. The powerful girl who ruled with an iron fist, whose strength and confidence in herself and the people around her had fallen. 

Before him was the broken soul of a little girl. As his cold eyes met hers, a strong tug from within made his lips tremble. 

A loud, harsh cackle of laughter escaped Elric as he writhed, burying his head into the bed of sharpened stone and glass that was his entrapment. Violet had been weakened by Sage’s death. She was nothing.

“What the hell’s so funny?” Eden raced over and jumped on him. “You kill hundreds of people. Innocent people. And now you want to laugh!” He began smashing Elric in the face, again and again. 

The air intensified as the blows ripped flesh from Elric’s lips, shattered teeth from his gums, and swelling his eyes shut. But with each blow, his face healed almost as quickly.

Even with the punishment, he focused on Violet. “I was nervous,” Elric mumbled.

Eden stopped, trying to catch his breath.

“I was nervous about you, Violet. Not Eden, not Terra. You.” His tone was soft. 

A wave of blackness threw Eden back. Elric ripped himself free of the earth and rose to his feet as he walked toward her. Tar launched from the street and wrapped around his arms and neck. 

Elric’s glowing eyes pierced Violet like a knife. “But since London, since Sage’s death, you’ve lost your hope, haven’t you?”

Her eyes gaped open, giving him the answer he deserved. Her expression was one of a heart completely swallowed by sorrow. Maybe deep down she expected him to return to them, to her. Like a dog. Except the dog had become the alpha of a ravenous pack of wolves that hungered for change. 

She wiped the tears from her face. “I’ve lost everything because of you and Calamity.”

“Calamity has nothing to do with my decisions!”

She shook her head. “Calamity has everything to do with your decision, Elric. The reason she isn’t here is a clear indication you’re manifesting her will perfectly.” 

“Why the hell would I listen to a hopeless, pathetic, girl like you—”

A jaw cracking punch came across his face. Another from beneath his chin and a blast ripped from Violet’s hand slung Elric into the upper levels of a building.

Streams of darkness began pulling slabs of drywall and shattered glass from his body. He sat up, shaking the white dust and particles of glass from his hair. The two-thousand-dollar hoodie was covered in holes. He ripped the whole thing off, revealing a ghostly pale torso, toned from months of grueling training. A pink grotesque star like scar rested on his chest.

Erebus growled, “I think you hit a sore spot with your words.”

Elric thought about Violet’s senseless yapping. Usually, he could sense Calamity, especially with all this chaos. It fed her. Yet she was nowhere to be found. “She did too.”

Erebus laughed heavily. “She’s right, you know? That Calamity has been using you from the beginning. Just when you think you have the upper hand, you find yourself still wrapped around her finger.”

Wings spread wide, tearing through the walls and ceiling of the room that was once an office. Sirens echoed, and the sound of helicopters broke through the heavy smoke. Elric stuffed his hands in the deep pockets of the black joggers and glided down.

“Use this as a test for when it’s time to face Calamity. Remember, she’s the only enemy that stands in your way at this time. Be ruthless, horrific, and then, once you have physically broken them, attack their psyche,” Erebus roared. “Use everything in our arsenal and crush them.”

The moment his feet touched the ground, Sasha and Manie came from the smoke, one from his left flank and the other from his right. Eden came from the front and Terra from behind. The purple glow of Violet’s aura fell from above, a blade formed from psionic energy sizzled in her hand. 

Elric smiled, releasing a massive force from his core and blowing them away. He threw his hands out, catching them in the dark force that gave him the ability to manipulate gravity, and pulled Sasha toward him. 

“Whoa… What–what’s going on? I can’t stop!” Sasha yelled.

Elric grabbed Sasha by the throat and glared at Violet. “History repeats itself, doesn’t it?”

“Not this time!” She teleported, slashing down on the hand that gripped Sasha. The dark energy nullified the sharpness. But with a roar of anger, she slashed again, grazing him. A trickle of blood slipped from his cheek. 

He threw Sasha to the ground. 

Violet slashed and punched ruthlessly. The darkness condensed around Elric’s flesh. But with a wail of frustration and anger, Violet cut clean through the armor that once made him untouchable. 

He jumped back, astonished. “What’s going on? How can she attack so savagely, let alone lay a finger on you?” Erebus roared, enraged.

Elric studied her. The purple aura around her began fading in and out. “Something’s not right. Her aura is fading from purple to white. It looks like she’s losing power, but I’m sensing the exact opposite.”

She gave another scream and raced toward him. Dozens of black streams rushed to impale her. A burst of purple light consumed her in a sphere, dissolving the streams into particles. She ran clean through and continued slashing. 

He grabbed both her hands. “Enough!”

From her clutched hands, she released a blast of energy that took Elric off his feet, slamming him into an SUV. Flaking away into nothingness, the blackness that once protected him from external attacks gave way. “You’ve gotten stronger since our last meeting. But you’re still the same old Violet. A lost soul trying to save a lost, broken world.”

“No. I’m not the same. Not after everything you’ve done here. Not after all the people you’ve killed and made suffer. You succeeded.” Her eyes burned menacingly into his. “You broke me. I’m not afraid to admit that. For a little while, I was nothing. Wishing I had died instead of Sage. But now from those fragments, I’ve been made new. Just like you.” 

Elric stood tall, glaring down with his glowing eyes. “Just like me. Does that mean you’ll join us then? Will you be a part of my destiny and save the world?” He smiled.

“Your destiny is nothing but a twisted dream that you hope comes true. But we’ll crush that hope with our bare hands. Terra!”

A giant hand made of tar, concrete, and dirt burst from the ground behind him. He turned, facing dozens of large gorilla-like creatures clumped together with earth, debris, concrete, and tar, each one the size of a large truck. 

The extremity grabbed him and slammed him to the ground. With trembling knees, Elric rose to his feet. Concrete formed into a massive fist, slugging him in the chest. The force threw him into a telephone pole.

The wooden pole rattled as shattered glass clinked by his side. The ground rumbled as a stampede of clumpy, multicolored beasts smashed their way through the debris.

Darkness coursed through Elric, intertwining with every cell. Boney spines pierced through the flesh of his forearm. His wings helped him stand as he raced toward the army of monsters that were ten times his size.

He punched the nearest creature in the face, causing clumps of rock and tar to erupt as it fell apart. He bore his forearm into the stomach of a second, spilling roots and clay from its belly. His wings sprung him to the sky as he began to rain down black shards of energy. The explosions riddled the avenue with craters, tearing through the earthly manifestations. 

Elric threw his left hand out. “Erebus…now!” The muscle mass around his arms tensed and rippled as his bones hardened and strengthened. 

An erupting clap of thunder formed as a swirling black vortex began to suck in everything in front of him. Large metal beams, vehicles, massive pieces of debris were dismantled and disintegrated as they entered. The remaining creatures became nothing more than piles of sand and earth as they flowed into the empty abyss. 

Elric clenched his hands, dropping to the ground.

The shivers of exhaustion raced through his burning arms and pulsed through his body with the stinging of the darkness. His first time using the attack in a battle scenario. “Black hole is one hell of a double-edged sword. How much time before I can use it again?”

“Five minutes. Two, if you let down the energy protecting you. Just rely on regeneration for now. But be careful, that girl can read our thoughts. Communication is off-limits for the time being.”

Shit. Where the hell are Rai and Enzo? His wings slipped back into his flesh. The spines slipped back into his arms.

Footsteps echoed within the clearing smoke. Piercing purple eyes followed by green and a pale blue glowing vibrantly. Their silhouettes broke through the wall of smoke.

“Look at you,” Eden scoffed. “All that crap about destiny and destroying the world. You can’t even stand. You’ll never win, Elric.”

Earth rose from his feet and wrapped around his body, condensing and constricting with each breath. He focused on his breathing and calmed himself. He’d nearly drowned, been pretty much burned alive in a volcano, and suffered the elements of Antarctica. All the hell Calamity had subjected him to prepared him for this and much more.

Violet cautiously stepped toward him and laid a sizzling hand covered in purple energy at his throat, forming it into a blade. 

“Well? Do it,” Elric spat. His insides began to come alive like hot coal thrown into the mouth of a locomotive. He slid his fingers in the condensed earth, slowly turning the palms of his hands out.

“Something’s not right.” Terra tightened her fists.

A blast of darkness nailed Violet in the chest. Tearing himself free from the earthly casket, Elric’s spine and wings slipped through his pale flesh. He lunged for Terra but was taken off guard by the softening ground and the sand cinching around his ankles. A haymaker dug into Elric’s stomach as he doubled over. Eden grabbed Elric’s hair and brought his face down to a bent knee. 

With a fist covered in stone, glass, and tar, Terra lunged forward and clipped him across the chin. Blood sprayed from his nose and face as glass embedded and sliced through his cheek. A blast of wind ripped through his body, slicing into his ribs, chest, and neck as he blew back a few feet. The ground rose above him, heavy with dismantled automobiles, crumbling buildings, and metal, and crashed over him, tearing through his flesh. The force crushed bone and compressed him into the cold concrete.

Blood gurgled from his mouth and nostrils as he spat it out along with gobs of saliva. The darkness rolled the debris from him as he crawled out of his earthly coffin. His vision was blurry, his body broken. It was last year all over again. 

Why? Why is this happening again? Elric thought about his goal and dream. He thought about the evil that corrupted this world and twisted into something foul. Why do I always find myself here? 

Eden stumbled over to Elric, his legs wobbling like spaghetti as he dropped to his knees next to him. Tears falling from his light-blue eyes gleamed from the fires of an overturned truck. 

“Why the hell are you crying?” Elric muttered. 

“You wanted this! Why? What the hell happened to you?” He sobbed.

Elric rolled onto his back and faced the sky. They surrounded him, sluggishly hanging over him, their shadows and bodies a blur. His flesh was regenerating but not even close to fast enough to be in an offensive position any time soon. The warm fluid flowed from the back of his head as he tilted his face to see the scarlet pool. “Only alive because of you, Erebus?”

“Why didn’t you learn anything from the last time we fought?” Violet asked. “Why didn’t you see this as a second chance to do something right instead of something worse?” Violet’s scowl carried no remorse as it fell on Elric.

Elric thought about his travels over the past months. To the corrupt societies of the top countries to the bowels of third world countries where children were maimed and sold off into slavery. Where was Violet and the others for them? Where were the heroes?

Sasha stood over them. “No point in talking to him. He’s a lost cause. He’s just as bad as Allure and the others after all this.” Sasha’s voice seemed fractured. 

“Elric?” Violet’s tone was one of pity.

Elric tried focusing any bit of dark energy that was left, but it was all routed to healing and keeping him alive. “What do you want? Aren’t you going to finish me?”

All eyes fell on her. For her decision. Her guidance.

“Terra.” Violet’s eyes met hers, and she nodded.

Terra swallowed hard as she stretched her hand over Elric’s face. Her vibrant green irises intensified as tar and dirt crept up his neck, passing over his chin, then completely covering his face. 

With a rib cage struggling to expand, each breath stuttered in his lungs. If he could smile, he would. Violet was just like him now. She’d made the decision to kill.

He closed his eyes, finding himself in the crevices of his inner world. The deep breathing of the Deva moved all around him. It was hot, humid, blowing through the hair that was no longer stained and mucked with blood. 

Elric sighed as he stepped over to the door. The number three carved into it sat in a twisted manner. The door was now cracked and splinted, barely able to support the massive entity that pushed its body against the large frame. 

“I thought I could use the max of two doors to take on two Titans and an Anomaly.” Elric smirked. “I assume once I open this door, that’s another step toward your freedom, Erebus. Excited?”

“I didn’t expect both the Earth and Wind Deva to give their strength over to their vessels so willingly.” Erebus’s eyes were on fire as blackness seeped down from the bars of the door. “I’m disgusted! Mortified! Frenzied by those who are so weak! But you handled yourself well, I must say, for using so much of my power at such a level and mastering it. I applaud you. But there is only one answer now.”

“Only one.” Elric snatched the key that dangled from the knob. “I just want to lay them in the dirt.” He pushed the key in and turned, and a burning sensation flooded over him. 

The door swung open with a roar. The mass of energy flooded all around him, his hair blowing wildly as he fought to keep his eyes open. Black goo wrapped around him, slowly covering his flesh, climbing up his face, and oozing through his teeth and nostrils. 

His flesh felt like it was on fire, burning like kindle. Bones breaking as if his body was under the weight of a Mack truck. His conscience boiled away in the madness that was Erebus. Physically, mentally, spiritually, excruciatingly, he was torn to shreds in the darkness. 

But for his dream of saving the world, this was the price!
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The Third Door

The dark energy coursed through Elric’s veins, mixing with his blood. His emotions melted away. Misery’s chokehold loosened as the pain dissolved.

“What’s happening?” Elric tried to gain control. Erebus’s will warred with Elric’s resolve, fighting to break free and wreak havoc.

Erebus gave a sharp, growling laugh. “Opening the doors is releasing an overflow of dark energy that your humanity can’t handle. In order for your body to withstand the force, the darkness is devouring your humanity. You want to win, don’t you?”

“I do. But something’s wrong?” He tried to focus, but the darkness covered him completely. 

Then there was silence.

He opened his eyes, still surrounded by blackness. Still in his inner world. But it was eerily silent. No groaning or heavy breathing from Erebus. Not even the thudding beat of his massive heart or the burning of the darkness consuming him.

It was cold and silent. Then in the distance, he heard the clinging of chains. Up ahead, there was a patch of white. Light maybe? He ran toward it, the sound of rustling chains getting louder and louder until he found himself in a small space of light. And there he found a boy. But not just any boy. 

“You’re…me?” Elric swallowed hard, backing away out of the light.

The boy gazed upon him. His face a thin, emaciated frame that had long ago lost its healthy fat and was now structured by bony cheeks. It reminded Elric of his father at Area Zero, but if this was him in his inner world, why did he look like this?

“It’s been a long time…hasn’t it?” the boy asked with a weak and raspy voice. He was anchored to the ground with black spiked chains that dug into his arms whenever he struggled. 

“Who the hell are you? And why do you look like me? Is this some kind of game Erebus is pulling? Is this Violet?”

The boy shook his head and crawled to his feet. “It’s just me. Your humanity. I’ve been down here for a long time. Since the day we lost her.”

Elric’s eyes narrowed on the boney figure, which minus the skeletal remnants of the body, had some resemblance to him. He snickered. “You’re my humanity?” He scanned the small patch of light. “Why aren’t you dead yet?”

The boy smiled. “Hope, I guess.”

Elric shook his head in disbelief. “Whatever. If you’re my humanity, what does that make me?”

“You’re the part of us that makes up pain, anguish, sorrow, rage, hatred, and darkness. When we lost Jen, and I opened the first door, the darkness ripped us apart. The pain was too great, so I guess you took over.” The boy reached for Elric with a trembling withered hand. Elric stepped back. “It took you a while to learn to drive, but Erebus has you under his finger; they both do.”

“You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about! I’m running everything, and I’m doing a hell of a lot better than you. Maybe if I were ‘driving,’ I would’ve saved Jen and her parents. She would still be here. With me!” Elric yelled.

The boy stumbled back, trembling from weakness. He was meek, even the boy’s dark-brown eyes were willed with warmth and hope. He hated it every bit of it. He began walking into the darkness.

“You know if I die, we both die!” the boy yelled from the glint of light off his shoulders.

“Then, so be it!”

Blackness overcame Elric again in a crashing wave, and through the sloshing, he heard Erebus.

“Now you have power, Elric. That’s it. Give in to me. Let me be your weapon,” Erebus growled.

Dirt and concrete rested over Elric’s face. He couldn’t open his eyes yet. Ice cold metal beams pierced his side as he shifted at his waist. The warmth of blood that soaked his scalp made the earth muddy beneath his scalp. But it was nothing like the heavy debris that covered his body. He could breathe but barely. 

He began focusing the darkness within his gut. It was already unstable as he tried focusing it within his chest. He could feel the darkness crushing him from within; it was worse than the outside debris laying on him.

“I’m probably going to kill myself trying to use this power.” He chuckled. 

“Relax… Teamwork, remember?” A twisted cackle seeped from his insides. 

The weight of the new pressure began crushing him deeper into the ground. He could feel his muscle expanding, his bones hardening and increasing density. This was Erebus’s control. Not his. 

Then, like a volcano erupting with a relentless force, the energy released, though to Elric it seemed like a black flash. When he opened his eyes, he found himself in a massive pit. Buildings had been obliterated, and the reverberation of the explosion echoed for miles. 

Elric’s eyes rolled up to the charcoal sky. His flesh had completely healed; even the scar on his chest was gone. He studied his blackened fingernails that began to curve into claws, and his pale flesh cracked with black veins. His muscles and bones were so dense with dark energy he wondered how he could move. “Erebus?”

“I told you to relax, didn’t I? Think about what you want done, and I’ll make it happen. If you want to run, we’ll run. If you want to disembowel, we’ll disembowel. Just think it, and it’ll happen. These useless Devas have given their humans so much of their power that it makes me look like a fool! That ends now!”

Elric could see the pictures of his memories dissolving in the back of his mind. The anger of losing someone he loved so dearly. Love. What’s love? Jen… Mrs. Lee? Who are they?

“Let them go, Elric. Let it all go. Focus on what’s before us!”

He did exactly as Erebus ordered. 

His wings spread wide, and with a single flap, he bolted out of the pit to the sky. He was faster. Incredibly fast. His wings were stronger too, and his body felt like nothing. Thanks to Erebus working with him, the transition of opening the third door seemed almost seamless, but Elric knew he was never that fortunate.

“Do you see them before you?”

Elric gazed down at the six of them, struggling to stand amidst the destruction that swept over the city. “I do. Break them. I want Eden first. With my own hands. Make sure no one interferes,” Elric demanded to Erebus in a cold robotic tone.	

“As you wish,” Erebus growled. 

Elric raised his hands toward Eden, lifting him off the ground. With an incredible force, Eden ripped toward Elric. 

Eden cried, “Help! I can’t stop!” 

Darkness swirled in the palm of Elric’s hand, taking the form of a black tennis ball-sized sphere. The pain and weight of the mass cracked the bones in his forearm and tore muscle. The regeneration was a hundred times more responsive. 

A large wall of clay sprouted from the ground between the two of them. Elric lunged forward. A thunderous crackle dissolved the wall of clay consuming everything in the radius of Elric’s surroundings. 

Shockwaves shifted buildings and ripped the ground apart, unearthing subway tunnels, pipes, and sewer lines. Streets and sidewalks crumbled as the force of the blast obliterated what was once Chinatown. 

The thundering of the explosion echoed on as the pouring of glassy shards, steel, and stone rained over everything. Anything that came close to Elric turned to dust.

“How can I control that much power?” Elric focused on his stub of an arm that instantly became whole again. He clenched his claws. This is nothing like the second door.

“I’ve reinforced your flesh and bone. Unlike how you were as a child, your body is no longer capable of withstanding the strength of the darkness, no thanks to that fool Zaroule.”

Eden stood in the clearing smoke on the edge of a large crater created from the explosion. Elric met the pale hate-filled eyes of the beast within Eden. His clothing had been completely torn away, revealing a broad chest covered in lacerations. Eden dropped to his knees and fell to the ground. Out cold. 

A bright flash of purple speckled a few feet from the crater as the group ran toward a downed Eden. Elric descended a few feet from them while Violet stretched her hand over Eden’s body as the purple energy radiated from her fingertips. 

With blazing wings of fire, Enzo glided between two crumbling buildings. Rai had her arms wrapped around his neck as he carried her. Reinforcements. 

“Told you, psycho Rai, Elric was over here putting in work! If it weren’t for you being all messed up in the head trying to kill me, we would have been here sooner!” He landed as she ripped free of his grasp. Enzo rolled his fiery orange eyes.

Rai walked over to Elric, her clothing tattered and her hair arrayed in wild tangles. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. Where were you?” Elric asked, glaring at the both of them.

“Well, I got my ass handed to me by those three….” She turned and pointed to the group. Rai yelled at them, “Don’t know how you survived, but I’m going to finish the job!” 

Terra threw up a middle finger.

Enzo landed by his side. “Getting used to these wings, man. Not bad being able to fly, not bad at all.” A smile stretched across his face.

“Shouldn’t we finish them?” Rai asked.

Elric watched as Violet rose to her feet. A strange aura blanketed her body with a pure white light. She placed her hand on Eden’s back. A crackling sound shook the ground as a burst of energy washed over his limp body. 

“We’re not done yet!” Violet yelled. Flaring around her wildly like Enzo’s flames, the light danced, and red strands threw themselves against her dirty, damaged cheeks of exhaustion. Light shone as it pushed through Eden’s body. His legs began to move, and a heavy cough blew a dust cloud from his face. His lacerations and bruises were vanishing. With her healing ability and his own powers of rejuvenation, it only took seconds.

Incredible, Violet, Elric thought. 

Violet’s stubborn human spirit and will to fight were the reason he was pushed to open the third door. She rose to her feet as she helped Eden stand. The entire group glowed in a white light and with a deep thud, vanished into thin air.

“No way! They booked it, just like that?” Enzo’s flames snapped and crackled over his shoulders as he shook his head. “They knew damn well it was suicide to stay.”

“No,” Elric said, walking over to a pile of rubble. He leaned against a stone slab that had fallen off a side of a building. “She’s coming back. Most likely with herself and the other two Titans. Rai, can you still fight?”

Her hand trembled as beads of sweat crawled up her palm. The droplets formed into an icy blade. Though Rai’s eyes were filled with confidence, Elric couldn’t ignore the shaking of her legs, and exhaustion of her body. “I’m good. Let’s do it.”

The air began to change, and right from the spot where they vanished, a burst of light welcomed Violet, Eden, and Terra back to the city. Elric tightened his claws. “Erebus, give me control of my body, but keep me from breaking under the pressure of the new power.”

“Done.”

Violet’s fierce glowing eyes searched the city. “This is what you wanted?” All of her wounds had been healed. “You’ve caused all the pain you’ve wanted to, but it’s still not enough, is it?”

“Violet,” Eden said, laying a hand on her shoulder.

“It’ll never be enough,” she shouted, “because just like that monster inside you, it’ll just grow and devour you from the inside out, consuming anyone that ever loved you till there’s no one left! I’m glad Jennifer and your parents aren’t here to see you like this. They would be ashamed of you!”

A light gust picked up as an oncoming thunderstorm raced from the sky. The black clouds rumbled angrily. Enraged. Elric slid his fingers through his hair, trying to feel something. Trying to understand what it was he wanted to express. Nothing. Just black emptiness. A sea of blackness.

“None of those people matter anymore. My past…my human side…it’s all ash. Just rotting flesh. Ashamed of me? I’d kill them with my bare hands if they were here and interfered with my dream,” he said with a tone of indifference. “Just like I’m going to kill you now.”

The purple of her eyes was tainted as she bit her bottom lip. “That’s not what you said earlier when I was beating you senseless.” She glared. “Your words are trash. I’ll never stop fighting you, Elric. We will win!”

“Why, because you’re the good guys? Because your clichéd way of living has earned you that right?” The darkness swept over the ground and began to pulse from him in waves. “If that were the case, why didn’t you guys save the city? Why didn’t you stop us or save the thousands of people who were injured or the ones who lost their lives? It’s because you weren’t meant to. Just like my parents were meant to die at the hands of a psychopath that this country gave power to. Just like the only family I ever knew was slaughtered in front of me by monsters, and I could do nothing but watch. Everything was meant to happen, meant to bring us to this point in time. No one can change the path we’re on, Violet. I thought you understood that by now.”

“You think I haven’t lost anyone? You think I haven’t felt pain just like you, Elric?” Violet yelled. “I lost Zaroule. I watched him die, and I heard his last words. I watched as Calamity killed Sage. I get it! Stop blaming them for your decisions!”

“I’m not blaming them. I’m thanking them. Blight told me something before I killed him, and it didn’t make sense to me until last year when you two nearly killed me. He said, be careful how you kill a monster, for you too will become one.”

“I guess we’ll have to try and not make the same mistake you did,” Eden said as his powers began to grow.

“Let’s see,” Elric replied.

The darkness of the third door poured over them like the powerful tidal wave that had smashed into the city. A burst of blackness shot up from Elric and broke through the thunder clouds as the ground hummed and trembled from the force. 

The three of them braced themselves as their eyes lit up like Christmas lights, powers activated.

“Yes, Elric, let me in. Let’s destroy them together.” The deep growl from Erebus rolled from his insides. 

In a strange serenade, soft droplets of water began to trickle down. Deepening their strength with each lightning strike above, the droplets became a heavy downpour, covering everything in blackness. That blackness filled puddles and small craters. The raindrops were inky like the aura that surrounded Elric.

“This feeling, it’s-it’s frightening,” Rai choked out, stepping away from Elric.

“Don’t worry, you’re protected by my aura.”

“This ain’t the same, man. Where…? Where did this come from, this awful feeling? This darkness?” Enzo asked. “It’s heavy, almost unbearable.”

“You two, focus and stay calm. Be ready for anything. We’re at war, and this will be our first step to bringing peace.” Elric focused on Violet and the others.

The rain let up and slowly faded as the blackness soaked into the ground and dampened everything around them. The black aura that protected Enzo and Rai faded as they watched Violet and the others struggle to move. 

“You don’t want peace. Maybe you’ve tricked yourself into believing that, but you don’t. All you want is chaos.” Eden shook his head. 

Elric tilted his head back. “In order for peace to exist, we must create chaos. It’s a necessary evil at this stage.”

Elric could feel their powers growing. He was ready to do more than break them physically. He wanted to destroy the very memory of them!





Chapter 38
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The Battle to End Darkness

Thudding against her chest, the beat of Violet’s heart was in tune with each shaken breath. She tried ignoring the goosebumps that raced over her flesh. But the smothering emptiness blew from Elric like an arctic gale. Emotionless. Dark. Merciless. 

Beyond worried, Violet kept a confident expression. Chin up. Shoulders back. It’s what Sage taught her when looking death in the face. Since the opening of the third door, Elric’s expression was like that of a master poker player. No real tells but eyes glowing menacingly nonetheless. 

“Well, Violet, make your move? I only assume you’ll be the one to fight me.”

Her jaw clenched as she killed the tiny voice of doubt in her heart, and with burning hope, the light flourished like a blossoming white rose. Her senses were taken to a new level. Thousands of anxiety-stricken heartbeats throbbed around her. 

The nervousness and excitement of hundreds of others began pouring into the city. The military more than likely. The three of them had to end it quick. Otherwise, Elric would turn Boston into another Area Zero bloodbath. 

Violet yelled, “The military’s coming! I can sense hundreds of soldiers coming into the city. They’re coming for the three of you!”

“Well, you guys better end this now, or you’ll have a lot of dead soldiers on your hands.” The Fire Titan smirked. In a fiery orange blaze, he shot forward like an explosive blast. “Let’s see who’s stronger now!”

Eden blew by Violet, intercepting the fire titan with a collision that created a blazing wave of heat. With the upper hand, Eden threw him into a building and bolted behind it to continue the brawl. Flames and bursts of wind clashed from the gaping hole that was created. 

Violet’s face hardened as she focused on the remaining two. Elric’s gaze remained low with a smooth face of blasé.

“I guess I’m taking on the Water Titan then?” Terra swallowed. She was nearly consumed with fear. Violet couldn’t help but feel the same. Rai had no respect for life. She fought to kill and enjoyed every minute of it. 

Violet turned to Terra. “You’ll be alright. I know you will. Just don’t forget your mom’s training and everything you’ve learned.” Violet nodded with assurance and confidence.

“But what about you? I don’t want to sound negative, but you see what he did to Eden, and he’s a Titan. He’ll kill you.”

A trembling smile came across Violet’s face as a nervous chuckle escaped through her teeth. “I’ll think of something and hopefully prove you wrong.”

Terra’s head stuttered with a nod. 

“I’ll take on the psychic and the little girl who claims to be the Earth Titan!” Rai yelled. She limped forward, holding a trembling ice blade in front of her. The dagger stretched and curved into a katana. 

“Knock yourself out,” Elric muttered under his breath. “Just don’t get yourself killed.”

“Terra, don’t hold back at all.” Violet studied Rai. Dark blood seeped from her lacerations, and through her torn clothing Violet caught a glimpse of Rai’s discolored flesh. Violet spoke telepathically, “She’s not healing anymore. She’s probably running on fumes now.”

Terra smirked. “Alright. I got it from here then!”

Violet nodded, laying all her trust in the girl. 

Terra’s dark brown eyes brightened with green. She walked out in front, and with all her might, smashed her fist into the ground. The ground rumbled, shaking up and down as Violet braced herself. Large hands smashed through the tar. Monsters began forming out of the debris, pulling themselves together. Some had pieces of vehicles and building frames embedded inside them, while others were entangled with rebar and spiked with glass. 

There were seven of them. Not the large army she had produced before when they faced Elric, but each gorilla-like beast was more than formidable to keep the weakened girl at bay. 

“Terra, be careful!”

Like an ocean wave, the ground beneath her feet lifted high as she stretched her arms to balance, the beasts by her side. 

“Can barely control your powers, I see. And a style biter? You’re so screwed,” Rai scoffed. 

The two collided in a heap as Rai dove into the group of monsters, slashing and smashing her way through the small force. 

“Hey, I got it from here! If you’re going to take on Elric, this is probably your best chance!” Terra yelled.

Violet swallowed hard. Terra’s assurance was all she needed. “If you need anything, you can reach me in here. Okay?” 

Violet teleported to Elric. He sat on the edge of a concrete structure that used to be the ledge of a building, watching the fight between Terra and the Water Titan.

“You really think Terra can handle Rai?”

She swallowed hard as she cautiously circled him. “She’s stronger in heart and more confident than you’ll ever be.”

“You’re not strong at all if you believe that.” Elric rose to his feet. “I’ll rip your heart out. Your confidence with it.” 

The lightning that struck overhead was black. The atmosphere grew colder and darker with each passing moment. Even the ions in the air began to change as sparks of blackness snapped and flickered around him.

The cold crimson glow of his eyes should have chilled her to the bone. Screw that! And screw him! I’m done being afraid, and I’m done letting the people around me down!

“That fear and sadness are gone now?”

Violet’s fiery glare met his murderous intent. “I was afraid. I’ll admit that. But to overcome fear, you face it head-on.” 

“So, you’re ready to face me, then?” 

He finally released his power. There was no aura. No darkness lashing about wildly. There was only a rumbling. Maybe it was her new powers that made her feel everything, but the air roared. The wailing in the back of her head and the tangling of her flesh activated her fight or flight reaction. The vastness of power that spewed from him rattled her core. Don’t you dare shiver! Not in front of him! She focused.

“So, save the world, Violet. If that’s your destiny.”

The throbbing light hummed in both hands. Her breath quickening with anticipation, then with a rush of euphoria, it happened. She threw her hands forward as a beam of light raced from her fingertips. 

The light crashed against Elric’s slender frame and overtook him with a blinding flash. Violet turned away, the last surge radiating from her fingers.

With a loud crackle, the light faded like the back end of lightning clawing over a darkened sky. The black mass in Elric’s hand, consuming the light into his palm. Not a scratch on him. The last of the dying light was gobbled up by the darkness.

“Opening that third door gave me more than just power; it brought me closer to my Deva.” Elric flexed his claws that replaced the human digits he once had. “I’m as close as you can get to a god.”

Like white flames, the low growl of the radiating flurry enticed the fight within her. “Anything’s possible if you put your mind to it, Violet,” Sage’s voice whispered in her subconscious. 

With his arms by his sides, like an astute student waiting at a bus station with people watching, not a person preparing to fight for his life. His wings slipped through his flesh, trembling as they stretched high to the sky. He absorbed every attack so far, but not once went on the offensive.

She launched a mass of light. Just a distraction. Then teleported above him. He threw an outstretched hand to consume the blast like before. She studied the blackened claws as the small marble-sized black hole appeared in the center of his palms. Screw it. She’d go for his throat. A killing blow. 

Her hands glowed with white light. A dark stream burst from the ground and launched toward her. Shit! 

She vanished, dodging the black extremity. Appearing in front of him, she lunged for his throat. 

Elric stepped back, allowing her hand to cut deep into his flesh. Warm, rubbery, and tough was the feeling of her fingertips running down his chest. The warm wetness caked the crevices of her fingernails and sprayed her face from the follow-through. 

Violet gagged as the warm drops raced down her cheeks, and she froze. I want to kill him. I have too. I don’t have a choice. So why the hell is this so hard? Mortified, she fought back the growing fear. He could have killed her. Why didn’t he? 

Elric was a wall. Not even a wince of pain. As his diaphragm expanded with an arrogant sigh, torn muscle fibers began to pull themselves together. The gash healed as if wiped clean. A large wing batted her away. 

Violet smashed into the ground, rolling halfway across the street. She jumped to her feet.

“Always were tougher than everyone else, Violet.” The wound healed instantly. His regeneration was unreal. The fastest she’d ever seen it. “But I know your flaws. Your weaknesses.” 

“As a leader, you can show weakness. It makes you relatable, dumbass! I hold onto my strengths and weaknesses because I’m human. Being tough means nothing if you can’t save the people around you.” Black blood stained her hands. I’m just starting to learn that. Better late than never, she thought.

A dark hand shot forth, flying toward her. A blast of energy rippled from her palm, turning it into a cloud of black particles. Elric batted her attack away. A mass of blackness formed around him as hundreds of dark hands sprouted like tentacles. 

The hands crashed down in a crushing wave. 

That’s the old Elric I know, she thought, a confident smile spreading over her face.

Violet raised both hands. A metallic taste touched her tongue as she bit her lip. Memories flickered like movies. She could hear Sage’s voice and see Zaroule’s death. Her body became heavy with energy. 

“Hand to hand,” Sage’s voice whispered.

Violet teleported in front of Elric and began throwing punches. A right swing. He dodged. A left, then she swept low with a leg vibrant with light. She fought through the pain of the darkness. 

If it wasn’t for this light, this new output of power, she would be nothing but bones. Devoured by the blackness. 

Elric’s movements were effortless, his eyes following her every jerking move. She wasn’t laying a hit. Beads of sweat coursed down the sides of her face and neck. Focus. Don’t get excited. Patience. 

Failure wasn’t possible. There would be no one else to stop him. No one else to save the world from Elric’s madness of saving it. She couldn’t allow that. They had to win; there was no other option. 

Each punch thrown became heavier. Her legs ached with exhaustion. Sweat splattered over the darkness evaporating instantly. She forced her leg into his gut. The pale skin reddened as his hip gave in. Dislocated. Why didn’t he block?

A dark hand made of dark energy grabbed her by the waist, the claws digging into her flesh. A blood-curdling scream took her breath away. Her body and flesh were still intact, no thanks to her dwindling powers. 

She was lifted high in the air. She couldn’t draw in a breath like she wanted. Only a guttering wheeze escaped her lips. The black claws wrapped around her waist like he was a child holding an action figure, squeezing her tighter with each breath. How could she have been so careless? She still hadn’t learned. Damn it, Violet!

The crimson glow of Elric’s pupils met her own. He stood a few feet away with folded arms. Patronizing. The hand ripped her from the sky and threw her toward the street. 

She covered herself in a protective shield, but it shattered the moment she met the pavement, riddling the streets with cracks. The feeling of jagged knives shooting through her back and sides paralyzed her. A deep salty metallic taste of wetness sprayed from her mouth as she coughed. 

“My back! My back! Someone help!” she cried in agony.

Behind the fluttering eyes, the disorientation of a likely concussion had her fading in and out of consciousness. No one replied. How could they? Just like her, they were all fighting for their lives. 

Attempting to crawl away, a crack had her screaming at the top of her lungs as the entire right side of her body seared with pain. Even her breathing became unbearable. She glanced over nervously. The clawed hand still dug into her body. The second crack was more of a heavy pop, forcing the wind from her chest and forcing blood from her mouth. A drooling gurgle crawled from her throat. 

The monstrous claw released her from its bone-crushing grip, leaving her on the ground to suffer. The heavy agonizing pain from her chest and sides outlined Violet’s reality. Her ribs had been broken.

Her sight was now blurry, and her ability to breathe minimal. The left side of her face became sticky with blood. A few strands of her hair stuck to her face. She thought about the Citadel. 

Her life sucked. 

Abandoned by her parents at a young age, Zaroule dead. Sage dead. And now she would soon be dead too. She’d die fighting for a world that didn’t even know she existed. Maybe Elric was right. Maybe fighting for this world wasn’t worth it with all of the corrupt people. Hell, she was trained to rage war on other countries. That was the purpose of the Citadel.

The crunch of stone and glass became louder with the shuffling of Elric’s feet. He was still cautious, keeping his distance. She admired how much he had learned from last year. Though he belittled them, he respected their abilities. 

Everything became shrouded in blackness as her eyelids fell. Would he kill me while I was unconscious? she wondered, fighting to stay awake.

A voice called her through the darkness. The pain was crippling. This must have been how it felt to get hit by a truck and survive. The pressure around her lungs and back made it hard to breathe. She groaned and opened her eyes.

“That pain. I know that feeling of having my ribs broken.” Elric’s tone was bittersweet. The voice of the once nervous yet selfless idiot she admired was still the same. She gazed upon him lovingly, like a long-lost brother. For a second, his face appeared like it once did when they first met. Soft and innocent, with eyes full of hope and confusion. As the pain jolted through her again, the vision of his physique distorted. The new darker Elric stood before her.

“You have light energy. Where did you get that from?” 

“Screw you.” Her words gurgled from her throat.

The dark hand grabbed her with gentle fingers. She groaned as her weight shifted down to her feet. She was passing out again. Like it was holding a used, dirty napkin, the hand held her above Elric.

“I guess it doesn’t matter. But just in case.”

The hand brought her closer. Elric placed an ice-cold palm on her forehead, his claws stretching over her face. But that’s not what sent chills through her body. Her warmth was fading. 

What? What the hell is this? She tried screaming for help again. “Someone has to come. Eden. Someone help!” This feeling… Like the life being sucked out of her. Her heart raced. Her fingers and arms gave way, going limp by her sides. The coldness came over her in a brisk wave. Tears raced down her cheeks as the fear of dying slunk over her. The pain, the agony, it all melted away. How could something so peaceful be so frightening? 

I’m dying, Violet thought as she lost all sensation. The blackness stretched over her face covering her eyes. I’m…dead? 

She imagined the others staring down at her lifeless corpse. Pale. Broken. Drained of life. 

Her eyes slid to the back of her skull. The swirling blackness inside her mind, her shallow breathing was like that of a sedated animal. Her cheek smacked against stone and crushed glass as the cold embrace of the ground met her abruptly. 

Guilt consumed her in the darkness. She had failed them. She failed everyone.
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Defeat

The sky cracked open as fiery sparks whipped through the air. The blossoming light and ear-piercing whistles reminded Violet of her first Fourth of July after returning to the surface world. 

The taste of blood on her tongue was comforting. She was alive. Even the searing pain of her ribs filled her with tears of joy. Slowly she moved her fingers. Her toes. She blinked. Her vision sharpening as she scanned her surroundings. 

Terra had the Water Titan clutched in a black casing of stone and tar. The Water Titan’s head slumped to the side. A giant behemoth crouched over them like a mother duck protecting her young. A cluster of cherry-red fragments had been absorbed by its thick stony body. 

Violet crawled, ignoring the glass and shards of stone tearing into her forearm and stomach. She shut out everything. The pain, the bombs going off overhead, and even Elric, who from a few feet away, had covered himself in the blackness of his aura. The overturned minivan a few yards away would be her sanctuary. 

A fingernail ripped off as she dug into a piece of jagged metal, but it was nothing like the pain in her sides. Another loud whistle exploded in the air, followed by another ground-shaking explosion. The military had started its assault.

Violet moved as best she could, watching Elric stare into the sky. Her chest thudded with each boom. No time to look back! She dragged herself, fighting the excruciating pain with moans until she made it to shelter. She laid there, unable to move another inch.

The rhythmic sound of helicopters pounded against the burning sky. She peeked around a crumpled fender as two black aircraft glided through the streets toward Elric. Each one released a trail of smoke that darted toward him.

The darkness dropped to the ground exposing him. From the palm of his hand, a black mass absorbed the projectiles. Gunfire roared from surrounding buildings upon him and in front as dozens of soldiers pushed their way forward. 

The rounds snapped and pinged off his flesh. Shattering from the ground, a large dark hand snatched one of the helicopters out of the air. The second dodged to the side and lifted above the city. 

Like paper, the dark hand crumbled the aircraft and threw it into the group of soldiers. They scattered like ants. The others that found shelter in surrounding buildings continued to fire upon him. 

He stretched both hands out to each building. 

“I know you hear me, Violet!” Elric yelled. 

Her eyes widened as a dark hand whipped around the van and picked her up. It dropped her at his feet. 

Fighting back tears, Violet looked up. Perfect spheres formed in the center of each hand about the size of a marble, swirling in blackness and humming. Then a heaviness came over her. It was near crushing as she wailed in agony. 

Her skin began to crawl as she tried to focus on the soldiers and teleport them to safety. Nothing. She was in too much pain. Only one thing left to do. “Get out of here now! Get out of the building. Run!” she screamed telepathically to everyone. “Terra, Eden. Get to safety now!”

Eden’s weak cry called out to her. “Where are you?” 

“Don’t worry. I’m fine for now. But get out of here, plea—”

Something wrapped around her throat, something like the large hand of a man. The pressure increased. This was like London; it felt like a car had slowly been laid on top of her. Then an elephant. 

Her breathing became rapid, each gasp short and sharp. The pressure was suffocating as it stole her voice, even her telepathic pleas. Then an ominous boom sounded from nearby. 

All the pressure released as her lips separated with a blood-curdling cry of pain, sorrow, and madness. “Elric. No!” 

The blast blew through both buildings. An ear-shattering crackle erupted over Violet as she covered her ears and squeezed her eyelids together. The roaring encased her in a coldness so horrifying she truly wished she were dead. 

The bellowing reverberated like a thunderclap, and as quick as it came, it tapered off. Her body trembling, Violet’s eyes cracked open. The sigh of the wind blew the smoke away in large clouds. 

Two gaping holes filled the places where both buildings once stood as if they had been erased from existence. A heap of smoke and black powder rolled into a giant crater as water splashed where piping was once connected. 

Clean gaps ran through the buildings that were in line with the vaporized structures. It was as if someone came with a giant eraser and rubbed a piece of them away. 

A dry groan escaped Violet’s blood-stained lips as the smoke blew over her. She choked on the thick dust, scanning to find Elric, but he was gone. So was that awful heaviness. No signs of life. Just the distant echoes of sirens and helicopters overhead. 

Please. She focused on her right hand. Like a dying lightbulb fighting to stay alive, a purple aura formed around her broken fingers and hand. She held her breath, frightened she might lose that focus. 

She sobbed, glaring down at her blood-soaked clothes. She pressed her hand to her side and began the painful healing process on her ribs. Once that was done, she tore a flailing piece of her pant leg and tightened it around her calf. The blood seeping out slowed to a trickle. 

She steadied her hand on her inner thigh, finding torn muscles and multiple fractures. She wouldn’t be able to heal all of it. Not here. Not now.

“Funny, really.” Elric slowly rose from the ground. The Fire and Water Titans were unconscious, held by two large dark extremities. “All this devastation. And it only took a couple of hours.”

A chill raced down her spine as she crawled away from him. She kept her hand focused on her leg. She could almost move it. The clouds broke apart over the city as the sun’s golden rays gleamed, cutting through the darkness. 

“I know you’ll never understand, Violet. But I’ve felt mankind’s history, the sorrowful hatred and misery over the centuries as they’ve torn themselves apart. I’ve seen their war zones, their streets stained with blood and decorated with the corpses of warriors and innocent alike. I breathed the foul smell of decay that wafted from remains left by each generation. All of it repeating, and repeating, and repeating,” He held his arm out with an open clawed hand, as if he waited for something to fall into it.

Violet sunk her heel into the rocky street and pushed back until her back smacked against a wall. The pain wasn’t debilitating, but hell, it still sucked. She focused on her next leg. This one not so bad, she thought, letting the purple light glide over the limb. She missed the warmth of that white light right about now.

Elric stood strong, confident with his exposed toned chest. “I won’t let the world continue down this path. I can’t. Even if this darkness kills me, I’ll do everything in my power to dismantle the present world’s existence.”

She glared through the red strands that covered her face. “Whatever.” She straightened both her legs as best she could. She focused her attention on finding Terra and Eden. “You let Calamity use you and turn you into this monster. All you’ve done is bring hell upon millions and billions of innocent people, causing pain, suffering, and death.”

A small marble-sized sphere formed in the palm of his hand.

Damn it, not again! 

“I wanted to test this out back in London, but Calamity stopped me. I hope I don’t overdo it with the third door being open.”

Pieces of buildings began crumbling and slamming to the ground. That pressure came back. I have to get us out of here! 

The cry of metal bending and twisting came with the crashes of buildings caving in on themselves. She glared into Elric’s burning red eyes, glowing intensely through the tangled mess of black hair. They didn’t go with the rest of him. His cheeks were long and sorrowful, his lips blue as if blood ceased to pump through, and his skin pale and sickly like that of a boy who had died from cold exposure.

Elric’s gaze jumped to the left, and Violet followed it. Eden staggered onto the street with Terra helping him stay balanced. He was battered, covered with bruises and second-degree burns. 

“Terra, Eden. Over here, quick!”

Terra began making her way toward her. “You look awful!” Terra helped Eden stand unfazed by the powerful pressure. “You okay?”

“Not good.” Violet winced as she tried to talk. “Quite sure I have a couple of partially cracked ribs. How’s he?” 

“He was still in bad shape from fighting Elric. Challenging the Fire Titan while he was so weak wasn’t smart.”

Eden could barely keep his eyes open as he gave a few incoherent mumbles and grumbles. 

Violet nodded and rested her gaze back on Elric. “We don’t have a choice.”

The dark sphere in the palm of Elric’s hand was now the size of a beach ball.

“We’ve lost, Terra. I couldn’t stop him, we weren’t strong e—”

“Why does it sound like you’re giving up?” Terra asked, trying to catch her breath.

“Because if we can’t stop him, then there’s nobody else. I’ve failed.”

“Today is lost, but we can still save the future. We still have a wild card.”

The large dark sphere floated from Elric’s hand and levitated into the sky. “You’ll run and hide.” Elric focused on the three of them. “It’s only smart for the meek and fragile to do so in the beginning. In the new world, you won’t need to hide or be afraid.”

Lost for words, Violet could only glare. Elric and the two he carried with the dark extremities began to sink into the ground. Violet watched as his glowing red eyes slowly disappeared. Just like that. After all the destruction, after the chaos they had caused, they were gone.

The sphere, growing out of control, flourished.

“I need to get us out of here. Now!” She ignored the stabbing pain in her back, trying to withstand the pressure, but it was killing her. All she had to give was one good push. Maybe a few miles away from here. Would it really matter? she wondered, searching the black sphere that continued to pull in black energy.

“Where are we going? You’re way too weak to teleport us!” Terra yelled. 

The sphere rumbled. 

The golden glow of the sun clung to it as the ground crumbled. A vehicle across from them began to cave into itself. Stone and metal from shattered buildings smashed all around them. Gravity was steadily increasing. 

The damage spread wider and wider. Making its way toward them. Violet hated the thought of being crushed by her own body weight. Bones and muscle tissue crushed into a jelly. She glared up at the black sphere. A frightening attack, alright.

In a purple flash, they were gone.

They fell out of the sky, plummeting, before greeting the ground with a thud. Violet gave a jaw clenching groan. This was as far as she could get them, the bay near the aquarium. She winced, coughing up blood, she had already pushed beyond the limits of her powers.

A large dark ball covered the center of Boston. The blackness canvassed everything, including the John Hancock Building. Car alarms rang, and the explosions from buildings echoed from afar. 

Then, a thunderous collapse. 

The compression propelled everything from the city outward in a cloudy destructive bloom. Violet’s jaw dropped as the swift cloud of dust blanketed the three of them. A giant dome of earth covered them as Terra threw her hands up. In the darkness, the explosions and booms peppered the dome. 

Terra’s blood-curdling scream pitched higher with each boom. This was fear. This was the end. Car horns. Sirens. Explosions. 

Violet embraced herself, curling up in the darkness. She couldn’t scream. Her body would only tense with each thrash, releasing when her muscles and bones couldn’t take it anymore. 

The mound of earth beneath them shook but remained strong in its foundation. Violet imagined Terra’s fear keeping the thing sturdy. And through it all, Eden was unconscious. 

Boom, after boom, after boom. 
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Nothing Left

The ground grumbled and shifted in the darkness. Particles of sand and dirt fell over Violet’s face as she cracked her eyes open. Blackness. 

She reached out, the tips of her fingers intricately studying everything they came in contact with. She felt the warmth of a body. Eden, she thought. Her fingers combed through the damp, dirty-blond strands. 

With a slight turn of her hip, the sharpness of her ribs and back greeted her. “Damn it!” she groaned.

“I hear them!” a muffled voice echoed in the darkness, followed by loud hammering and thuds. Violet sensed dozens of people around her, including the two unconscious bodies by her side. At least she could feel.

A beam of light shone through as a shovel cracked through the outer shell of the dome. Like cereal going into a bowl, the sand poured in around them.

“Here, I found them! Someone get the colonel,” a uniformed man yelled.

They began breaking through the walls of the dome. More and more got involved, all of them draped in armor and helmets, ready for a battle. Not that they’d win.

Like a long-lost friend, the sun peeked through the crumbling wall of earth and stone, embracing Violet in warmth. Patches of thick white clouds floated aimlessly above. The warmth of the air and saltiness of the sea gently grazed her cheeks. 

The soldiers began pulling them out of the dome. Violet groaned, still holding her sides. She was too weak to talk. 

A man checked her for any further injuries. “Are you okay? Can you stand? Any serious injuries?” 

No, No, and hell, yes! She wanted to scream. Was he serious?

“Please, don’t touch me,” she said in a weak groan that escaped her cracked tender lips. Violet’s breathing was smooth and controlled. Anything to keep the sharpness from hitting her again.

“Violet! Thank goodness. You guys are alive!” Sam ran over, her hair pulled back in a tight bun.

The sound of Sam’s voice was like a warm cup of tea and honey. But she wasn’t greeted by the laid-back woman she came to respect. From head to toe, Sam was draped in Kevlar. A desert-colored pistol was strapped snuggly at her thigh. 

Sam knocked away some more of the clay and knelt down. She moved surprisingly well. “Violet…I’m so sorry I didn’t get here sooner.” Sam’s voice was a whimper. She took off the black shades that shielded her dark brown eyes. 

Violet was surprised to hear the broken tone of her voice. The sorrow under all that armor. Violet saw Sam’s plump brown cheeks through the straps of her helmet, the streams of tears catching the gleaming sun.

Violet groaned out a few mottled words. “We couldn’t—”

“Not right now. If you need to talk…” Sam tapped her helmet.

Violet nodded.

They placed her and Eden on stretchers and strapped them in gently. Soldiers carried them to a helicopter trailing behind Sam. 

Terra was not happy. “Get away from me, let me go! Who do you think you are?”

“Terra, please. Relax. They’re here to help,” Violet said telepathically while holding her hand.

“Where are you taking us?” Terra’s eyes were squirrely.

“Somewhere safe. You guys need some serious medical aide!” Samantha yelled as she led the way. “And I have to show you guys something. It’s time you guys get to know the real me and see what I do.”

“What are you talking about?” Violet asked. 

“My job at the Pentagon. I’m more than just military intelligence. I was recruited for special operations because of my knowledge of the Ermakians and the little I know about the Titans. Not that it matters, because after today, the world will know of the existence of the Titans too. And the power they have.”

Violet gulped.

The helicopter’s engine drowned out all sounds. Once the stretchers were strapped in, they closed the doors sharply. The only ones in the back were the four of them.

“What about the others? I have to go back for them.”

“Sasha, Alfred, and Manie are safe. We picked them up on the outskirts of Boston, where they were helping people get to safety. They’re already waiting.”

Violet sighed with relief. “Waiting?”

“I’ll explain more when we get there.”

With a light shift, the helicopter hovered and rose to the sky. It reminded Violet of the trip to Area Zero. But she was too mentally, physically, and emotionally exhausted to care. She gently let her gaze slip to the side.

Terra’s head shook, and her lips quivered as an expression of horror covered her face. “I can’t believe it…”

From the stretcher, Violet saw columns of thick smoke. But it was the frightened expression in Terra’s eyes, the tears that flowed from her strong gaze, and the quivering of her lips that had Violet wanting to see more. She had to know. She had to take it in. She deserved it.

“Violet, don’t move too much!” Sam tried to calm her.

Violet fought her fingers free. She didn’t let a single tear fall. Not yet. “I have to see this!” She sat up and peered out the small side window. The turning of her stomach forced a gurgling up her throat as sourness covered her tongue. 

She was silent. What else could she do? Her eyes devoured the scene before her. 

There ceased to be any existence of a city. All that remained was a barren wasteland with a massive crater, where the largest buildings that made up the city once stood. The outskirts were filled with toppled structures that couldn’t withstand the force. 

Hovering over the city were dozens of helicopters, military, medical, and news. Below, military vehicles spread out through the littered ground and damaged streets, searching for survivors.

“Was it an explosion?” Terra choked.

“No. I’m not sure how, but the city was literally crushed. H–how does he have the power to do something like that, V?” Samantha cupped her mouth.

Silence filled Violet. A strange stillness replaced the spot where her soul once existed, ready for anything. She thought about London. Now here. Boston was gone. The place she once called home. 

The old apartment building they stayed in after Zenith had collapsed along with the rest. The memories of spending the weekends running through Downtown Crossing with Sasha and the others, fighting to feel like normal kids, all gone. The victory over the Golden Army. The victory that came with the help of Elric, no less. All of this was just a nightmare.

Samantha’s voice was low, as if she didn’t have any life left in her when she spoke. “It’s hard to believe Titans have this kind of power. Four years ago, if you told me this was possible, I’d laugh. It took three of them to reduce a city to nothing.”

“Ma told me in the first generation of Titans, the dark one nearly brought the entire world to its end. If it weren’t for the others uniting together, the darkness would have destroyed everything.”

“If Elric has that kind of power, coupled with the Water and Fire Titan, we need to figure out a way to find weaknesses. They have to have a soft spot. We just need to find it,” said Samantha.

The Titan of Light, Violet thought, laying back down. Her eyes stared at the ceiling of the aircraft. The roaring engine forced her to replay the memories of what happened, over and over. 

“Ma’am, looks like something big is going on in the southern Maine area,” The pilot called from the front.

“What is it?”

“Sounds like a portal opened.”

“Are you shitting me?” Samantha sighed. “What’s the damage?”

“Well, that’s the thing. There is none. No hostiles. Just one noncombatant. Female type.”

“Why the hell are they bringing it up to us? Let the Maine Guard handle it.”

“Apparently, she knows about Target Black.”

Behind the shades, Violet watched Sam’s cheek slump. “What’s the E.T.A.?”

“‘Bout a good forty-five mikes, ma’am.”

“Well, let’s check it out.” She gave Violet a terse nod. “Things just keep getting worse and worse.” Samantha sighed, gripping the collar of her armored vest.

Violet closed her eyes, wondering what could be next. All she felt was darkness, more now than ever. Sage was gone, they failed to save the city, and Elric was already off again. Who knew what his next move was? 

She opened her eyes in a watery gaze. Samantha and Terra continued to stare out of the window. Eden remained sleeping, although he would occasionally make strong jolts of movements. Violet watched the furrowing of his brow and the wrinkling of his nose as he slept. She tingled her fingers with his, remembering their gentle touch. But she still felt empty. Still felt like a failure.





Chapter 41
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Odd Future

As time passed, Violet could feel her powers returning, just in time to feel the helicopter descend. 

The pilot called from the front. “We’re just outside of town, ma’am!” 

“Roger. Yeah, I remember this place. This was one of the second worse places hit in Maine by portals a few years back. It’s strange though, portals don’t usually appear in the same place twice unless it’s a city.”

The engine dying down unmasked the voices of people talking and yelling outside of the helicopter. The doors slid open, and three men stood with rifles slung over their shoulders, ready to greet them. The men immediately saluted. 

“At ease!” Samantha hopped out of the helicopter. “What’s the situation?”

“Ma’am, we have a female, about sixteen or seventeen. Says she’s not Ermakian. Says she’s from here.”

Samantha scoffed. “From our world, huh?”

“Yeah, and from the State of Maine actually,” the soldier replied.

“Strange. And what about the portal?”

“It wasn’t like any of the others. No destruction, no tangos. Just her.”

Samantha turned to Violet, then back at the soldiers. “Get me a wheelchair for her, and I need someone to keep an eye on this one sleeping in the back.”

“Yes, ma’am.” One of the men stood up straight, then took off.

“I’m bringing you two with me. Just in case we have any surprises.” Sam’s tone changed as she focused on Violet. 

Violet gave her a terse nod.

The man brought the wheelchair over and unfolded it for her.

Sam clipped her helmet to her vest, checked her loaded pistol, and placed it back in her thigh holster. “Be careful with her. I still don’t know the extent of her injuries.”

The men gently helped Violet up. Tears streamed down her face as she fought through the pain. She wouldn’t lose Samantha if this was some kind of surprise attack.

Terra pushed the wheelchair while Sam walked in front of them. As he marched by her side, a soldier gave Sam all the information he had collected so far. 

They finally broke through the woods and up a trail that led to the town. A large crowd had gathered. They murmured and whispered. A few demanded answers, and all appeared to be equally frightened. 

“What’s the military going to do now? You see what happened to Boston! What’s going to stop an attack like that happening to this town again!” an elder man yelled.

“Look, what happened in Boston isn’t portal related. That attack was something completely different.”

A woman cried from the rear, “Different? Different how?”

“It’s that kid, the one that attacked the president, the one that’s been all over the news,” another voice cried from the crowd.

“He’s not a kid. He’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing!” a woman yelled.

“And now this girl, coming out of nowhere! I bet she’s part of it too. Destroy her before she gets the chance to destroy us!” a man yelled.

People had weapons ready to start a war. The soldiers did their best to hold them back, but if they wanted to break through, they would.

After everything she had been through, Violet agreed with their anger and fear. The world was in turmoil, and once the effects of Boston spread, these angry mobs would demand action. It was exactly how Elric wanted it.

A plump man in a sheriff’s uniform with a star pinned to his chest made his way down the sidewalk. “Hello, ma’am. Sheriff Levec at your service.” He shook Samantha’s hand and nodded to Terra and Violet.

He escorted them toward a large brick building that read, “Clemson Police Department.” There were more military forces surrounding the jail than there were holding back the general population. Fear dripped from everyone, nothing to do with angry town folks, but more to do with what lies within. 

“Umm, ma’am, I’ve been in this town since I was a kid. I mean, this is my home. But that girl, I can’t tell you how familiar she looks. It’s like déjà vu.”

“What do you mean, sheriff?”

“Well, she comes out of nowhere dressed like something or someone out of ancient Egypt. I mean, gold plated everything. We obviously confiscated most of what she allowed.” He shook his head. “Daggers. A sword made of some kind of crazy metal. She’s a piece of work, let me tell ya. Speaks perfect English. But what took me by surprise was when she said she’s from a town that unfortunately was wiped out a few years back during the initial portal attacks. Lexington.”

They entered the building. Military forces and police officers cluttered the hallways moving out of the way as they stepped through. Everyone was on edge. The tension in the air sent prickles down Violet’s neck.

“Right this way.” He held an elevator door open for them to enter.

“Is this much security needed for a little girl?”

“With the way the world is today, after watching the TV and that kid, I don’t even know if I can trust my own damn kids.” The sheriff smirked, winking.

The doors opened as they sauntered by the different holding cells. They came to one guarded by three military soldiers. Samantha nodded, and the three men left. She took a deep breath nodding to Terra and Violet. “You two ready?”

Violet swallowed hard, focusing all the energy she could muster into her fingertips. She never tried fighting from a wheelchair before. First time for everything. Terra’s gaze became a bright light green.

If the person behind this door was Ermakian, Violet wasn’t too worried. But if she was a general, that was another story. Still, Violet was confident Terra could take them, even if it was a general. 

Samantha opened the door. Dark brown ropes of hair spilled over a pillow, each loc laced with solid gold clippings.

“Are these idiots going to let me out of here yet or what?” a shrewd and belittling voice asked, breaking the tension.

Samantha turned to Violet.

Samantha slammed her fist into the wall. “Look, I don’t think you realize the kind of trouble you’re in. If you’re Ermakian, you need to let me know, and it has to be the truth. I can help you get—”

“Are you serious?” She sat up.

Pain rushed through Violet’s body as she seized. Her knuckles stained white as she clenched the rim of the wheels. Her legs folded beneath the wheelchair, and her eyes widened as if she had seen a ghost, and that was putting it mildly. 

She rose from the bed to stand about the same height as Sam. She was much taller than what Violet remembered. Her face narrowed with a pointed chin. Her skin had darkened to a shade similar to smooth chocolate. Her expression was similar to what Sasha would call a resting bitch face. But nothing stole the moment more than the rolling of those hazel eyes. 

“Jennifer?” Violet’s lips trembled. 

Large golden looped earrings hung from her ears, her neck glistening with jewelry like that of royalty, chiming with the slightest swivel of her head. Bracelets of gold woven together with bone, arrayed with fiery red, shockingly blue, and piercing green gems, covered her left arm. But in all Jen’s glamour, nothing compared to the milky white dress of silk that cascaded down her torso, gripping the curves of her hips.

She shifted her hips, allowing a well-toned leg to pass through the slit in her dress. “Do I know you?” she asked, wrinkling her nose. “You guys look like hell…”

Samantha and Terra studied Violet with the same expression.

Samantha shivered. “Give us one moment, please.” 

The sheriff locked the door behind them.

Samantha took off her armor and laid it on the floor. Violet watched her pace back and forth. Sam whispered to herself over the clunking of her boots then finally stopped. “Please tell me you know her name because you read her mind. That’s what you did, right?”

“I wish I could tell you that.”

Samantha winced. “How? How can you possibly know who this girl is?”

Violet’s face warmed. She figured her cheeks must be beet-red. She was just as shocked and lost as everyone else in the room. But that didn’t stop the truth of the matter. The girl in that room was definitely Jennifer.

“How, Violet? You can’t leave me in the dark with this one.” Samantha threw her hands up as if she were giving up.

Violet let out a deep exhale, letting the memories come back. The memories of the boy she once trusted with her life. The one who once saved the city instead of destroying it. “The girl in that room is supposedly dead. Well, from what Elric told us anyway.” 

“What does Elric have to do with a girl from Ermak?” Terra asked.

“I think he lived here in Maine at one point, and it was with that girl. The girl in that room.” Violet pointed to the steel door.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Sam paced back in forth again. “I’ve heard of a small world, but this is ridiculous.”

“You’re telling me,” Violet said.

“I knew it!” The sheriff jumped with excitement. “That girl… During the initial attacks, she and her parents came with the small group of survivors that made it up from Lexington! The Reeves. That girl in there is Jennifer Reeves!”

The memory of that night when Jen pulled Elric in from out of the window filled Violet with warmth. She felt Jen’s love for Elric. More than friendship, more than a crush.

“She has no idea what’s happened to him,” Terra whispered.

“Well, regardless, that’s the least of our worries,” Sam pointed out. “How was she supposed to have died?”

“From what Elric said, she and her parents were killed. Jen was thrown into a portal, and Elric thought she was dead.” Violet looked at the door of the room she was in. “I would have thought the same thing.”

Samantha took a deep breath. “Well, at least she’s human, right?”

“Far as I know.” 

Sam nodded and turned to the sheriff. “Let that girl out of there.”

The sheriff opened the door quickly. 

“Can I actually come out, or am I going to have guns thrown in my face again?”

“No, you’re free to go.” The sheriff smiled. “I’m so sorry. I just didn’t recognize you before. But you’re Jennifer Reeves, right? Mr. and Mrs. Reeves’s daughter?”

A gentle smile formed over her face. “Yeah. How did you know my mom and dad?”

“I know you don’t really remember me, but your parents did all kinds of great things for the people of this town. After Clemson was crushed by the portal, I figured you three made it out safe. Where are your parents, girl?” 

She swallowed hard and straightened her back. “Dead,” she said abruptly. “Killed by the same warriors and beasts who caused the attack. But it’s okay. Things are getting better now. And I have friends on the other side, who have a promise to keep.”

The sheriff took off his hat. “I’m sorry to hear that. I really am.”

Jennifer smiled and took one of the gold bracelets out of one of her long dreadlocks and handed it to him. “Thanks for saying those kind words. It’s been a while since I heard someone talk about my mom and dad. I hope it brings you many blessings.” She bowed respectfully.

His eyes scrutinized the golden clamp no bigger than his pinky finger, then tucked it in his pocket. 

Jennifer took a deep breath. “Well, alright, then. I have things to do and people to see!”

“Actually, you need to come with us.” Samantha’s voice was stern.

“And who are you?” Jennifer asked, arching a brow.

“I’m Colonel Rice. This is Terra, and the one in the wheelchair is Violet.”

Jennifer stepped out of the doorway and walked toward Violet. She lurched over, sniffing Violet, her long dreadlocks falling all the way down to Violet’s lap. “So she was telling the truth then. You guys are friends with Madison, right?”

Violet jumped at the sound of Madison’s name. Samantha’s expression was the same, even more so with her eyes about to pop out of their sockets.

“Yup, your face says it all,” Jennifer said. “Madison came to the Pride Empire after killing a few members of the Wrath. She dragged a corpse and dropped it at the feet of the prince, saying she wanted to join the war. I thought it was pretty badass, but a lot of people didn’t think so. She almost got herself killed until she said she knew the heroes that killed Blight.”

“Yes, she’s a friend of ours.” Violet thought about what she was being told. Madison not only kept to her decision to fight in the war, but she walked into it with a conquering spirit as well. A sigh of relief left Violet’s lips. “I’m glad she’s alive.” Violet hoped Jen would remember her, but deep down, she feared it at the same time.

“So, what Madison said about Elric being dead, that’s true too then?”

That’s right, Madison was already gone before Elric made his reappearance. She swallowed hard, hesitating. Can I really tell her the truth? Maybe it’s better letting her believe Elric is dead. It was better than the alternative of telling her he’s become a monster who possibly killed hundreds of people.

“Oh, he’s alive, alright,” Samantha replied sharply. “And he’s going to pay for the things he’s done. I don’t know who or what Elric Blake is to you, but he’s now an international terrorist who, by his very actions, declared war on the U.S and other countries.”

Jennifer’s eyes shot open, glowing with a golden warmth and hope Violet hadn’t seen in a long time. Tears began streaming down Jennifer’s face. She slowly wiped them away and smiled as she fought the tears. 

The warmth, hope, and joy coming from Jennifer even filled Violet with life. Violet wanted to be lost in it. She wanted to be tightly smothered by it and taken away from this cold, horrifying world of death and chaos. But she was so confused by how Jennifer could feel this way. Did she hear a word Sam said?

Jennifer began walking away as the soldiers let her pass.

“Did you hear what she said?” Violet asked in a weakened voice. “Elric isn’t the boy you remember, Jen. He’s not the boy I promised you I’d protect.” Violet swallowed. 

Jen stopped, and for a few tense seconds, she stood there. She turned eyes narrowed, rigid, and ruthless. Violet couldn’t tell if she was pissed or confused. 

She walked toward Violet, squinting. “You’re the one he was with that night. I remember now.” She smiled, and Violet’s heart felt at ease “That’s why you feel so damn guilty? Because of that impossible promise I made you keep?”

The weight of Violet’s failures fell over her shoulders as she began crying. Zaroule, Elric, Sage, Boston. All of her failures were like a tempered blade going through her heart. She wished she were dead.

Warm hands fell on both her shoulders. “Hey, thanks for keeping him alive,” Jen said with a terse nod. She wiped Violet’s tears away. “I always thought that day my parents died, Elric died too. Then we heard about the heroes from Earth who killed Blight and dismantled the Wrath, and that a boy controlling darkness nicknamed The Black Death brought an end to Blight’s reign. I knew that was him.”

“You don’t hate me?” Violet asked.

Jennifer shook her head. “He had nothing but you guys after my parents and me. Of course, I don’t hate you. I should be thanking you. I’m sorry for forcing you to make that promise, but now I’m here. When Madison told us what was happening in this world and that Elric had died, I knew I had to come home. Knowing he’s still alive means I can still see him.”

Violet finally mustered up the courage to speak, as Jen’s hazel eyes consumed her. “A lot of things have changed since you’ve been gone, Jen. You should come with us. We can explain everything.”

“Alright,” Jennifer agreed. Her rigid ruthless gaze falling on Sam. The anger wafted from Jen filling the cell, Violet wondered if she would have to break up a fight. “You’re military, right?”

Samantha nodded. “I work for the United States of America, and by my name tag, you can see that.”

Jennifer scrunched her face up. “Madison also told me about everything that happened to his real parents. How the military killed them.”

“Listen here—”

“No, you listen!” Jennifer demanded, cutting Samantha off. “Elric will answer for the things he’s done. But you better believe the government will be held responsible for its crimes too, considering you’re the initiating factor in all this. Well, not you specifically. But you get where I’m coming from.”

Samantha folded her arms. “Under different circumstances, I’d be impressed by your straightforwardness.” Samantha walked over to Jennifer with a burning glare. “But hundreds of lives have been lost around the world because of Elric Blake and the people he’s with. So before you go around judging and making threats, you better watch your tone and analyze the situation. This is war! This isn’t some high school after-school special!” 

Samantha brushed past Jennifer, slung her vest over her shoulders, strapped up, and walked off. Violet had never seen her so pissed, and she had never seen anyone stand up to her like Jen just did. Terra was silent too. The energy in the room was heavy and brittle. Even Violet remained silent.

They made their way past the angry mob of people, which Jennifer ignored. She pretty much ignored everyone until they got on the helicopter. 

Violet watched her glance over the town with a smile. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen Clemson.” Violet could feel the deep sorrow that flowed from Jennifer. “I’m glad things look so much better than the last time I was here.”

“You’ve been gone for a little over two years, Jen,” Violet said.

“I see. It felt longer.” She pressed her hand against the glass.

Violet nodded silently. The helicopter gradually rose and swayed as it glided over the sea of green. Some of the trees were changing colors, and patches of bright red and yellow dotted the landscape. Violet tried to relax and tried to fight the agonizing pain, but she was confused.

What does it all mean? she wondered. For Jennifer to be here right now, after everything that’s happened. Violet suspected it was a sign. But of what? 




The End
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