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Chapter 1
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Rest

Helicopter blades beat the air as the stagnant odor of metal and oil settled inside the aircraft, driving Violet deeper into her thoughts—a place of dread, nightmarish screams, billowing black smoke, and the roar of beasts.

Boston was gone, she thought but didn’t dare say it out loud in fear of giving the statement more power and reality than it already had. No. She wouldn’t be able to run from this failure, not with the blood of thousands on her hands. And to think that Elric and the other two Titans escaped.

Waves of nausea turned Violet’s stomach. She cringed, clenching her teeth and squeezing her eyes shut. Anything to fight the misery. First, Sage had been killed, and now the city was destroyed.

The three of them were lucky to be alive.

Poor Eden was still unconscious, a bloodied bandage stuck to his forehead, stapling his dirty-blond hair down. That was just the visual damage. Who knew what his insides were like?

A few bruises and scrapes showed through Terra’s light-brown skin; she was young but sturdy and carried herself well. Violet was more concerned about her head space, though. That was Terra’s first battle, and Terra did the best she could, but the thought of failing and letting people die could be too much for her.

As Violet lay on the stretcher, tears ran down the corners of reddened cheeks, dribbling into her ears. She never thought they’d lose. Not with so many lives at stake. She thought about her past life, the one below and within the city. The life where Zaroule’s body rested deep within the Earth.

Though only the remnants of Zenith remained below the city after Blight attacked, and the apartment within the city was nothing more than half the structure they’d known after Elric tried to kill her, she still held on to the memories of friendship, love, and joy. Times so far gone it seemed incomprehensible, especially with Elric—the boy she considered a brother—being the one who destroyed everything.

He’d pay. She’d stop him even if it meant killing him.

From the stretcher, Violet studied Jennifer, the girl she thought had died two years ago, Elric’s childhood best friend and love. No way in hell would Jennifer agree to take out Elric, especially if she’s returned specifically for him.

Terra’s brown eyes burned into Jennifer. That was mostly due to the sliver of a smile that gleamed from her smooth brown cheeks. Violet couldn’t blame Terra for being angry; she wanted to wipe the innocent grin from Jennifer’s face too and go right into her about Elric. But Jennifer was oblivious to the events that had taken place in the world these last few years.

Even now Violet wondered how she would break the news. How was she going to tell Jennifer that Elric had become a monster, the one responsible for killing thousands? Especially after the promise she’d made.

Violet could still feel the blistering cold against her neck from the cold air that night, standing outside Jennifer’s hotel room. She could still see the paleness of Elric’s face in the darkness as Jennifer’s hands wrapped tightly around his wrist. “I promise. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep him safe.”

Violet tensed at she recalled her own words to the girl sitting before her. They were just as loud as they were that night. The last night she saw Jennifer. And two years later, here she was. Did Jennifer even remember?

Jennifer’s eyes widened. “This is amazing!”

Violet nearly came off the bed, her heart jumping from Jennifer’s excitement.

“I’ve never ridden in a helicopter before. I mean, I’ve flown, but not in a machine,” Jennifer said with a bubbly tone that broke over the roaring engine. Ropes of hair glittering with golden clips spilled over her shoulder. She flung a few back.

“I haven’t either, so what are you getting at?” Terra spat the words out in a fiery southern twang.

“Oh, that’s right! None of you guys have been to Ermak. It’s beautiful! They flew on draco’s, these oversized lizards with extra flaps of skin under their arms, kinda like flying squirrels. They didn’t really fly . . . just glided. Cool nonetheless.”

Terra’s eyes thinned, a swoop of her long dark-brown hair hiding the soft features of her face. Violet was thankful Jennifer didn’t turn to see the cold, bitter expression. Violet wanted to intervene before things got out of hand; she could feel Terra boiling over inside.

Terra yelled over the engine, “And what made you come back again?”

Jennifer straightened in the seat, and her shoulders popped back. An edge sharper than the tip of a blade replaced the jovial energy she had been giving off only seconds before.

She slowly turned, eyes narrowing on Terra. “Like I said before. When Madison told us what was happening, I made the decision to come back. I had to find out myself about Elric. Then I plan on kicking the ass of the person who drove him down this path.”

The stabbing blade of rage poured from her side as Violet looked up at a squirrel-eyed Samantha. Sam’s rage. Sam was ready to pounce too. “Really? That’s all that matters, huh? Not going to ask about the people who’ve died and given their lives while you were away? Or maybe the people who died in Bos—”

Violet threw her hand out to stop Sam before she went off the deep end. Their eyes met, and the woman in uniform gave her a terse nod. The last thing Violet needed was to have the three most short-tempered females she knew at each other’s throats.

“Thanks, Sam.”

Sam placed a pair of shades over her eyes and wiggled a bit in her armor. “For you, I’ll relax. But I won’t hold my tongue for much longer, Violet.”

Jennifer scoffed. “You make it sound like this world’s the only one that experienced loss. The Ermakians experienced just as much, maybe even more. This war has torn Ermak apart; it wiped out entire species and cultures. At least here, there are people like you, Violet. In Ermak, it’s just them, and they were losing until I came.”

“Imagine that.” Terra rolled her eyes as she sat back, arms folded across her chest. A strange sense of angst radiated from her. Violet hoped it was battle fatigue that put a bitter taste in Terra’s mouth.

Samantha tapped Violet on the shoulder and nodded toward Jennifer. Her stony expression was even more intimidating than usual.

“When do you plan on telling her about Boston?” Samantha asked as her face turned to the girl draped in gold, staring out the window. “Regardless of her attitude and this mind-numbing nostalgia she suffers from, she’ll have to accept the truth.”

Violet cringed at the thought. Accept the truth?

Sam didn’t know Jen. She didn’t know the girl with fierce hazel eyes and a commanding presence. She was a lot like Sage that way.

All of that was gathered from Violet’s first encounter with Jennifer just a few years ago. And judging by the short dialogue in the prison cell, she hadn’t changed. “If anything, we need to get off this helicopter before we tell her. She’s human but trust me when I say she’ll go over the top if we go about this the wrong way.”

Samantha clasped Violet’s fingers and rubbed them. “I trust you, but she’s going to find out soon—whether from you or someone else. What happened in Boston will be considered the greatest human catastrophe and the deadliest domestic terrorist attack in US history.”

A chill climbed Violet’s spine. She shivered as the gravity of Sam’s words hit home. It was inevitable that Jennifer would find out about the horrors of Boston and what Elric had done.

Violet focused on Jennifer. Then what will she do?

Large golden loop earrings hung from Jennifer’s ears, and her neck glistened with jewelry like that of royalty. It chimed with the slightest swivel of her head. Bracelets of gold woven together with bone covered her arm. The bands were arrayed with fiery red, shocking blue, and piercing green gems. But in all her glamour, nothing compared to the milky white dress of silk that cascaded down Jennifer’s torso, gripping the curves of her hips.

Violet watched Jen tug the pearly white gown over her knees, hiding calves that looked like they belonged to a professional kickboxer.

“So, where are we headed?” Jen yelled over the beating blades.

“When we get to where we’re going, everything will be explained,” Samantha yelled, throwing Violet a look of unease.

Jen nodded, searching the world outside the small window.

Violet wished she could sink deeper into the stretcher. The tingling of her powers scurrying over her body eased her anxiety, but not the pain of bones mending and tendons reattaching. The damage sustained should have killed her. Any normal person would’ve died.

Finally, the thoughts of agitation and anxiety released her, letting the psionic energy do its job. Sleep swept Violet away as the deep beating of the helicopter lulled her into a world of nightmares and broken memories. Of hellish fires and monsters.

The light brightened overhead, and the sensation of the helicopter descending reached her.

“Violet. Violet, wake up. We’re here.” Terra gave her a gentle nudge.

Violet’s eyelids pulled back with a blurriness as a warmth swept over her. She still trembled from cold even in the dry heat.

As the engine powered down to a low grumble, the doors jolted open. Two men in uniform came in and slid Eden out, while another pair transferred Violet to a wheelchair. Samantha stayed by her side as they stepped out into the light of the sun.

A salty breeze kissed the sweat on Violet’s cheeks with a freshness that reminded her of the last time she’d trained with Sage. The sky had been a deep blue with patches of white, thick like cotton, roaming high above, and seagulls glided overhead, their cackles mixed with distant voices and the groans of passing vehicles. Coming back to the present, the sudden shift of energy and the number of people in uniform that surrounded them threw her off balance.

A few yards in front of them stood a three-story structure built of brick and cinderblocks. It was so wide that it appeared to have no end. The windows were barred, and the rust stains and crumbling areas on the edges of the building aged it considerably. Dozens of antennas waved from side to side on the roof, and people in uniform poured in and out of the building. A few donned white lab jackets.

Violet’s skin prickled as the vibes of Area Zero returned. “Where are we, Sam?”

“It’s going to be the place we operate out of from now on. This will be our new home.”

As they entered, a group of people wearing white surrounded Violet and Eden’s stretcher.

“Get them to the healing tanks immediately,” Samantha commanded.

“Yes, ma’am. Do we have any idea of the severity of their injuries?” a woman asked.

“Well, everyone’s alive.” Sam glanced down at Violet. “She’s pretty broken up, but the boy should be alright. Dunk them both just to be sure.”

“Yes, ma’am.” A man looked over at Terra and Jennifer. His eyebrows pinched as his gaze fell on Jen. “And uh, how about these two?”

“They’re fine. I’ll bring them downstairs to the barracks to see the others. It’ll provide some relaxation until we move out next.”

The man nodded as a group carried Violet and Eden away. Violet could see the unease on Terra’s face.

“Everything will be alright, I promise. Trust Sam,” Violet said telepathically, trying to comfort her.

Terra took a deep breath and bit her bottom lip. “Okay.”

“Samantha,” Violet called, drawing her attention so that she looked down at Violet. “Make sure nobody says anything about Elric.”

Samantha gave her a thumbs up. “Focus on getting better. I’ll take it from here.”

Violet and Eden were taken down a long corridor. Her concussion was starting to rear its ugly head. The blinding fluorescent lights didn’t help much, and the walls were an ugly shade of green just like Area Zero. Dozens of men and women hurried about, some wearing white coats, others in uniform, also like Area Zero.

Deep breaths, deep breaths, she chided herself. No point in losing her mind now. And it wasn’t like she had the energy to do anything.

They took a hard right down another corridor into a wide room with four metal tables, each connected by dozens of steel cables to a machine.

The man accompanying them nodded to a group of people in white lab jackets. “Prep them both for a two-day vacation. Colonel’s orders.”

Vacation? Violet thought.

Two women from the group wheeled her to one side of the room and gently began undressing her. She tried to sit up, but a jolting pain in her spine made her think twice.

“Please don’t be afraid; we’re here to help,” one woman said. “You and your friends are something else. I’ve studied Anomalies for some time now, and from the things I’ve heard … you’re pretty strong.”

Violet swallowed as they carefully dressed her in a black spandex undersuit. The suit went over her head, touching the edge of her brows, and the lower portion went over her chin just below her bottom lip. She was then brought over to one of the strange tables. Eden was already on one.

They placed her gently on the table. The ice-cold metal reached her through the strange material, and she grimaced. The stiffness on her back was murder. Another man came over and, starting from her legs, began slowly strapping her in.

Violet snatched his wrist, looking him straight in his warm brown eyes. His memories rushed and flooded her consciousness. As much as she hated to dig into people’s minds, after everything that had happened, all hesitation went out the window. She saw all the skeletons in his closet and all his accomplishments. Her discomfort eased. He was a decent man all in all.

He nodded, gesturing for her to calm down.

“These are recovery tanks,” he explained, placing his hand on one. “A glass will roll over the table, sealing you inside, then fill with a chemical solution used to heal most injuries. This machine is still in its infancy stage, but so far, we’ve had some great success. You and your friend will be fine in a couple of days, maybe sooner depending on how quickly your bodies take to the solution.”

She bit her bottom lip and nodded, then caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror hanging on the side of a computer. The left side of her face was purpling, and in some places, already yellow. She could barely see the freckles that brushed over the bridge of her nose, and her hair was a mess, matted with sweat and blood. Her bottom lip was split, and she had a few gashes that covered her face too.

“I’m going to give you an IV. It’s a cocktail that’s mixed with a sedative and will be hooked up to the machine that’ll give you fluids and nourishment during your recovery. Also, swallow this.”

He handed her two large pills, which Violet looked down on with skepticism. “And what are these for?”

“Let’s just say it helps control your bowel movements while you’re in the tank. They’re effective, trust me.”

“Enough said.” She knocked the pills back and gulped a glass of water.

She winced as the man slipped the needle into her arm and hooked another tube to it, then securely taped the tube to her arm. He nodded and gave her a thumbs up. “Almost done. Next, I’ll place an oxygen mask over your face. This will feed continuous fresh oxygen into your lungs while you’re submerged. Okay?”

She nodded unctuously, controlling her breaths. Her mind ran wild. What if this is a trap? What if I’m knocked out and Elric attacks again, and I’m not able to stop him? What if I don’t wake up?

The man pulled a black mask attached to a large gray tube over her face and head, lacing it gently. He then pressed firmly, and with a strange squelching, the mask stuck to her face. Cool fresh air flowed through her nostrils and mouth. Not too bad. She took deep breaths, allowing the cool air to help relax her as she let her mind go black.

The man stepped back and with a gentle smile on his face, he walked to a table of glowing buttons and switches. He flicked a switch, starting a catalyst of clinks, rumbles, and bone quivering vibrations. A glass shield crawled a few inches from her face down to the base of the table. The plastic slips tightened around her arms, torso, and ankles. Her angst crept in as she took slow deep breaths. Then suddenly a warm fluid flushed in from beneath.

She couldn’t look down. The solution sloshed from her back, immersing her.

“What should it feel like?” she asked the man, only able to get out a few muffled words through the mask.

“As if you’re submerged in a giant Jacuzzi. You won’t feel any discomfort, and that’s a promise.”

Not really reassuring. But she had to go with it. The doctor rushed over and raised his hands over his chest, gesturing for her to breathe easily. He pointed to the tank next to her where Eden slept comfortably in the blue solution. Of course, he was fine. He had been out cold for several hours.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The solution fully enveloped her now in its warmth. The air was almost therapeutic as each push helped control her breathing. It had an odd plastic taste as it filled her mouth and nostrils through the mask.

The man in the white jacket smiled and gave her a thumbs up. Violet looked over at Eden one last time. The exhaustion of surviving hell gripped her once again. But this time, her weariness was heavier than before. It was like being put under. Like …


Chapter 2
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Awakened

A loud banging awoke Violet.

She began thrashing about as her arms were strapped tight to a metal frame of some sort. Her eyesight was blurry as she searched in the cloudy blue, but it wasn’t long before the memories began flashing back, and she remembered where she was.

Everything came into focus as multiple silhouettes behind the glass came into view. A warmth of light rolled from her insides as she saw a familiar slender, brown-skinned girl jumping up and down, her eyes wide with excitement.

Sasha gave another bang against the glass with the biggest smile, holding up a piece of paper that read, THREE DAY NAP! TIME TO WAKE UP!!

Violet searched the tank next to her. Bone dry, empty. No Eden or blue water in sight. Below her, a gurgling whirlpool sucked in the warm tank water. With a vibrating hum, the glass slipped down to her feet, vanishing out of sight.

A woman came over with eyes as blue as the ocean, a perfect smile of pearly whites, and dark-brown curls that bounced over the sides of her face. She looked Violet over.

“Perfect! Ms. Cavers, you are all set.” The woman removed the IV and the mask from Violet’s face and took off the straps.

Violet cleared her throat, hating the sound of her surname but didn’t say anything to the woman. The air was stuffy and dry. Not smooth and moist like the oxygen fed from the mask. It was almost disheartening, but the pain was gone. She hesitated, taking her time to sit up.

“Now, be careful. You were out for a long time. We had a few scares with you when vitals went haywire and whatnot, but you pulled through.”

Scares? “What happened?” Violet croaked.

“Your powers and the chemical compound were kind of battling it out for a moment. Then the nightmares. We think the blow to your skull caused those. You had one of the most severe skull fractures I’ve seen in a long time.”

Violet pulled the soaking wet suit back from her head, combing her fingers through her red strands.

“‘Skull fracture.’ How bad?” she asked, pressing the crown of her head firmly.

The woman eased forward. “I’ve only seen a blow like that once, and it involved a man going clean through the windshield of his car at eighty miles an hour. Let’s just say he didn’t walk away.”

Violet gulped.

“W–were you one of the ones that survived Boston?” The words stumbled from the woman’s lips as if she regretted asking.

Violet’s eyes rolled to the side, followed by an awful queasiness as reality came back quicker than she hoped, and her old friend failure came knocking.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“About time you woke up!” Sasha darted around the table. She leaned over, studying Violet. Sasha snatched her chin, turned it left, then right before letting out a huge exhale. “Everyone thought you were dead. You should’ve seen Eden! The boy was a wreck. W-R-E-C-K, to the fullest. But I told everyone you were too damn stubborn.” Her words poured out. She pushed the doctor out of the way and seized Violet.

Like a vice, Sasha’s arms wrapped around her. A warm trickle raced down the side of Violet’s neck as Sasha looked down at her with tears flowing from her light green eyes.

Violet breathed in slowly. “I’m glad you’re okay too,” she said, fighting back tears of her own.

“Damn it!” Sasha slammed a fist on the metal table across from them, leaving a dent. “I hate when you send us away to try to handle things on your own. Please, don’t ever scare me like that again. Okay?”

Tears trickled from Violet’s cheeks as she wiped them away. “I’ll do my best. No promises, though.”

Two women in uniform stood by, waiting.

“Sorry, ladies, but we need to get you up and about, Ms. Cavers,” one of them said.

“Please don’t call me that. My name’s Violet.” She inched her way off the edge of the table.

Sasha stepped back, tears still falling like raindrops down a windowpane.

“We got ya!” one of the soldiers said, helping Violet off the table.

Sasha handed her a towel. “So, how do you feel?”

“I feel okay. Hungry. And my legs are a little weak. But okay.”

“Well, we need to get you into the cafeteria before the boys eat everything.” Sasha dried her off, working her long fingers diligently through Violet’s tangled hair. The wetness gave her once bright orange strands a softer auburn.

Violet gazed at her reflection in the metal, admiring the band of freckles that arched over her nose. Funny to think there was a time she loathed them.

“Where’s Eden?” Violet asked. She had hoped he’d be the first person she would wake up to, but Sasha was an easy second.

“He woke up after the first day. Doc said it’s because he’s a Titan. Something about his cells and some other scientific junk. He pretty much heals faster.”

Violet smiled. She missed the sight of his blue eyes and warm smile. “How’s Jennifer?”

“Violet, who the hell is that chick? She was talking about coming back from Ermak, training with the queen of the Pride Empire. All kinds of crazy garbage. Like the Pride Empire would take in a human” Sasha scoffed. “The Leos are the most powerful species in Ermak. It’s only because of the war Blight started that the Leos saw other species as equals.”

“Pride Empire?”

“The high and mighty Leos. The Pride Empire’s city, Pantheria, is made completely of gold. Every building. The bloodline alone is filled with the most savage warriors, and this human ...” Sasha looked over at Violet. “No offense, but she claims the queen took her in as if she was a daughter, trained her like a warrior, and educated her like royalty. She claims they pretty much adopted her. Impossible! Not to mention she’s a … hmm … you know.”

Violet thought about all the jewelry and the way Jennifer was dressed. Made perfect sense now. “Why’s it impossible? You’ve seen her clothing and jewelry, right?”

Sasha arched a brow. “Well yeah, duh. Have you seen her bracelets?”

“Do the Leos dress like the Egyptians did centuries ago?”

Violet started stretching as best as she could to get the blood flowing again while Sasha stepped back and placed a finger on her lip. “Now that you mention I t...”

“I don’t think she’s lying. Why would she need to?”

“Well …” Sasha’s eyes widened as she scanned the room, “she’s doing alright. That is, besides being a little mad that no one has told her about Elric and where he is.”

Violet swallowed and grabbed Sasha’s hand. “Nobody said anything, right?”

“No, I don’t think anyone has the guts to. She’s been bullying Alfred and Eden around like children.” Sasha shook her head with a remorseful expression. “Poor Alfred tried to hit on her. Wait till you see that boy’s eye. I didn’t dare step in. The girl has some serious moves. Yeah. Now that I think about it, I’d say the queen definitely trained her.”

Violet thought about the night Jennifer snatched Elric out of the window. She always had a mean streak about her.

“So, what’s her story? She told us she and Elric are close. But I needed more clarification.”

Violet leaned on Sasha a bit. “I’ll explain everything to everyone soon.”

Sasha wrapped her arms around Violet’s waist. “Oh! Wait, here.” She handed Violet a batch of fresh clothes. “You don’t want to go around wearing wet clothes all day, especially with what you got on. Eden would lose it.”

Violet smirked, tugging on the spandex that clung to her flesh like a second skin. She could feel her face getting hot.

The soldiers gave them both privacy as Sasha helped her get dressed. Though her muscles were fully healed, they felt like Jell-O. Every movement was tight and followed by a burning sensation.

“So Elric and the others … Any word on them in the last three days?” Violet hated to ask. With this victory, she wondered what their next move would be.

“Besides the fact that they’re on America’s Most Wanted and have been labeled as international terrorists? Their faces are on every news channel, and every talk show from here to China is talking about them. The internet, social media, everyone is going nuts!”

Violet shook her head.

“Humans,” Sasha went on. “They’re idiots. Some people are glorifying these jerks to the point that they’re being idolized for what they’ve done, while others are saying it’s a government cover-up and that these three kids don’t exist. They think it’s more portal attacks, and the ones responsible are, of course, my people!”

Violet sighed and placed her hand over Sasha’s shoulders.

“Hey.” Sasha looked up, and a voice roared within Violet. One that called to the sleeping warrior within. Though it didn’t wake, it did bat an eye as she said, “We’re going to fix this, alright? We’re going to fix everything. I don’t care what it takes.”

“I … I know. It’s just a lot. Since you guys came back, Sam has made sure every electronic device is shut off, so nobody really knows what’s going on out there unless you’re one of them,” Sasha added, tossing her head to a group of soldiers passing by.

 “I’ll fix that, don’t worry,” Violet said as she finished getting dressed.

Once she was fully clothed and ready, the soldiers brought over a wheelchair and helped her get settled.

Sasha wheeled her into the cafeteria with a radiating smile, and her chin tilted toward the ceiling. Violet spotted Eden and the others giggling about something as they stuffed their faces. Jennifer ate at a table by herself.

The moment Violet’s eyes met the deep blue of Eden’s, he raced over and knelt in front of her.

“I’m sorry about being out for so long. Terra filled me in on everything,” he said with firm eyes. “I swear I’ll never let anything like this happen to you again as long as I’m alive, V. I swear!”

He lowered his face to her knees, but Violet quickly lifted it and found his eyes watering. She brought Eden’s face close and kissed him. “I’m just glad you’re okay. What happened, happened. All that matters now is that we’re all here and alive. Right?”

Eden wiped the tears away as he stood, his body free of the bloodstains, scars, and battering he had taken during the fight with the other Titans. “Of course.”

Sasha stepped away from behind the wheelchair and pulled Eden’s hands to the handles so he could push Violet the rest of the way.

“Violet, you’re awake!” Terra raced over and used her hip to shove Sasha out of the way. “I was worried. Eden more, of course, but ... It’s just been a lot without you.” Her tone was sweet, but in her eyes was a heaviness that Violet couldn’t ignore.

“Everything alright, Terra?”

She nodded and raised her head, putting on that stony expression of pride. “Nightmares that’s all. I just can’t get them out of my head. But we can talk later.”

Violet nodded and held her hand. “I promise we will, okay?”

Alfred got to his feet, his tall, toned frame rising from the bench. Through his dark-brown skin, the shine of his nearly swollen right eye was too obvious to ignore. Jennifer had worked him over alright. “Well, look who it is. We didn’t think you would ever get out of the fish tank.”

“We’re gonna start calling you the little mermaid.” Manie laughed, his green eyes flickering from the table and his light-brown curls long enough to cover his ears. He slapped his hands down on the tabletop with excitement.

Eden brought Violet’s legs over the bench and helped her out of the wheelchair, placing her on the bench away from Jennifer. “It won’t take long to get your legs back, but for the first hour or two—”

“How is she?” Violet asked, turning to face Jennifer. The Titan ate in silence, ignoring everyone around her.

“She’s pissed,” Eden said.

Violet’s eyes narrowed. “So, you segregate yourselves from her to make her feel worse?”

“V, she kinda did this to herself. Look what she did to me.” Alfred gently felt around his eye.

Well deserved, more than likely.

Violet’s fists rattled at her sides as she listened to their excuses.

“I really just need to eat right now.” Between her emotions and being hungry, she had to get a grip. Especially if she planned on talking to Jen.

Sasha walked over with a plate of food that consisted of two burgers, fries, and a side of string beans.

“It’s like we’re eating in the cafeteria at Duskton High all over again,” Sasha joked. “Minus Madison anyway, and ...”

Elric. Nobody said it, but the silence was more than enough to fill in the blanks.

Violet took the tray. “Thanks. Can you wheel me over to her?” She looked over at Jen, poking at the food on her plate.

Sasha’s expression mangled into a face of fear. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, it’s now or never.”

Eden helped her back into the wheelchair and wheeled her over to the bench where Jen sat.

Jen mercilessly stabbed a fork into a string bean, refusing to look up. She made eye contact with Violet but only briefly before rolling them with an unenthusiastic sigh. The frustration in the air stung like tiny needles over Violet’s arms.

Unlike the last time they met. Jen wore jeans and a black V-neck top with the necklaces and earrings still intact. Violet hopped onto the bench and plopped next to her, trying to pace herself.

As bad as it looked, the food tasted amazing. Violet tore into the burger and shoveled a few mushy, overcooked string beans into her mouth.

“You’re acting like you haven’t eaten before.” Jen scrunched her nose.

“Will you relax? Seriously! You’re worse than me,” Sasha snapped back. “Maybe you are from the Pride Empire, you stuck up piece of work.”

Jen’s eyes sharpened, taking on an intense glow that could’ve burst Sasha into flames. She stood and leaned over the table. “What did you say?”

“A cooked horse would probably taste good too,” Violet blurted out to change the subject. “You’re right, Jen. Not eating for three days sucks. I’m starving!”

Jen’s shoulders dropped, and her eyes softened, her body shifting from ass-kicking mode to neutral.

Sasha had her beat by six inches, easily. But this wasn’t a battle of height. Even if Sasha went into her fox mode, Violet bet Jen could still get some good licks in.

The boys’ table was silent. Violet glanced from the corner of her eyes as they studied the events unfolding. Violet shot a murderous glare their way, which forced them out of their seats. They cleared their trays, sticking together like a gaggle, and made their way over.

“Wow, V,” Alfred spoke nervously, “I guess you’re a little hungry?”

“Just a tad bit,” Violet replied, stabbing the rest of the green beans and shoving them into her mouth. She swallowed and finished the first burger and had her fingers wrapped around the second.

Jen continued to play with the vegetables that were nothing more than mashed pieces, ignoring the existence of everyone else. Violet could sense that she’d emotionally checked out.

“Look who’s finally awake!” Samantha walked in with two men in uniform trailing behind her. “And eating to get her strength back. Good.”

Violet’s eyes widened. “Hey, long time no see.”

“You’re telling me. How are you feeling? The doctors fix you up good?” Samantha gave her a hug.

“They definitely did.”

“Good to hear.” Sam took a deep breath. “Look, not to rush things, but …” Her eyes fixated on Jen.

“Right.” Violet thought about the night in that hotel room when she brought Elric home. But the images of all the horrific things he had done crushed those memories to nothingness.

It was time.


Chapter 3
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The Burdensome Truth

Violet cleared her throat as her eyes welled with tears. She bit her bottom lip and squeezed her eyes shut, hating to admit that Elric could commit such horrors. “Jen …”

Jen focused on the tray of food. “What is it?”

“Look, can we talk?” And like a ticking time bomb, Violet felt all the internal strife and frustration erupt from the girl.

“Sure. And I’ll start.” She sneered. “Let’s see … Three days ago, you promised to tell me where Elric is, but my time has been wasted in this shitty military base—that apparently can’t afford cable, yeah, I remember cable—while gutter trash boys hit on me, and nobody around me can look me in the eyes and tell me the truth! Do you know where Elric is or not?”

“Take it easy,” Eden yelled, stepping in with his hand out.

“Take it easy? Who are you? Who are any of you? I don’t trust anyone here,” Jen said, belittling the group. “Violet, right? You’re lying or at the least hiding something. And I damn sure don’t trust her,” Jen added, glaring at Samantha. “Now, tell me!” she shouted, her knuckles cracking with tension.

Violet took a deep breath. “I know things have been weird, but—”

“Weird? Let me tell you about weird. My parents were murdered in front of me by a giant ox monster. I was thrown into a wormhole that spat me out in a world where I was treated like trash for the first month because I was a human, and I suffered from amnesia. I fought in battles and wars that had nothing to do with me and watched people I cared about die mercilessly! I fell in love with Ermak.” Tears rolled down her cheeks, but Jen angrily wiped them away. “Along the way, my memory returned, and I thought Elric was dead until the rumors of Blight being killed raced over Ermak. I knew it had something to do with him.”

Eden stood. “Terra told us you came back because Madison told you everything, and I’m glad she did, but there’s a hell of a lot she missed, especially after she left. And I really mean this when I say I’m sorry to hear about everything that’s happened to you, but you can’t treat people the way you’ve been treating us.”

“You have no idea what it’s like to have everything taken from you. To be utterly alone with no hope of getting the ones you love back. Elric’s the only one I have left … and he’s the only one who understands.”

Violet couldn’t help but hear Elric’s voice in Jen’s words. That suffering that plunged him into darkness gripped Jen too. Those eyes carried an unbearable weight with them. Fortunately for her, Ermak kept her strong. She must have found good friends there.

Violet took another deep breath and prepared for whatever came out of her mouth. The cafeteria went silent. Violet closed her eyes. “Look, I’m sorry—”

“Hold your apologies for someone who cares, and tell me where he is!” Jen slammed her fist on the table.

Violet opened her eyes. “It’s funny. I remember Elric feeling the same way. Sadness and excitement mixed with a lot of frustration. I can see why he felt so connected with you. And why you two have such a strong bond. You love him more than I could ever know.”

Jennifer remained silent.

Sasha tugged at her arm. “You don’t have to take this, V.”

“It’s okay. I knew I would have to tell her someday. I didn’t think it would be in this lifetime, though.”

“Tell me what?”

“Like I was telling you back in the jail cell, Jen, Elric isn’t the boy you loved and fought for anymore. That person, that boy, died years ago when he thought he’d lost you forever.”

“That’s for me to decide, not you.” Jen’s eyes began to water and she began to shake her head.

“Jennifer,” Violet tried to coax her to understand.

“I know he’s messed up and done some terrible things, but just give me a chance to talk to him.”

“Jennifer.” As hot as Violet’s face felt, her body shivered from the energy that had consumed the room. Jen snapped out of it and looked down at Violet. “Elric used his powers to try and kill us on multiple occasions, and just a few days ago, he leveled an entire city.”

Jennifer’s bottom lip quivered as she stepped back from the table. “No. No, he wouldn’t do anything like that … I-I don’t believe you.”

With a nod from Samantha, Eden retrieved a remote control from the counter of the serving table and flicked on the large plasma screen TV. “Look. You tell us what you see.”

It showed the mass carnage and complete annihilation of Boston. Only the structural remnants of buildings stood on the outskirts. In the center was the large crater from the attack that crushed everything to dust. Even the John Hancock Tower was nothing more than a figment of their memories. Below the video, in bold red letters, it said, Death Toll in the Thousands.

A picture of Elric came on the screen, one taken from when he held the president hostage. The other two pictures were of the Fire and Water Titans.

“Th–this …” Jen’s eyes widened with tears running down her chin. “This can’t be real. None of this is.” She fought herself free from the soldiers and ran out of the cafeteria.

“Jennifer, wait!” Violet yelled.

Jen broke through another group of soldiers, bolting down the halls. Nobody could stop her.

“Violet, she needs time to herself,” Samantha mumbled.

“Turning on that television sure didn’t help,” Alfred said, nudging Eden.

Eden shook his head. “We don’t have time to try to sugar coat anything. Too many people died to try to play this game. We should be getting ready for the next attack.”

Violet ignored the weak state of her legs and stood. “I don’t know if it’s you or Sirocco, but you can be a cold, emotionless idiot sometimes.”

Leaving them, Violet made her way along the corridor, relying on the cold white cinderblock walls for balance. The ceiling lights poorly illuminated the halls as they flickered rapidly with a low buzz. She remembered the day they had escaped from Area Zero. She had gone back for Elric, only to find that horrific grizzly scene of what had become of the secret military base. Hundreds of people gone. Buildings, palm trees, all replaced by black grains of sand.

Violet’s stomach sunk as a rancid sourness dribbled into her mouth, her legs nearly buckled as a little bit of her lunch spilled from her lips. The memory of Area Zero, London, and now Boston came crashing together.

We were supposed to stop him! We were supposed to save the city and all those people.

She paused, her insides fluttering wildly like a thundering storm, each breath deeper than the last. Get a grip. Come on! Her heart raced as streams of sweat fell down her cheeks.

Her lungs filled with air, then softly released, and for the moment, that’s all Violet focused on, her heart beating against freshly healed ribs. That’s better, now focus.

She closed her eyes, and a flash of warm purple light spread from her center like a network of spider webs seeking out life. Deep sorrow came from down the corridor. There!

With each sluggish step, Violet dragged herself forward. She owed it to Jennifer. Strangely enough, she felt she owed it to Elric as well. She pushed open the door to a small room. The light she allowed in from the hallway cut through the darkness.

In the corner, curled up like a ball sobbing, was Jen. A sliver of light seeped into the room, outlining the rivulets of tears that fell from her round chin. Violet made her way over and eased herself down next to her.

Jennifer wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for what happened. For everything. It’s my fault.” The strong glow of Jen’s eyes gleamed through the watery drops of her broken heart.

Violet always wondered what she would say, how she would comfort the girl she made that promise to. “I wish I had the power to change this … I really do. But it’s too late now. No one can reach him.”

She thought about Sage’s death, and even though Elric didn’t give the killing blow, he assisted in it.

Jen wiped the tears from her face. Her brown cheeks and hazel eyes absorbed the light that pierced the darkness of the cold room. “I will.”

With narrowing eyes, Violet glared. She didn’t care if Jen saw the disbelief. The skepticism cracked her face like an old painting. That pride of hers made Violet sick. “You don’t understand. Seeing it on TV is nothing. Elric’s not the same person. He’ll stop at nothing to destroy everything.”

“I know. I … I know. But he needs me to be there for him. If I had come back sooner, none of this would’ve happened. I can do it; I’ll bring him back.”

Violet shook her head. “I was right where you were. I had that same confidence. But people almost died because of that confidence … People did die.” She could see Sage’s smiling face in the back of her mind.

“You aren’t me,” Jen argued.

Violet had to hold her tongue and fist back. She wondered how someone so headstrong, so determined and confident could be so oblivious and so blind. “Jen, you don’t know anything.”

“I know Elric better than anyone. I know exactly what he’s been through. And I know what he needs.”

“Jen, he’s responsible for the deaths of thousands.”

Jen’s head fell on Violet’s shoulder. “Thank you for loving him when I couldn’t. I know you tried. Those scars. That pain. You gave your all to try and stop him. Thank you, but it’s my turn now.”

Violet thought about Elric’s cold eyes right before he destroyed Boston and sent them running for their lives. He was like an emotionless robot. “He’s a monster, Jen. He will kill you.”

 “You don’t get it. From the day I met him, he never had much. Then to have the few who cared about him taken away … It must’ve killed him inside. He never had the chance to know his real parents or know what happened to them. Just like me, he was an orphan. I never knew my real parents either. We were both alone until we found each other. Then I …” Jen clenched her fist and winced as tears fell from her eyes.

“I don’t know what else to tell you,” Violet said in a near whisper. “Nobody here can stop you from feeling the way you do. But you haven’t seen it. The pain and destruction he’s caused. You haven’t felt the emptiness that pours from him.”

“I’ve made up my mind even if it kills me.” Jen got to her feet and fixed her hair into a ponytail. “Nobody should be alone in a world like this, especially Elric. He deserves more than hatred.”

There was a love there that no one could ever understand. Even with the ability to feel everything around her, Violet was blind to that love. Unconditional. Undying and unbreakable. Violet thought she had that love for all of them. Especially Elric. But she didn’t.

Not after the sight of him helping take Sage away, and then Boston. .. She would never forgive Elric. But this girl was willing to go the distance.

“Jen, I know you love him, but—”

“You’ll never understand. I’m moving past all that.” She closed her eyes. “Are you done?”

Jen’s words hit hard. Violet’s face flushed red. Her knuckles cracked into a fist. “I hope you’re as strong as you think you are. That love you have for him. You’re going to need it. I promise you that.”

She wanted to slap Jen in the face, knock some sense into her. The girl was insane.

Jen was silent.

Violet took a deep breath; the anger sweltering from Jen was impossible to ignore. She’s more stubborn than I’ll ever be. But she’s gone crazy if she thinks she’s going to change him now.

Jen extended a hand, and Violet saw that her expression had softened.

Violet accepted Jen’s offer and rose to her feet. “Well, no point in trying to change your mind then. I think it’s time to get back to the others.”

“I don’t know if I can. I’ve been a real piece of work lately.”

Violet smiled. That’s putting it mildly. “We’ve all had a rough time since the attacks in Boston. Besides, Eden owes you a huge apology for what he did.”

“You know Elric loved you guys, right? I mean more than anything. When you brought him back that day and left him, all he thought about was all of you. He was worried. Broken.”

A memory flashed in the back of Violet’s mind. Her lips curved softly, remembering the rigorous training Zaroule and Sage put them through. No amount of training could prepare them for all the loss they had to endure.

A hand was placed over Violet’s shoulder. “I know you can’t forgive him. But don’t lose hope, okay?”

“Things would have been different if you came back sooner. But just like you’ve made your decision … I’ve long since made mine.” The bitterness of their conversation was still on Violet’s lips. The failure to save all those people in Boston, heavy. Still, she wouldn’t take that anger out on Jen. “But I’m glad you’re here now. It has to mean something, right?”


Chapter 4
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Worst Behavior

Wheels squealed as a blazing red Ferrari whipped around the corner of L.A.’s busiest street. From the roofless coupe, Elric’s messy black hair blew wildly into his pale face, sirens blaring just behind. From the driver’s seat, Enzo wailed with a raised fist and, struggling to keep herself from flying out of the car, Rai grabbed onto anything she could.

Police cruisers bolted through the dust and smoke of peeled rubber like bullets out of a smoking pistol. Elric glanced down at Rai’s fingers digging into the leather of his seat. Her trembling hand pulled a few blue strands behind her ear.

“Don’t you think we’re going a little too fast, Enzo?” she blurted from her perch stuffed in the middle. Her tiny, slender frame sat just over the shift with her boots straddling the base.

“What? We’re only going ninety-five,” Enzo argued, his dark-brown eyes big and consumed with excitement. The speed demon had him now.

Rai yelled, “In a forty-five!”

A devilish grin stretched over Enzo’s dimpled dark-brown face as his fingers wrapped around the clutch. He slammed it forward and shouted in an attempt to compete with the roaring engine. Rai and Elric were thrown back.

An icy gust rolled from Elric’s left side as Rai dug an icy blade into the shift area, using it as a handle to keep from being thrown out of the topless coupe.

Elric ignored Enzo’s howl of excitement and obnoxious laughter, focusing on the rearview mirror. Five police cruisers raced behind the Italian luxury beast, lights flickering in the desert Cali heat. They organized pretty quick.

The Ferrari dealership went up in flames fifteen minutes after the manager refused to let Enzo test drive one of the newer models. One thing led to another, and now they were in the midst of a police chase. This just three days after Boston.

A deep exhale left Elric’s lungs as he eased back into the leather bucket seat. He wasn’t big into fast cars and the fancy life. Never was. He thought about his childhood with that girl he once knew. They used to go to all kinds of fundraisers and yacht parties with her parents. She was dead and gone now. Like everyone else.

Elric cracked his neck, sat up and began unclipping his seat belt.

Rai’s turquoise eyes dropped down to the straps. “Where’re you going?” she asked as an icy breath left her lips.

He took hold of the windshield and pulled himself up. Judging the speed and force of the wind, he could glide easily. The crimson glow consumed his dark-brown pupils hungrily as he caught them in the rearview mirror. Sharp. Diabolical. “Take my seat. I want to stretch my wings a bit.”

She reached out and grasped his hand. “Elric, you don’t have to?”

“Take my seat. I’ll be back.” His tone became direct and brackish, cutting Rai at the knees as her eyes met his bloodlust gaze.

He whipped around the hood of the car. Buildings, people, and other vehicles were a blur. The force helped him stay close to the windshield.

Elric yelled, “Enzo! Speed up!”

“I’m at one-ten in a city. You know I will, though.” He howled again.

Elric launched himself into the air. The wings tore through the back of his shirt, blocking out the sun below the police cruisers. He gave one flap, catching the wind, then dove toward the lead cruiser.

He crashed into the hood, and the whole front crumbled, dropping the engine below the cruiser. Windows shattered, rattling everyone inside as the cruiser flipped on its nose. Elric leaped to the hood of the second vehicle. With his razor-sharp claws, he sliced through the roof like scissors through paper. He yanked out the passenger. The man’s face was beet-red, his eyes wet with tears and frantic with disbelief. Elric tossed him into the wind before he could get a word out.

“I need back up, now! Get him off me!” the driver shouted into his radio.

A third vehicle pulled up beside them. Bullets from the passenger seat pelted the thin layer of darkness that coated Elric’s flesh, dissolving on impact. Blackness slithered from Elric’s arm and wrapped around the vehicle. The cruiser was lifted off all four tires and hurled into a building across from them.

Screams and the shattering of glass were quickly devoured by the roaring sounds of the chase. Elric ripped the driver out of the vehicle he was on and jumped into the air, flapping to keep up with the Ferrari.

The cruiser crashed into a restaurant, sending people scattering. It wasn’t long before the beating of a helicopter filled their ears as it approached from the west side.

The officer fought to break free of the claws that cut through the straps of his body armor. He cursed, dripping with sweat. “What the hell are you? What do you want?”

Elric’s eyes burned into the officer’s.

“We just want to relax,” Elric replied apathetically.

With just as much care as his voice carried, he tossed the man to the side. The officer smacked the tar and rolled into a ditch.

One of the cruisers fell back, whipping around in the direction where the officer lay. The other valiantly continued the chase, fighting to catch up to the sleek-bodied Ferrari that flowed in and out of traffic. It whipped onto the highway with a screech. Rai must have been cussing and fighting Enzo from the passenger seat.

Why red, Enzo? Elric thought, shaking his head in the dry air.

Elric turned and slung a black mass of energy at the trailing helicopter. With smooth precision, it swayed out of the way. He stiffened his wings, gliding away from the police chase, hoping the helicopter would follow. Instead, it darted around him, continuing after the red Ferrari.

Not a good move, Elric thought, tearing through the air behind the aircraft. A black stream ripped through the air, impaling the body of the helicopter, and another stream ripped off the top blades sending it plummeting to a rocky area off the road. Now the last cruiser.

The wind whipped the wild black strands into his eyes as he focused below. A flash of fire hit the hood of the cruiser, sending it spiraling into the guard rails. Enzo’s ability to multitask was the cause of that, of course.

Traffic allowed the Ferrari to break through as Elric watched the vehicle whip onto an exit that was less heavily trafficked. From above, the area was a ghost town; not a single vehicle trailed them or moved around the barren orange land where an old factory of some sort looked to be dead and forgotten. Good move, Enzo.

Elric glided overhead as his claws morphed into his human digits. Sweat streamed down his face as he ripped the shirt from his chest, letting the wind carry it below. The Ferrari stuck out like a sore thumb as it darted through the old, rusted factory grounds and shrieked as it drifted behind an old dumpster heap.

Elric plummeted to the parking lot, smashing into the tar and cracking it to pieces from the force. As he swiftly made his way over to the vehicle, his wings folded into his back.

Enzo erupted with laughter, jumping over the driver’s door and slapping the side of the Ferrari, his long dark-brown fingers gliding over the glistening smooth red paint job. Elric wasn’t sure Enzo had experience driving, but he lived up to the words “drive it like you stole it.”

Rai jumped out, stabbing an icy blade into the frame. Like an apple, the red paint peeled away as she stomped toward them. Her hips shifted like that of a runway model, and her stance in front of the driver’s side door was the same. “Enzo, I swear if it weren’t for Elric, I’d drown you right now!”

Enzo threw his hands up. “Rai, let’s be real. That was dirty, right? My driving skills are legendary.” He bobbed on his heels, Gucci jeans struggling to stay on his hips. “That’s how I got my name, girl!”

“Elric, will you say something to him?” Rai begged, her eyes fading into the dark brown as she pulled a blue strand behind her ear.

Shaking his head, Elric studied Rai. She sported thigh-high black shorts, and a thin black t-shirt—revealing the detail and color of the dragon tattoo that started from her hip and wrapped around her shoulders—and black leather studded boots, which raced up to her mid-calf. She leaned over the side of the car where the icy blade still embedded gave off a chilled smoke in the dry heat.

Enzo, on the other hand, was draped in Gucci, spoiled by the life of an outlaw. His hair was braided in a row of zigzags. Yesterday they went to a famous salon in Florida where Enzo threw the beauticians two rolls of cash—four thousand dollars each. The women lost their minds, quickly giving him the white glove treatment.

 “Vacation’s over. Let’s head back to the condo,” Elric said, looking to the sky. After a showing like that, it wouldn’t be long before the military came knocking. Not like they could do anything at this point.

A groan of disappointment escaped Enzo’s lips. “Man, joy ride’s over? We can always head to the Lambo dealership.”

“No more cars. Please,” Rai cried, gripping her scalp. “I’m with Elric. Let’s head back home.”

Home, Elric thought. Villa Verde was a beautiful five-bedroom, five-and-a-half-bath home with a pool, spa, and multiple beautiful views of the Sea of Cortez. It was located in the La Noria section of Puerto Los Cabos and even Elric was beyond impressed by the digs Rai provided. And Enzo accepted the lavish lifestyle as if it were something he long deserved. And they said bad guys never win.

His comics had it all wrong, or maybe that was the fantasy world he brought himself to believe was true when he was younger. This world—the broken one—the world where they could destroy an entire city then kick their feet up in a luxury villa just proved his point.

Being in California right now after Boston, joyriding in a Ferrari, was like taking a dump on the desk of the president. But he didn’t tread lightly on what he had done. Satellites could pinpoint them if they hadn’t already.

“We just destroyed a prominent city of the United States. We have to stay on our toes and not get cocky.” Elric’s voice was coarse as his eyes met Enzo’s. “We’ve still got work to do if we plan on bringing down the world powers.”

“Damn, damn, damn.” Enzo’s excitement ebbed into a groan of defeat. “You’re right .… Both of you.” He nodded to Rai.

She nudged Enzo with an elbow. “We have plenty of stuff to do later, hothead. Let’s stay the course.”

Blackness rolled from beneath, wrapping around them as they sunk into the broken concrete of the factory.

Elric admired the rocky orange hills of California. A patchwork of brownish shrubbery and smooth stone grew from the sides, nothing like the lush green mountains of Maine. He thought of fresh pines in late spring, the droves of wildflowers springing up in a mixture of colors and shades. Funny. He used to hate walking through the wilderness, fearing ticks, bears, and anything else that took him out of his comfort zone. He feared so much back then. But that childlike innocence was razed by the hell he endured.

That boy wouldn’t last a day in his shoes now.

 

They rose from the white marble-tiled floor of the living room where the sweet scent of Rai’s Chanel perfume mixed with Enzo’s Burberry made the forty-five hundred square feet lounge feel like home.

Enzo leaped onto the couch and stretched out, refusing to kick off his boots, hands behind his head. Rai went straight to her room while Elric headed to his own room. A large king-sized bed with black silk sheets awaited him. He sat, looking down at his hands.

“What’s on your mind, Elric?” Erebus asked.

“Something Calamity said a while back, something about ‘we all have someone to answer to.’ What do you think she meant by that?”

A crackling laugh echoed from his insides. “Concerned about her?”

“I just… If I kill her and get her out of the way … will I still have to worry about someone else? I’m asking because you’ve been here the longest. You know this world better than anyone.”

Erebus growled. “This world, yes. The Allverse … no. As powerful and wise as I am, my knowledge is not as vast as you may think. The Allverse is immense, and even I’m nothing but a grain in its ocean.”

“So, you think there’s a possibility that beyond our universe, in this Allverse, there could be someone out there …? Something even more powerful than she is?”

“I’m saying that beyond this universe and this pebble of a world, there could be horrors and creatures that are far more powerful than she ever could be. Even myself.”

A shiver of excitement jolted down Elric’s spine, and his lips peeled back at the thought. “Interesting …”

“What are you smiling about?” Rai asked, standing in the doorway.

Elric looked up and shook his head. “Nothing. Just thinking about our next move.”

“Oh yeah?” She walked in and sat on the edge of his bed about a foot away, rolling her fingers through the silk sheets. Her eyes shimmered a devilish blue hue, her gaze holding a spark of passion. “Can I ask you something?”

He shrugged, ignoring the brisk air she emitted. “Go ahead.”

She crawled onto the bed, inching close enough that he could feel her icy breath on his neck. “I used to think that you and that redhead had a thing, especially with the way she was around you. But after everything in Boston, that couldn’t have been the case. So …”

“So?” Elric scowled, looking at the floor.

“So, when was the last time you were with a girl?” She leaned forward as their eyes met.

His face hardened; his lips pressed together as if to lock away his words. The expression obviously rattled Rai enough for her to pull back, and he wondered if she felt his emotions too. The absolute disdain. His lips broke away with a subtle rise from the corner of his mouth. “Dating? What good is that?”

She swallowed hard, and her sensual nature changed as she became defensive. “Are you serious? You haven’t dated before?” Rai’s tone was shaky, escaping her trembling lips.

Elric’s head cocked to the side. “Never had a need for it. Never needed to date or be with anyone.” He thought about Madison, then the thought of that girl flashed in the back of his mind. Her dark-brown hair. Her hazel eyes.

Elric’s heart jumped.

“What was that?” Erebus grumbled.

“I don’t know?” Elric thought deeply as his gaze lowered to the marble floor. His eyes began to twitch. Memories of Lexington High, of his foster parents ... Then he smirked. “I still remember her. That girl. Jennifer Reeves.”

“That’s right. The girl you let die at the hands of Blight’s general.” The growl grew with excitement. “It’s been a while since she crossed your mind like that. Especially for me to take notice.”

Elric ignored Erebus. “There was this one girl .…” Rai inched closer, hanging onto his every word. “But she died. She and her parents were killed. I was too weak then to protect them,” he said with a raspy voice.

Rai’s gaze slumped to the side as she leaned back. “Did you love her?”

“Love?” The darkness surged from him, filling the room like water, splashing against the walls. His eyes were taken over by the crimson glow. “Why would I need something like that? Love makes you weak, makes you hesitate. It makes you trust people who will lead you down to your grave. All I need are goals. Aspirations. My ambition.” He pursed his lips. “I shed that skin of love a long time ago.”

Rai rose from the bed and stepped in front of him. She slowly arched over, placing her hands on his thighs, and licked her lips before gently kissing him on the cheek. When she drew back, Elric noticed the dampness in her eyes.

“Don’t do that again,” he said with a scowl. “Don’t ask me about love, dates, or anything that ties me to being human. Do you understand?”

“Why?” Rai stepped back. “Because I made you feel something?” She bristled, then tried to hide it by crossing her arms.

“Because I might kill you next time.”

She sniffled. “It’s funny. I’ve killed dozens of people and kept a portion of my humanity intact. But you? Whatever made you human is gone. Isn’t it?”

“Guys!” Enzo called from the living room. “Y’all might want to check this out!”

Elric rose to his feet. Rai stepped aside and followed him to the living room.

Enzo had the television on CNN and had turned up the volume. “Yo, E. Did you mess up London before you picked Rai and me up?”

“Calamity and I did, yes. Why?”

Rai squinted following the headlines. “In about four hours, all world governments are coming together for a NATO summit. Organized in response to the attacks on London and Boston. Shit.”

She swallowed hard.

Elric stuffed his hands into his pockets. “About time they got together.”

Enzo swallowed and jumped off the couch, scanning the skies. “That satellite shit you were talking about got me shook, man. I don’t want to get hit with a drone or something. Maybe we should head back to that stink cave.”

Rai bent over laughing. “All that big talk, and now you’re afraid of drones? Seriously, Enzo, what the hell is a missile going to do to you anyway?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never tested the theory to find out.”

Elric smirked and shook his head, getting his mind off Rai’s flirting. He shot her a look, catching her eye. Her smile faded as she looked away.

“What do you two want to do?” Elric asked.

Everyone was silent. Then a fiendish smile crawled over Rai’s face. The look of murderous intent and destruction, an expression Elric learned to respect.

“Let’s hit the meeting. There’s a lot of important people there, right?” She rolled her eyes and looked to Elric. “You’re decent at strategizing, so I’ll go with whatever you want.”

Enzo scratched the scruff on his chin. “Yeah, making plans for something like attacking NATO? Way over my head, bro. You know me. I’m going in blazing and roasting everybody, real talk. This one’s on you, Elric.” A sly smile slipped across Enzo’s face. “But it would be badass if we attacked a NATO meeting. All those fat cats from different countries … They wouldn’t know what hit ‘em!”

“A quick change of heart for a person afraid to get hit with a drone strike,” Rai teased. “So, what are we going to do?”

“Rai, you research where that meeting is being held. I’ll get us as close as possible.” Elric glared at the television.

“No need,” she said, pointing to the television screen. “Looks like it’s in Brussels. If you can get us to London, we can hop on a train. Should only be a few hours from there. We’re going to have to be low key though.”

Elric nodded. “We’ll include ourselves in the conversation. It’s only right.” Elric shrugged. “Grab your hoodies. We’re leaving in a few minutes.”

Enzo sighed. “And just like that, there goes our vacation. I wanted to at least hit up Florida one more time.”


Chapter 5
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Fruits of His Labor

A yellowing mist hung in the sky as they rose from a pile of debris. London was wet, reeking of toxic smog and sewage, and nothing more than deteriorating structures. Dozens of first responders echoed along with the screeching and roaring of construction vehicles.

Elric peeked around the corner to see dozens of men and women in vests and ventilation masks, firefighters, police officers, you name it. He was surprised that they were still at it, cleaning up and searching. Maybe for survivors, maybe for evidence, but more than likely for remains.

Crumbling concrete toppled over on the left side of Enzo. He stepped down into a puddle of mud and sewage. “Damn it!” He scrapped the sludge off his boots.

Rai tapped Enzo on the shoulder in remorse. “So, you did all this … by yourself?” she asked Elric

“No. I had help. Calamity.” He looked down at his hands. “But now, I’m pretty sure I can do so much more than even this.”

“Yippee,” Rai said, arching her brows.

 “Damn, this … This is shitty,” Enzo replied, stomping the rest of the mud off his boots. He scouted the area, climbing higher on a pile of rebar, concrete, and stone. He shook his head. “How did you do this?”

Elric tightened his fists. The intensity made his knuckles crack. “I call it ‘collapse.’ Using my powers, I can increase the gravity in an area. All I need is dark matter the size of a marble, and I get these results. In Boston, it was the size of a beach ball, and you saw the damage done there on the news.”

Rai’s brows pinched together. Her jaw hung loose as her eyes fixed on him. “That’s both frightening and incredible. But that makes sense considering you have the ability to control dark matter and dark energy.”

Elric raised a brow. “So you think you understand my powers then?”

“Nope. Your powers alone defy all scientific logic and theories. All three of ours do. We have Devas inside us. Sure, I still follow some concept of science with how I can move water through all its forms, but it should all be impossible.”

Enzo rolled his eyes. “A’ight, whatever. That’s cool and all, but I still plan on becoming the top Titan. Gravity control and black holes … Doesn’t matter to me.”

Rai twisted her mouth. “Right. Keep living that dream.”

Elric faced Rai, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “Can you pull out the map for the train station?”

She pulled the folded sheet from her waistband. “It won’t do us any good. This map was for the station located in London. There’s no way in hell it’s still operational. And even if it is, it would be closed off.”

Enzo grumbled and tugged on the ends of his braids. “If you would’ve allowed us to buy cellphones, this wouldn’t be an issue.”

“If you two would’ve bought cell phones, we would’ve been hit with one of those drone strikes you seem so worried about,” Elric replied. Enzo twisted his mouth, locking his lips tight. Elric assumed it had something to do with having a hellfire missile dropped on his head.

Elric threw a hood over his messy black hair and stepped into the group of responders.

“Please help. I’m lost,” he pleaded.

One man jumped back and pulled down his ventilation mask. “What the hell are you doing here? You can’t be here; this area is completely off-limits. Haven’t you been watching the news?”

“Y-yes, I have,” Elric stuttered. “I just need to get home. Where is the closest train to get back to Brussels?”

The man with a vest looked at Elric in disbelief and worked his mouth in a chewing manner. His nose wrinkled as his eyes narrowed. “Brussels, aye? You sound more like a yank to me?”

“Uh, yes. Everything in the States has gone to hell, so we moved in with family,” Elric said, stumbling through his words.

The man nodded. “Yeah, everywhere has gone to hell at that.” The man lowered his head to try to get a better look at Elric’s face. Elric tucked his chin to his chest. “I guess it’s better being over here than the States anyway. From the sounds of it, all the monsters are coming from there. Might even be hoarding them for experiments.” The man shrugged. “What the news is saying anyway.”

Elric gave a subtle nod. The man was right in more ways than he knew, and Elric was confident the US wasn’t the only place where that was happening. But once they dismantled the world powers, that wouldn’t be a concern anymore.

“Yeah, a real mess,” Elric said coldly.

The man nodded. “Due to everything here, the Eurostar adjusted a bit. It’s actually how most responders get back and forth. Head south down Abbey Road, and you’ll start seeing the signs for the train. Make sure you don’t come back this way, though. This isn’t just construction. This is recovery.” He pulled up his mask and resealed it, turning back to the group of people who watched on.

Elric nodded, understanding exactly what the guy meant. It also solidified his thoughts as to what they were all doing.

“Thanks,” he said. He went over to the two Titans, who still looked astonished by what he just did. “Get your hoodies up. We’re heading to Brussels.”

They followed the man’s instructions to a poorly constructed train station. Caution tape, orange plastic fencing, and concrete barriers made up a section of it. The rest was reused construction wood for framing. A bunch of responders and other people in regular clothes waited for the train masked in a shroud of cigarette smoke.

Enzo took a deep breath. “You know it’s crazy. Ever since I joined up with you, I haven’t had a single cigarette. I don’t even have the urge.”

Rai raked her fingers through the swoop of hair that hung down one side of her face. “You’ve found yourself addicted to something else, that’s why.”

“Oh yeah, and what’s that?” he replied smugly.

Elric met the shrewd gaze she gave him.

She smirked. “Elric is way more powerful than you’ll ever be.”

“Bullshit!” Enzo stood tall. The group of smokers looked over at the three of them. “I can take Elric on any time I want. Before you fools get up in the morning, I’ve been training and meditating.”

“Calm down,” Elric growled. “You’re attracting too much attention.”

The temperature in the air climbed ten degrees the moment those words left Rai’s lips. She cackled, slapping her thigh and holding her sides.

Enzo shook his head and took a deep breath. “Sorry.”

“See? You found something to substitute the addiction for cigarette smoking. I’m just trying to be helpful, that’s all.” She giggled.

As the temperature adjusted to a brisk wetness, a metallic shriek broke up the concerned whispers of the people around them. A train blew in with a humid hiss, bringing with it a thick, chalky smoke that forced Elric and the others to cover their faces. A wrinkled wet newspaper rolled across the platform, showing the picture of the three of them.

Rai snatched the paper and flattened it out as best as she could to get a better look. The pictures showed a forgotten history of the three of them. Rai with long unkempt black hair. She was much younger and looked like she had been through hell. Enzo was much skinnier than he was now. An old school photo, maybe high school? He still had that cocky smile, reminding Elric of the first time they met in that factory a few weeks ago.

The train doors hissed open, and the three of them took their seats in the far back. The headlines read: International terrorists wanted for London and Boston bombings. Countless dead.

Elric sneered as he read over the names beneath their pictures. Elric Blake, Rai Tsu, Casey Jones. He whispered, “They know everything about us.”

Rai sat back in her seat. “I hope Uncle can handle the storm that’s to come on this. He’s good with the political shit, but Japan’s about to get a lot of attention if the press finds out I have so much influence there.”

“Damn, they couldn’t have found a better picture of me?” Enzo whispered, burying his face in his hands. “I look like a scrub. My hair’s a mess; my lips look dry and ashy .… Damn,” he continued, shaking his head.

A jolt of excitement panged Elric’s insides as he thought about their next steps.

“After NATO, we’re going to change the world,” he whispered, looking down at the newspaper. “No more hoodies, no more hiding. We’re going to be gods among them. Understood?”

Rai nodded as Enzo gave a greedy sneer.

 

From the yellow smog that clung to an apocalyptic London to a beautiful cloudless sky, the passing scenery from within the high-speed rail would have been an enjoyable ride for anyone else. Rolling green hills that humbled with each glimpse between tunnels and the sun encasing the trees and fields with a golden aura was calendar perfect. But, for Elric, this train ride meant so much more.

For two hours, they sat in a train that reeked of stale cigarettes and sweat, and for two hours, they whispered their plan of action for once they got to Brussels. Based on the information Rai gathered, the NATO headquarters was a nineteen-minute taxi ride from the Brussels terminal.

Once there, Elric would get a good picture of the structure, then via umbraportation, travel to the roof of the building with Rai and Enzo and enter the meeting from the ceiling. That was the plan. And if things didn’t go accordingly, Elric already thought of multiple contingencies. The worst-case scenario being he leveled NATO and half of Brussels, but he didn’t share that tidbit with Rai and Enzo.

An easing of momentum and the gripping shrieks of the breaks got Elric’s blood going. He took a deep breath, focused, thought the tactics over, and rose to his feet. The goal was different than Boston and London. An attack on NATO was an attack on every nation, a nail in the heart on all mankind that said, our time is now!

The terminal was unlike the decrepit makeshift pile they had to go through in London. It was more like an upscale airport with small stores, restaurants, and all kinds of goodies for tourists. They kept their heads down with hoodies securely over their heads. Rai yanked Enzo away from a food stand as they continued on.

They jumped in a black vehicle, the sides checkered yellow— sleek and clean for a taxi—and Rai tossed the driver a few hundred Euros not to ask questions and to get them to the headquarters as soon as possible. He nodded, turned off his fare meter and did as she asked.

A smile came over Elric’s face as his head hung in the backseat of the taxi, Rai on his left, Enzo on his right. He wondered how it would sound in the news. Teens with incredible powers take a train from London to Brussels, then take a taxi to the NATO headquarters just to blow it up. Yeah, pretty much.

The vehicle stopped at a traffic light opposite a cluster of buildings, but just across the street, Elric’s eyes were set on the massive structure of the NATO headquarters.

“Right, here’s good,” Elric said, tapping the glass.

The man looked around and turned to look at them from over his shoulder.

“You are sure? It’s not even another kilometer down the road,” the driver informed them with a heavy accent.

“This is our stop,” Elric said. “Thanks for the ride.”

Rai tossed him another hundred. “We were never here, right?”

The man nodded enthusiastically, collecting the hundred with wrinkled hands covered in age blotches.

Rai closed the door behind them, and they made their way close enough for Elric to scan the structure. It was nothing like anything he had seen before. He looked up to the roof of a building that wasn’t too far away.

“Let’s check things out from above,” Elric said.

They made their way behind a massive dumpster, and darkness blanketed their feet. Before long, they were on top of the structure, looking over at the NATO headquarters.

Enzo scratched his chin as he stepped in front of them. “Yo. That’s a pretty crazy-looking building.”

Below, the area was sparsely populated with men and women in business attire. Dozens of limousines and vehicles pulled up to the entrance of the structure, which was swarming with military forces of all kinds carrying rifles and armored to the teeth. The roof of the headquarters had an odd architectural build. Eight large fins peeked out from the structure, making up the entirety of the building’s glass-encased frame.

“What do you think?” Enzo asked, looking at Elric.

Elric watched the massive force of security and the people exiting their vehicles. He had the building etched into his brain; all he had to do now was get them there.

He nodded, stepping forward, and in an instant, adrenaline flushed his system. This wasn’t a reaction to excitement, though, but a reaction to a threat.

“This is where you went? Brussels, the capital of Belgium?” Calamity asked, stepping beside him. Her sickly pale skin looked even more dead under the cloudless sky, and her long black hair blew eerily in the wind.

Allure was right beside her, wrapped in a black cloak, her long white hair spilling over her shoulders with those devilish eyes peering upon them.

Calamity turned to Elric with a shimmering gaze that fluctuated the colors of the rainbow. “And here I thought you were dead or something after everything that happened in Boston. But it looks like you’re living your best life right now.”

Enzo jumped back. “She comes out of nowhere sometimes.”

Rai stepped beside Elric taking the defense as an icy blade formed in her hand, and Elric caught another glimpse of Calamity’s shimmering eyes.

He wanted to kill her right then and there. He probably could with the third door open; she didn’t have a clue as to how much power he had access to now. But it was still flipping a coin. Calamity wasn’t stupid. Uncanny in the darkest, cruelest way, but not stupid.

“What do you want?” he asked.

Allure pulled on her long white hair, allowing it to flow down her chest as she stepped into the conversation. “Bitter and disrespectful as ever, boy?”

Her tall, slender physique strutted over, her nails sharpening before his eyes.

“The last person to call me ‘boy’ got turned to dust thanks to the person you’re always following after,” he said.

“Well, good day to you too, Elric.” Calamity beamed a smile of joy his way, breaking up the growing tension between him and Allure. “You know I can’t leave you on your lonesome for too long. I had to make sure you’ve been eating your veggies and taking care of yourself.”

His fists tightened, focusing on keeping his rage down. Elric didn’t want her to feel any shift in his power. Anything out of the ordinary would cause her to pry deeper. He had to keep the element of surprise. “We’re fine, and you didn’t answer my question.”

Calamity pressed two lifeless-colored fingers onto her lips. “Well, actually, I did. I just want to see what progress you’ve made toward your dream.”

“Well, you see it. Now go.”

She sighed, tilted her hips, and wagged a finger like an upset mother. “Now, Elric, you know me better than that. I would like to help in some way with your endeavor.”

“You saw what I did in Boston. Why do I need you?”

Her head shifted to the side. “Well, that’s not fair, Elric. From what I saw that was a team effort. No I in team, right?” She looked over at Rai and Enzo.

Elric bit his bottom lip.

“Relax,” Erebus growled from within. “She’s obviously not going anywhere. Keep your cool and give her what she wants for now.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Before Elric could say another word, Rai broke in. “She’s right. Maybe she can take care of all the meatheads down there in Humvees and gun trucks. More chaos outside will make things easier inside.”

Elric shot Rai a scowl. Why would you agree with her? he wondered.

Calamity jumped, clapping her hands in excitement. “What a wonderful idea, Rai! We’ll take care of them. It’s been a while since Allure’s been out of the cave. I figured she needed to spread her wings. I don’t need my right hand getting rusty.”

“Yes, of course.” Allure curtseyed.

Tearing through the cloak that covered her body, thick white fur burst through the seams. The cracking and shifting of muscles and the stretching of flesh was stomach-turning. Her hands and feet became claws, and those awful u-shaped nostrils on that smooshed-in face reminded Elric of the attack in Zenith and how Allure had killed Zaroule.

She leaped off the building, zipping across the sky. It wasn’t long before a window-shattering shriek echoed from below, followed by gunfire and screaming.

Calamity looked over at them. “You better get going; the meeting’s surely started by now. Head for the third wing on the right side of the entrance. You’ll be right on top of them.”

Of course, she knows. Elric rolled his eyes as the three of them sunk into the blackness. Calamity completely bogarted his plan and would somehow spin this around to benefit her in some way. He would’ve asked how she found him, but her sensory skills were unreal, especially when it came to his powers. He could never hide from her completely. She was like gum on the bottom of his sneaker. Yeah, Calamity needed to go, and soon.


Chapter 6
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Declaration of War

They took off toward the third wing of the building as advised. Sirens blared from within the building below, and loudspeakers outside of the structure sung with a wail. Elric hastened his stride.

A huge burst of energy collapsed the first wing on the right, shaking everything around them. Calamity’s energy was just starting to settle. She must have gotten in on the action as well.

Rai laughed through each breath. “Wasn’t expecting this much excitement this soon after Boston.”

“That’s what I’m saying,” Enzo replied with a smile. “Being a Titan is the shit!”

Elric looked below the glass panes of the ceiling.

The room was filled with people sitting around a large circle. Two dozen or more sat around the table while others stood watching the doors. They were all dressed professionally with small flags at their desks.

“There they are. ” Elric glared below.

Rai pressed against the glass ceiling. “Are we doing this or what?”

The temperature of the air spiked as a blaze formed over Enzo’s shoulders, a devilish grin etching across his face. “Mind if I have the honors?”

“All yours,” Elric replied.

A large crack raced across the massive sheet of glass. Before they knew it, the three of them went crashing through the ceiling, plummeting into the center of the circle. The bat-like wings ripped from Elric’s back, catching the air as he glided down.

Black nubs slipped from Elric, manifesting into extremities, snatching Enzo and Rai out of the air. Screams of horror and confusion filled the room. Elric rose to his feet as his wings slipped beneath his hoodie.

Flags of the most influential nations covered the summit meeting room; larger representations painted the walls with their colors of pride and freedom. Every single one of these ‘Great Nations’ was corrupt, built on the backs of the lesser.

One of the men looked up with widened eyes. “Who—” He gulped. “Who are you?” he asked with a heavy accent.

Elric glared at the whispering individuals. “We’re the new leaders of the free world.”

In their expensive fitted suits and elegant dresses, the audience shivered. All eyes fixed on the three of them. Wiping particles of glass away from their clothing, a few of the onlookers gained their composure. Men in suits hanging out by the doorways whipped out pistols, cautiously creeping forward, whispering amongst one another.

“You’re the ones from Boston, right?” an older white male—an American with a deep New Jersey accent asked, standing and tugging at his suit jacket. “You’re the ones who destroyed Boston and attacked London.”

“Well, what do you know? We are getting famous.” Enzo smiled.

“You can’t be serious,” a very dark-skinned man with a heavy accent proclaimed. “These children are responsible for the destruction? This can’t be true. This is a joke!” He slammed his fist against the table, his eyes filled with power and confidence.

A jet-black hand lunged from the darkness that shrouded Elric and grabbed the dark-skinned man by the throat, withering the defiance in his gaze. The veins from his head bulged as he struggled to breathe. The extremity raised him high in the air and brought him closer to Elric.

“Put the ambassador down, now!” two men yelled, their pistols focused on Elric.

“What’s so hard to believe?” Rai asked with glowing eyes.

The hand slung the man across the room, toppling over a few flag poles. He coughed and wheezed as three men rushed to his aide.

“Everyone, calm down!” the man with the Jersey accent demanded. He took a deep breath and looked up at Elric. “What is it that you want from us? Money, power, fame?”

“Power for me!” Enzo raised his hand.

“I didn’t ask you. I asked him,” the man said, narrowing his eyes on Elric. “The one that attacked the president last year. You are in charge, right? Elric Blake from Lexington, Maine, found on the doorstep of the Lees? They were good people. Good American citizens. What the hell have you become to spit on their graves like this?”

Elric’s head cocked to the side.

“Yeah, we know all about you three. Elric Blake, Casey Jones, and Rai Tsu. You have no idea of the power the United States and its allies have. You’re nothing but a bunch of kids playing with toys you have no business possessing. But you’re going to pay for every life taken.”

Elric formed a black marble-sized sphere in the palm of his hand. It floated to the ceiling of the room, swirling and gathering energy until it vanished through the hole they’d made when the three of them entered from above. Elric covered the entire room in a black aura.

“What is that?” A tall, pale woman looked up, body arching under the hole in the ceiling.

“Protection,” Rai answered.

In an instant, everything outside became black. Tables and chairs rattled, people swayed and dove under desks as the ground rumbled from an earth-shattering crash. The building imploded as metal beams and glass scattered all around, and thick smoke enveloped them.

Elric arched his back and spread his fingers out in front of him, popping the knuckles and joints before taking a seat on the edge of the table. He waited for them to calm down. These people, these elitists, were so detached from reality that they thought they could talk down to people with truly horrific power.

The echoing of the explosion and a blooming cloud of smoke carried on.

“Is everyone okay?” one of the guards called, pistol still in hand.

Elric spoke with a calm assuring voice. “Now that we have your undivided attention …”

Rai smiled with confidence, adding to his sentence, “Let’s get things straight. I don’t think you’re in the position to be threatening any of us. In fact, the entire human race should get ready.”

The man with the Jersey accent glared into Elric’s eyes. “Why are you doing this?”

“You.” Elric looked around the room. “All of you. You’re all responsible for the world falling into despair. The needless pain and suffering, genocides, famine. I could go on and on.”

“No. That’s not true.” Another man with tan skin and green eyes stood and pointed at them. “It is you who have caused this … this destruction of cities and citizens.” He spoke with a sliver of a French accent.

“No. Unfortunately, I’m a product of the world you created. Every single one of the countries you all represent is responsible for the deaths of thousands, millions, even billions. Your greed for power, money, and empty glory has spilled the blood of men, women, and children alike. Then you cover it up as a worthy sacrifice. Now all of you will be the worthy sacrifice.”

A woman with dirty-blonde hair and blue eyes rose to her feet. “Where do you get off pointing fingers at us? The purpose of the United Nations is an alliance toward peace. Not for our individual countries, but globally.”

Elric snorted. “You’ll never achieve that goal due to the weakness you all share. Greed, selfishness, pride, and envy. I lost both my parents because mankind wanted this thing inside me. The thing that gives me the power to do all this.” Elric looked to the ceiling around the fading smoke. “The United States knew about this power and probably intended to hone it against the rest of you, I’m sure.”

“That’s a lie!” the man with the New Jersey accent shouted. “The three of you are monsters from the portals. Everyone here knows that.”

Elric’s eyebrows bunched. “You’re backtracking on what you said about me being left on the doorstep of a Maine couple. Remember, the good US citizens? Though the Lees aren’t my real parents, I’ll never know the truth of where I was born exactly because my parents were murdered by General Cloud of the United States Army.” Elric rose from the table and walked over to the group. They all took a few steps back. “I’m a product of the State of Maine Foster Care Program. Go ahead and look me up, unless the US government has destroyed my documentation. But I’m far from the beasts that vomited from those portals.”

Another dark brown-skinned man stepped forward. His Hindi accent didn’t bury his English. “If you’re human with these powers, why are you doing this? Why are you trying to destroy what our world is based on? You can do so much more, so much good.”

“Because this world has a failing system. I won’t deny that some of you mean well and are struggling to make the world a better place, but through your journeys, I know for a fact you’ve all come across monsters—corrupt, bloodthirsty warmongers, and dictators of destruction. This world and the rules that govern will always create these legacies.”

A woman who couldn’t stop shaking braced the arm of one of the guards. “What do you tend to do with us, the world, the people? Kill us all?”

The room filled with whispers of fear as Elric spoke calmly. “We’ll destroy each and every one of your governments in power, throwing the world in chaos. From that chaos, the three of us will usher in a new way of life. Darkness will cease to exist in the hearts of man, and a utopia will be born.”

“You can’t be serious?” A dark-skinned woman clenched her fists. “We won’t allow that to happen. You’re talking about killing millions of people. Billions!”

Rai shook her head. “You say it like you have a choice.”

“What the three of you are claiming is an act of war against the world. Against humanity!” another man exclaimed, fixing his glasses closer to his long nose. “If you were born here, if you really are human, why would you want such a thing?”

Elric folded his arms. “Before the portals, our world was in turmoil by famine, war, and other atrocities. It was already entering into chaos. How long will it be before nuclear war comes? In order to have peace, we have to completely start over, which means destroying the current foundation. Once that’s done, we’ll restore it. I promise.”

They all began whispering and talking out loud.

“You’re children, damn it!” The man with the Jersey accent stepped forward again. “You won’t survive. This threat against the most powerful countries in the world won’t be ignored.”

“You don’t get it, do you? We can destroy—” Enzo stopped talking as Elric placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.

He rose to his feet. “I understand it’s hard to believe what we are. What we’ve done. But let me show you the beast inside me, the beast who will be the harbinger of the new age.”

Darkness flowed around them as the ground flooded with blackness. The men in suits raised their pistols as horror twisted and gripped the faces of every man and woman in the room. People climbed out of chairs, pressing against the aura that protected them from the outside damage.

Wings as wide as the ceiling curved around the dark encasing, spiked and torn in some areas. Glowing crimson eyes burned fiercely, piercing through the souls of everyone who dared glance upon the manifestation. And even through the darkness, flesh that peeled away from the clenched jaw revealed a horrific grin as smoke slithered through its jagged black teeth.

The audience howled with madness. A few of them curled up on the floor, gripping their knees, wailing, and begging for it all to stop.

No, these people didn’t deserve to rule over anyone. They were too broken, too weak, and easily manipulated. Elric’s hands dug into his pockets. His eyes rolled over the people who once stood prideful before them.

He pitied them. Once their egos were shattered, they were nothing more than broken vessels. Elric combed his fingers through his mess of black tangles, lips tight with an expression colder than the most blistering of Maine winters.

Next to him, Rai glared.

“We’re called Titans!” she shouted. The cell phones from the few recording people focused on her. “That’s the name the US government gave our parents. The ones before us. There are six of us, and in each resides a living entity known as a Deva. They once ruled the world until mankind found a way to capture them and stuff them inside babies.”

“I guess you can call us the very first weapons of mass destruction,” Enzo added.

The representative from the United States trembled as he looked deep into Elric’s eyes, his strong composure shaken as he toppled back.

Elric scanned the faces in the room. “You’re all here today to talk about us, right?”

Helicopters echoed in the distance. Through the clearing sky, he watched Allure descend and transform into her human form as she hit the ground.

Calamity rose from the surface of the carpet. “We need to get out of here, now!”

“So soon?” Elric asked.

“Elric, there’s nothing left. There’s nothing left of the building; all that’s holding anything together is this shield you have up. You’ve drawn too much attention.”

“Fine, let’s head back to the cave. But with him.” Elric pointed to the man who represented the US

“Me? Why me?” the man asked, swallowing hard, sweat streaming down his thick reddening face.

Enzo shrugged. “The representative of the United States? Why not?”

A dark hand grabbed the man as he struggled, looking around for help. The bodyguards raised their weapons.

“Stop right there. That’s enough!” one dared to order.

Allure shrieked, forcing the onlookers to their knees as they gripped their ears. Weapons smacked the floor, followed by the thuds of bodies. Wails of pain filled the air as her shriek faded.

A few NATO representatives looked up to meet Elric’s gaze, which consumed theirs. “This is our declaration of war on every nation, and whoever else wants to interfere with our goals. No city will be safe. You’ll never know when or where we’ll strike. We don’t want money. We don’t want power. We want peace.”

Blackness splashed at their feet as it consumed the six of them. The blackness over what was once the meeting room vanished, allowing a howling wind to whip papers and debris across tables and chairs, revealing that the NATO summit meeting room now rested in the center of a crater.

“Please, help me,” the man begged. His counterparts watched without making a move, surely frightened they would be next. “You’re all cowards. Every single one of you! I’ll remember this. America will remember this!”


Chapter 7
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Prepare Yourself

Rising in the opening of the cave, the fresh air that filled their nostrils was replaced by the foul mildew of the damp blackness.

The dark hand released its grasp on the stout man, letting his pudgy silhouette smack the cave floor. Without skipping a beat, he scurried backward until he brushed against the damp cave walls, fixing his glasses as he scanned the area. “What are you going to do now? Torture me?”

“Yeah, what are you going to do with him?” Calamity asked, looking down at the man in disgust. “I’m not understanding your logic in things anymore, Elric.”

“He’ll be our messenger to the above world.” Elric leaned against one of the smooth marble pillars, his eyes like a serpent, hungrily watching the man. “Isn’t that right, Mr. ...”

“Galloway. Robert Galloway,” he said, loosening his tie.

“What do we need a messenger for?” Rai asked, nudging the man with her foot. “Wasn’t what we just did enough? I think they got the hint.”

“Mankind’s too stubborn to get the hint,” Elric replied while watching the man. “They’re too high on their own existence to be frightened by the things we’ve done. They’ll want revenge.”

“So, now what?” Calamity asked. “You’ve gotten the attention of every country all over the world. This is war, Elric.”

“War.” Elric’s eyes rolled to Enzo and Rai, then fell back on the man whose wet eyes and blubbering were beginning to piss him off. “We’re going to annihilate the world governments. We’re going to dismantle their militaries piece by piece, body by body, and they’re going to beg for peace. And they’ll receive nothing. We’re going to hunt your sons and daughters like you did our parents. We’re going to destroy your families and take away your homes and everything else you hold dear. Like you did to us.” Elric thought about his past and the loss feeding the hatred.

“Yes, make them pay, Elric. Make them all pay,” Erebus growled with satisfaction.

“Mercy?” The man spat on the ground with a scowl. “You’re all terrorists. I don’t care if you’re from this world or not. After what you did in Boston, you’re dead. We’re going to take those powers of yours and destroy any evidence of you just like we did your parents.” He nodded to Enzo. “And his.”

Enzo’s eyes widened, the temperature in the room rose in seconds. “What the hell are you talking about, white privilege?”

The man’s chin rose. “Casey Jones. The oldest son of Eric Jones and Monica Williams. The older brother to Osbourne Jones.”

“Don’t say my little bro’s name like you know him.” Enzo’s tone deepened as rippling waves of heat flurried around him.

Streams of sweat trickled from beneath Elric’s arms and began pouring down his face. He watched as Enzo stepped closer to the man. The whites of Enzo’s eyes were gray, his pupils smoldering. Elric shielded the man in a black aura.

The man rubbed his glasses and struggled to put them back on the bridge of his nose. His skin was already blistering red, and he was sweating profusely as he licked his lips. “Yeah, we read the report on your brother. A shame, really. Senseless violence. But I wouldn’t know anything about that. White privilege, right?”

A dark hand wrapped around Enzo as the flames surged from him. Fiery talons stretched from a mountain of fire that erupted in the cave. Flames filled Enzo’s eyes as he roared, his anger erupting in a fountain of flames that made everyone shield themselves.

“Elric, lower the shield,” Enzo growled.

“Enzo, calm down.”

He shook his head and slammed his fist against the dark aura. Microcracks blanketed the dark shield. One more blow, and the man would burst into flames. “Elric, lower this damn shield now, bro! He deserves what’s coming!”

“What? Now you get mad? Now your feelings are hurt?” the man yelled, using the wall to stand tall. His eyes thinned as he focused on Elric. “Well, imagine all the families you’ve torn apart. The people who will never, ever wake up to see another sunset. American children who will never know love. That’s blood on your hands. You’re all insane. Kill me if you want, but you wanted war, so be ready for what’s to come.”

A dark hand fell on Enzo’s shoulders as he turned with lava-like tears rolling down his cheeks. “Yo. He talked about my baby brother. He talked about the only piece of me that mattered in this world,” Enzo sobbed. His fist shook at his side and burst into flames as the heat continued to climb. “He thinks my dead baby brother’s a joke. He’s dead!”

Enzo pulled a fiery fist back and followed through. An icy flash covered the cave.

Elric looked up to see Rai holding Enzo’s fiery fist in a gauntlet made of ice. Enzo increased his flames as his eyes burned brighter, and Rai increased the ice as a cool mist escaped her lips. Lava fell from Enzo’s chin and hit the ground, sizzling.

Rai nodded as a stream of ice escaped her glowing turquoise eyes, crystalizing on her cheek. “Enzo, I’m sorry for your brother, I am. But you can’t let this piece of trash get the best of you.”

Enzo shook his head, bunching his eyes as he took a step forward, pushing Rai back. Elric formed a dark hand from the aura to support her to keep Enzo from making any more progress. Ice covered her boots and anchored her into the cave floor.

“Enzo, listen to Rai. Please,” Elric pleaded.

“I–I … I did all I could to protect him. I was supposed to be there for him.” Flames burst over Enzo’s shoulder as he yelled. “I was supposed to protect him!”

The force from the flames made the entire cave shake and tremble. The power erupting from Enzo was overwhelming, and the blaze burned savagely, licking the cave walls.

A fiery blaze ripped forward, and Rai released another flash of ice that caused billowing steam to cover the cave ceiling.

“Hey, I’m right here,” Rai said, ripping her feet out of her boots, moving closer to Enzo.

His flesh was starting to burn away, and cracks of lava rose over his charcoal-colored flesh.

Covered in ice, Rai wrapped her arms around him and settled her head against his chest. “I’m right here for you, no matter what.”

A brisk breeze blew through the cave covering everything in a sheet of ice and controlling the ferocious waves that flowed from Enzo. His dark-brown skin returned from the cracked charcoal tone, and his head fell on Rai’s neck as he cried.

Elric took a deep breath and looked over at the man who was more trouble than he was worth. “You think we’re the insane ones, but the true darkness of our world comes from the power we give individuals. These corrupt leaders. The world gives these people the ability to make decisions on its behalf, frightening decisions that have dire consequences. Top countries are in control of weapons that can destroy this world countless times over. Then you create organizations like NATO to build friendships and foster peace. The irony is your friends today are your enemies tomorrow. So, society sits with everyone living the best that they possibly can with a loaded gun aimed at their heads, all of them waiting for the next person to lead them, hoping nobody decides to pull that trigger.” Darkness covered Elric’s fingers. “We’ll rip that power out of your hands and make ourselves the new leaders of this world. We’ll mold it to something better than what it currently is.”

Calamity smiled and chuckled to herself. “I like the new Elric. He’s so much more fun!”

“You’ll never get away with this,” the man spat. “Every world government will come against you. You really think you stand a chance? Three depressed, stricken, rebellious, snot-nosed kids. You don’t think you’ll answer for the thousands of lives you’ve taken?”

“You made us this way. We were the ones you stepped on; you didn’t care about us. The US government would have killed me as an infant just for the thing inside me. Am I wrong?” A smile rested on Elric’s face.

The man shook his head. “A child with powers like yours is too high a risk. I mean, look at what you’ve already done. You have no right to those abilities.”

Rai scowled, holding a sobbing Enzo. “And neither do you.”

A serpent of water formed from the melting ice and hung over the man, dripping boiling water onto him.

“Alright, alright!” The man shriveled back. “What do you want me to do? I’ll do anything. Just … Just don’t kill me.”

“Good.” Elric sighed and clenched his fingers. “Let every government know there are no weapons that can stop us. There is no hope, no heroes that’ll save you from what’s to come. Accept it. And die in the flames of your iniquity.”

Erebus grumbled with laughter. “I couldn’t have said it any better myself, boy. My influence is rubbing off after all.”

The man nodded, his eyes darting frantically from person to person. Droplets of sweat curved from the sides of his scalp down to his chin as his bottom lip quivered. “How am I supposed to let the world know this?”

Calamity grabbed him by the shoulder and raised him to his feet with ease. “I’ll bring him to the White House. I’m sure there’s a lot of noise going on over there right about now.”

Elric shrugged. “Whatever works? I’m sure our threat of war won’t go unnoticed. If it does, we’ll destroy another city. Maybe Moscow or Beijing.”

The man nodded. “I-I’ll do as you say.”

Calamity smiled, staring pleasingly at Elric as she, the man, and Allure slipped into the dense cave floor.

In the darkness that was left, the three of them were silent. Elric closed his eyes and took a deep breath, thinking of Enzo. Rai and Enzo never talked much about their history, Enzo especially.

“Everybody good?” Elric asked.

Rai stepped back from Enzo and tapped his cheek a few times. He wiped his arm across his face and cleared his throat.

“Yeah, we’re good. Right?” she asked Enzo.

He nodded. “I’m good. I’m good,” he said, digging his fingers through his thick hair. “Yo, I gotta walk. I’ll see you in a bit.”

Enzo darted off down one of the corridors, slinging flames at a few candles until there was enough light to brighten his path.

Elric didn’t say a word. He had never seen Enzo that way before, and to be honest, he didn’t think Enzo had shown anyone that side of him, not in a while anyway.

Elric threw his head back, wondering if they had moved too quickly, but NATO was such low-hanging fruit, he couldn’t let the opportunity slide.

“How much do you know about Enzo’s past?” Rai asked.

Elric shrugged. “About as much as I know about yours, I guess.”

“Well, that’s not fair.”

“What’s there to be fair about? It’s not like I asked. I’ve told both of you everything about me; there’s nothing to hide. If you two have things buried that you want to keep buried, well, let sleeping dogs lie.”

“I see.” Rai stepped beside him. “Well, do you want to know?”

Elric moved to a crevice in the cave wall that had been dug out and smoothed over and plopped inside comfortably. Rai took a seat on the floor, leaning against the wall beside him. For a long while, they were both silent. Maybe she was second-guessing her decision to talk about her past, or maybe it was more painful than she cared to dig up. Regardless, it was her choice.

“That picture you guys saw of me,” Rai began, “was a high school photo.” She pulled one of her blue strands back from her face. “Those days seem impossible in comparison to where I am now. My mother and I went from shelter to shelter in Detroit; we did that until I was about fourteen, I think.”

“You were born in the US?” Elric asked.

She nodded. “Mom went to the US government and told them she was the Water Titan. They offered her a home and a life away from Japan.”

“And she bought it?” Elric pursed his lips.

“She didn’t have a choice. It was that or have me in Japan where my dad would’ve used me as a weapon. He pretty much did anyway.” Rai arched a brow. “So, Mom, as slithery as she was, gave birth to me in the US, making me a citizen, and then left the hospital so nobody could track us. What the Feds didn’t realize was my mom had a duffle bag full of money that she yanked from one of my dad’s safe houses, and we lived off that sparingly until the day she died.”

Elric thought about the picture of the girl who looked like she had been over life. Eyes sagging, hair unkempt, and a face long with hopelessness. He wondered if he looked like that back in high school. “Did you have any friends or family here?”

“My mom met an elderly couple who I thought were my aunt and uncle. They took care of her and me when we had to hide out, and Mom paid them to watch over the stash of money and keep us in the underground. They were the reason we were able to hop from shelter to shelter without anyone being suspicious for fourteen years.”

Elric’s eyes widened. “Sounds like life wasn’t too bad, duffle bag girl.”

Rai hacked a laugh, wrapping her arms around her knees and tucking them closer. “I was bullied a lot, and then when I finally thought a boy was interested in me … he tried to …” She hesitated for a moment, and Elric watched her eyes drift to the ceiling. “Let’s just say I discovered my powers in a bloody way.”

“What happened?”

She swallowed, rocking back and forth as she wiped her face.

“Now I’m a mess like Enzo.” She sniffed hard.

Elric caught the glimmer of her watery eyes beneath the cave torches.

“He hit me and tried to force himself on me. I was fourteen, not even a hundred pounds soaking wet. He was a college student from a wealthy family. From what I remember, he volunteered a lot at the shelter for points toward his degree. So … Mizuchi grabbed the wheel, and we killed him. Left his body in the boiler room of the shelter. I ran and told my mom. She didn’t bat an eye. I thought she figured I was insane. Instead, she packed our bags, and we headed to another shelter.”

Elric watched her posture, submissive, or maybe just comfortable and relaxed? Either way, that murderous intent and ruthless savageness behind Rai’s gothic punk exterior had fallen. She’d exposed herself and to no one but Elric.

Why would she think he’d care? Someone who destroyed cities, killed hundreds, and planned to kill more for a goal that wasn’t truly hers? Why would she tell him? Or the better question was why deep down in his core was there sorrow for her? Sympathy?

“My life changed from that moment forward,” she went on. “I thought it would get easier, you know? A girl with the power to control water. I thought I could be some kind of superhero, maybe. What kind of crazy bull is that, right? Instead, things went from bad to worse. Mom was killed by some dirty cops that were part of an underground human trafficking ring, all kinds of crazy shit …” Rai looked up with tears shimmering down her glowing eyes and gave Elric a nod. “They tried to kill me too, but they didn’t know .… I killed over a dozen people that night. Thirty, maybe forty.”

Elric’s head smacked against the cave wall as he contemplated her childhood experiences. He thought he had it bad, but it sounded like Rai had him beat. “How did you end up in Japan?”

She flipped her hair back, revealing black streaks of running mascara. But she regained some attitude in her voice. “On my delightful path for revenge, I found out the human trafficking ring had ties with the Yakuza, so I grabbed the rest of the money my mom had, smuggled my way onto a ship run by said Yakuza, and … I guess I’ll leave the rest to your imagination.”

The word sorry almost left Elric’s lips, but it would’ve been fruitless and bitter to a girl who had survived such atrocities. He could tell by the way her thin pale frame shivered beneath the crackling flames that there was so much more she hadn’t said. But he knew now why she was with him, why she accepted his goal no matter how much damage was caused.

In those sorrowful red eyes glistening with the powers of her Deva, Rai wanted change more than anyone. Not revenge, not power. Just change. She placed her chin on her knees, pulling her hoodie sleeves over her fingers.

A sickening warmth pulsed from within him. Why do I feel sorry for her? It was that boy in the light. That boy deep within him— his humanity or whatever. His fists shook with anger. He wished he could avenge her. He wrapped his fingers around his wrist and dug into the skin. Stop it. Stop this nonsense!

He rose from the crevice, going deeper into the shadows so she couldn’t see his face. “Rai, we’re going to change everything. You understand? We’re going to create a world where things like that will never happen again. I promise.”

She cleared her throat. “I know we will. And thank you. You’re the first person I’ve ever told that much to. I don’t want your sympathy. I just wanted you to know me, I guess,” she said with a raspy voice.

Elric turned and stalked down the corridor, fighting his inner turmoil with all his might. That cursed last glimpse of light he thought had been snuffed out when his father was killed. But there it was deep inside like a rattling gate, scraping back and forth against the inner foundation of his darkness.


Chapter 8
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No Strings

Elric stared into the ceiling of the cave for hours as he fought the urge to sleep. He missed the bedroom in Villa Verde; the cave bedroom he’d created couldn’t compete. Maybe it was the stale, mildewed air or the constant darkness that he’d grown tired of. Regardless, it was irritating. He needed a clear head to think his plans through.

His new world was at a fingertip’s length, and he was well prepared for the fruit that it would bear. The Titans would shoulder the hatred of billions and destroy millions, but it would all be worth it for this new world. He was starving for it. Yearning. He could taste the juicy sweetness of peace, the land of milk and honey. He could see children playing without fear of war. Men and women from all walks of life treated equally, working side by side aiming to make things better. Everyone at peace. And if anyone went outside the realms of this peace, the gods of the new world would rain judgment.

A cold draft flurried about the room. He rolled his eyes at the familiar presence as Calamity began to rise from the floor of his bedroom. She glanced upon him and strolled to the foot of his bed.

“The deed is done; I dropped him off at the White House. I’m sure he’s telling them everything. I hope you know what you’re asking for.”

His eyes focused on the ceiling. “When the first Dark Titan waged war against the world and the other Titans, how much mercy did he show?” Elric asked cordially.

“Well, considering he nearly destroyed all of humanity, I would say none.” Calamity took a seat on the bed.

“If the other Titans knew how destructive the darkness was, why didn’t they finish him off when they had the chance?” Elric furrowed a brow, thinking of his ancestors. “Why risk the chance of a repeat situation?”

“You really don’t understand. Just when I think you have it all together ...” She laughed, shaking her head. “Balance is what keeps the world turning. You’ve heard the saying, ‘What happens when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object?’ Right? Light and darkness can’t exist without each other, sometimes good rules and other times, darkness conquers. But in the end, the world will always self-correct.”

Elric sat up. “It all sounds like rules to me. Rules created by an unforgiving world. Society is balanced by this false reality of garbage. I’m going to shatter it. I won’t make the same mistake my ancestor made. I’ll die before I give in to the light.”

“That’s what I was hoping to hear.” She stood and walked out of his room, scanning the gaping hole in the wall. “You should fix this.”

“No need. We’re moving out of the bat cave.”

“What are you talking about? You’ve been here for almost a year and a half now. Where else can you go?”

Elric gestured to the ceiling.

“There’s no way we can stay up there. Where would we go? They would find us.”

“Rai, Enzo and I were doing fine.”

She shook her head. “You were only up there for a few days, barely a week. Where up there can you possibly stay?”

Elric thought about Area Zero, the military base he annihilated after General Cloud killed his father. “That island. Seems like as good a place as any.”

“You can’t be serious? Area Zero? There’s nothing left.”

Elric folded his hands behind his head and crossed his legs with a soft exhale. “You made this cave out of nothing, right?”

“I can create a structure out of what’s left on the island. That’s not the issue. They’ll find us there, Elric. And they will bring that war to our doorstep.”

“That’s what I’m counting on.”

She glared in silence.

“They’ll attack. I’ll annihilate their forces and demoralize them,” Elric swore straight-faced. “What’s the issue?”

She leaned back, clutching her chest as she hacked out a laugh. Her cackle rippled in the darkness like the clucking of a house of hens being ravaged by a fox.

“What?”

She wiped a tear from her cheek. “You … You really are a monster.”

Elric’s dark brown eyes locked on Calamity with unassailable confidence. He earned the right to be cocky now. The boy she took advantage of to use as a pawn was now the one giving commands. Elric knew she’d make a move against him soon, and he’d be ready.

“So, back to the surface, I guess.” She shrugged, throwing her hands out. “Might as well check on your messenger. After, we’ll go to Area Zero.”

“Perfect.” Elric grabbed two hoodies and threw one over his shoulder. He made it to the gaping hole and turned to the place he considered home. The bookshelf stuffed with titles on personal growth, leadership excellence, meditation, and goal setting had kept him sane over the months, helping him to hone his focus and aspirations and utilize his gift as a Titan. They were a well-needed resource.

She watched him closely. “Was it really all that bad, Elric?”

“This place served its purpose.” The same with you, he thought.

Elric turned as they made their way to the center of the cave. The air was a mixture of humidity and frost, and in the dull light provided from the torches, he saw the fiery flashes of Enzo and Rai sparring. After everything that happened earlier, they needed to relieve some stress.

A golden glow danced about Enzo’s shoulders, his flesh and clothing unscathed by the blaze that stretched down his arms and fingers. The whites of his eyes darkened to gray as the flames consumed his pupils.

“Check this out!” Enzo shouted to Elric.

Stretching out his arm, the flames flickered to his wrist then rolled to his fingertips. Showers of red sparked, sending bursts to the ceiling, stretching into a fiery blade of blue. Hissing flames etched across his face up to his ears.

“I did it!” He gripped what must have been a flaming hilt that blazed orange while the blade burned blue.

Rai laughed. “Yeah, it took him long enough. I kept showing him how I did it with ice. I just assumed it would be the same with fire as long as he put his own spin on it. With discipline and the right amount of focus, anything’s possible. Enzo’s living proof,” she said, mocking him.

Wielding the fiery blade, Enzo didn’t take notice of Rai making fun of him. He was too excited, a complete night and day emotion compared to earlier. He plunged the blade deep into the earth and ripped it free, kicking up smoldering stone.

“I’m catching up,” Enzo said, looking up at Elric with a sliver of a grin. “Then we’ll have our rematch.”

Elric didn’t say a word, though deep within him, excitement overflowed like the flames that manifested over Enzo. He couldn’t wait for the rematch. Elric never said anything, but he always caught glimpses of Enzo out back, struggling to meditate in the grassy corner of the villa. He would walk by in the late evenings heading to his bedroom as Enzo and Rai would be out sparring. They would be out there for hours. The bright flashes from blows connecting kept Elric up on those nights.

“So, I have good news.”

Rai placed her hands on her waist, shifting her hips. “Please tell me we’re heading back to the villa?”

“Even better—”

“We’re finally heading to the condo in Italy,” Enzo jumped in before Elric could finish. “Oohhwee, Italian women are beautiful!” The flames burned even brighter over his shoulders.

“No, but we are leaving this place. For good.” Elric glared at Calamity. “She’s going to make us a new home. Beachfront property on our own island.”

Rai’s head whipped back, then her eyebrows bunched. She chewed on a fingernail. “What’s the catch?”

Allure glided down from the ceiling of the cave, her white fur vanishing beneath the black silk cloak that dragged across the floor. Pieces of her pale white flesh glistened from the guttering candles.

“What’s happening?” She stuck her nose up at Elric and looked to Calamity for answers.

“An island,” he said, ignoring her blatant disrespect. “Let’s just say it’s an inheritance of mine. We’ll make our new home there on the surface. No more caves. Might be a sad day for you, Allure, since I know how much you love the smell of sulfur, mildew, and bat shit.”

Allure grimaced, baring her fangs with a growl. “Is this a wise choice, Calamity?”

Calamity’s iridescent eyes twinkled as she shrugged. “The three of them are tired of the cave life. They’re still kids . . . even Elric. They shouldn’t be kept inside a cave their entire lives. It could stunt their growth.”

“An island? Sick!” The flames of Enzo’s eyes faded to his human dark-brown, glistening with hope and adventure. Like a child in a candy store. “This bad guy gig has way too many perks.”

“You’re an idiot. I swear .…” Rai mumbled under her breath.

“First, we’re going to check some things out to see how our NATO trip played out,” Elric said, playing with a black sphere that formed in the center of his palms.

“How about we meet you on the island?” Calamity tilted her head. “Allure and I have a lot of things to move and prepare for. You three go.”

Elric glared, pondering what she was planning. “Fine.” He threw on the hoodie and pulled the hood over his face. Rai and Enzo followed suit. “We’re leaving.”

The dull glow of the candles flickered faintly in the mildew permeated cave. Sinking below the surface, Elric kept his eyes on the ceiling, waiting to rise in the city. Soon they would have fresh air. The smell of bats, wet and foul air, and the constant dripping water would not be missed. He craved the salty air and the hissing of waves crashing at the seashore. He was a Maine boy at heart, after all.

 

They rose in an alley, greeted by the chaotic rhythm of people on the sidewalk. The conversations and the aggressive sound of traffic drowned out the once dribbling and foul smell of the cave. The streets of D.C. were flooded like they once were when the president made that big speech, the same speech Elric hijacked after he nearly killed Violet and the others.

Enzo looked around. “Where’s the speech going to be held?”

“After everything we’ve done, you really think they’re stupid enough to have it out in the open?” Rai asked.

She was right. Elric made a clear point to the ambassador. There was no way he’d be dumb enough to not follow through. But then again …

“Hello. Do you know when the president’s speech is expected to take place?” Rai asked a woman walking by while keeping her hood over her eyes so nobody could get a good look at her.

“Ah, yes. I believe it’s already started in the White House. But they aren’t letting anyone in unless they’re with a news broadcasting station. I guess it’s something big, though. People are filling stores, restaurants, anywhere with a television.” The woman scurried across the street.

“Well, let’s head to the White House then. No fun, no foul, right?” Enzo cracked his knuckles.

“No, it’ll cause an uproar.” Elric looked across the street to a bar, slowly filling with people. “Let’s go.”

They ran through the maze of cars, zig-zagging their way through, horns blowing heavily. Elric gestured with an apology as he made it through a crowd of people.

If it weren’t for the multiple large televisions and a projector positioned in the back of the bar, they wouldn’t have been able to see a thing. They walked to the back, clearing a cloud of cigarette smoke and a scruffy old man who held a small glass of brown fluid. Elric pulled his hoodie just to the bridge of his nose. The hood hung loosely, giving him just enough vision. They took up three stools and listened to the speech.

Enzo nudged him and raised a finger to the television screen as the ambassador they kidnapped took to the podium. Behind him were three noticeably clear pictures of Rai, Enzo, and himself. The man trembled as he handled a piece of paper he pulled from his pocket. The voices and whispers around them died as he finished unfolding it and began reading.

“As many of you know, the NATO summit in Brussels was attacked. Those responsible have also taken credit for the Boston and London attacks.”

Questions immediately erupted on the screen. “Who’s responsible, what terrorist organization has taken claim?”

“There are no extremist groups. No country responsible. Just …” The ambassador turned to present the three pictures. “The three figures behind me. They’re the culprits involved and are extremely dangerous on a level that none of us can comprehend.”

The room roared with anger and frustration. Men and women screaming, advising it was some kind of a sick joke. A few reporters advised it was a cover-up for a possible attack from another country. Disbelief swept everyone in the bar as people laughed and threw garbage at the television.

The ambassador’s face burned red. It was just as red as when Enzo was about to turn him into kindling. He fixed his glasses and spoke in that thick New Jersey accent. “Even after the portal attacks and everything that’s happened, with the intel we’ve gathered, these beings have capabilities to crush cities and lay waste wherever they go. It’s not farfetched to call them walking weapons of mass destruction.”

“Rai, your face on the poster …” Enzo giggled. “Man, this is pre-mafia Rai, right?”

The photos were the same three from the newspaper in London, except they had more color and detail. Rai looked to be a young freshman in high school, her face lightly dotted with acne and a pressed lip expression. Nothing like the tattooed, blood-thirsty assassin that sat next to them. She pulled the hoodie down to her chin, hiding her reddening cheeks.

Elric admired his photo, thinking of a past that hadn’t crossed his mind in quite some time. The lightly trimmed hair cut he kept from the days of Mr. Lee before he passed. The blank tight-lipped expression was the result of going to gym class and getting a swirly. Elric’s hair was still slick and wet.

Rai jabbed Enzo with a sharp elbow.

“Will you shut up? You’re so loud,” she grumbled.

A man looked back and shushed them.

“The one with the short black hair and pale face appeared to be the leader and demanded that I give this speech today. He’s not only declared war with the US but on all governments and on all ways of life. Put simply, he’s declared war on humanity.”

A man in the back of the room started laughing. “Oh, c’mon, these kids look old enough to be in school with my baby sister, and she just started college. There’s no way. This is a joke. Some Illuminati garbage that they’re trying to cover up.”

“Yeah,” another joined in. “Why won’t they just tell us the truth? It was another portal attack. They’re hiding something from us.”

A woman stood and shouted, “How can three kids possibly have the power to bring down a city and declare war on the world?”

“Will you be quiet?” another woman shouted in return. “He’s still talking.”

“I know this is hard to believe. But I fear our nation is in grave danger, and we shouldn’t take this threat lightly. Every country around the world is preparing and setting up defenses for their nations. America is doing the same. We have information that leads us to believe they may live in the United States, and we’re doing our best to find them.”

“Good luck,” Enzo mumbled under his breath with a laugh.

In a wave of anger and disgust, every head in the bar snapped back, all eyes glaring on the three of them. Elric sighed. He was used to Enzo’s loud and obnoxious attitude, but this wasn’t the time.

“And you think that’s funny, kid? That’s the thing about your generation.” A man walked over and pulled the hoodie off of his head. “It can’t be …” He looked at the picture of the three of them still posted on the television screen.

“That’s one of them .… They’re here!” another man yelled, jumping off his stool.

“Grab them!” the crowd yelled in chorus.

“Enzo, you delinquent.” Rai slowly slipped the hood from over her face, revealing her glowing turquoise eyes and watching the man grab Enzo with anger. “You don’t want to do that.”

A wave of fire knocked all of them back and seared everything around them. Flames spilled across pool tables devouring everything in sight. Thick black smoke from melting plastic and burning wood permeated the bar. People ran and trampled one another to get out as screams spread from the outside.

“Of course you would,” Elric said, shaking his head as they rushed out of the burning building. “Let’s just get to the island.”

Rai covered her face protecting herself from the smoke.

“C’mon, you know I didn’t mean to,” Enzo argued, raising his shoulders.

Rai crooned, “You never cease to amaze me.”

They disappeared under the canvas of heavy black smoke. Another headliner for sure. At least the world would focus its search on Washington more than anywhere else.


Chapter 9

[image: img3.jpg]

Truth

Uniformed soldiers and lab technicians huddled around the plasma screens hanging high on the walls. Violet couldn’t believe only three days had passed since Boston, yet it didn’t take long for Elric and the others to tear through Cali and attack the NATO summit. To think they moved so freely through the world without remorse. It was sickening.

Jennifer’s eyes filled with tears that refused to fall. It was the first time Violet saw the hope fade from her eyes. Elric, the only person she had left in the world, had become a symbol of darkness, earning the world’s hatred and fear.

Violet focused on the picture of the boy she remembered. Gawky, shy, lost, but not evil, never evil. Not a boy who would travel to Brussels and crush the NATO headquarters or destroy an entire city. Elric had become dangerous on an entirely new level, and with the other two Titans by his side, they were a force to be reckoned with. Violet knew they needed to find the last Titan and fast.

The others turned slowly, looking over at Jennifer, eyes glossing with sympathy and remorse. Even her prideful snobby attitude had been swept under the rug. Maybe this was Elric’s destiny, after all. In his eyes, there was no light at all. Just this nightmarish goal of “saving the world,” as he called it.

“Hey.” Violet handed Jennifer a napkin. “How are you doing?”

Jen wiped her eyes, which reddened and swelled her brown cheeks. She moved a few locks out of her face. “This is what you meant, right? About how much he’s changed?”

“Jen, I—”

“Violet, just be real with me. Please.” Jen’s voice was reverent, but deeply sorrowed.

“This is exactly what I meant.” Violet took a deep breath, no longer pulling punches. “This is nothing compared to Boston. He’s just sending a message now. Playing games.”

“Flexing, if we’re to be honest,” Samantha said, walking over to Jen and Violet. “Nothing but a damn joke. I bet if he wanted to, he could hit the White House. There’s no reason for him to be doing what he’s doing. It’s senseless and petty.”

Jennifer rose from the bench. “Does anyone know where he is now?”

“No, but you better believe we’ll find him.” Sam’s hands were tight fists, shaking by her sides. Her eyes burned with fury. “His movements are sporadic, bouncing from one continent to the next. It’s insane. Satellites can’t even keep up. By the time we lock on, he’s gone.”

Eden and the others walked over.

Samantha continued, “Look, new orders have come in. I was chosen to create a team and incorporate you six. You’re the only ones to survive multiple encounters with them. That’s why you’re all here.”

Violet shook her head, confused. “Wait, I don’t understand.”

“Violet, the president herself, requested the assistance of the ones who fought him in Boston. This is no longer a mission to save a life. This is a mission to save the world at all cost.”

Samantha’s words rattled Violet’s bones like a wrecking ball. “So that’s what this is? We’re here to kill Elric?” She’d wondered when this conversation would finally come to the surface.

Samantha remained silent, but her confident, stern look answered the question.

“Wait. Just wait.” Jennifer stepped in with raised hands. “Just give me a chance .… Just one chance to get through to him. Please?” Jennifer pleaded as tears ran in rivulets down her supple cheeks.

Jennifer… Violet thought she had made it pretty clear in their previous conversations, but the reality finally sunk into Jen. Violet wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t about if this decision would be made. It was about when this decision would be made. Like the ambassador said, Elric and the others are weapons of mass destruction.

Violet looked at the damaged City of Boston filled with hundreds of troops, first responders … You name it. She hated looking at the screen. All she could see was the tally of dead increase.

She understood how Jen felt. Back when Elric snapped, Violet had the same eyes as Jen’s back then. Sorrowful, hopeful, she was confident she could bring him back to reality. But during the battle in New York, when she pleaded for Elric to turn from the path he was on, he only mocked them, then he went on to try to kill them. He almost succeeded.

“Jennifer, I know you think you can get through to him, but you can’t. Nobody can. Elric believes what he’s doing is right. He believes he’s saving the world by following through with this—even if it kills millions of people.” Violet’s voice trembled, siding with Sam.

“Elric is all I have left. He’s the reason why I survived in Ermak. All I could think about was him. There were times when I would wake up crying, remembering that day and seeing my parents …” Jen’s words were muffled out by her own sobbing. Tears welled in Violet’s eyes as she felt the disarray of Jen’s shattering heart. “Elric did everything he could to save my parents and me. He wouldn’t do this.”

“Jen, I know how you feel.” Violet straightened.

“Do you?” Jen glared up at them. “Do you know how it feels to watch your parents get murdered in front of you? To know you’ll never see their faces again and have their screams filling your nightmares over and over and over again?”

“That’s where you’ve got the wrong impression of us,” Violet said, her voice low. “I watched the only father figure I ever had die right before my eyes, and Elric was there and saw it too. That father figure was killed by one of Blight’s generals. The same general Elric is traveling with. And Manie and Sasha’s parents, their entire species, was nearly wiped out by their uncle. We know how you feel!”

Violet nodded to Manie and Sasha.

“You kids have to grow up!” They all turned, shocked by the raising of Samantha’s voice. “This is bigger than love, bigger than family. There is so much more at stake now.” She scanned their faces with sympathy in her eyes, but anger was close behind. “If we don’t follow the orders given to us by the president, you’ll be apprehended for treason and thrown in prison.”

“Whoa,” Alfred exclaimed. “Treason? What the hell for?” He rolled his long dark-brown fingers through his dense unyielding hair.

Eden rose from the bench where he had been perched, his blue eyes widened. “What? Thrown in jail? You can’t force us to do anything.”

Violet watched the reaction of some of the soldiers in the room. Everyone was on edge. The atmosphere was heavy. It reminded her of that crushing pressure when Elric was around. She stepped next to Eden and held his hand to calm him.

Samantha folded her arms. Two soldiers stood by her side. “This isn’t something I want. But in order to save billions of lives, I’ll do whatever it takes.”

Worry coursed in the deep green of Terra’s eyes. “You really think a cell is gonna hold little ole me and the one inside me?” She straightened her back, flicking her dark-brown hair behind her. “Like hell, we’d let you.”

“Terra, don’t make this any harder than it needs to be. That goes for all of you.” Samantha pressed her fingers against her forehead. “These orders come from somewhere far above me, and I made a promise to the constitution to follow the lawful orders of my superiors. If you go against me, and you break out of a cell, you’ll be counted as one of the most wanted.”

Three more men in uniform rushed in with weapons. Despite her knuckles cracking at her sides, and her chest tightening with the same tension, Violet kept her composure. Samantha commanded the room with her burning desire and determination.

Radiating from Eden and the others was hurt and fear. It ripped Violet in two. She looked up at the television with tears in her eyes. Seeing the body count still rising in Boston, how could she disagree with Samantha?

“Every nation around the world is preparing for an attack. Our enemies, for the moment, have become allies. We’re all uniting to defeat Elric and the others with him.”

“Elric isn’t the ringleader,” Violet said. “Don’t for a second think that it’s all him. There’s more than just him.”

“Yeah, this Calamity. She’s been seen for the first time by someone other than you guys. The man who presented the speech gave a good detailed description of who was in this underground cave. There were four, plus Elric.”

“That means Allure is with them too,” Sasha mumbled.

“I’m sorry for everything he’s done. I-I’m sorry for all those people who died. But I can’t be involved in killing Elric.” Jen’s voice was as broken as her spirit. She turned to face Samantha directly. “He’s all I have left.”

Samantha gave a terse nod. “Then I have no choice.” Her voice was harsh, heavy, and crushing like a sledgehammer over a caterpillar. “You’ll be removed from the base. Collect your things.”

The two men grabbed Jen by the shoulders and placed her in handcuffs. Jen struggled futilely to break free.

“Samantha, wait! This isn’t right.” Violet tried to stop them. “What if Jen can get through to him? What if we can end all this with her help?”

“And what if she does turn him away from his path? Then what? You think they’re going to run away together? At a minimum, Elric will get the death penalty.” Sam shook her head. “Thousands are dead. Thousands! Amongst them children.”

Violet’s heart jumped. Sam’s voice frightened the child deep within her, a lowly part of her that dreamed everything could go back to normal like it once was before Sage and Zaroule were killed.

Violet looked up as concern took over, her heart racing, thumping through her chest and in her skull. “And if Terra and I refuse? You’ll throw us in jail too?”

“Yes.” There was no hesitation. Samantha’s expression was firm.

“The military?” Eden began. “You know the reason we’re in this predicament. All of this was caused by what happened to Elric’s parents, right? Because of the freaking military?” Eden glanced over at all the soldiers around them.

“There are some things that can’t be changed, Eden,” Samantha replied, her gaze trailing away, “but we have to move on from the past and push forward to have a better future.”

“Bullshit,” Jen said with tears running down her face.

Violet slammed her hand against the lunch table. “Samantha, you and I know he’s right.”

“Whether Eden’s right or wrong doesn’t matter to me. What matters to me are the millions of Americans, men, women, and children who, if we don’t act, will be killed.”

Violet stepped back, shaken by the tone. She couldn’t argue the truth. She wouldn’t. Even if Calamity was the sole creator of it all. Elric was still actively taking part and leading it.

Jennifer looked up, her eyes widening in anger as she continued to struggle against the men’s grip. Her anger and worry burned into Violet’s chest. It didn’t feel right. None of it did.

“Please don’t kick me out. I don’t have anywhere else to go.” Jen’s voice was like that of someone who experienced the loss of everyone they held dear.

Violet wrapped her arms around Jen, keeping her from falling over with grief. “Sam, please. Do something.”

Sam wiped a few tears away. “Fine. If she won’t help, throw her in a cell. We’ll deal with her later.

Violet nodded. As much as it pissed her off, she was happy Jen would still be there. As they dragged Jennifer away, she didn’t try to fight. It was like the hope was drained from her after what she had just heard.

Another soldier hurried past them. “Ma’am, it looks like we have some action in D.C.”

“Are you kidding me? What are they up to?”

“It looks like they were spotted in a bar. Don’t know whether it’s clear or not, but many witnesses claim to have seen the three of them. They even caused a fire that burned down the building.”

“Could they be after the president again?” Samantha frantically grabbed a remote and changed to CNN.

Smoke poured from a building as people watched from the outside as the fire department drenched the building with water. Violet knew they weren’t there anymore. If there wasn’t anything going on with the president, they weren’t interested in her either.

“Ma’am, that’s the other situation.”

“What is it, Captain?”

“The president is on her way here … right now.”

Samantha nodded with a sigh. “What’s her E.T.A.?”

“Twenty mikes.”

Sam turned her attention back to the others. “So, they just attacked this random bar .… If they’d wanted the president, I’m sure they could have just gone to the White House.”

“That man was just a messenger, right?” Violet watched the television.

Samantha nodded again. “What are you thinking?”

“Elric’s not trying to attack the president. He’s already done everything he needed to do. He’s not afraid. But remember, Elric is still a kid like us. A teenager, and so are the other two. We still do stupid things without intending to.”

“Elric’s ego is getting him a little cocky then,” Eden said. “What else is new?”

“Maybe,” Violet agreed, “but there’s no one to try to stop him. We have to find the Titan of Light. It’s the only way.”

“We don’t even know where to start. This person can be anywhere or anyone.” Samantha paced back and forth. “If this person is one of the strongest of the six Titans, why haven’t they been seen or discovered? There isn’t even proof that this individual ever existed.”

“Well, we exist, so I think we can assume …” Terra answered, looking at Eden. “The Light Titan will only come once imbalance begins to shake the world.”

Manie shook his head. “Well, we’re far past that.”

“Look, we’re wasting time. Are you guys in or out?” Samantha barked.

The iciest chill ran down Violet’s back. The anger and frustration stung like needles beating against her.

“C’mon, Samantha.” Violet grimaced. “Help us on this!”

Violet didn’t recognize the woman before her. Determination and loyalty to her country overpowered her maternal instincts. She was now full bird Colonel Rice.

“We are. It’s just—” Manie cleared his throat abruptly, shooting Violet a glance. “Who do you think risked their lives the first time?”

“Good, because this time we’re going full military force. The United States is not taking Elric’s threats lightly. And we’re going to do whatever it takes to neutralize the enemy.”

“Samantha, I need to talk to Jen,” Violet said sullenly.

“Violet …” Samantha looked down, eyes unwavering, chin stout. “Go ahead. I agree Jennifer needs someone right now. Let her go.”

“Yes, ma’am. Come with us,” one of the soldiers said, gesturing to Violet.

“Violet, what are you doing? What about us?” Sasha yelled.

“I’ll be right back.” She followed the men down the corridor where they’d dragged Jen.

Jen needed her help, and Violet needed hers. Samantha was too angry to understand, but Jennifer had something they didn’t. Knowledge and memories of Elric, which could easily change everything. Maybe with a glimmer of hope, she could reach him through all that hatred and revenge.


Chapter 10
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Optimism in the Dark

They walked down several flights of stairs, the vomit green walls of the hallway unnerving. Not now, Violet. Focus. She thought about every word she’d say to Jennifer, but one thing was certain. She’d get her out of here.

The two soldiers brought Violet to a holding cell and opened the door. Jennifer lay against the wall cracking her knuckles. Her hazel eyes darted away from Violet the moment she entered the room.

She looked up at Violet. “So … what now?”

The door slammed shut behind her as Violet waited a few seconds to answer. “I’m sorry about Sam. She’s just following orders.”

“The military’s always following orders. No wonder wars start. They can’t think for themselves.” Jennifer’s head lolled to the checkered tile floor of her cell. “People are complete idiots.”

“I came down here because I believe you’re here for a reason. You’re alive. That can’t be a coincidence.” Violet swallowed. “We’re going to need you to stop Elric.”

“I’m not going to kill him.”

“I know, I know. But if you have a better alternative, I’m willing to give it a shot.” Violet bit her bottom lip. The thought of Elric’s ruthlessness so far didn’t yield well with her. If it were up to Violet, she’d go with Samantha. But maybe. Just maybe … She leaned against the wall looking down at Jen.

Jennifer’s gaze wavered. “What about the others; what do they think?”

“Everyone’s angry right now, and I don’t blame them.”

That’s putting it mildly, she thought.

Violet tapped her knuckles against the cinderblock wall. Besides Elric, she couldn’t ignore the distrust taking root inside of everyone, and even she felt betrayed by Sam’s actions in a way. “I’ll give you one chance. The next time we run into Elric, I’ll bring you.”

“Are you serious?” Jen jumped to her feet, piercing hazel eyes searching Violet for a hint of disbelief. “Why, though? Won’t you get in trouble?”

“Yeah, but sometimes sacrifices need to be made for friends. No matter how far gone they are.”

Jen wrapped her arms around Violet, nearly taking her off her feet. “I know you tried your best to keep him safe. You’ve taken a lot for him. Thank you.”

Don’t make me regret this. “Just promise me you know what you’re doing, okay?”

Her head bobbed. “I do.”

Violet made her way to the door.

“And Violet, thank the others for me.”

Violet nodded as she left the room.

The clanking of metal and a loud thud as the deadbolt fell in place put a sour taste in Violet’s mouth. After all Jennifer and Elric had been through, the gap between them grew more each day. Truly night and day, blistering cold hatred versus warm, comforting love.

Violet rushed backed to the cafeteria, thinking about Jen and her words. They solidified Violet’s decision and where she stood. No matter what, the world outweighed one individual, and if Jen failed, they would carry out what they had to do.

Alfred was the first to approach Violet as she returned. “So, how did that go?”

She looked up at him as he crossed his arms, his tall, dark-brown frame sunk low in defeat.

“I know you guys think I’m still hanging onto Elric, but I’m not. Actually, after that last fight in Boston, I’m certain that he’s gone. But if there is even the slightest hope to bring him back, I’ll take it.”

Sasha’s brows pinched together as her green eyes widened. “Violet, that’s stupid, it’s—”

“And I would do it for any one of you,” Violet proclaimed, raising her voice over Sasha’s. “I would go the distance for you. A family never gives up on another, no matter how weak they are, no matter what they’ve done. A family is a home that you can go back to after everything’s said and done.”

Terra nodded. “I agree.” They all turned to her. “Eden, as Titans we can relate to the others. They’ve done some awful things, and I’ll help bring them down, but I won’t become a monster of anger to do it.”

Eden’s eyes softened as Terra’s words sunk in, his face flushing red as an internal battle ensued within; Violet had no doubt. His anger toward Elric was more than thoughts of revenge. To Violet, his anger felt like a thrashing storm. Sirocco’s hatred for the Deva inside Elric was responsible for that.

“Before we start talking about bringing anyone down, don’t we need some leads on where they could be?” Manie asked.

Eden cleared his throat and bristled as he remained seated. “All we can do is wait for Elric to make the next move. It’s on him.”

Violet struggled to remember the battle in Boston. Maybe something he said could give them a clue. But they were better off throwing darts on a map. And what if they did find them? It would be a repeat of before. Maybe worse.

“Well, it’s time we became proactive and not reactive, I’d say.” They all turned to see a woman with a navy-blue dress and pearls draped around her neck. Like Samantha, her dirty-blonde hair was in a tight bun, but two long strands fell down the sides of her face, framing her narrow cheeks. Cherry red lipstick was layered on her thick lips, bringing out the stunning blue of her eyes. Samantha stood at her side, along with a few others.

“Mrs. President,” Samantha said, allowing the woman to enter the room. “I would like you to meet the ones who fought in Boston.”

Everyone started rising to their feet.

“Relax, relax.” The president came up to them with a smile. She examined Violet and the others and nodded. “So, you’re the gifts God sent down from the heavens, I see.”

Silence. The tension was breathtaking amidst the building anxiety. The president studied Violet, and smiled. “The red head with a lot of fight. You must be the Anomaly?”

“Maybe,” Violet rasped.

The president nodded. “I heard you’re quite powerful too. I’ve worked with a few Anomalies in my day, one in particular I’m very fond of. She’s not that much older then you. I would love for you to meet her sometime.”

Violet rolled her eyes and scoffed. “Maybe when we’re done trying to save the world.”

The president nodded and wasn’t even a little thrown off by Violet’s sarcasm. Instead she made her way to Terra.

Terra’s fingers dug into her forearms as she folded them close to her chest. Violet could feel Terra’s insides fluttering with fear, but that was the least of her concerns.

As the president’s eyes searched Eden’s, his anger doubled. And like the shattering of levees, his rage flowed out in a fury that Violet couldn’t stop.

“You’re the one who gave the order that if we didn’t work with you, we would be thrown in jail for treason?”

The president smiled sweetly. “Why yes, honey, I did,” she replied with a southern accent.

Eden’s fist tightened. “What gives you the right to do that?”

“Eden,” Samantha whispered angrily.

The president threw out a hand toward Samantha. “No, it’s fine. We’ve known about the Titans for about eight decades now. Unfortunately, I’ve only recently found out, and in the worst possible way.” Her southern drawl was deeper than Terra’s, if that were at all possible. “But let’s be realistic. Could a prison cell really hold you?”

“Eighty years?” Violet asked.

The woman combed her well-manicured fingers through her hair, tugging at a few elegant strands. “The United States government became aware of Titans back in the early forties when an earthquake of a magnitude of 5.5 in Imperial Valley, California nearly annihilated an entire town. It was over six million dollars in damages and claimed the lives of six people. It was later confirmed that the earthquake had been caused by a young girl of fourteen.”

Everyone looked at Terra.

“I—My grandmother.” Terra’s face burned with embarrassment. “That’s when the government brought her in.”

The president leaned forward. “So, you’re the Earth Titan then? Why, you’re so young and soft looking, I could eat you up.”

Terra chewed on her bottom lip as her brows bunched. She pulled away from the woman.

The president gently placed her hand on Terra’s shoulders. “Yes, based on the information I’ve gathered, we brought your grandmother in. They ran tests and tried to find out how she attained these abilities. They tried to help her control them.”

“You mean they tried to turn her into a weapon,” Terra replied bitterly, answering with her own southern timbre.

The president’s eyes narrowed on Terra as if she had just accepted some unknown challenge. “It was discovered that the Titans were older than we thought. Also, that there was more than this one individual. Five more, to be exact. All with powerful abilities. And all with their very own internal monster. Yes, we tried weaponizing them. The United States was launched into World War Two during that time frame. I assume we needed all the help we could get. Unfortunately, it didn’t work out as planned.”

Violet watched as even Samantha listened with interest. It was more than they had ever heard about the government’s involvement with the Titans. Who knew that they had known for so long?

“Research answered a lot of questions about the Titans, but none more frightening than the reason why they existed. We believe that besides acting as vessels, the Titans served as weapons … living, powerful weapons.”

Samantha took a deep breath and looked at the woman with an awkward expression on her face. “Weapons are designed to give an edge over a conflict or to defend oneself. If the Titans’ existence were to serve as weapons—with all that awful power, then who the hell were they meant to be used against?”

“We thought it was each other. It’s like how we have nuclear bombs today. But after the portal openings, I wonder …” The president scanned the group before fondly resting her eyes on Terra. “However, the Earth Titan wasn’t keen on war and refused to participate. This brought a lot of tension. So, the US decided to find a way to extract the being out of her and place it into someone else; a highly trained soldier. Someone who could be utilized to help end wars.”

“They were willing to kill her to do so?” Terra’s animosity returned a hundred-fold. “My mother was right. The military can’t be trusted for anything.”

“Honey, back then, they had no clue what extracting the Deva would do. Regardless she escaped, bringing down an entire military outpost.”

Samantha shook her head as she studied the ground. “I don’t understand. So, all this time, leadership has known about the Titans?”

“Don’t be so surprised. We’ve had you on projects as well. We’ve also known about the Ermakians for some time.”

Samantha’s eyes widened. “Yes, but because of the discovery two decades ago. Not something that’s been in the works before I was born.”

“There were some layered secrets. Trust me, I peeled that onion, and let’s just say I had to pop a few Xanax to keep stable. The world was never ready for the existence of a parallel universe. It would’ve changed everything, cosmology, physics, astronomy, religion .… You name it.”

They all looked over as two men strode over. One, Violet recognized as the ambassador they’d seen on television, the one who talked about Elric and the others. The other man was tall and very thin with a downcast demeanor. He reminded Violet of an exhausted tortoise, wearing a sweater vest and a bowtie.

“Mr. Galloway and Professor Haverhill.” The president clasped her hands together as she greeted the two men. “I would like for you to meet the ones who did their best to save Boston and the ones who prevented a war from spilling into our world.”

Violet looked at the others. They all shared the same expression. Shock. The president knew everything. Violet searched Samantha’s face. The woman appeared to be beyond rattled.

“Existence of a parallel universe.” Samantha looked lost and confused. “And what leads you to the thought of something like that?”

Knowing the truth, and remembering everything Sage told her before she passed, Violet swallowed hard. She’d never had the time to explain anything of the sort to Sam; she’d barely had time to grieve for Sage.

The tall, lanky man smiled. He had a few strands out of place that he might have tried to comb over. “Well, Colonel, the children who are here that are Ermakian are proof of that. Ermak is not just some underground society. This new civilization is not from some planet within our solar system, but in fact, they live right here. Just in another time and existence altogether. In fact, I believe there may be multiple universes out there.”

Samantha fixed her composure. “Look, that’s fine and all ... I guess. The real question I need answered is, how can I help you all today?”

“Well, that’s simple, honey. I just need to know …” The president paused and looked at all of them with a smile that could brighten the room. “I need to know what are we going to do about the teenage gods creating chaos around the world?”

Silence smothered the atmosphere.

Violet looked at Eden. The Titan raised an eyebrow and pursed his lips. What was the plan? And how the hell were they going to execute something without knowing beforehand where Elric and the others would be?


Chapter 11
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The Dark Temple

Cracks seeped deeply into the barren black landscape. The soil deprived of any and all life was riddled with chunks of stained concrete slabs, nothing more than ghostly monuments of what once stood. Gentle hills built of fine grains of sand blanketed what little was left of walls and structural foundations. All the while, a soft breeze from the ocean twirled the grains into a small black vortex.

A deep breath of rich, salty air swelled Elric’s lungs, filling him with the memories of his hometown as he searched the sky above. The placid ocean waves lapped from just behind Elric, their gentle rhythm smooth and soothing, unlike what he remembered. He clutched at the deep scar on his chest as a sickly smile stretched ear to ear.

Rai dug her boots in the black sand. “Was there a fire here or something?”

“Nah. Fire would have left something.” Enzo looked up at Elric. “Am I right, E?”

“This was Area Zero. A military base created strictly for hunting Titans. A little over a year ago, they brought me and the others here and tried to extract the Devas from Eden and me.” Elric crouched, lifting a handful of the black sand and holding it tightly in his fist. The black grains passed through the cracks of his fingers with ease. “For the first time in my life, I was able to meet my father. He had been kept for years in this place but then was killed right in front of me.”

“Elric, my bad ...” Enzo moved awkwardly, trying to show some kind of sympathy. “Looks like you made them pay for that.”

Calamity stepped out of a crevice, knocking over the remains of a brick wall. “My thoughts exactly.” She took off her shoes and socks and let her toes dig into the blackness. “Can you feel it? It’s alive in each grain of sand. The darkness … The beast.” Calamity’s illuminating eyes were vibrant. “What took you three?”

Rai glared at Enzo. “Thanks to this bonehead, things got crazy.”

Enzo returned the expression. “You think just because you’re the Water Titan, you can talk to me any way you like, huh?” His fingertips burst into flames. “Keep testing me.”

Rai rolled her eyes.

“Relax,” Elric ordered from behind them. “Where’s Allure?”

“She’s scouting the area,” Calamity replied. “We’re trying to find a place sheltered from sight.”

Elric watched the shift in her body, something of a slight widening of her stance as she straightened. He thought she grew a few inches. “Who says I want it to be sheltered?”

Calamity’s eyes glowed a burning red. “What do you want?”

“I’m tired of hiding.” Elric brushed past her and climbed up a slope to the flattened land. “This is perfect. Create our new home right here.”

Enzo cleared his throat. “Elric, I don’t want to be a wiseass or anything, but declaring war on the world, then putting the place where we live out in the open isn’t very smart. Drone strikes, remember?”

Elric looked over his shoulders. “Enzo, you want power more than anything, right?”

“Well yeah, but—”

“Don’t ever question me or belittle my thinking again.” Elric’s eyes cut like a knife.

Enzo’s own eyes narrowed, but he held his tongue. Elric could tell he wanted to say something.

“What’s your problem?” Rai broke in. “What gives you the right to talk to him like that?”

“We’re gods surrounded by mortals. You saw what happened to that city, and you saw what I’m capable of. I won’t allow anything to happen to us. That’s a promise.”

“Whatever,” Rai replied, making her way to a crevice filled with concrete and black sand.

Calamity sighed. “So right here in the open? You sure?”

“Just do it.” Elric’s eyes glowed as he held back his growing frustration.

Calamity gently coursed her fingers into the black sands. The ground jumped, kicking like she’d hit a painful nerve beneath the grains. What followed was a terrible rumbling beneath their feet, shifting the foundation from deep within the island.

Mounds manifested and formed. From the sand and surrounding debris, walls burst forth as a building began to take shape. Debris and remnants of the base disintegrated and were reformed, fitting together to make the bones of something huge.

Intricately constructed with darkened stone and reinforced by the metal framing of the past Area Zero, a structure of immense portion rose, forging four platforms. A grand stairwell rippled out of a huge opening in the middle. Carved into the block of black stone was a dragon reaching down to the entrance. Wings spread menacingly and positioned prominently on the creature giving it a fierce appearance.

The heavy blackness settled, allowing the golden rays to pierce through, every glimmer devoured, allowing not even the sun’s light to give the structure life.

Enzo stepped back in awe. “She can do that? Can we do that?”

“What is this?” Rai’s eyes danced over the smooth stone.

“Your new home,” Calamity shrugged. “For the moment, anyway. Having it in plain sight like this, I’m sure it won’t last long.”

“It looks like an old Aztec temple,” Rai whispered.

Elric made his way to the enormous structure, analyzing every detail. Darkness flowed freely around every piece of stone, causing his powers to awaken with excitement and become active from the presence.

“What’s that?” Elric asked as a jolt raced through him, referring to the depiction of a dragon.

Calamity smiled. “This structure was built from the very essence of your power. Residue from the destruction here remained alive. So, from that, I was able to build this. It’s your temple, after all.”

“Why does he get all the good stuff?” Enzo asked, nudging Elric in the ribs.

“Anything’s better than that cave,” Rai said, scrunching her face and twisting her mouth with a look of disgust. “If I had to smell those bats again, I’d lose it. No offense to Allure.”

Enzo eyed the monstrous stone creature reaching over the entrance. “This whole place gives me an ‘oh, hell no’ vibe.”

They stepped inside to see miniature versions of the monsters within each of them lined the hallway. Torches were lit with glowing blue flames that whispered in the salty breeze. An ominous gust rolled up Elric’s shirt with each step into the darkness, sending their shadows to dance with the torches and take on different shapes and sizes.

“This place is huge. So where are the rooms?” Enzo asked, his eyes glimmering in the guttering flames.

Calamity pointed down a darkened corridor. “A little ways up ahead, you’ll find your sleeping quarters. Trust me; they’ll be much more to your liking than the cave.”

Enzo ran down to one of the rooms and opened the door. He hooted and hollered, laughing with excitement before peeking his head around the corner. “You guys have to see this!”

Rai followed Enzo into the room, her jaw falling open as she leaned against the doorway. Elric strutted in behind her and gazed upon Calamity’s creation. At the center of the room stood a massive bed fit for a king with silk covers that dressed the bed. At the head were pillows large and plush, all in jet black matching the marble floor that swirled with a touch of gray. Calamity had fulfilled her end of the request for sure.

Rai looked back with widened eyes. “How’s this possible?”

Elric studied the look of excitement on their faces. “Dark matter—or any kind of matter—can be molded into anything.”

Calamity smiled. “Depending on the user, of course. You’re only limited by your imagination, skill, and overall power to use such an ability.”

Enzo cleared his throat. “I’m not surprised.”

“Who cares?” Rai rushed in and jumped on the bed, screaming in excitement. “It’s an actual bed in a castle!”

“They’re all the same, so no one gets jealous.” Calamity set her chin on Enzo’s shoulder. “There’s also a training hall up ahead.”

“So how come only Elric can do this kind of stuff, but not me or Rai?” Enzo arched an eyebrow.

“Actually, the Titan of Light can as well. Unlike the other Devas of this world, darkness and light are universal, both having their hand in creating what is known as the Allverse. They are celestial elements that are the closest to being divine.”

“That’s amazing,” Rai said, looking over at Elric.

Enzo’s hand was suddenly engulfed in orange flames. “What are we going to do if this place gets droned? All they have to do is nuke this island, and we’re toast.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Elric replied, confident in his powers after opening the third door.

“You better be sure. With beds and rooms like this, this is our new home!” Rai shouted. “Seaside view … It’s not Villa Verde, but it’ll do.”

Elric nodded and stepped out of the room. In the swaying dim light of the torches, he strode down the corridor until he found a quiet place where he could think. He locked his eyes shut and took a deep breath, finding himself in his inner world in front of the fourth door.

“What are you thinking?” Erebus spoke expectantly.

“I can’t stop thinking that she’s hiding something from me.”

Erebus growled with laughter. “What you should be concerned with is the hunger in Calamity’s eyes. The foul bloodlust on her lips. She means to do away with you soon.”

“I hadn’t noticed to be honest. I’ll allow you to worry about that.”

“What makes you think I’ll do anything about it?”

“We have a deal, remember?” Elric smiled into the dark. The blackness seeped from the cracks of the massive barred door. “And if you break that deal, I’ll lock you away in my inner world for the rest of my life.”

Elric stared at the large door. To think he had come this far with the Deva within him. The most frightening one of the six and considered to be the most sinister. Yet he talked to it any way he felt like.

Elric opened his eyes and he was back in the halls of the temple.

The pulse of dark energy snapped him out of focus as he drifted along the tunnels.

It wouldn’t be long before they appeared on satellite. His fingers wiggled with anticipation.

Who’ll come first? The world or Violet? Elric wondered.


Chapter 12
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Sympathy for the Devil

Violet and the others followed the president and her entourage down into a classroom. Violet couldn’t help but shoot glances at Professor Haverhill, whose watchful eye was like that of a spectator studying zoo animals even though he was the one who looked like a turtle.

He shifted his focus to Violet, giving her a half-smile. “You’re an Anomaly, correct?”

“Yup,” she replied.

“Fascinating! During my time at Area Zero, I came across some incredible Anomalies. Cloud used Anomalies in many ways during the Titan Project. We had Anomalies that could feel out the powers of a Titan if they were close enough. We called them seekers. We had Anomalies who could read people’s minds, called them readers, and then we had a few who had the ability to use their psionic powers to attack and defend. Which one are you?

“All of them,” Violet replied apathetically. This guy was worse than the teachers she had back in Boston when they went to Duskton High.

“That’s ... that’s incredible,” he said, growing with excitement. “You two are Titans, correct?” Professor Haverhill smiled, looking at Terra and Eden.

“Maybe,” Terra said as if she was unsure if she wanted to tell him the truth or not.

Violet didn’t blame her; the guy looked like all he wanted to do was study them, inside and out.

Professor Haverhill clasped his hands together. His cheeks were so high you could barely see his eyes anymore. “Right. From your profiles, you’re the Earth Titan, and the young man over there is the Wind Titan.”

Eden placed a hand on his forehead. “Look, I get it we’re some kind of amazing scientific discovery that will shatter history books, but—”

“No. Science has nothing to do with what you are, my young friend. In fact, the existence of you two and the others will shake the foundation of everything our world is built upon. I’ve studied the Titans for years, studied them to the point where I know more about your ancestry than you do.”

“A statement that I can agree with you on,” Eden said, sitting back in his chair. His blue eyes thinned, then bounced to Violet. “This guy a tool or what?”

“The biggest. But let’s see what we can get out of him. As weird as he is, he could be useful.”

Eden licked his thin lips as he tried to beat back a gleam of sorrow in his eyes. “V, I just want to say—”

She could feel the worry and the heaviness of guilt building up within Eden. He had been carrying it since she saw him in the lunchroom after she had awakened. Maybe even longer than that. Boston was on all of their minds, and the more she thought about it, the worse she felt. It didn’t help that images of destruction were on every television screen.

“Eden, I know you tried to do your best .... We all did. Let’s do our best next time, okay?”

The professor continued talking. “The creatures within you were once living physical manifestations of energy and power, the likes of which this world has never seen. Living manifestations of earth, fire, water, air, light … darkness. The reason we would’ve never known that such entities existed is that they’ve always been around us, existing right in front of us. In the air we breathe, the water we drink, the very ground we walk on.”

“Look,’ Eden grumbled, “I understand you’re getting a hard-on for what we are, but we got bigger things to worry about.”

“Eden’s right.” Violet looked up and took a deep breath. “And how long have you known that we were the ones who stopped the war with Ermak from spilling over?”

The president folded her arms in front of her, giving the sweetest humbling grin. “I wouldn’t say you ‘stopped’ the war with Ermak from spilling over, exactly. You children have to understand; our world has known a lot about the existence of the Ermakians for centuries now. It was just never known to the public. I mean, think about it. They’re in everything from mythic folklore to horror movies. Look at Egypt.”

Sasha rose and stood over the president with Samantha between them. “Then why is the government treating us like we’re the enemies? Like monsters?”

“Yeah,” Alfred added. “We can’t even step outside anymore. I think we deserve better than that.”

“Because only a few know. We can’t all of a sudden say, ‘Hey, these guys are good to go. They’re no threat.’” The president shrugged. “When those portals opened, it was a declaration of war, a war that we had to fight as if we were dumb to their existence for the sake of the Ermakians.”

Manie let out a sarcastic chuckle. “For the sake of Ermakians?”

“Well, it doesn’t matter now, does it?” Sasha sucked her teeth and folded her arms, her finger tapping away on her elbow.

Violet saw her lip twitch from dissatisfaction. If Sasha were in her fox form, she’d be baring her teeth right about now.

The ambassador cleared his throat. “I understand why you’re upset. I do. But both our worlds are threatened by a much more dangerous force than just some ragtag Ermakian terrorist group,” he said in a thick accent that definitely sounded eastern US “They’ve declared war not only on our nation but against every nation on our planet. This is war, and in order to secure the safety of our people, we need to wipe this threat off the face of the Earth.”

The man didn’t seem shaken up or nervous. In fact, he looked confident. Nothing like a man who had been kidnapped by international criminals with the ability to destroy a city and declare war on humanity.

Eden’s eyebrows arched. “Threat? This threat was technically created by the government. If it weren’t for you coming after us for power, maybe we wouldn’t be in this situation. Maybe Elric would still have his parents.”

Violet’s head snapped back from Eden’s response. It almost sounded like he was defending Elric a little. “As much as we hate to show any sympathy toward Elric’s actions, Eden’s right. Based on what the president said, this has been going on for years. It never occurred to any of you that the Titans would retaliate in such a way?”

The Ambassador stood and nodded. “I suppose your feelings toward the enemy are very well understood considering he was once a friend …. A companion, I should say. That stops now. Elric Blake, Rai Tsu, and Casey Jones are an international threat to our survivability as a species, and they will be destroyed.”

Violet tightened her fist. Thinking about everything she’d heard, she started grinding her teeth.

“Did you know about Elric’s parents?” she asked the president.

The president looked over. “What about them?”

“His parents were murdered by this government. Labeled as terrorists because they wouldn’t give him up. Did you know about that?”

Her bright red lipstick-covered lips trembled as she shook her head. “That was kept confidential, top secret. How did you come to possess that knowledge?”

“I assume by now you know that Elric destroyed the base on that island.” Violet glared. “It was right before he kidnapped you.”

“Right. Area Zero, the base where we studied the Titans,” the professor replied.

“General Cloud explained everything about Elric’s parents. He was responsible for their deaths. Did you know about that?” Violet asked with more emphasis, badgering them.

Mr. Galloway fixed his tie and gulped. “Sacrifices had to be made. The person known as Cole Moore was a menace not only to himself but the people around him.”

“As horrible as that sounds,” the professor said with a throaty tone, pushing his glasses further against his face, “he’s right.”

Violet and the others looked on in shock, hearing the truth.

Elric’s parents were murdered.

“Cole was a confused young man, lost, wild,” the professor said. “The woman he was with, Celine Blake, her death was unfortunate and was an accident. Cole had no control over his abilities. He was mentally unstable, abandoned by his own parents, and a risk on multiple levels. Not just to the people around him, but what if another country discovered him? What if they were able to do what we couldn’t and weaponized him?”

“You had him killed?” Terra asked with wide, horrific eyes.

Professor Haverhill stayed as composed as he could, but dots of sweat glossed over his forehead. “Well, not me, of course. In our first interaction, Cole killed multiple soldiers. Cloud went mad with revenge.” The professor bristled in his chair, fixed his tie, and cleared his throat. “I worked in Area Zero for two decades. I was a leading specialist under that barbarian, Cloud, and trust me when I say he was losing his mind. But Cole was a person we could not allow to roam free. As you can see by what’s happening today.”

Alfred shook his head. He leaned forward and rose to his feet, digging his fingers through his tight curls. “Man, you guys are something else. I know as Ermakians, we can seem real savage ourselves, but the people of this world ...? Merciless.”

The president folded her arms. “The deaths of Elric’s parents were both unfortunate, and by all means murder; we aren’t disagreeing. But that doesn’t excuse him from what he’s done, no way on God’s green Earth.”

Professor Haverhill continued, “It frightened us all to death when we realized that the Deva was no longer in Cole but in his newborn son. When we finally caught Cole in Boston, we had no idea where the child, Elric Blake, was. It was as if he had vanished. When we interrogated Cole, we found out he had a disturbing background. He was abandoned as a young boy by his father in the woods of Vermont, and his mother had died when he was a toddler. This was a man who barely made it on his own with this thing inside him, abusing, manipulating, and twisting him from within. It was a miracle he didn’t implode, but his willpower is what kept him from falling victim to its influence. We learned a lot about Cole, but even more about that thing inside him. Do any of you know what a symbiotic relationship is?”

Violet shook her head, still holding on to the story about Elric’s father. She couldn’t help but think about the last interaction Elric must have had with him.

“Symbiosis is characterized by two completely different organisms interacting and living together in a way that is either mutualistic, commensalistic, or parasitic. Now unlike specific organisms, the Devas, depending on their character and behavior, share a different relationship with you. For example, you two look healthy and strong. How would you describe your relationship with the beings inside you?”

Eden shrugged. “Sirocco’s alright. He can be a pain in the ass, but we’ve gotten tight over the years, and we both want what’s right, so he’s willing to help me in any way possible.”

The professor turned to Terra. “And yours?”

“Well, Chasm can be grumpy sometimes, but only because she thinks I need to be more confident in myself. She can be overprotective too.”

Haverhill nodded. “From those statements alone, I gather that you both share a mutualistic relationship with your Devas, meaning the interactions between you and your Deva benefit both of you and increase the likelihood of your survival. I deduce each Deva has a specific relationship with their host, per se. But with that Dark Titan, it is nothing short of parasitic.” The professor looked up, rubbing his chin. “The Dark Titan is on a completely different tier than the others, a living manifestation of darkness, something sinister. Evil incarnate. Only when it benefited the Deva did Cole have power. Otherwise, it was slowly driving him mad.”

Everyone became silent, looking up at the professor. His hands trembled as he took a seat, taking in deep breaths. Violet felt all the sorrier for Elric. The darkness was utterly destroying him from the inside out, and he was too blind from anger, hatred, and revenge to see it.

Professor Haverhill looked up. “One of our readers peeked into Cole’s subconscious and almost never came out. When he did, he explained that the beast inside of Cole was a frightening one with the sole purpose of fully possessing its host, and thus finishing what it started after man originally captured it.”

“And w–what’s that?” Manie asked.

“To destroy everything we’ve built. Our lives, our happiness, you name it.”

“We have to find the Light Titan,” Terra whispered under her breath.

“We have no idea where to look,” Violet said.

Mr. Galloway nodded. “Yes, the Light Titan. There have been no appearances, no strange occurrences or sightings of an individual who can control light. No matter how many seekers we sent out, no one could find this person. It’s as if they never even existed.”

“Because there was no need for them to appear until now,” Terra replied. “There was a lot of darkness and evil in the world before, but now with the rise of the Dark Titan and the others following him, it’s only a matter of time.”

The occupants of the room became silent. So many thoughts and emotions flooded the environment that Violet couldn’t grasp any of them. There was anger, sadness, disappointment, understanding, and pain. Elric’s life from the very beginning was ushered in with sorrow and pain. Just as Samantha had said, the consequences of his actions, even if he did change, were nothing short of the death penalty.

The world marked him with fear and hatred, and they all wanted vengeance against the things he’s done.

How would Jennifer fix that?


Chapter 13
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Reunion

The emotions that coursed through the room made Violet’s stomach turn, but she kept her composure. No matter how much she wanted to thrash the people in front of her, she had her self-control.

With a heavy exhale, Violet stood. “We won’t do it for you. We won’t do it because you threatened to throw us in jail for treason.” Her fists shook. “We’re going to do all we can to save the world because that’s what we have to do, and at one point, that was Elric’s goal too.”

The president nodded. “Spoken like true heroes, indeed. Violet, is it?”

All Violet did was move her lips as she focused on the president. As far as she as concerned, it was all that woman deserved.

“I want you to know that I’ll take it upon myself to change everything for the Ermakians and the Titans. I have a year left in my term; I’m sure I can make some changes. The world will know about them, and they will be protected and treated as equals. I promise.”

Violet raised her head high. “Take it from me. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

“Trust me, I plan on keeping that one if it’s the last thing I do.”

“We’ll see about that.” Violet never took her eyes off the woman. The president didn’t smile but returned the gaze with absolute confidence and assurance, reminding Violet of Sage.

Samantha shook her head. “It’s not that simple, Mrs. President. Just as the ambassador so elegantly put it, if the Titans are considered weapons of mass destruction, no nation will stand for them being in one country. I can even see some countries either wanting the Titans destroyed or their powers shared with them.”

Professor Haverhill jittered in his seat. “She’s right, you know. Think about the vacuum created from the original nuclear bomb drop. Russia, China, everyone wanted that power. It’ll be the same for the Titans, so, Ma’am, how will you protect them then?”

For the first time since Violet met her, the president lost that air of elegant confidence she typically held over a room.

A soldier burst through a set of doors, eyes wide with excitement. He was young, maybe just a little older than Violet and the others.

“Sergeant, you better have a damn good reason for bursting into a room where the president of the United States is holding a meeting,” Samantha demanded.

“We got something on the island where Area Zero used to be. There’s some crazy activity, Ma’am, on satellite. You may want to check this out.”

“Area Zero?”

The soldier nodded and raced out of the room.

An alarm began to wail as they followed him down a corridor. The commotion had everybody talking and whispering. Eden came rushing up beside Violet, Terra running right along with them. Violet’s heart raced. Was this really Elric?

“V, you think it’s him?” Eden asked.

“I don’t know.”

His brows bunched as he kept pace with her. “Area Zero, I thought it was a desert after what Elric did.”

They entered the cafeteria. Soldiers filled the first table. Violet and the others made their way to the front to where Samantha already stood. Behind her, a projector lit up the room, reflecting images onto a large screen.

Another soldier appeared to relay information to Samantha as she pointed to the screen and spoke in a low tone.

Violet turned to watch the president and her two companions creep in from behind. The soldiers looked up with widened eyes, but she coaxed them back to their seats, helping them relax.

“Dim the lights a little,” Samantha said. “As of five minutes ago, we got word that the enemy has had some action on Area Zero.”

A picture of Elric appeared on the screen. It was an older picture, one Violet imagined had been taken prior to the initial portal attacks. His hair was shorter then and not as messy, not long and tangled like it was now.

“We have no clue what their actions are or why they’re there, but we’re going to find out. The Dark Titan is likely accompanied by four others, two who are also beings that control certain powers, one, fire and the other, water.”

“What about the other two?” a soldier asked huskily.

“At the moment, they’re an unknown. They haven’t been involved in any of the true destruction.” Samantha stared at Violet. “From what we’ve seen anyway. Violet, can you come up and give us some information about what you know of the enemy?”

Violet’s lips moved, and her eyes widened as she looked up at Samantha, who waved her up to the front of the group. Violet cleared her throat and looked back at the others. They nodded at her with confidence. When she finally faced front and center, the words were still rummaging around in her mind and not ready to take life as she wanted them to.

“Elric … as some of you know is the Dark Titan—”

“Yup, we know his bio,” a soldier spoke out with arrogance. “Give us something we don’t know.”

“Well, he’s—”

“Speak up!” another yelled.

Violet paused and channeled some of Samantha’s commanding presence. “You think you know him so well, but you’ll never understand someone like him. The Titans have a power unlike anything you’ve ever seen, unlike any weapon, nuclear or whatever. Elric has the power to destroy an entire city, and I know because I was there.” She pointed at Alfred and the others. “They were there.”

The occupants of the room silenced, giving her their full attention.

“However you plan on going about doing this, I want you soldiers to remember this especially. Elric sees the army as the reason for his parents’ death. That’s why he destroyed that island from the get-go. He won’t show an ounce of mercy for you. In fact, he’ll kill you without hesitation just like those people in Boston. To tell you quite honestly, we’ll fail if we go to that island.”

“And how do you know that?” a squinty-eyed man in uniform shouted.

“Because without the Titan of Light, he is unstoppable. In fact, I’m certain this is a trap. Why would he blatantly make himself known otherwise? He’s been untraceable until now. He wants this and what he has prepared for us …. I’m terrified to know.” Violet swallowed hard.

A soldier sat back on the bench, chuckling. “I’m not taking anything from a little girl.”

Samantha jumped to her feet and towered over the soldier, snapping a finger Violet’s way. “That ‘little girl’ and her friends saved this world while you and your family hadn’t a clue. What do you think happened to all those portals?”

He became silent.

Another soldier with dark-brown skin about Alfred’s complexion, but with a much older face and experience in his eyes, leaned forward in his chair. “If what you’re saying is true, then what’s the point of going?”

Samantha looked over at her. “What are you thinking, Violet?”

“Let us go,” Violet said, looking at Sasha and the rest of them. “Just the six of us.”

Samantha nodded, then said, “I’ll be going too. I’m in charge, remember?”

Alfred scoffed. “I hope you like getting messy because this isn’t going to be pretty.”

“So, what about us, ma’am? Are we just a waste of space or what?” a soldier asked as he stood.

“Captain. You’ll be given the proper information and guided accordingly, but we need to be patient about how we go about this. I refuse to put you all at risk senselessly. At least with Violet and the others, they have the power to defend themselves. I’m going to contact the air force and navy leadership and request their assistance to secure the island. For now, the SEALs will remain on standby, but stay alert and on ready for anything.”

They nodded and began clearing the cafeteria. The others gaggled over. Eden placed his hands on Violet’s shoulders, and she fell into his embrace with a deep groan.

Eden scratched his head as he looked down at Violet. “What makes you think it’s a trap?”

She looked up at him and stepped away to face the others. “Just fighting Elric for as long as we have and feeling his thoughts and actions. You know what I mean? So far, all he’s wanted to do is make his presence known. Boston, NATO, the message .… He wants the world to fear him.”

Manie looked confused. “I think he’s already done that. Why go for overkill?”

“I guess we’ll find out?”

Samantha closed out the meeting, and everyone went their separate ways. Violet bolted downstairs to the barracks where they stayed. She sat on her bed, contemplating how she could get Jennifer there without getting in trouble.

Teleporting into the cell was the obvious option, but she’d have to wait until they found Elric. Only then could she grab Jennifer and bring her there to meet with him. If this was truly Elric and not some trick by Calamity.

“A lot going on, huh?” Terra peeked her head into the room.

There were six beds in total on this side of the bay, more than enough for her, Terra, Jennifer, and Sasha.

Violet flashed a smile, hiding her anxiety. “Yeah, nothing we can’t handle, right?”

Terra’s eyebrows rose. “Well, can’t get worse than ...” Her eyes shifted to the right, and she started shivering.

“Terra? Is everything alright?”

Tears began falling from the girl’s brown eyes. The sadness drained from her, flowing down to her feet, cold and painful. Violet chided herself for not noticing. Terra had come to her earlier, but with everything going on, she’d forgotten about it. She stood and wrapped her arms around Terra as she cried deeply into Violet’s chest.

Disappointment. Grief. Fault. Violet knew these things lingered within herself, but her mind was already on the next fight; she didn’t have time to dwell on Boston. Or maybe she’d just shoved it so deep, leaving the wails, the roars and explosions nothing but ghostly echoes.

“How?” Terra looked up, the light-brown of her face, red and swelling as long strands of her dark-brown hair stuck to her cheeks. “How do you guys do it? I can’t even look myself in the mirror,” she sobbed with quick gasps in between her words. Her body shook and jittered from each crackle of her voice. “The nightmares ... I can’t even close my eyes without hearing the screams. The thought of all those people dying, Violet …? I can’t .... Sometimes I can’t even move.”

Terra stepped back, looking down at her hands with horror as if something on them was looking back at her monstrously. Violet pulled her back in and dug her face into Terra’s neck. “I’m sorry, Terra.”

She thought about Terra’s mom and the promise she’d made, claiming that she would keep the girl safe. Though Terra was physically alright, mentally, she had been dealt a painful wound. One that could only be healed by time, love, and patience.

Terra covered her ears and dropped to her knees. “It’s the screams and the people yelling.” She shook her head. “I know I didn’t act like it, but now more than ever, it’s like it comes in waves. And it hurts really bad.”

Violet dropped to her knees, holding Terra, her eyes shut tight. “It hurts so much, I know. And I hate to say you get used to it, and you don’t. But what happens is you focus on the next problem, the next big thing that can take a chunk of you away.”

Terra used her shirt to wipe her face. “I’ve never felt anything like this before. It feels worse than physical pain. It’s so darn deep.”

Violet combed her fingers through the long strands of Terra’s hair and brought the girl even closer.

“There was a time when I didn’t feel anything,” she said, thinking about her days at the Citadel. “When my parents abandoned me at this special school for the ‘gifted,’ and they never came back. I figured they didn’t want me. So, if my own parents didn’t want me, then nobody wanted me. Over time, I became this emotionless robot of a person. Then I met him. Zaroule.”

“Zaroule?”

Violet looked down at her, nodding. “He was my dad.”

At first, Terra’s gaze was one of confusion, but it softened. “Zaroule. I feel like the others talked about him before.”

“More than likely. He saved me from the Citadel and raised me as his own. He did the same thing with the others. That’s why we’re so close.”

Terra wiped the last few tears away and gave a hard sniff. “How did he die?”

Violet took a deep breath as she recalled the events in Zenith. “Blight, the leader of the Wrath, put out a hit on Elric after he killed a general. Allure came personally. The battle turned Zenith into an underground warzone that spewed into the above-ground world. Even with Violet, Elric, and Eden, we couldn’t stop Allure from killing Zaroule. He was killed by Allure.”

“The bat chick?”

Violet nodded.

“I don’t understand. How do you not want revenge? How do you not want to kill her yourself?”

Violet helped Terra onto the bed and then both of them sat on its edge. “Zaroule taught us to never kill out of revenge because if you do, there will be nothing to hold you back from killing in the future.”

Violet’s eyes fell to the floor as she thought about Elric and Area Zero. For him to go back there must have been painful. “When I think about all that Elric’s done, the pain he’s caused, and how easy it has become for him to destroy, I realize even more how right Z was.”

Terra exhaled, falling back on Violet’s bed. “What do you do to keep your mind off of all this stuff?”

“Workout. Train. Workout some more.”

Terra gave a weak laugh. “Explains why you’re so toned and in shape.” She patted her stomach. “I know most people—Sasha— would consider me a little chunky. I never really trained like you guys before. Maybe when all of this is over, I’ll take utilizing my powers more seriously.”

Violet flicked Terra across the forehead. “You’re perfect the way you are, Terra. Never change who you are for anybody. Sasha can be a pain, and she’s a little vain.”

“A little?” Terra lifted a brow.

“You know what I mean. But seriously, never change anything about yourself unless it comes from the heart. You understand?”

Terra nodded. “You know what? You’ll make a good mama someday. You ever tell Eden that?”

Violet’s face grew hot, and the butterflies overtook any anxiety or fear deep inside her at the moment. “I–I wouldn’t necessarily tell that to Eden.”

Terra laughed. “Boy, your face got red, V. Everything okay? You need some water?”

“I’m fine. Just—” She tangled her fingers with Terra’s. “Just promise me you’ll never say something like that to Eden, okay?”

“Why? I mean, you really like him, that’s obvious. Don’t you want to have kids with—Ouch!” Terra ripped her hand free. “What’s your problem?”

Violet couldn’t stop smiling. Her cheeks ached, and her jaw cramped. “Not a word, okay?”

The door popped open as Samantha came in fully swathed in her combat wear. “Chopper is ready. You and the others ready to go?”

The once goofy grin faded and hardened with concern, taking on the emotion of the reality that was before them. Violet nodded. “Terra, get the others. Sam, we’ll meet you in the helicopter.”

“Well, execute ... Otherwise, you’ll be teleporting there,” Samantha said with a terse nod.

 

In the helicopter, the ocean glistened from above. The light blue of the water glowed from the light of the sun. Gentle waves stretched on for miles with no land in sight. It made Violet more curious as to why Elric chose to go back to that place.

Nobody said anything the entire ride over. The memory of the Boston attack was still fresh in Violet’s thoughts, stirring chaotically within her. She wasn’t the only one either as there was a dangerous change in everyone’s passion to stop him. Knowing the truth about Elric’s heritage had become a burden.

“What are Elric’s powers like?” Samantha asked.

With a voice that barely broke over the helicopter’s engine, Terra spoke. “Cold, destructive … relentless.”

Violet stared out the window, trying to put the words together. “Every time we’ve fought him, his powers seem to change. Or, I guess, evolve is a better word to describe it. He’s always learning something new, and he’s always getting stronger.”

Samantha nodded. Violet could tell she was pondering the answer. “Well, using gravity to crush a city with its own weight is definitely frightening,” Samantha said, wiping her shades clean. “Fortunately, fear’s the last thing on my mind.”

Manie shivered a bit. “What do you think he’ll do to us?”

Violet shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. We will stop him.” She thought about Jen. She was Violet’s wildcard. Their last resort.

“Ma’am, I think we’re here?” the pilot shouted from behind the seat.

A small chunk of land expanded as they drew near. Violet studied the island, her jaw clenched as they glided closer. She allowed her powers to flow through her freely, getting her flesh warmed up, focusing on strategy and how she would attack.

Samantha pointed over to a small fleet. “There’s the navy.”

Massive ships crept toward the large island. A few in the fleet broke off, going to different regions to surround the chunk of land.

Sasha’s green eyes widened as she tapped the window. “What are they going to do?”

“We’re making sure no one’s getting away this time,” Samantha answered.

“I have a feeling we’re going to be the ones wishing to get away,” Alfred whispered.

Two jets bolted by high above, their white trails cutting through the sky.

“Sheesh!” Manie jumped. “Those came out of nowhere, huh?”

“What the hell are they doing?” Samantha snatched up a radio from the helicopter pilot. “Wing Five, Wing Five, what do you think you’re doing?”

“We have orders from a higher-ranking officer stating we hit the target.”

“On who’s orders?”

“Mine, the president!” a feminine voice replied.

They watched as four missiles from the fighter jets darted toward a massive black structure that came into view on the island.

“Ma’am, we have the element of surprise. If we attack, there’s no telling what we’ll trigger.”

“I know,” the voice said as sadistic laughter rang through the radio.

“Who … who is this?”

The voice vanished as the radio died.

“Wing five, fall back, fall back!”

“What’s going on, Sam?” Violet asked, her heart starting to race.

She shook her head. “I don’t know, but that wasn’t the president.”

An explosion caused a bright flair of orange as they looked on. The helicopter shook as an alarm began to blare inside. The aircraft dipped and swerved in the air. Violet grabbed on tight to her seat belt, fighting the awful feeling of free-falling.

“We have a hit. We have a hit!” the radio chatter echoed to the back.

Violet grew silent as a ball of orange flames and the pillar of black smoke vanished. She tightened her fist. “This isn’t good.”

A large black mass engulfed the island. The jets flew over a large monstrous hand that snagged one of them immediately and engulfed it. A brightened flash flickered in the blackness.

Three more jets took off from carriers below and entered the fight. Multiple large hands rose from the dark mass. Fighter jets maneuvered, twirled, and raced around the massive extremities, dodging with great speed. Each counter was supported with missiles and gunfire. The right wing was ripped off one of the fighter jets, sending it twirling to the ground. A small dot ejected from the plane as a parachute hovered just above it.

Bursting from the blackness was the massive skull of a dragon. Black horns curved from its jagged crown. The most potent characteristic was the deep crimson red eyes, large and wide.

Violet’s entire body shook. She clutched at her arm to stop the shivering.

The sight of the beast was like that day when both Elric and Eden lost themselves to their Devas. A sight she hoped she would never see again.


Chapter 14
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Dying Hope

The pilot’s voice broke over the radio. “Gonna be a bumpy ride, ladies and gentlemen. If you’re not strapped in, better get nailed down, ASAP!”

Searing pulses of pain racked Violet’s body as she squirmed in her seat, trying to hold it all in. She let out a wail as the pulses became heavier, forcing her to convulse.

“What’s wrong? You alright?” Alfred’s voice broke through her agony.

“It’s the darkness. Elric’s darkness.” The dread of the growing darkness took over Violet’s spirit as she battled the pain. I have to focus, damn it, she thought as another wave of dread forced her out of her seat. The wound on her belly that she received from Elric during the fight in New York pulsed intensely.

Fight it, fight it, fight it! She embraced another pulse that pushed streams of tears down the side of her face.

Violet forced herself to stand and made her way to the front of the helicopter. A ball of energy began to form in the mouth of the beast.

Samantha’s jaw hung open, and her lips quivered. “What … What the hell is that?”

Violet remembered the blast that nearly destroyed half the island when Elric and Eden fought in their monstrous forms, and this time the head of the dragon was much bigger than before. The mass of energy was double the size it was back then.

She concentrated, focusing on everyone inside the helicopter. If she were to bring them to the island, then at least they would be out of range from the blast of the attack.

With a flash, they appeared on the island behind a large structure, an ancient-looking temple of some kind that hadn’t been there before. Sasha and Manie held up the pilot and copilot who struggled to stand.

Violet dropped to her knees. The darkness was heavy, maddening, and had a blistering cold essence that crashed against her own.

An earthquake cracked the land and forced everyone to the ground as the massive manifestation spat the blast forward. The blackness raced through the fleet as an earthshattering crash consumed every vessel and aircraft in the vicinity.

Every life on those ships vanished, consumed by the blackness. Tears mixed with sweat as Violet gripped her chest. The instant horror that filled dozens of men and women in the distance was snuffed out in a breath.

Fighter jets that weren’t even hit by the attack dropped from the sky. The remaining ships began falling back.

Samantha swallowed hard. “He–he destroyed an entire fleet of ships in the blink of an eye.”

“Impressive. You all actually showed. You were right, Elric,” Calamity said.

Violet turned as Elric and his entourage rose from the ground.

Calamity looked directly at Violet and added, “After what happened in Boston, I figured you guys would be too scared to follow after him. What would the world do without heroes?” Calamity threw her hands up.

Samantha reached for her pistol and raised it at Calamity. “That laugh ... That was … That was you on the radio disguising your voice as the president’s, wasn’t it?”

Calamity tilted her head to the side. “I’m sorry. I don’t know you, but thank you for noticing one of my many talents. I hijacked the command ship, killed everyone on board and sent those jets in to test Elric a bit. Well . . . and to get Enzo comfortable with missiles.” She shrugged. “Apparently, the kid has a fear of being blown up?”

“All those people, those soldiers, you killed them for a damn test?” Samantha’s fingers cracked around the pistol.

Elric stepped forward. “I figured you’d come.” He pushed his hair up as a chunk of his bangs fell between his right eye and nose. “You’re all pathetic.”

His crimson red pupils took on the wild slit of a cat’s.

“How dare you? What gives you the right?” Samantha yelled. A dark hand burst through the ground in front of them and reached for her.

Violet cut through the stream, dissolving it in thin air. She took a step back, swallowing hard.

“Don’t egg him on. He has the upper hand here. This is his territory,” she whispered to them.

“I’m surprised you came so quickly and with the military. I assume you’ve joined forces with them?” Elric asked with a dry, raspy voice.

“Man, you’re depressing,” Alfred said through his sharpened canines. Fur began to appear over his dark-brown skin. “You’re nothing but a cocky bastard.”

“Do something about it,” Elric replied, his calm demeanor a reflection of his apathetic tone.

Alfred tore through his clothes, his lean brown body changing with his rage as muscles popped and bones shifted. He grew taller and with a howl of anger, leaped over the group. His face stretched as his nose became a wet snout, and his canines hung from his jaw. This time Violet didn’t try to hold him back. He had to experience for himself the power difference between an Ermakian and a Titan.

“Alfred, you idiot, stop!” Sasha screamed.

“Let him go,” Violet said. She could feel their bewildered gaze upon her, but she wouldn’t allow any harm to come to Alfred. Not this time.

Alfred growled as he ran toward Elric on all fours, his snout drooling, filled with menacing teeth, and his muscular body covered itself in wiry dark-brown hair. Elric’s expression and posture remained the same as he stood still. The dark energy that covered the island vanished, and the true presence of his powers weighed on them all.

Alfred came with a right slash but stopped. His entire body trembled as he stood eye to eye with Elric. Even from a distance, Violet could see the shivering of his body, his fur standing on end. His ears folded as he stepped back, his claws digging in the sand.

Violet threw her hand out toward Alfred and teleported him behind her. He dropped to the ground, transforming back into his human form. His entire body shook uncontrollably.

“Alfred, what’s wrong?” Sasha examined him cautiously. Violet could feel the fear coming from her, too. “C’mon, talk to me. What did he do to you?”

“Violet.” He looked up at her. “I’m sorry, I—” he mumbled.

“Al, what happened?” Manie asked.

“I never believed until I came eye to eye with him. But that isn’t Elric. I don’t know what the hell that is.” He slowly rose to his feet.

Sasha stepped away from him. “Alfred, you’re scaring me.”

Alfred shook his head. “It’s not just fear. It’s more than that. Sasha, Manie, we can’t do anything against him.”

“What are you talking about?” Sasha asked.

“His eyes. Those damn eyes. They aren’t Elric’s.” Alfred was still shaking. “No general, not Blight, not Allure, not even Malevolence is on par with that thing inside him. Violet was right. We messed up. We shouldn’t be here. W-we need to get out of here now.”

“Is that all? You’re a frightened dog?” Elric mocked them.

The other two Titans hadn’t even made a move. They sat back, giggling beside Elric. The girl with the blue hair gave Violet a shrewd look, and the dark-skinned boy with his hair in tight rows shifted his mouth in a cocky manner.

Was this the right time? Bringing Jen here in the middle of all this? What if she got killed? Violet hated making promises with that girl. “I’ll be right back.”

“Wait!” Samantha turned to her. “What?”

Violet vanished.

She returned to the base, appearing inside Jen’s cell.

Jen jumped off the thin metal bed. “You found him, didn’t you?”

“I hope you’re ready because it’s all on you now.” They both took a deep breath as Violet focused. “Are you sure about this?”

An easy breath left Jen’s mouth. “I am. Let’s go.”

With another flash, they returned to the island. That heavy feeling of dread still lingered. Everyone’s eyes widened, and Samantha ripped her shades off as she glared at Violet and Jen.

“Violet … What the hell have you done?” Samantha’s dark-brown eyes became a dagger in Violet’s side.

Samantha wouldn’t understand. She couldn’t. Jennifer being here and coming back after all these years meant something. She was the key. She’d bring Elric back to his senses. Everything was riding on her.

“Where is he?” Jennifer asked.

Violet nodded with a cold glare just over Jennifer’s shoulders.

Jennifer turned, pulling a few locks away from her face. She snapped a hand up to her mouth.

Elric was still. Not even the devastating wave from the blast that blew wildly around them inched him one way or the other.

From the distance, Violet saw the awkward movements of his lips. It was as if he was trying to speak, but nothing came out. An expression of confusion and almost a strange hint of horror took over Elric’s face.

He stepped forward, and his crimson eyes returned to the dark-brown they once were when he was younger. Soft and broken. It had been a while since Violet saw those eyes.

Jennifer took one cautious step after the other.

Violet knew she was in as much shock as Elric. The myriad of emotions coming from Jennifer brought Violet to tears. Then a sudden gust of joy from Elric. It’s ... it’s working?

The wall of hatred Elric built was crumbling.

“V, was this a good idea?” Eden asked.

“It’s the only choice we have now, the only chance we have of surviving.”

“Elric, it’s me, Jennifer.” Tears rolled down her cheeks as she crept closer. The wind whistling over the crashing waves flung her locks around.

“Jennifer, be careful, okay?” Violet said.

She nodded, not taking her eyes off the one she had been away from for so long. “It’s been a while. I-I thought you were dead, but I never gave up hope.”

Violet’s eyes widened as she felt it, a glimmer of light within Elric. It was faint like a dying heartbeat, but it was there.

Then a shift. A foul essence of darkness turned the tides.

A nightmarish pulse riddled Violet’s arms with goosebumps. The shift in Elric’s energy was so subtle and ice-cold. No. No. No! She watched as Elric winced, and a tear rolled down the right side of his cheek.

A pale finger raised toward Jennifer, and from the tip, a black stream ripped forward. The force sent a wave that made everyone cover their face.

To Violet, it felt like time slowed. But she was helpless to react.

The black stream smacked clean through Jennifer’s chest, bursting inside her. Violet looked up to see the wound, watching the blood soak the back of Jen’s shirt. “Jen!”

Jen fell, breathing heavily and grasping at the hole in her chest. Violet looked up to see Elric’s eyes burning a crimson red with a strange trance of disbelief.

Violet raced to Jen and flipped her over to help heal the wound, but the blood kept coming. She looked up at a disheveled Elric.

“Why?” she cried.

Jennifer’s eyes widened, tears rolling down her face in streams. She held onto Violet’s hand, then looked up to see Elric’s cold eyes.

With trembling lips, she asked him, “Why? Don’t you know, I love you?”

She whimpered.

He grabbed his face, digging his claws into his forehead. “This is a new world, Jen. Wherever you were, you should have stayed there.”

Violet placed her hand over the wound, trying to heal it. “Jennifer, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Was this your plan, Violet?” Elric asked with a shake of his head, wiping tears from his face. “I told you in Boston that if she were still alive, I would kill her myself. Apparently, you still take me as a joke.”

Eden rushed over, and Violet allowed him to stand guard. “How could you do this to the only person who loved you? The last person left on this earth who would do anything for you? She was willing to sacrifice it all for you.”

“Because now that I’ve killed her, I’ve proven to myself that nothing will tie me to my past. This is the end for all of you and this awful way of life.”

Violet focused on Jen. “Don’t talk. Just stay with me. Just stay with me, okay?”

“You’re talking ... in my head?”

“Yeah, so you can conserve your energy. Just focus on me. Just keep talking, alright?”

Jen’s eyes shifted to Elric. “You know he’s still in there, somewhere. I just know it.”

Violet began to panic as Jen’s heartbeat weakened. “I believe you. I do. But you have to stay with me.”

Jennifer’s chest slowly rose as her heartbeat faded. “Don’t worry about me. He’ll protect me. He–he promised.”

A pulse rocked the ground as a wave erupted from within Jen. Cracks rippled through the sand as the island began to shift.

From out of Jen, a thundering white light blanketed everyone.

Violet was sure the light enveloped the entire island, but she couldn’t see anything to confirm it. After being in the darkness for so long, Violet was surprised by the warmth that followed. Everything about it was embracing and comforting. She felt stronger and it was almost like she could overcome anything with this reinvigorating downpour of power. If it had a scent, it would be as smooth and rich as honey.

Steady like a drum, the rhythmic echo of the thunder became as subtle as a heartbeat. Violet could feel it in the fading light, comforting her even in the hellish situation they were in.

Violet hadn’t realized she was still on her knees, still crouched over, but Jen was standing. Her long locks blew in the warm breeze, the sun catching the golden bands that secured each one. Her shirt was still stained red, but the hole in her chest was gone. Only the caramel smooth texture of her flesh peaked through.

What’s happening? What is all this? Violet wondered. It wasn’t until the overwhelming brightness danced over Jen’s shoulders that Violet realized a golden aura surrounded them both. But not just them. Golden light bubbled from the crown of Jen’s head like a fountain and cascaded over her shoulders until it splashed in a glowing pool around her sneakers.

She looked down at Violet, who stood still in awe.

“Go back to the others, V,” she said. “I’ll be right over.”

Elric was apparently speechless. His eyes widened in awe by what he saw. Violet knew she had the same expression as she remained frozen. She still wasn’t sure, but she remembered what Terra’s mom, Roxanne said about the Light Titan.

“And as I cried those bitter tears, the darkness that I released was replaced by the warmth of love and a feeling of peace I couldn’t understand.” Violet remembered Roxanne’s story of her dying fiancé and someone saving the town from a beast. Someone who had the ability to control light. A love and a sense of peace that couldn’t be explained. That’s exactly what was pouring out of Jennifer.


Chapter 15
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The light was incredibly bright, shining at different angles with a bouquet of colors—colors Violet couldn’t begin to explain. A bluish-purple, a greenish-red, her mind couldn’t grasp it. All she knew was that pure, beautiful warm light radiated from the center.

“I understand, and thanks for coming when you did,” Jen whispered to herself.

Violet focused on Jennifer as she spoke to herself. Who’s she talking to?

Elric began laughing. “After all this time, it was you? The Titan of Light was right under my nose the entire time?” He clawed at his face. “I ate with you, spent my days with you, and even when those portal attacks came, you acted like you were defenseless. You hid your powers even from me? I hate you even more.”

Jen shook her head. “Elric, I didn’t realize who I was until Ermak. That’s where my powers awakened. You really think I would’ve let Mrs. Lee and my parents die if I knew about these powers?” Jennifer shook her head as the light glowed brighter. “Elric, I love you; I’ve always loved you, and I’ll never stop.” She held her hand out. “Please ... Come with me. You can turn away from all this, and we can start over somewhere else.”

Elric’s mocking expression widened with shock. Violet felt the spark of hope in him, but it was crushed by the blackness. His eyes softened.

“You’re just as bad as Violet and the rest of them.” Elric tightened his fist as the blackness roared around him, flowing over his shoulders and tearing at his clothes. “I guess after nearly killing you, it would be pointless to ask for your help in bringing peace to this world?” he asked sarcastically.

There was an abrupt shift in Jen’s emotions. Violet couldn’t see her face, but through the warmth, her heart was breaking. Violet watched Jen’s hand, glowing with light, fall to her side in defeat.

“I’m really happy I got to see you again, Elric.” Jen’s voice was soft.

Elric laughed. “Violet, it looks like you’ve finally found the Light Titan. I can tell by your expression you didn’t know either.” Elric turned to the Water and Fire Titans. “We’re all here now. United. Something that hasn’t been done in centuries. Not since the beginning of our existence!” He yelled loudly enough so they all could hear.

Calamity shouted, “Was this your plan all this time? To lure out the Titan of Light. These attacks, and putting the world in an uproar? And I thought you were just having fun.”

Elric nodded. “I wanted to prove to this world that once I destroyed the Titan of Light, then I could destroy hope. With no hope or faith left, the world will lose the will to fight and then have to give in to our demands. They won’t have any other choice but to choose peace.”

Jen turned and walked toward Violet. She helped her to stand. The moment Violet’s fingertips glided across Jen’s hand, she was immediately overtaken by the overwhelming light. There was a presence that brought tears to her eyes. Violet couldn’t stop shaking.

All of her anger, anxiety, and sorrows were washed away by unseen water. Violet searched Jen’s eyes and realized they were ablaze. Light poured from them that was so bright, Violet could no longer see Jen’s pupils.

Violet shivered, intimidated by the overwhelming presence. “Jen, I—”

Jennifer hugged Violet. “Thanks for doing this for me, but I need to do a few things with your help, okay?”

“Of course, anything.” Violet wondered what Jen could possibly need when she had this kind of power. Keeping a watchful eye on Elric and the others, Violet nodded and rose to Jen’s side.

“Get us out of here once I’m done talking,” Jen whispered.

Violet nodded slowly.

Jen let her go and turned to face the group who sought to destroy the world. “Elric. I never thought you would take this path. You always wanted to do good, to be a hero like the ones in your comics. And I ... I thought you’d always be right beside me, forever. Stupid to think that, right?” A hand wiped across Jen’s face. Violet wondered if she was crying. “We’ve come a long way from snobby yacht parties, comic books, and getting chased in the woods by Simon Cressey.

“Instead, we were thrown into chaos, and our pain, our suffering, our losses changed the path we were on. Back then, it was hard for you to express those feelings to me. It took the end of the world for you to admit something I had known for a while. So that’s why I’m telling you, in front of everyone, including that thing behind you, that I love you. And I’m coming for you,” Jen said, looking around Elric at Calamity.

Violet waited a second before receiving a terse nod from Jen. Then she took a deep breath, focused on everyone they came with, and vanished, returning them to base.

In the cafeteria, a group of soldiers came running over as Samantha demanded they get the pilot and co-pilot to medical aid. The cafeteria was already starting to come to life as questions came pouring in.

Samantha threw her hand up. “Clear out. I’ll have more for you when I put what has happened into words. Right now, go back to your duty stations and standby for orders.”

Still in shock by what happened moments ago, Violet couldn’t believe it herself. The person they had been looking for this entire time to help fight against Elric was the same person they hoped could change him.

The glowing aura around Jen faded along with the warmth and hope. Violet wished she could live in it and be constantly immersed by the warmth and power. She smiled, thinking about the hope she had regained in everything.

“I never thought I’d meet you,” Terra whispered. “The Titan of Light.”

Eden stepped beside Violet. “I don’t get it. Why didn’t you tell us? Why would you wait till now?”

“Because I wasn’t supposed to. My power … the voice inside me, it told me not to. He said he would make his presence known when the time was right.”

Violet leaned in. “He?”

Jennifer nodded.

“Well, what does he look like?” Sasha asked. “Is it some kind of frightening monster like the rest of the Devas?”

Jennifer shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. To me, it’s just a voice. I feel this tingling sensation in my bones, then this overwhelming sensation of warmth, hope, and strength ignites me from deep within.”

Samantha folded her arms. “One hell of a description, but can we skip to the part where I ask why we didn’t stop them?”

Violet gnawed on her bottom lip, wondering how Sam could ask such a question when Jennifer was almost killed. “Were we not all in the same place? We aren’t ready.”

Samantha’s eyes burrowed into Violet. “Violet, what is going on with you? You’re never ready. You were trained in the Citadel just like Zaroule, so what’s holding you back?”

With a beet-red face, Violet stepped to Samantha. They stood eye to eye, glaring, and neither one backed down. Those words, that awful place. The Citadel and Zaroule didn’t belong in the same sentence. Samantha had hit low, and she knew it.

“Jennifer being the Light Titan changes everything,” Samantha said, pointing to her. “We can take Elric down now. We have her and the rest of you guys .… We should plan an attack immediately.”

“No,” Jennifer said with a calm voice. “I’ve already told you that I’m not going to help you kill him. I still have a chance to change him back.”

Samantha’s eyes burrowed into Jen’s. “Are you kidding me? The kid just tried to kill you. If it weren’t for your powers, you’d be dead. He doesn’t want to be saved.”

Jennifer folded her arms across her chest. “The hardest thing to do in life is to forgive. That’s especially true when it comes down to someone who’s done something unforgivable. I know why you all want revenge and why you think Elric should pay for what he’s done, but I can’t help you destroy him.”

“Then you’ll be thrown in jail and arrested for treason.” Samantha scowled.

Violet threw her hand out. “Wait. This is getting out of hand. Samantha, we know you mean well and that you care about the safety of our country. I also understand Jennifer’s predicament, but you know locking her away and keeping her out of the fight will only make things worse.”

“Violet’s right,” Jen said. “Besides, when the time comes, I’ll deal with Elric, and there will be no prison or cage or law that’ll keep me from what needs to be done.” She walked out of the cafeteria.

No one said a word or tried to stop her, not even Samantha.

Samantha lowered her head. Violet could tell the reality of her situation was setting in. Sam knew she didn’t have a choice. Without Jen, they wouldn’t stand a chance against Elric and the others. But the point had been made. In the reality of everything, what prison could hold any of the Titans?

“What were the chances of her being the Light Titan?” Alfred asked rhetorically, fixing the scraps of clothing around his waist and underwear. “How can someone that mean be so good and beautiful?”

“Regardless, we need her,” Eden said, crossing his arms. “And now that it’s an even fight, three-on-three, we should be able to stop another attack.”

Sasha snorted. “Don’t get cocky, Eden. I wouldn’t dare take Calamity lightly. Especially if she took down Sage as she did,” Sasha said, trying to find comfort in the new situation. “You really think Jen can stop him?”

Manie nodded. “ I think she can. Maybe we should have more faith in her. I know she can be nuts sometimes, but she means well. That accounts for something, right?”

Violet met Manie’s green eyes which were filled with worry, and she gave him an assuring smile. She sat down on the bench, taking in everything that just happened.

In the last hour, her world had done a complete one-eighty. Sam was right about having Jen as the Titan of Light, but there was also the dilemma that Elric was willing to kill her even though Jen wasn’t willing to kill him.

“Look, I need to check in with leadership to see what the hell happened out there,” Samantha barked with frustration. “I need to know how that airstrike got initiated by some random woman.”

“She’s not a random woman. Nobody’s going to know,” Violet spoke sharply. She took a deep breath, calming herself. “Sam, Calamity can take on the form of anyone she wants. That’s how she’s been manipulating the world from the very beginning.”

“I’ll worry about military business,” Samantha commanded. “You all need to worry about getting Jennifer ready for war. Got me?”

Violet hid a twitch of her left eye and buttoned her lips tight against a response. It was beyond frustrating. Sam wasn’t taking in the knowledge she was receiving, or rather, she didn’t seem to care to. She just made decisions.

“Sam’s right,” Eden said, pacing back and forth. “Elric’s not going to hold back, especially now that we have Jen.”

“What can we possibly do?” Alfred asked, throwing his hands up and scratching his tight dark curls. “She doesn’t want to fight him.”

Eden turned beet-red with anger and darted toward the barracks. “I’ll go talk to her.”

Sasha chuckled. “And do what? End up like Alfred, maybe worst? I don’t think you’ll stand a chance, and I thought the same even before finding out she was the Light Titan.”

“Let her be,” Terra snapped at them. “Ain’t she dealing with enough right now? Can’t imagine how she feels. Don’t want to either. All that power, and you might have to use it to stop someone you love. Nope. Don’t want that burden. Not even a little.”

Eden threw his hands up with a deep groan and made his way out of the cafeteria, thankfully, in the opposite direction from where Jennifer went. He needed to blow off some steam. Hopefully, he didn’t take it too far and destroy anything on base.

“Now what?” Terra asked.

Violet focused on the television. Boston was on every news network, and the body count continued to rise. She found a new drive from the sight of it all, the destruction, the death. Boston was the worst failure she had ever experienced, but things could get worse.

“I have an idea .… A bad one, but it might work,” Violet said, focused on what was left of Boston.

 

Violet thought her plan through for hours before she sprung her idea on Sam. Even she thought the move would be gut-wrenching and painful, but if it would help Jen awaken to the reality of Elric’s damage, then she was willing to give it a try.

“This is not just going to affect Jen, but it’s going to affect you, too. You understand that, right?” The concern in Samantha’s voice gave Violet hope that she wasn’t too consumed by her mission to take down Elric and the others. “You and the others have seen death before ... but not like this, not this close to the chest.”

Violet cleared her throat, thinking about the death of Zaroule, how he’d died in her arms, then Sage. “I’ll be fine. Trust me.”

As if to show remorse, Sam closed her eyes. “Violet, where we’re going is far worse. This is war. You’re going to see …” She hesitated, her eyes welling with tears. “You’re going to see things that you shouldn’t see. Things that I’d hate for you to see. Please, just please understand that.”

Violet swallowed and nodded, embracing the bitter harshness and sadness that slipped from Samantha. Violet took in Sam’s emotions. She hoped it would allow her to understand the stress she was under a little more.

They walked to the barracks. A large open bay—separated by a vanilla makeshift wall on wheels—supported both males and females. All four girls stayed on this side of the room, and only with permission did the boys come over.

Jen was by herself, sitting on the floor, legs crossed, silently tapping her head against the mattress.

“Jen, how are you doing?” Samantha asked.

She sneered. “Funny that you care about how I am now?”

Violet could feel the feistiness in Samantha bubbling up, so she stepped in. “I—we, wanted to show you something. Something important that I think you need to see to understand where we’re all coming from concerning Elric.”

A deep exhale blew from Jen’s nostrils. Violet could feel the unsettling emotions. They didn’t jive with what she felt earlier. They weren’t the feelings of love and overwhelming warmth that had poured from Jen back on that island. No, this was regular Jennifer, the same girl who would blacken your eye, tell you off in a heartbeat, and belittle you no matter who you were.

Violet watched as Jen climbed to her feet. At first, she cast her gaze on the ground, her light-brown eyes longingly seeking something, searching. Violet knew for whom.

“Jen, we want you to come with us to Boston. We need you to see,” Samantha said with a cracking voice. Violet could tell Sam was putting her pride aside. “If you come, I won’t imprison you. Not right now. Deal?”

Jen swallowed. “Whatever.”

Violet took a deep breath. She readied herself for anything. “You’re going to see things that you shouldn’t see.” She thought of Sam’s words, and chills raced down her arms at the thought of what was to come. But she embraced it all the same.

She focused on both of them. “Everyone ready?”

They both nodded, and the purple light enveloped them. In a flash, they appeared at their destination. Violet rested her eyes on the cracked streets. Water crashed against the soles of her shoes, and from her peripheral vision, a blood-stained article of clothing blew daintily from a bent traffic light. Once again, failure plunged jagged fingers into her. Violet gripped her chest, stumbling forward. She swallowed, fighting to keep herself from throwing up. She took another breath and stood, taking in the hellish scene.

“Violet, where did you bring us? We’re a little bit away from the hypocenter, right?” Samantha asked.

Samantha’s question was a faraway whisper drowned out by Violet’s beating heart. With every breath, she relived the battle. That massive water dragon smashing into the buildings. Fires devouring structures and the horrible darkness that consumed them in misery. She wanted to cry, her heart in her mouth, lips trembling as she gave it her all to fight the pain back.

Terra. This was the same thing Terra felt when she broke down in the bay. I understand now. Her breaths were deep, competing with the heavy thuds of her heart. Stay focused, back straight, exude confidence. Now’s not the time to waver or crumble.

“V, you okay?” Samantha asked.

“Yeah, I … um … It would be better for us to see the whole city, don’t you think?” She flashed a glance at Jen. The girl’s eyes frantically searched the city.

“Got it.” Samantha nodded slowly, but her eyes still showed worry.

With every step, they avoided chunks of buildings and overturned vehicles. Rotting fish and stale seawater plagued the streets and tainted the air. Gone were the streets that were once busy with construction workers fighting to restore Boston to its former glory. Gone were the clothing stores, the restaurants, the libraries. Gone were the universities, the high schools, the elementary schools, the daycares.

All of it was nothing but rubble.

Nothing more than crushed stone, twisted metal, and putrid smoke from dying fires remained.

Violet turned to see the hill, or lack thereof, where Duskton High once stood. Just a pile of debris, not even a remnant that the school once existed.

“Sorry. I … I just wanted to go to a place that I remembered.” She fought back her tears, steadying her voice so it didn’t break by the sight of it all.

She looked up at Jen. She seemed stoic at best. Her emotions were calm too. It frightened Violet. How could Jen be at peace, seeing the city like this? Knowing that people died here?

“Come on. This isn’t even the center. We have a few blocks to go before we get to where we need to go.”

As they moved through the city, the place came alive with the rumbling of bulldozers, cranes, and construction equipment. Thousands of first responders blanketed the place with police, firefighters, Army National Guard … You name it.

They moved past a few soldiers who immediately saluted Sam. “Sergeant … Furego, is it?” Sam squinted, looking at the name tag. “Anyway you boys can get us a ride close to the hypocenter?”

The soldier gave a terse nod. “Are you sure you want to go there, ma’am? They’re still doing recovery there, if you know what I mean.”

Sam looked back at Violet. Violet saw something fearful in Samantha’s dark-brown eyes as if they were gesturing Violet’s next decision could be her last.

Violet swallowed and looked over at Jen, who continued to scan the area seemingly oblivious and nodded. “Let’s go, Sam.”

The soldiers brought them to a vehicle. One hopped inside and crawled up to a seat with straps. He took hold of a massive turret while the other soldier Samantha was talking to jumped into the driver’s seat.

The soldier in the driver’s seat told a third soldier to stand by, and they’d be right back. The engine grumbled as they rolled through the city. Violet realized they were no longer driving on streets but thick mud mixed with crumbling pavement, crushed stone, and chunks of building. She shivered in the seat at the sight of the sky. Towers and skyscrapers should’ve been there.

When the part of the world that once towered over her was nothing more than crumbling piles of debris to drive over, Violet felt the strength she tried to build up give way. She focused on the front of the truck.

Massive tents took up a lot of area. There were hundreds of them. Green, sandy-brown, some blue, others white with red crosses draped over them. With the mass of tents and the number of first responders that flooded the area, it almost didn’t seem real.

“The sky has been gray the entire time,” the soldier yelled over the engine’s roar. “I feel like the sun’s never coming back. Like it’s afraid to show its face. It’s like this massive thick cloud is just sitting over the city.”

Violet looked over at Jen, who tapped at the window of the vehicle. The glass was so thick, there was no way a bullet could break through. They pulled up to a massive tent blocked off by a makeshift fence constructed of wood, cement barriers, and massive containers.

“Thank you, Sergeant. This is a good spot,” Samantha said. “Hopefully, I don’t get you into too much trouble. Tell them a full bird hijacked you for an important mission.”

The sergeant nodded, tapping his helmet. “You got it, ma’am. Appreciate that we could help in any way. It’s a mess, isn’t it? Hard to believe they think some kids did all this. What do you think, ma’am?”

Samantha looked back at Violet and Jen. “You’d be surprised.”

They jumped out of the vehicle and followed the rows of containers down to a massive collage of different tents. That soldier was right; the sky was a deep gray. During the battle, it was pitch black as if night had fallen. In Violet’s eyes, it still shined in a way.

Jen looked around at all the destruction. “What are all these tents and containers for?”

Samantha cleared her throat and guided them into a tent. Beneath the tent was a trailer, tall, about the same size as the truck they’d just traveled in with the set-up of an office. Samantha knocked on the door and waited.

A woman with tangled dark-brown hair, thin as a coat rack and as pale as moonlight, opened the door. She had massive bags beneath brown bloodshot eyes. Violet wondered if the woman had just finished crying. Her shirt was stained red in some areas and was a darkening brown in others.

“Colonel Rice? Is that you?” The woman squinted hard, and it made her cheeks slouch even further.

Samantha nodded and went in for a hug. “Grace, you know you can call me Sam. How have you been?”

A smile finally broke from the long sorrowful cheeks of the woman. “My goodness, it feels like I haven’t seen you for months.” The woman hugged her.

“It’s been a little over a week, but in forensic time, months makes perfect sense.” Samantha turned to Violet and Jen. “Grace, I want you to meet Violet and Jennifer.”

The woman nodded. “Nice to meet you both. Well, please come in. Don’t mind the mess. I finally just got my first stint of sleep.”

The office was tight, barely big enough to fit another person besides the four of them. The walls were a depressing gray, and a small window just big enough to allow in fresh air faced the cluster of tents outside. The office had a steel desk with a single laptop resting on it. Beside it, a filing cabinet with a drawer ajar spewed papers onto the floor.

Grace sat back on a swivel chair and scrunched her face a little as if trying to straighten the wrinkles of worry from her forehead. “Can I assume the fact that you brought children to a gravesite means these are the same children that everyone has been talking about?”

Sam exhaled. “The same.”

“What can I do for you three?”

Sam lifted a brow and pulled the shades from her face. “For starters, I want you to tell them who you are, what you do, and what you’ve been doing here in the hypocenter.”

Grace’s brows scrunched together. Violet could see she was searching for some kind of rhyme or reason as to why she needed to do such a thing. A queasiness came over Violet as a lot of things began to make sense.

Gravesite.

The feeling of cold, the smell ... Everything so still and quiet lacking life. All she felt was death all around her.

“Well, I’m a forensic scientist,” Grace began. “My job is to use science to analyze physical crime evidence to utilize in court. I guess for the second part, my purpose here in the hypocenter is that I’m the one leading the team of medical staff and other forensic specialists to identify bodies and to understand the total loss of life.”

Violet stumbled back at the thought of such a job. Caught up in the horror and disbelief, she hadn’t realized the sadness and anger wasn’t hers alone, but Jennifer’s as well. Jennifer’s eyes were glossy like a pool of gold. She was barely able to hold her tears back. But she did.

“Your job is to count all the ones who died?” Jennifer asked.

Grace shook her head. “No, it’s more than that. What we do is identify those lost. We help give their families some kind of peace. Sometimes there are a lot of things worse than death. Like not knowing if someone you loved has moved on to the next life or thinking they could be lost forever. It’s a painful job, a dark, tiring, breaking job. But knowing I bring people peace keeps me going. And I owe it to those lost, too, to give them some form of peace as well.”

Tears streamed down Jennifer’s face as they did on Violet’s.

Grace meant every word. As broken as she was inside, she was driven by her love to help those around her and the people that passed on. Violet could see it inside her.

Grace walked them through the hypocenter. They called it that because it was another name for ground zero, a place of absolute devastation. Grace believed the hypocenter was far worse than the damage done to London and from it would be an economic, social, and possibly even a moral collapse the likes of which the world has never seen.

Grace guided the three of them throughout the site, explaining that each container was a freezer, holding the remains of those lost. She even went as far as to say that she had identified the remains of men, women, and children.

They came into a tent where two women had their backs turned. One looked to be scribbling away in a notepad. Grace left them at the entrance and crept behind the women.

Violet could tell she was talking to them but couldn’t keep her eyes off the table. Grace nodded to them, and they walked off, heading toward the entrance. Violet still couldn’t see the table. She could only make out the edges of a steel frame.

The two women wore masks, light green scrubs, and glasses and were already peeling off their latex gloves as they slipped them into a plastic bag. Covered in blood, they both gave a terse nod as they walked by. Violet gulped as a wave of their emotions passed over her. Grief reigned over them all.

Grace gave a subtle wave to come over. Violet opened her mouth, taking in a gulp of air, held it, then released. The room had a different smell to it now, one she hated, one that made her skin crawl and put her entire spirit on edge. She was on her heels, ready to run. Just in case … Just in case.

They came around the table to see a young girl. She was covered to her neck. Her dark-brown hair, clumped together with drying blood, still framed her face. The left side of her face was misshapen, and her face swollen, but she looked to be asleep.

“No.” Jennifer stepped back from the table. “No. No. I can’t .… I can’t do this.” She started sobbing as she turned and ran out of the tent.

Samantha nodded for Violet to go after her.

Violet was surprised she could move at all. The fact she had the mindset to take orders and bolt out of the tent was a shock even as she chased Jennifer down.

Jennifer didn’t get far before dropping to her hands and knees and throwing up. Between her heaving and deep sobs, she screamed at the top of her lungs. No words, just screaming. If she did get a word out, it was a broken “why!”

Violet was confused. She felt so much inner turmoil. Jen’s brokenness and the way it spilled out of her reminded Violet of Elric the day his father passed. So much anger and bitterness poured out of Jen that Violet thought the girl would explode. She inched closer, then finally knelt at her side.

Jennifer spoke through her sobs. “I know I have to stop thinking of him as the boy I grew up with. It’s hard though. Every time I see him in my mind, I think of the life I used to have. The life where I had parents when I had school, Mrs. Lee … him. Even now when I see him, I keep seeing the little boy who helped me bring my suitcase into my new house when we first moved to Lexington.” Her cries became less hysterical. “What happened, Violet?”

Violet fought back tears of her own, controlling her breathing. She couldn’t stop seeing the little girl’s face. “I think when you and your parents died, it took something from him and opened him up to being used by Calamity. But when he found out about his parents and losing his dad … it sent him over the edge. He couldn’t take it.”

“He wanted so hard to protect me, Mom, and Dad. When he found out about those powers, he was confident, more confident than I had ever known him to be. I could tell he finally had a purpose, a reason to keep going after everything that happened in Lexington. He wanted to be like the heroes in his comic books.” Jennifer wiped her face. “You’re right. All of you.”

Violet gently rubbed her shoulders.

Jennifer struggled to stand as Violet helped keep her steady. Her shirt was wet with tears, and her body convulsed as she struggled to keep balanced.

“Violet, I have to stop seeing him as that little boy, and I have to face him as he is now. The light inside me said the same thing, but I pushed him away. I pushed all of you away. I wanted to do things my way even after Elric tried to kill me. I wanted to stay in a world where all he needed was to see me and he would wake up. I was out of my mind.”

“Jen, before these last few years, I saw myself as this powerful person. Someone who could take on the world. I used to be headstrong and angry, thinking I could shoulder everything. But everything that’s happened broke me. Even now, I feel like a fragment of the person I used to be, and I don’t know when or how I’ll put the pieces back together. I just know I have to keep moving forward.”

Jennifer nodded, wiping a few more tears away with her shirt. A war raged within her, and the only person who could feel it was Violet. At a time like this, she wished she had Sage. Sage would know exactly what to say and what to do.

Samantha and Grace came over a pile of crushed concrete and metal. Violet could tell by Samantha’s guilt-covered face that she had regretted bringing them both to this place. But it was needed. It was a wake-up call. A painful slash to the belly that wasn’t a mortal wound but one that would leave a scar forever.

“You girls seen enough?” Samantha asked, clearing her throat and wiping her damp eyes. “I know I have.”

Violet nodded, and Jen did the same.

Samantha turned to Grace. “Well, Grace, take care of yourself. You have the hardest job in the country right now.”

She nodded and looked at Violet and Jennifer.

“I hope you three can bring all this to an end. Please, stop them,” Grace begged.

Tears flowed down Violet’s cheeks, creeping into her mouth. “We will.”

They had to. At all costs.


Chapter 16
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What Nightmares
We Will Bring

In a bright flash of light, Jen, Violet, and the others were gone.

Elric still shivered as a few tears broke free over his face. That couldn’t be helped. He raked them away with a curved fingernail and swallowed his bitter reality. But no matter how hard he tried to play it off, he was rattled.

What the hell was this? A girl he had long-buried deep within himself, her corpse the fertilizer for his rage, was alive? Jen’s death and the loss of her parents had pushed him into the shadows. It’s why he ran to Erebus so that he could take the pain away. It was why he’d clung to power and change. Yet Jen was alive and well. On top of that, she was the Titan of Light.

Madness, rage, confusion, and all other emotional and illogical torments tore away at Elric. His cracked, dry lips peeled back as a steady stream of tears dribbled down his chin. He fought with each step to control himself, to hold his emotions back. But the memories were coming now.

Before, those memories were annoying drops tapping away against his skull every so often, and now and then they would pour into his nightmares. But now, they gushed in like a flood, drowning him with despair.

Curving into claws, his fingers and hands trembled. He stumbled to the castle Calamity built and leaned against the wall. Why? Why do I feel like this? He tried to get a grip on his emotions.

Flashes of warm Fourth of July nights on the dock in Lexington nagged at the back of his scalp. Every year, he and Jen stayed up to watch the fireworks together. He remembered the dumb yacht parties she spoke of, the family cookouts, the park, school. Everything, all of it, came rushing back.

Elric fell to his knees and screamed, crying with anguish. Jen’s voice was sweet to him, calling to something deep within that had long been dead. Or so he thought. That’s right. Him. That boy, his humanity. It had to be him. But how could he get to him again?

“Elric, try to relax. It’s okay,” Calamity cooed. “Sometimes the dead come back.”

“Yeah, bro. Everything’s going to be alright.” Enzo helped him to his feet. “I mean, that was the Light Titan, right?”

“Yeah, it was,” Elric spoke with a broken voice.

“How does she know you?” Rai asked.

“She’s someone from my past, someone I thought was dead.”

“You loved her, didn’t you?” Rai asked. “By the way, you’re acting, you still love her.”

A dark stream ripped toward Rai, shattering the water bubble she threw up to protect herself. The stream smashed through her shoulder as she shrieked, struggling to rip it out. It whipped her to the ground, pinning her so she couldn’t attack. Another stream came over and pierced through her left shoulder, incapacitating her.

“Elric, stop man! You’ve gone too far,” Enzo yelled.

Calamity pulled him back, keeping him from interfering.

Elric stood over Rai as she struggled; the darkness kept her powers at bay.

“What the hell’s wrong with you? Have you lost your mind?” she screamed as tears rolled down her face.

“I told you before, do not bring up anything about love again. Didn’t I?”

Enzo’s eyes were wild.

“Just let her go. She’s one of us,” he said with a calm voice.

Elric grabbed the sides of his face, fighting the emotions. Everything was disorienting, all of the emotions in his mind. Jennifer’s voice was everywhere, singing his name. The two streams pulled from Rai’s shoulders as she screamed in agony. Enzo knelt to help her up.

“I’m done with this!” Rai cried, wrapping her arms around Enzo. “I’m done with you.” She took a hard sniff, her eyes a dark blue. “Nobody’s ever made me bleed and lived to tell about it. I don’t care who you are, Elric Blake; you’re dead!”

Elric twitched, trying to focus and fight the balance between the voices and his own emotions. “If you make that choice, just know that you’re going to be on your own. Remember, the entire world is looking for you. You won’t last a week.”

“I’ll take my chances.” She leaned on Enzo, looking up at him. “Come with me. All he’s doing is giving us a shovel to dig our own graves, then he’ll push us in. He can’t even think straight.”

Enzo looked Elric over. “Rai, where would we go? I mean, c’mon, this is the life. We’re almost there. We’ll be able to have anything and everything we want. Elric didn’t mean it, right?”

“I meant every word,” Elric said with a cold rasp.

Enzo sucked his teeth.

Rai shook her head and turned to Calamity. “Bring me back home.”

Calamity looked up at Elric.

He shrugged. “Let her go. I’ll be seeing her soon anyway.”

“Are you sure you want to do this, Rai?” Calamity asked. “The world isn’t going to take you back with open arms.”

“Now,” Rai demanded.

Calamity bowed. “As you wish.”

They both began to sink into the ground. Rai didn’t face Elric at all. Everyone was silent as they both vanished beneath the ground into the darkness.

Elric had no room for remorse or any kind of emotion for that matter. With the Titan of Light now present, everything was clear. In order to crush Jennifer and the others, he had to focus and harness all of his abilities.

“Elric, do you think that was smart, letting Rai go like that?” Enzo asked. “I mean, she’s one of us. She’s been with us from the beginning. Yeah, she can be annoying, but she’s strong.”

“Enzo, when Calamity returns, ask her to train you with everything she knows of the Fire Titan’s powers. Once you’re finished, be prepared for war.” There was no emotion in Elric’s voice.

The voices of his past and the memories that filled him with turmoil began to subside as he made his way into the castle. He couldn’t stop shivering. He kicked open the door to the room that was his and threw a punch that knocked a chunk of the wall out. Another blow made a crater that sent cracks through the foundation.

“Just destroy everything,” Calamity said, rising out of the ground. “It’s not like I didn’t put a lot of hard work into this place.”

“Did you leave her in Japan?”

“That I did.” Calamity sat on the edge of the bed. “You should know NATO forces had the place surrounded.”

Elric shrugged. “So, she’ll kill them all; what does it matter to me?”

“Well, if your old friends are working with the government, chances are they’ll get called in to apprehend her.”

He took a deep breath, looking down at his hands. His claws were changing back to his thin, pale, normal digits.

“I just hope you know what you’re doing, Elric.” Calamity tapped her foot against the smooth glossy floor. “With the Titan of Light’s presence known, you’re going to want all the help you can get. Don’t think because she was your friend that you can walk all over her like you did the rest. She’s the one that can stop your dream.”

A dark stream ripped from the shadows and wrapped around Calamity’s throat. Her mouth jetted open. Elric could see in the glossing orange eyes that she was furious.

Her eyes widened. “How dare you,” she choked.

“Never second guess me again.” He watched as her eyes burned with fury. She was lifted off the bed. When he focused back to the floor, she was released.

Calamity smacked the floor catching her breath and cracking her neck a few times. “Oh, Elric. Elric. Elric. Elric.” She snapped her growing claws and licked her lips as she leaned forward. That’s when he realized she grew a couple of inches.

“You are one of the most trying Dark Titans I’ve had to work with.” She rubbed her hands together. “The things I’d do to you if it weren’t…”

Elric looked up with a scowl. “‘If it weren’t?’” he repeated, waiting for her to finish.

She smiled. “Nothing. You really are strong, Elric. Confident, proud. I would hate to burst your bubble just yet. Besides, you have so much to accomplish,” she said, mocking him. She backed away, her head leaning to the side, her long black hair falling over her shoulders. “You have your secrets, and I have mine.”

Calamity walked out of his room, her steps echoing down the poorly lit tunnel of blackness. He was surprised she didn’t try to rip his throat out. At least he wasn’t shivering anymore, and the voices and memories had come to a screeching halt too.

He smacked his hands against his forehead, thinking about what he did to Rai.

“Imagine that … She’s host to him.”

“Him?” Elric asked his internal tenant.

“The Deva of Light. Though I don’t think he’s a Deva at all. Above all else, he’s an infuriating entity that we need to remove from the equation altogether.”

Elric’s eyes jutted up to the black ceiling as he fell back onto his bed. The silk sheets drank him in as he allowed the comforts of the bed to take hold of him. “That is something we can both agree on, Erebus.”

 

Ships sailed in the distance, and a few jets darted overhead, but not a single attack. Three days had passed since the attack on the island, and of those three days, Elric spent two training with Calamity to control his powers, teaching his body to adapt to the overpowering dark essence of the third door. With each session, he grew stronger.

They had just finished an entire day of training when Elric walked outside to get some fresh air on the blackened beach of the island.

Calamity followed by his side. He could see that her eyes were held captive by the moon. “You know they’re watching us, trying to outweigh the damage of a nuclear strike on this island with the destruction you would cause if you survived?”

Elric shrugged and plopped on the blackened sand. It was warm to the touch. He dug his fingers into the shore and the cold dampness left by the previous day’s rain met him.

“You’ve been working hard, Elric. You need to take a break.” A dark slab raised from the ground, and she took a seat. “I know you want to slaughter them, especially the Titan of Light. Just don’t exhaust your efforts is all I’m saying.”

Elric’s hands changed into blackened claws, jagged black spikes covering his forearm. Whenever he used an extreme amount of power, his body morphed. He stared away from them and up at the moon and the glistening of the stars. A flashing red light glinted every few seconds. Surveillance plane, maybe? “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

Calamity glanced down from the corner of her eye. “What’s that?”

“In my past life, I use to get lost staring at the stars. I thought if I made a wish, it would come true.”

“Human children are something else. So innocent and so utterly gullible, don’t you think?”

He smirked. “Don’t underestimate your prey.” He turned to her. “Isn’t that what you taught me?”

She laughed. “And since when did you start listening to me?”

He sneered, listening to the hiss of the crashing waves, the fizzling of foam at the shore’s sandy edge. Parts of planes and ships littered the shoreline, a few bodies too. The darkness dissolved them quickly, so they wouldn’t stink. “Can I ask you something that’s been bothering me for a long time?”

“Elric, you know you can ask me anything.”

Right, but what will I get for an answer, you snake? “A while back when we were underground, way before the attack on Boston, you said something like ‘We all have someone to answer to—even me.’”

She lowered her head, chuckling to herself. “Observant, very observant. Your grandfather’s like that too.”

Elric’s eyes rolled over to Calamity. Maybe he misheard her. “What was that?”

She stood up, dusting some sand away. “Justice Moore, your grandfather. He’s still alive. He’s not here, though, not in this world or this universe for that matter.”

Elric squinted. “Don’t f—”

“Look, what I said I meant. Your grandfather’s alive. He’s pretty strong, no thanks to that thing inside you, making shifty deals. Ask it, ask your Deva.” She looked down, crossing her arms like a mother lecturing her child. “I tried to keep it a secret, but you would’ve found out eventually.”

“That’s impossible,” Erebus barked from within Elric. “How does she know? Justice wouldn’t break his word.”

Elric brushed off Erebus and continued to talk to Calamity. “Is he the one you answer to then?”

She threw her head back, laughing hysterically. “Oh, my goodness no. No. No. No. Justice is lower-echelon like me. The leader, the upper-echelon, they’re frightening,” she bellowed.

Elric cleared his throat. He didn’t want to take her seriously, but she hit something because Erebus was all fired up inside his inner world. Elric could feel the aggression boiling up. Erebus wanted to rip her head off. “So, you’re just a boot licker then?”

She paused mid-cackle, tilting her head to the side like she always did when taken aback by one of his comments or actions. “If I’m a boot licker, what does that make you?” She smiled devilishly. “A storm’s coming; you can smell it. How about I tell you some more another time?”

Elric spat on the blackened sand. He got enough information to chew on and start putting things together, not to mention he would have a few words with Erebus. “Well, since we’re done for a bit, I need you to train Enzo and prepare him for the upcoming war.”

“Okay, and what are you going to do?”

“I’m going to get Rai.”

Calamity’s eyes narrowed. “You’re going to go to Japan? She’s probably been captured by now?”

“I doubt it. I bet she’s lying low. She’s good like that.” Elric’s hand took on its human form again as he curled the fingers into a fist. “When I come back—”

“I’ll tell you some more, yes,” Calamity replied with a voice that sounded relieved.

He began sinking into the ground, thinking about what other secrets hid behind Calamity’s fiendish grin and enticing eyes. Eyes that lured you in for the kill.


Chapter 17
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Want You Back

Sirens pierced the air as Elric rose between a row of buildings, the same place he and Enzo initially started their search for Rai.

A low rumbling shook the ground. No vehicle that was used to roaming these thin roadways could make such a sound. He inched around the corner and wasn’t disappointed.

Military vehicles of all varieties forced their way through the narrow streets. Just like Calamity advised, NATO occupied the city. Tanks and heavily armored trucks with men standing on large turrets patrolled every inch of Kabukicho.

As crazy as it seemed, it was a good sign that they didn’t have Rai yet, not to mention the place was still standing. With all this action and movement from the military, Elric wondered if she stayed.

Elric let the darkness slip through the doorknob of a store. He crushed the knob and popped it open, slipping inside.

Dark and ghostly silent in the store, clothes littered a few counters. Colorful dresses and gowns hung loosely off thin-framed mannequins. A line of soldiers walked by the show window, weapons tightly gripped and tucked beneath their arms.

“Awfully quiet, Erebus …” Elric whispered.

A ghastly grumble erupted within Elric’s chest. “She knows too much.”

“So, what else aren’t you telling me?”

“The only reason I didn’t tell you about Justice is because it was part of the deal. He made a promise and apparently broke it,” Erebus growled from within. “I would’ve never thought him to be a liar and a breaker of promises. Just another reason for me to despise humans.”

Elric ducked behind the counter as a few troops flashed a light through the window. “So, what was the deal anyway?”

Erebus answered with a guttural growl that sounded like he had a mouth full of water.

Elric sensed the disturbance in the darkness within, conflicted and confused. He admired that Erebus was loyal enough to keep such a promise but wondered what his grandfather received in return. “Must’ve been pretty sweet if it’s keeping you quiet. Funny how much you hated my father and me, and yet you never really talked much about my grandfather. It’s funny to think I’d never ask. So, I’ll take the hit a little on that one.”

“Power!” he roared.

“What do you mean?”

“Justice Moore wanted power. That’s as far as I’ll go, brat.”

Elric chuckled. “Power.” He shook his head. “Do you know anything about these people, this group she’s talking about with these echelons?”

Erebus hissed, releasing a burning sensation that encroached from Elric’s belly. It crawled up his throat, making his lips tingle. Elric imagined Erebus with his muscular arms covered in horns and spikes, folded over a scaly chest, sulking about the news Calamity spilled. He let a snicker slip out.

Snapping and loud pops of gunfire echoed in the distance. Vehicles ripped down the streets, screeching around corners, as the thumping of machine gunfire made Elric’s insides shake. He could hear the cries and shouts of soldiers outside as dozens of them bolted down the road.

An ear-piercing shriek clashed with shattering glass as a wave forced its way through the store, tearing through clothes, dismembering mannequins, and emptying the store into the streets. This wasn’t some random flood, not with this kind of power behind it.

Blackness enveloped Elric, seeping from his pores and repelling the water’s violent force. Wings ripped from his back, and with a single flap, he burst through all three stories of the building until he hit the air.

Further down the large flowing river that washed away Humvees and screaming soldiers, he sensed something amongst their muffled gurgles.

He glided over the city until he found a figure cloaked in dark clothing moving her hands frantically from a rooftop. The water moved and formed shapes, reacting to the motions of her fingers. The power of the river in her control.

Elric grinned. “So, blowing off some steam?”

Rai turned with widened eyes and sighed heavily. “What the hell do you want?”

He glided down to the rooftop but kept his distance. “I came to try to bring you back to the group. We need you. I need you.”

“You think after what you did to me, I’ll rejoin you?” She turned and faced the river. “You must think I’m stupid.”

“We have a chance to do something the Titans before us couldn’t do. We can—”

“Elric, you want to destroy the world, not change it. You want to destroy everything,” she said. “At first, I didn’t care. The way your words sounded, change, and the fact that we would be treated like gods, it was sweet.”

He became silent.

“We knew from the get-go. The thing is, Enzo and I didn’t care because we found someone who was like us, someone who shared the same pain and anger we did. I would’ve followed you to the end.”

Rai’s fingers moved elegantly like a conductor before an orchestra. With a snap of her wrist, the roaring river created a symphony of sloshing, entangled with the wails of men who clung to buildings and vehicles.

Elric took a few cautious steps toward her. Even his breathing was soft. He was only a foot away.

“Why?” she whispered. “You knew how I felt about you. I would’ve done anything for you. I would’ve helped you destroy all of it. None of it mattered to me anyway, only you did. Mizuchi was so pissed about my feelings. She said I was lost and confused, desperate. I thought I knew my heart.”

Elric bit his bottom lip, thinking about the people of his past. “After you’ve watched so many of the people you care about die …” He paused, thinking about Jennifer. “To not feel anything like affection, trust, love … happiness, I buried those emotions.”

A few strands swayed over Rai’s nose from the salty breeze. “You’re so broken, Elric. I guess the reason I cared was because I thought I could fix you. The dumbest reason every girl goes for the bad boy type.”

“Fix? I don’t need to be fixed. I have ambition, and that’s what drives me. You know what my goals are. I want to bring you and Enzo with me. We can change everything, Rai.”

“You don’t want to bring us with you. We’re tools, disposable pieces. You just want Enzo and me to help kill off a portion of the world. I saw that in your eyes when you were about to kill me.” She looked at Elric as if she didn’t recognize him, tears mixing with the mist of the water she controlled all around them. “And then you want to use fear to create a utopia just like every dictator has tried to do in history. So original. You can exterminate all the monsters, Elric, but there will always be one left, right?”

Elric tightened his fist. She mocked him. She never cared about his dream, his goal. Maybe she was right. Was there anybody who supported his dream or were they just using him like the rest? “So, you were never with me then. You never cared about my dream. Is that what you’re saying?”

“Elric, I was with you. That’s what you’re not getting. It was never about your goal or dream; it never mattered to me. It was you. All that mattered was you.”

“If you turn your back on me, you’re against me. And if you’re against me, then—”

“Then what?” Rai’s gaze narrowed, the glow of her eyes making her tears glow an eerie blue hue. Her hands dropped, and an icy blade formed in her right hand. In her left hand, five jagged claws of ice hung by her side, glistening like well-refined knives. Her eyes widened from the shock of his words, then they softened with disappointment.

“I’ll never love you, Rai, you or anyone else. Love doesn’t exist. Not in the world we’re in now. You felt this way too at one point. Maybe to you, my goal is insane. That’s because you’re one of them, one of the ones who want to uphold the current world. Me? I’ll always be something to spite, to hate, to fear because that’s all I am.”

Rai sniffled and wiped her tears. “It was her, wasn’t it? That girl, the Light Titan or whatever?” He walked back, putting some distance between the both of them as she spoke. “She was the one that you loved, the one that you put all of yourself into. What happened?”

“Maybe you don’t get it or maybe you’re hard of hearing. I killed that person, that entity that had those feelings long ago. The Titan of Light is nothing more than another obstacle in my path. She’s the true test of my power, and if I can destroy her, then nothing can stop me.”

“So, nothing can stop you?”

He scowled, his eyes falling on her brimming blues. Swirling over her shoulders and rising over the building, a wave of water began to take shape. “You’re too damn cocky for your own good if you think I can’t kill you, Elric. Who do you think’s been teaching Enzo?”

Elric smiled. “You’re going to try to stop me?”

An icy breath left her lips. “I’m not going to try.”

Shards of ice shot from the roaring wave, cutting through the air. Darkness covered Elric in a veil just as a shard cut through. It didn’t touch him, but it was still strong enough to break through. A massive bubble of water rose from Rai’s feet, encompassing her body.

He bolted toward her, dodging a few more shards. A black hand formed from the darkness and smacked one away.

An icy wave blew from her, turning the rooftop into a sheet of ice. Elric’s legs went from beneath him as he hit the ground. With a life of its own, the ice began crawling over his arms, legs, and torso.

Rai sauntered over as the ice began cocooning him. “I wish I could have been the one to save you, but killing you should suffice.” The icy dagger became a long sword, glistening in the light as she raised it to the sky.

A blast of darkness threw her back and freed Elric from the icy imprisonment. His skin was healing from the damage of ice eating away at his flesh. He hadn’t even noticed; his entire body was numb.

Elric focused, allowing the darkness to course through him and fill his veins. Bones and muscle density thickened as he prepared to fight Rai to the death. The spines over the edges of his wings sharpened, and a few spines tore through the sleeves of his hoodie.

Rai jumped to her feet, condensing the condensation around her into a sphere of ice, and hurled it his way.

Elric smacked it away with claws turning it into a glistening mist. “I’ll try out this new level on you, Rai. That way, I can see where I stand.”

A black stream snapped toward her. Elric watched as she dodged, jumping onto a large wave of water. She surfed the wave through the city as gripping darkness cast over the building Elric was on.

He looked up. Shit!

The darkness condensed around him as he closed his eyes.

A massive wave came crashing over the building, burying Elric beneath metal and stone. Trapped beneath the crushing weight, a strange sensation wrapped around his legs. Now what?

A current snatched him from the rubble and slammed him through the narrow streets, smacking him against buildings and vehicles. Even at this level, the punishment was unbearable. Elric couldn’t believe how powerful Rai was.

His wings caught the air and propelled him out of the water and into the air. A massive tale swatted him out of the sky and into a cluster of structures. Blood filled his lungs as he jerked forward to come face to face with a rusted piece of rebar coming through his chest.

Every breath became unbearable as the pressure forced blood from Elric’s mouth. He clawed at his chest, losing focus on the battle as he gasped and wheezed for air.

“Relax …” Erebus growled.

The rebar disintegrated, allowing the gaping wound to heal. Elric flipped himself over, spewing blood onto the ground and covering his hands. The taste of blood was thick on his tongue. He just needed a breath and time to heal. All I need is a few—

A force of water smashed him through several buildings, and a chunk of ice sunk clean through his thigh as he let out a deep groan. He looked down to see he was in the jaws of one of Rai’s water serpents.

“You might want to do something before she breaks you to pieces. She is fiercely upset and stronger than anticipated.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” His wings ripped through the jaws of the serpent and created a big enough gap to free himself. He forced himself into the air, higher than the serpent could reach.

Breathing heavily and holding his side with widened eyes, Elric couldn’t believe he had underestimated Rai’s ruthless style of fighting. But it didn’t matter now; the process of his body getting used to the darkness finished. Opening a door is like starting over from scratch, I guess. Training and adapting are the only way to overcome it, he thought, tightening his clawed hand into a fist.

In the bowels of his insides, Elric concentrated a small amount of darkness. A loud siren screamed into the damp, darkened air of the streets. Vehicles raced from surrounding areas and began unloading into the sky toward him. Helicopters darted through the sky as well.

“She was more trouble than she was worth. I told you, but you refused to listen, boy.”

“Don’t talk to me. Traitor!” Elric’s rage and embarrassment were worse than the beating he had just taken.

He raced toward a helicopter with a speed he wasn’t used to, tearing clean through before they could get a missile off. The aircraft plummeted below with a metallic crash.

I’m done with all of you.

He raised a ball of blackness over his head the size of a sedan and slung it to the city below.

Within seconds, blackness expanded over Kabukicho, and everything below rumbled with a force that made Elric’s insides shake. He flew high above the clouds to avoid the crushing pressure that followed. Overkill. But it got the job done, he thought, snickering.

As the rumbling faded, he descended from the clouds, the smoke parting ways and rising in large trails above. I wonder what the damage will be like compared to Boston. He was expecting hellish screams, more explosions, more smoke, and destruction. Instead, he was buffeted by an icy wind that blew from below.

Elric’s mouth hung, and his claws shook at his sides. His eyes widened, gazing at the site below. A frozen tidal wave arched over the city, shielding it from the attack. Chunks of ice had crushed a few buildings, but nothing like the total catastrophe that Elric had expected.

Waiting below were dozens of serpents, each the size of towers, focused on Elric.

“Rai, how strong are you?” he whispered.

Suddenly the serpents began to collapse, splashing over the city. The hardened wall of ice dissolved into water, spraying through windows and washing streetlights away. The heaviest sigh of relief escaped his lungs as Elric glided to the streets toward a glowing serpent.

Rai stood on the head of the creature, fighting to breathe and barely able to stand. She also looked to have taken on an odd transformation. Her fingers had become webbed claws, her skin covered in smooth scales arrayed in different hues of blue, and the sides of her throat had fleshy pink slits.

“You thought I wouldn’t be able to protect my city, my country?” She panted, dropping to her knees. The serpent could barely keep its form.

“Rai, you’re doing too much. Let me take over,” the serpent spoke with a powerful feminine voice.

Elric stepped back. “Are you her Deva?”

The creature opened its jaws, bearing icy fangs. It threw its head back and spat icy shards toward him that shattered against his body. One knocked him across the street, leaving Elric with massive bruises and scrapes.

“Rai, you’re incredibly strong. You and your Deva are the perfect partners,” he yelled to her while stalking back toward the towering creature.

“Rai, you’re losing consciousness. Keep up your strength, stay focused,” the serpent cried. The creature melted into a splashing puddle that washed Rai a few feet in front of him.

“I won’t let you destroy my people, my home. I won’t let you … kill me,” she got out between coughs.

Rai flopped on her back, gasping for air. A dark hand grabbed her by the throat and lifted her into the sky.

“I know now where I stand,” Elric said, tightening his fist so that the claws of the black extremity tightened around her throat. “I see why I have to bear this hardship alone. There’s nobody else.”

A tear trickled down her face. “You don’t realize how sick you are,” Rai choked. “Your mind is so screwed, you idiot.”

Blasts of purple energy scattered over the streets. One knocked Elric’s grip loose, but his left wing shielded him from the rest. He turned to see Violet and the others scattered over a few nearby buildings looking down at him.

“Looks like a fight in paradise?” Alfred barked in his wolf form.

A gust of wind blew by him. He looked to the ground, but Rai was gone. Eden stood on top of a roof next to Jen, cradling an unconscious Rai close to his chest. “Why go after her,” Eden yelled out. “Isn’t she with you?”

Elric’s wings folded into his back. He clenched his jaw and gritted his teeth. Damn it, not here, not now, not them!

His gaze of hatred burrowed into Jennifer. The light intensified around her just like the darkness was doing around him. “I’m starting to realize that no one is with me; even my Deva seems to be lying to me.”

“Elric, I’m not against you. I told you I—”

“Shut up!” Elric shouted.

“Nobody said anything, bro,” Alfred growled.

“Elric,” Violet called to him, “whatever you had planned, it’s crumbling. Without the Water Titan, you know you’ve lost. If you try to come against us with just you and the Fire Titan, you know you’ll die.”

Violet stepped forward, her eyes glowing bright and the purple radiance covering her hands.

“I don’t know anything but what my goal is. And I don’t see death in my future.” Elric glared. “But, as fun as it would be to test my powers right now against all of you, I can only assume it would be suicide.”

“Elric,” Jennifer screamed.

“Soon, Titan of Light. Soon.” He glanced over at Rai as she lay in Eden’s arms. “Good luck trying to tame the Dragon Princess.” Then he turned and looked up into the fierce glowing eyes of the other Titans and those fighting by their sides.

He was outmatched and with no support. Losing Rai would be a blow, but he still had Enzo and Calamity. The thought sickened him, realizing he’d have to rely on her too, and that was probably what she wanted from the start.

With no other choice, Elric shrugged and began sinking into the watery streets.


Chapter 18
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Breaking Point

Japan was blistering cold and covered in water as if it had just received a monstrous downpour. Violet scowled over an injured Rai who had passed out in Eden’s arms. I don’t know what happened here, but it definitely had something to do with her. Why did he try to kill you? What’s going on? Violet asked herself.

Rai was unconscious, and her body was starting to go pale. Soldiers moved over to them with weapons drawn.

“V, we gotta go,” Alfred growled.

“What about her?” Eden asked.

Violet’s eyes painfully searched the city as she did all she could to fight back the tears of anger. “We’re bringing her back to base. I have a feeling she’s going to be more helpful now that Elric wants nothing to do with her.”

The purple fluorescent light of Violet’s powers consumed them, and a moment later, they were back at the base.

Samantha stood and hurried to them. “What happened? Was it bad?” She looked down at the Water Titan. “Wait. You’ve got to be kidding me. You captured one of them?”

Violet looked over, trying to read the situation. “Well, from my viewpoint, when we arrived, Elric was trying to kill her. We don’t know why yet.”

Samantha nodded. “Get me a medic in here, stat,” she commanded a soldier.

A group of doctors came in with a stretcher to carry the Water Titan to the medical wing of the building. Jennifer turned to follow, and Violet was close behind.

“What about us?” Eden asked.

Samantha said, “You guys need to stand by because when she comes to, I have a feeling she’s going to do everything in her power to escape. Violet, Jen, you go ahead and keep an eye on her. I need to send a report to higher up. If anything happens, you let me know. Got it?”

Violet nodded and gave her a less than confident thumbs up.

They made their way down to the medical wing as whispers and conversations about Rai spread through the building. Violet wondered how long it would be before the entire base knew, then the media.

Jennifer gazed over Rai with emotionless eyes as they rolled the girl down to the treatment center. Violet saw that remorse consumed her, drifting from her in a light haze. Why? Violet wasn’t sure, but after touring the hypocenter in Boston, Jennifer hadn’t been the same.

“What are you thinking?” Violet asked her.

Jennifer came to a halt as she watched the medics roll the stretcher into the other room. Violet saw her eyes gloss over, assuming she was lost in thought. The medical wing doors closed with a rumble, and Jen’s eyes fluttered wildly.

“Sorry, what was that?” she asked.

Violet wrapped an arm over Jen’s shoulder. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but you can tell me anything, okay?”

Jen leaned against the sickly green cinderblock wall, lightly tapping the back of her head against it. “Elric’s getting worse, isn’t he? I mean, I thought him seeing me would make things better. But it’s only made things worse.”

“You saw what happened to Boston and now what happened in Japan. Do you really think things could get worse?” Violet focused on her hazel eyes.

Jennifer shrugged. “The world is going up in smoke.”

Violet tilted her head with a less than comforting frown. “Good point.”

As much as she wanted to disagree, Jen hit it right on the head. The fact that he was attacking the other Titans so soon after Jen coming to him showed it did something to his mental state. Maybe he really was worse now than previously—if that were even possible.

A loud crash and the sound of people screaming and yelling echoed from down the hall. Violet and Jen looked at each other and bolted into the medical wing. An alarm started blaring, and the facility went into lockdown.

The door was sealed shut with ice. Violet wrapped her fingers around the handle but yanked her hand back as an icy burn made the tip of her finger strangely firm. “Not getting in that way.”

The large glass windows were also frozen over. It was impossible to see anything. Violet felt the frantic heartbeats of two people and another strangely calm and collected.

Eden, Terra, and the others came rushing down the wing. “Sam’s on her way. What the heck is going on?” Eden asked.

Terra rolled her eyes, looking at the ice-covered glass and frozen doorknob. “I guess she doesn’t take waking up from naps lightly?”

Sasha growled as her green eyes flickered a wild orange. “Should we smash in?” Fur began to cover her hands, and her nails curved into claws.

“Absolutely not,” Violet said, calming the group. “If we go in there looking for a fight, I can almost guarantee she’ll kill someone and bring this base down on top of us.”

Manie pressed a clawed finger over the glass. A puff of white came from his mouth. “Then what should we do?”

Violet looked over at Eden. “You and I will go, Jen and Terra, back us up if things go south.”

They both nodded.

“Sasha, you and the boys will get civilians to safety if things get out of hand and a fight ensues.”

A growl of disappointment escaped Sasha’s throat. “Fine.”

Violet took a deep breath. “Okay.” She looked down at the frozen handle. “Eden, you want the honors?”

He slashed the handle, and the door slid open. A white puff of frozen air bellowed out. Violet entered first with Eden right behind her.

Water was wrapped around two doctors’ throats while another stream was centimeters from entering the pupil of a third who remained against the wall. Violet’s eyes met Rai’s.

“Looks like you’re better,” Violet said, inching over.

“You take another step, and I’ll snap their necks,” Rai growled, “and for now, an eye for an eye with this guy should work out just fine.” She glared at the man as he focused on the stream of water in his face.

“You know you’re not going to get out of here with all the soldiers in this building. You wouldn’t make it a foot out of this door,” Eden said, coming in beside Violet.

Rai smirked. “You’re acting like I didn’t wipe the floor with you two and pigpen back in Boston. Should I remind you?”

The alarm continued to blare through the halls of the base. Violet sensed the energy from Eden growing.

Rai’s eyes danced around the room, searching for a way out. “Where am I?”

“You’re on a military base. We pretty much saved your life, not that it was deserved,” Eden replied.

Rai’s face faded to a ghostly white. “As hot as you are, you really shouldn’t talk. You’ll live longer,” she said, not even putting her eyes on Eden. “So, this is it? Are you guys going to try and take my Deva out of me like you tried to do to Elric?”

“No, we’re not like that,” Violet assured her. “We’re here to help. You almost died.” Violet kept her voice calm and steady.

Rai sneered with a raised brow. “Help me? Why would you do that, especially after everything I’ve done?”

Eden stepped closer. “You’re right. You don’t deserve to be helped. And the Titans are getting the worst kind of publicity right now, thanks to you three. But at the end of the day, you’re still a person.”

Violet felt the tension from Rai. She wasn’t in the mood to kill, at least not like before when they last fought. She felt lost, confused, even a little heartbroken.

Rai threw one of the doctors to the ground. “Tell you what, I won’t kill any of them if you let me out of here.”

The man climbed to his feet and rushed out of the room. Violet looked back up at her, reading the expression on her face like words in a book. She was frightened. A look that Violet had never seen on the face of the girl who tried to kill them countless times.

“Rai, right?” Eden asked. “Look, if they wanted to do something to you, they would’ve done it while you were unconscious. Let the rest of the docs go. I get that we’re all not on the same team, but they were only trying to help.”

Rai shook her head. “My life was saved by Mizzy. The only reason I almost died was because of Elric.”

“Rai, we saw what you did,” Violet argued. “When Elric attacked, you used a crapload of your powers to protect the city. You probably saved thousands of lives. You even saved some of the NATO soldiers that were there.” Violet closed her eyes and focused on what lay inside the mind of the Water Titan, moving into her inner world.

Violet found herself on a beautiful massive island, surrounded by the soft, lapping waves of beautiful blue water. The ocean went on forever, the sky gray and almost hazy, allowing her to see only as far as the water would allow.

Violet turned to see Rai walking toward her. “What are you doing here? And how did you force me to come here?”

Violet paced forward to meet her. “Look, I need you to let those men go. They didn’t do anything wrong.”

“If I let them go, I’m as good as dead. I know that, and so do you.” Rai folded her arms. “This world doesn’t care about me, doesn’t care about the Titans. Why should I care about anyone else but myself?”

“Because whether you believe it or not, we need your help. Elric’s going to destroy everything and everyone if we don’t stop him.”

Like a crashing wave, a roar bellowed from the bowels of the sea. Waves rippled and crashed against the island with force. A presence of immense power, almost crushing, took over the atmosphere of Rai’s inner world. Violet could barely breathe.

Rai looked out over the ocean. “She’s not going to be happy that you’re here. I don’t think anyone’s been in here except me since Mom. You must be pretty strong to come in here with us.”

A large head rose in the distance, maybe a hundred yards out, but big enough to take up the view Violet had of the ocean. The eyes were large, big enough to consume her entire body. The head was the size of a three-story building. Only the upper half remained out of the water, while small indentions of its body seem to go on, disappearing into the shallow of the ocean.

“You must be quite the gifted Anomaly to be here, girl,” the creature spoke without moving its jaw.

Violet tried to hide her shock. “You’re just like Sirocco. You can speak English too?”

“Of course. I’ve been within humans for centuries.” The serpent’s voice was deep and powerful and like a woman’s. “And please don’t compare me to that overgrown egotistical feline. I’m much more prestigious than he.” The serpent exuded confidence with grace.

“Look, the both of you, I need you to stop this now. You have to let those men go.”

“Don’t talk to Mizuchi,” Rai snapped. “Talk to me.” Violet looked on as the giant serpent remained silent. It listened to Rai. With just the pure size, it could easily swallow the girl whole without a second thought. “You said earlier that you guys need my help. It’s to stop Elric, right?”

Violet focused on the mighty creature and looked at the girl. “Right. You know what his plans are. We can’t let him continue with what he’s doing.”

“What can I do? He nearly killed me. And what makes you think I’ll help you guys?”

“Because you have power. Maybe by yourself, you weren’t strong enough, but with us, maybe you can change the outcome of where the world’s heading. It’s too late to reverse the things you’ve done, but at least you can help prevent worse events from happening.”

Rai looked out to sea, the wind blowing the strands of her blue hair over her face.

The serpent blew a salty mist from its nostrils that sprayed over the island.

“Rai,” the watery being began, “you know we should. If Elric does achieve his goal, he’ll come after us anyway. And after everything you said to him, and knowing Erebus, he’ll be more than happy to oblige. This is exactly why I didn’t want you getting mixed up with them.”

“I know Mizz, I know.” Rai nodded to Violet. “Let’s talk out there, not in here. I don’t trust what they might be doing while I’m otherwise occupied.”

Violet nodded. She opened her eyes, now back in the medical wing where Rai still held the doctors hostage.

Rai focused on Violet with eyes fading to a dark-brown. Violet exhaled and turned to Eden with a nod.

The water splashed at their feet, and the men instantly scrambled to get away, rushing past Violet and the others and out through the door.

Rai dropped to her knees with her hands behind her back. “We’re all going to die. You can’t stop him. His sole reason for living is to destroy everyone.”

Violet watched her glance roll to Jennifer as she came into the room. “Not even you can save him.”

Two soldiers came in behind Jennifer with their weapons drawn.

“It’s okay,” Violet said. Her focus hardened on Rai as the Titan smiled, making light of the situation. “Do we have a deal? Will you help us?”

“Sure, as long as I have a room to myself and I don’t have guns in my face. Oh, and the release of my family.”

“Absolutely not,” Sam growled as she burst into the room. “Your family is responsible for hiding you away, amongst other criminal ventures. We know all about family. Trust me, your country has a lot to answer to when all this is over.”

“No deal then.”

Violet glared at Sam. “Sam.”

“Violet. Do I have to remind you of what we saw in Boston? What it all means?”

Warmth coursed from Violet’s neck and rushed to her cheeks. Violet tried to fight the sensation, but it didn’t matter. She was pissed. “Of course, I know. We need all the help we can get, anything that can give us an edge to stop, Elric. If we lose, and any of us die, that decreases our chances by a large margin, don’t you think?”

“No way in hell the president will approve of her helping us or anyone on this base.”

Violet turned to Rai. “Fine. You’ll have your room in a cell.”

Rai shrugged. “Fine, whatever. It’s not like it could hold me anyway. And what about my other demands?”

Violet turned to Sam. “We need this, Sam, and you know it.”

“We’ll release the Yakuza members. All assets under your name and your father’s name will be frozen .… Got that?

Rai shivered in disgust. “Ugh, there are still things under his name. Take it, do whatever you want.”

Violet looked up at Sam then turned to Rai. “Do we have a deal then?”

A stream of water rose to Violet then split to Sam, forming into hands. “Deal,” Rai said with a smile.

Sam turned and left the room as Violet shook the cold flow of water, which vibrated with life.

“Make sure she has the best cell in the house,” Sam yelled from the hallway as two soldiers cautiously handcuffed Rai.

“Please, be gentle,” Rai said to the soldiers.

Violet rushed out into the hallway to catch up with Sam, the others right behind.

“What’s next?” Violet asked.

Samantha focused ahead as she spoke. “If Elric’s attacking his subordinates, it must mean he’s becoming insecure. It was only a matter of time.”

“I don’t think so,” Jennifer said with a softened voice.

Samantha looked over her shoulder. “What else could it be?”

Jennifer looked over at Violet. “You felt it, I’m sure. But I could see it in her eyes, her broken heart?”

Violet nodded.

“What does that have to do with Elric trying to kill her?” Eden asked with a raised brow.

“She caught feelings for him,” Alfred blurted out.

Sasha nodded. “So her feelings got in the way of what he was trying to accomplish. That’s kinda sad.”

“So, what you guys are saying is, he just got rid of her for that reason?” Manie asked from behind the group. “Kind of stupid if you ask me.”

“Not if you want your subordinates to be hardened killers,” Samantha added. “Emotions get in the way; relationships get in the way of someone with that kind of mindset.”

“That’s really sad,” Terra said from behind Eden. “But if we can get that piece of work back in that room to help us, we’ll definitely stand a better chance.”

Violet gave Terra a terse nod. “With the emotional pain Rai’s feeling, I think Terra’s right. If we can get Rai to fight alongside us, we’ll have a better chance.”

“Well, I don’t like it,” Samantha said. “And I’m confident once I let the president know we have one of the terrorists who attacked Boston, things are going to take a different turn. She had better hold her end of the deal, Violet. I’m sure the Water Titan’s aware that her life is over.” Violet watched Samantha’s eyes dart from her to Jennifer.

“What do you mean, ‘her life is over?’” Terra asked.

Samantha stopped walking and turned. “Everything that’s happened incited a lot of extensive research. Data from Area Zero over the last few decades, and even after it was destroyed, was collected to form weaknesses against the Titans, ways to control them, ways to defeat them. Nothing of note, but we have found a way to imprison them.”

“Imprison us?” Terra bristled. “I really hate the government. That’s all you want to do. Treat us like tools or like weapons. Like we’re not even people.”

“These are the times we’re living in, Terra. It’s not your fault, and it’s not my decision. But you have powers that can change the landscape. Whether you want those abilities or not, you have them. Who’s to say you don’t throw a tantrum and send California or another state into the bottom of a sinkhole?”

Terra shook her head.

Violet folded her arms, studying Sam’s expression and feeling her energy. “Sam, what are you getting at?”

“When project Titan was initiated, the sole purpose of being able to study such beings was to first capture them and imprison them. There were cells created for each Titan, each cell located in an unknown part of the globe. The cells make up one massive prison system called Tartarus.”

“You were going to lock us up, then?” Eden asked.

Samantha shook her head. “Not you guys, Eden, but the others.”

Terra’s eyes filled with tears. “But what makes you think after all this is done, that the world will let us roam free, huh? How can you or your president or anyone keep us safe?”

Violet felt Terra’s fear as Sam continued. “Right now, that’s something we can’t worry about.” She also felt the concern and animosity growing within Jen as Sam said, “We have to take care of Elric first. Then we’ll focus on that problem. I promise.”

Jen looked up at Violet, and Violet gave her a broken smile before heading toward the prison cell where they would soon bring Rai.


Chapter 19
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Lost Hope

They made their way down to the holding cells where the corridor was long and cold. It was almost like a deep underground basement. The lights were dim, buzzing with just enough electricity to keep them going. Violet was silent the whole walk down, Jen too.

“What do you think she’ll say?” Jen asked, breaking the silence just before they entered.

“Well, she made a deal with us, so if she wants us to keep our end of the deal, she needs to help out any way possible, whether she likes it or not.”

Jennifer combed her fingers through her long locks. “She’s one of the ones that killed all those people. Don’t you hate her even a little bit?”

A warm relief washed over Violet as she felt Jennifer struggle with her own thoughts of Elric and the other Titans. The loss of life and inability to save those lives … All of it was heavy on Violet, and it was the same for Terra and Eden.

“Hate’s a strong word,” Violet finally replied. “I think the reason we’re in this situation is because of hate, right?”

Jen nodded.

They came to the holding cell, which was guarded by an entire squad of soldiers. Men specifically trained to combat Titans by the amount of equipment they carried and how well-armored they were. They wouldn’t stand a chance, but Violet guessed it gave them confidence.

“What do you guys want?” one of the guards asked.

Jennifer chuckled to herself. Violet could feel she was brimming with confidence again. “Look, Samantha gave us permission to talk with her. Let us in, or you guys will wake up tomorrow with a slight headache.”

The men angrily moved aside, letting them into the chambers. Rai lay on the bed with her back turned. “I’m guessing you’re here to finish that conversation then?”

“Well, we wanted to get a little more information,” Violet responded.

Rai turned over with eyes red from crying. She used the pillowcase to wipe the remaining tears. “Violet, right?”

Violet nodded, trying to read the girl’s emotions and make sure this wasn’t a trap. Rai was easily around their age, slender, petite, a girl the guys would go crazy over if she weren’t trying to kill them. She had a promiscuous attitude about her, too, and there was an underlying caution about her that made Violet wonder what her life as a Titan was like.

“I’m guessing you want to know what happened between Elric and me or maybe how you can get to him on the island.”

Violet gave her a smile but didn’t let down her guard for a second. “Yes, exactly.”

Rai looked up at Jennifer. “What was he like before he became like he is now? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“I asked you a question first,” Violet demanded.

“No, actually, I asked you the question of what you wanted to know.” Rai sat up on the bed. “Please tell me. What was Elric like?”

Jen gave a half-smile. “He was shy, skinny, your average comic book geek. He didn’t have the best of things growing up, but he always found a way to be happy.”

Rai chewed on her bottom lip. “Until he lost you …”

Jennifer didn’t say anything, allowing silence to fill the cold cinderblock walls of the cell. Violet cleared her throat. It was bad enough she was in a room with two of the most powerful beings in the world. Even worse was the competing energies of their feelings toward the same boy. But progress was being made.

Rai swung her legs off the side of the bed and leaned forward. “Okay, I know you guys are supposed to be the heroes or whatever floats your boat, but I don’t think any of you realize what you’re truly dealing with.”

“What do you mean?” Violet asked. “We’ve been fighting him for a good year now, way before you started crushing on him.”

“Elric’s losing his mind. I mean, in just the time frame from when we attacked Boston, he’s completely become someone else. Something else. He’s stronger, and I didn’t think that was possible.”

“Stronger?” Violet wondered about the third door being opened. Maybe he opened more doors .… Could he really be that desperate?

“It’s hard to explain, but the darkness … I know we all have powers from our Devas, but I’ve spoken with Mizzy about Elric’s Deva and even she fears it. That darkness wants nothing more than to destroy everything in its path, and it’ll spread across the universe once it’s done here.”

Jennifer posted herself up against the wall. “Then I’ll stop him. I’ll kick his ass myself if I have to.”

“What about the Fire Titan?” Violet asked. “Do you think you could get him to leave Elric?”

“Enzo, that dummy. He’s too blinded by greed and power to pay any attention to what Elric’s true purpose is.” Rai looked back up at Jennifer. “What are you going to do when it comes time to fight him?”

Jen struggled, but she smiled confidently. “Like I said, I’ll kick his ass myself.”

Rai shook her head and closed her eyes with a smile. “My name’s Rai Tsu, but I’m sure everyone already knows that, so tell the others to stop calling me the Water Titan. I know who I am.”

“Okay,” Violet agreed. “Well, Rai, with everything you’ve done to this world and its people, you’re as equally responsible for the pain and suffering caused as Elric and the other guy. What can you tell us about the island and his next move?”

She pulled a few blue strands back. “This creepy chick Calamity made it out of the black sand. She didn’t like it, but Elric insisted. Now about his next move, I’ve got nothing.” She shrugged.

Jennifer stepped forward. “What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said.” Rai fell back, her head hitting the thin pillow. “From the beginning, we kind of followed his lead. But since you came into the picture,” she said, focusing a soft gaze on Jennifer, “everything has been really random. Not the wild ride it used to be.”

Jennifer stood with her hands on her hips. “People died because of what you did.”

Violet tightened her fists, thinking of that little girl in the tent. She could feel Jennifer’s anger and sadness growing.

Jennifer continued, “The fact that you think everything that’s happened is a game shows how screwed up you really are. I don’t know what they’ll do to you. Life in prison, death penalty … Aren’t you a little sad, a little sorry for what you’ve done?”

Rai shot up with glowing blue eyes. Violet felt the surging of energy in her own eyes as purple light danced over her fingertips. Rai let out a deep growl and slapped the bed in frustration as she groaned. Maybe it was Jen’s words that hit a nerve.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. That’s all I can say. It’s all I can do.”

Jen punched a hole into the cinderblock wall. “No, you can work your ass off to make things right! Sitting in prison is too good for you and so is death. You need to use your powers to make things right in this world. And helping us put a stop to Elric will be a good start.”

A sliver of a smile left Rai’s thin lips. “Well, when you put it that way, what choice do I have? I can die in here or I can die out there. What difference does it make?” She closed her eyes and pressed her fingers against her eyelids.

“Way to keep a positive mindset, Rai,” Jennifer said sarcastically.

Rai stood. Her eyes were still filled with sorrow and pain. They were similar to Jennifer’s when she first found out about Elric and what he had become.

“Let’s go, V,” Jennifer said, turning to the cell door. She reached for the doorknob but didn’t turn it. “I’ll stop him, Rai. So just know that, okay?”

A tear dropped to the floor as a small stream rolled down to Jennifer’s chin.

A smile that trembled at the corners of Rai’s lips caught Violet off guard. There was joy behind her thin lips, not this twisted thrill for the kill, but something warm. “I’ll hold you to it then, Light Titan.”


Chapter 20
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A Global Decision

A few days had passed since Japan, and the tension on base was driving Violet insane. Being an empath had become more than a curse, and though Sage would have called it a gift, Violet wished she could return such a present to the one who bestowed it.

The base was overly active today. Soldiers were working hard on helicopters in the hanger, inspecting ammunition and equipment, and meeting rooms were filled to the brim with troops receiving additional briefs. With rumors spreading about the secretary of defense touching ground to discuss their next steps, Violet suspected something big was getting ready to happen. But the fact that Sam was distant and sparsely providing information to her and the others, which wasn’t like Sam at all, had Violet unnerved.

Taking her time traversing the hallway, Violet made her way outside. Thoughts of Sage kept her going, but she needed to get away from everything. She ducked behind a dumpster, focused, and with a quick flash, she appeared in the Chamber of Knowledge.

Nothing had changed in the ominous aged space.

Dust had collected everywhere, and spiderwebs hung daintily around books and the corners of shelves. Even the eerily flickering candles remained lit throughout the chamber. It was as if some poor soul’s sole purpose was to replace the wax and relight each candle. Just another strange oddity of the Chamber of Knowledge, which seemed to only exist by an incredible power and essence older than anything Violet had ever felt besides the Devas.

She came to a massive book, its cover peeling, pages browning with decay, and when she opened it, the smell of mildew wafted with each turn. The Book of Old—which is what Sage called it—was a book that held secrets of creatures and entities that dwelled within their world and the Allverse.

Violet felt awful thinking about how she buried the knowledge of it all deep down, but trying to save a city was overwhelming enough. Worrying about multiple universes on top of that would have been maddening.

She remembered Sage’s words back then. “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 heartbeats. The only thing you can do now is prepare.” With everything happening now, Violet wondered if Sage could predict the future. Or was it just old age and experience?

Violet landed on the page that had a description and creepy illustration of the creature that was Calamity. Violet couldn’t keep her eyes off the cryptic drawing with a clawed hand holding up a human face like a mask, its horrific sleek black body walking through a warzone unnoticed.

Violet tightened her fist as she felt the warmth of her powers flush her veins with vigor and anger. Oh, how she wanted to wipe that smile off Calamity’s face ... or mask, whatever it was she held in her claws pretending to be human.

Violet slammed the book closed and curled up in a corner, the warm trickling of tears taking her by surprise as she smelled the sweet fragrance of lavender—Sage’s perfume—lingering from their last visit.

“What the hell am I doing, Sage?” Violet screamed into the clutter, her voice carrying over the bookshelves. “Why am I here? Can you ... can you hear me? Zaroule, can you?” She sobbed, burying her face into her hands.

The nostalgia of Zenith filled her with a faint memory, a time when she and the others finished training for the incoming surge of Blight and his forces. Sage told her and Zaroule that she was beyond impressed by Violet’s abilities, and Zaroule said something odd that she didn’t quite understand. He joked about Violet being considered an Absolute.

Sage’s response came back, her voice just as clear as if she were right in front of Violet. “A myth for fools. Legend has it there was an Anomaly who lived eons ago with the powers of a god. Rumor has it they created the Titans. But like I said, a myth for fools.”

Maybe Sage was right; an Absolute was a myth for fools. No way an Anomaly strong enough to create the Titans could exist. That meant somehow controlling the Deva’s themselves. Someone at that level of power would make Violet look like an insect.

She groaned and flung her head up to the ceiling, nothing but brick and mortar. After everything she had been through, her parents abandoning her, losing Zaroule and Sage, and now all of this chaos, Violet remained strong. But there was a deep nagging within her, this pang of pain and sorrow.

She wanted to quit.

How hard could it be? All she needed to do was teleport to another country and—

Stop! Stop! Stop! She slapped the sides of her temples and dug her fingers into her kneecaps. She could never leave them. Not Eden, not Terra, not Sasha or the others. The fact that the thought came to her at all showed how vulnerable she had become.

Zaroule’s last words echoed in her head as she wiped a few tears away. “Never give up on one another. Always trust in each other. No matter what. Promise me.”

It was nothing more than distant echoes in the back of her mind, the voices of Zaroule and Sage, but they were louder now than ever. She wasn’t sure if it had something to do with the Chamber of Knowledge, but those echoes sparked a little bit of hope in her. And maybe her coming here was some strange calling, a tug from Sage from the other side.

Thank you, Violet thought, rising to her feet.

With a deep breath, Violet was immediately consumed by a bright flash, returning to the barracks. She found their room empty. Jennifer was probably at the gym, Terra and Sasha out with the boys.

Everything had been chaotic since Boston; she hadn’t even had the chance to feel Eden’s arms around her or the soft warmth of his lips. She wondered if he felt the same, that they had become strangely distant. If she was his girlfriend, she was a terrible one.

Sasha burst through the door, and Violet jumped back. “What’s going on?”

“Sam wanted me to get you. Apparently, everyone’s meeting up at HQ. The secretary of defense should be here within the hour.”

“I see. Where’s everyone else?”

“Everyone is already there. Well, Eden, Manie, Alfred, and Terra. Jen is probably at the gym.” Sasha’s green eyes rolled around the room as she pursed her lips. “You ready?”

Violet nodded as they jetted down the corridors, bypassing the cafeteria, which was their usual hangout spot, and into the room where they had that discussion with the president and a few of her staff. Violet thought about asking Sam if Rai could come, but it probably wouldn’t look good for someone responsible for the Boston attacks to be part of a meeting made to bring down the ones she had entangled herself with.

The room was filled with soldiers. Eden and the others sat up front with a few of the special forces guys, who they had grown close to. Apparently, the soldiers were trying to recruit them. Alfred had the mindset of a soldier—something he picked up from his parents who were back in Ermak fighting the Wrath—but not the rigid discipline. Same with Eden, but Violet wasn’t concerned about either of them joining, especially after the last few conversations with Samantha.

“Room, attention!” a soldier yelled.

Speak of the devil, Violet thought.

They all stood tall as Samantha entered the room. Not a single word was spoken; even the air was still.

“At ease, gentlemen. Take your seats,” Samantha said as she strode to the front. The room filled with soldiers complying with her order and they relaxed in their chairs. She nodded to Violet and the others as she stood in front of a podium. “As you all know, the secretary of defense should be here in about thirty mikes.”

Violet watched as a few soldiers checked their wristwatches.

“I called this meeting in preparation because they will be using some new terms created by NATO and the big three.”

“The big three?” Manie whispered.

Eden answered, “US, Russia, and China.”

Manie nodded, but by his expression, Violet could tell he still didn’t grasp the point of it all.

Samantha continued. “After the last portal attacks, the world leaders and security forces wanted to figure out a way to respond to events that had higher threat levels than others. Due to the scale of the events, the unknowns and overall chaos that could ensue, it was decided that a new system would be created in order to organize the allocation of resources and priorities. This would include supporting countries we aren’t on good terms with. We still haven’t gotten word from North Korea, but we have heard they may also be joining if China is all in.”

A soldier leaned back, cracking his neck. He had a rough scruffy face and dark-brown eyes that didn’t waver. He chuckled to himself. “You’re telling me the superpowers are joining forces like some kind of overpowered grand alliance?”

Samantha nodded with a shaky smile. “I know what you’re thinking. Russia hasn’t allied with the US since WWII, and we haven’t been strong allies of China since the Pacific War, but shit has hit the fan, so here we are.”

The soldier shook his head in disbelief. “Crazy. Never thought I’d see the day the world joined forces to fight a bunch of kids with crazy powers. Sounds like some Netflix Original shit to me.” He shrugged.

Samantha agreed. “The new system, D.I.S.A.S.T.E.R, categorizes catastrophic events and prioritizes the level of events based on widespread human, material, and economic or environmental loss which exceeds the ability of the affected community or society to cope using its own resources.”

A female soldier from the back raised her hand. “Ma’am, seems almost impossible to pinpoint and gauge an event like that. Especially if you have simultaneous events happening like the portal attacks last year, right?”

Sam nodded. “That’s correct, Master Sergeant, but we have to remember that some of our allied countries, like China and Iran, didn’t get crushed with portal attacks. There was even some speculation that these countries may have had something to do with them at one point.”

A soldier added, “I know I still do.”

A bunch of others laughed.

Sam continued, “What I’m saying is these countries unaffected by the events can still supply resources and support to those affected.”

One of the special forces guys next to Eden narrowed his eyes. He didn’t look like he was buying any of it. Violet thought he was holding back a laugh, waiting for someone to tell him it was all a joke.

He spoke gruffly. “I just don’t get it. Why the hell are all these countries doing this now? It couldn’t be because of the targets on that island. It has to be something else.”

“Fear!” yelled a man in a suit, trailed by five others who came through the door. The room stood tall again. Violet remained in her chair as the man told them all to sit down.

“Mr. Secretary, we weren’t expecting you so soon,” Sam said, standing tall.

His gaze was one of concern, and from the way he spoke, Violet thought the man was holding back a cough. Deep, raspy. She’d seen him a few times on television and remembered him quite well from that one news broadcast the year earlier when Allure attacked a press conference.

“No, it’s alright. I know a lot of things don’t make sense right now,” the secretary began, “but this is our reality. Things are changing very quickly, and after London, and most of all, Boston, countries are frightened. We’re facing an enemy that can move whenever they want, however they want, and can attack with the power of several atomic bombs in an instant.”

No one spoke. Even Violet was locked on his words as his voice could be felt in her chest.

The secretary turned to Sam. “Colonel Rice, I know you were just getting to the categories, but I have to sprint through it, unfortunately.” His gaze moved to the back of the room. “Can one of you boys roll a television in here, please?”

Samantha stepped over to the secretary. “Everything okay, Sir?”

He shook his head. “In a few minutes, the president is going to give a speech that will change everything.”

Violet looked back at the others, their faces riddled with confusion and concern alike. Violet focused, trying to sense the man’s emotions. She even dug into his thoughts. There was nervousness, anxiety, fear. Confusion. But one thing stood out above all else.

A massive united attack.

“Under the disaster system, there are seven categories. Category one is an event that may cause devastation to a town, as in level it, causing hundreds if not thousands of lives lost and financial losses between one and ten million dollars. Category six is a global event that’ll affect all mankind and future generations to come. An event at this level will have staggering effects on the topmost powerful countries in the world and how they will function in the future. We’re talking about the world population affected by extensive loss of life. Any questions?”

Manie raised a trembling hand. Violet could tell Sasha wanted to rip it down. The secretary eyed him strangely, probably confused why a bunch of children were in the room.

“Go ahead, son?”

Manie cleared his throat. “You said seven categories, but you only talked about six?”

“Category seven or cat-X is an event that will lead to global extinction.”

“Oh,” Manie said with a drawn-out growl.

Eden raised his hand. The secretary nodded. “So where do Elric and the others fall?”

“After extensive analysis, and of course some assumption, but after Boston and London, particularly, we won’t hesitate to say that as individuals, all Titans pose a threat level of category two. A category two is an event that may cause devastation at the city level and financial losses between ten million and four billion. We’re talking hundreds of thousands, even millions, of lives lost.”

All eyes in the room fell on Terra and Eden.

“Damn, Eden.” Alfred gulped.

A trickle of sweat rolled down Violet’s chest. The fear and energy in the room shifted quickly. “What are we talking about if the Titans were together then?”

The secretary cleared his throat and eyed the room. “It’s not too far off to say that at the minimum, a cat six, at worst, cat-X.”

The room filled with grumbling and whispers about the Titans. Violet didn’t like the energy or the voices all around her. She looked up at Samantha, and by the darting of the woman’s eyes and the slow exhale from her chest, Violet could tell Sam was taking on the energy of the room.

Jennifer came through the doors, and her eyes met Violet’s. She immediately bolted toward her and squeezed in between her and Eden.

One of the men who had arrived with the secretary grabbed a ringing cellphone from his suit jacket. “Mr. Secretary, they’re going live now.”

“Television, gentlemen, now!” the older man demanded.

Two soldiers rolled the massive television screen in front of the room. Everyone stood back and watched as they flicked it to a news channel. Violet knew if it were as big as they made it out to be, it would be on every news broadcast anyway.

On the television, the president stepped to the podium, looking as elegant and confident as ever. She cleared her throat. Reporters grew silent as their microphones reached closer.

“I’m not going to sugarcoat anything because as I give my message, the other world leaders are giving their briefings as well. So, at 7 a.m. tomorrow, the United States, Russia, China, the UK, and Iran have all agreed to launch, simultaneously, nuclear warheads on Black Island.”

Violet thought her heart had stopped. She looked over at Jennifer, who leaned forward. Her expression was as if she had bitten into a lemon.

The president continued, “The damage caused will make the island and any other islands within a twenty-mile radius uninhabitable. Each country has looked into the consequences of the attack’s outcome, and we hope that future generations understand our decision.”

As soon as she stepped back from the microphone, the questions flooded from reporters. She was quickly escorted away as another man stepped up to the podium.

“The planned attack will be televised on all major news networks. This attack will be the ending of oppression and hopefully the beginning of a new light.” The man fixed his jacket and made his way off the podium, following the president.

“Whoa, a nuke for a kid?” a soldier sitting near Jennifer exclaimed. “He can’t be human. I don’t care what you guys say.”

The soldier looked down at Jennifer, and she sent him a glare. She grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off his feet. “So are the rest of us monsters too?”

The occupants of the room became uneasy. The secretary of defense and his entourage looked on in disbelief. Samantha had to push other soldiers away to get to Jennifer. That warmth, that light, radiated from her like before, but even through the hope, the strength, Violet had to stop her.

“I’m sorry,” the soldier choked out, struggling to scream, his face turning beet-red.

“Jennifer, stop, please!” Violet grabbed her arm.

Jennifer’s eyes were turning blue as she slowly let him down. “You don’t get it! None of you do, and you never will. That’s why Elric’s doing all this because violence is the only thing that gets your attention. This world is so messed up, so broken. You see us as weapons, as categories, as monsters? We’re just kids. Kids who should be in school, trying to get their high school diploma.” She looked over at Terra. “Kids who will probably never experience prom, dating .... We probably won’t even get married or have kids of our own, and all because we’ll have to worry that you’ll try to kidnap us and turn us into weapons.”

Jennifer started sobbing and dropped the man. He fell to the ground holding his throat as a bunch of the soldiers circled him.

“What the hell is your problem, Jen?” Samantha yelled. “You need to stand down, now.”

“Whatever …” Jennifer stomped away back to the barracks.

Violet knelt down, checking on the young man. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, but what’s her problem?”

“Apparently, all of you,” Terra whispered in her southern accent. “Just another reason why Gram was right not to trust the government,” she said, shaking her head.

Violet looked the boy over. He was fine, but he had a massive bruise across his Adam’s apple. Violet raced out the door, but Jen was gone. She assumed she had headed to the barracks. At least she could talk to her down there.


Chapter 21
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Faults

Violet got to the barracks and found Jennifer pacing back and forth through the halls. Her anger was surprisingly frightening. The air was intense with pins and needles, and the energy coming from her stung Violet’s arms and hands.

“You okay?” Violet asked. She wished she had a long sleeve sweater on, anything to protect her skin from this energy.

Jennifer screamed, slamming her fist clean through a steel door. Violet’s energy radiated over her shoulders defensively as Jennifer delivered a second blow that ripped it off its hinges. The veins bulged on Jennifer’s hands as she strained to control herself.

Violet’s eyes were bright with madness and rage. “I want to see him, V, now.”

Violet looked around the room, trying to find who she was talking about. “I don’t understand. What are you talking about? Who do you want to see?”

“Elric!”

Violet’s eyelids peeled back. Hell no, she thought. “Are you insane? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“No, I want to see him. Take me there right now.”

“Jennifer, I’m not going there. You’re nuts.” A nervous laugh escaped Violet’s lips. “That’s a death wish.”

“Fine. I’ll find some other way to go see him.”

“Why do you want to go see him? What’s the point? What’s it going to prove or do, Jen?”

“I don’t know.”

She grabbed Violet by the shoulders, and a strange surge of warmth pulsed through Jennifer’s fingertips and radiated over Violet. A bright purple light coursed around them, and with a great flash, the crashing waves of the ocean were just over Jennifer’s shoulders.

A poignant salty breeze tousled the short red strands of Violet’s hair. Violet gulped hard, nervously searching the large black structure that hung in front of them. “How did you do that? Why did you do that?”

“I don’t know.” Jennifer looked up at the structure, confused. “But since we’re here …” She stomped her way up the ridiculously long staircase.

“Jennifer, are you nuts? Elric will try to kill you. This isn’t a game.”

“He won’t fight me now. He’s waited all this time.”

Violet jogged with her up the heavy stone stairs of the structure, her heart thrashing against her chest. She prepared herself for anything. Just bring both of you back to the barracks and talk it over there. Not here. This is insane! Violet’s mind ran wild with thoughts. The sun glistened just behind them, but even with the beautiful day and a cloudless sky, the place still had a frightening edgy look to it. They shouldn’t be here.

Violet glared up at the face of a large monstrous dragon sculpted within the structure. Whoever created this place must have been as twisted as the ones that stayed within. Cold, foul darkness spewed from the gaping opening of the castle. The pressure was frightening, and even against the warmth that flowed from Jennifer, goosebumps still stretched down Violet’s arms and back with a shiver.

Enzo intercepted them. “A beautiful redhead and a divine goddess at our doorstep. Afternoon, ladies, what can Enzo do for you today?” The Fire Titan glided down with flaming wings from the sky, landing just above them on the edge of the structure. “A little far from home, huh?”

“Where’s Elric?” Jennifer demanded.

“Wrong person to be looking for, beautiful. Trust me. Especially with you being the Light Titan and whatnot.”

He jumped down and walked toward them, licking his lips and rubbing his hands together. But before he could take another step, Jennifer was on him. She grabbed him by the throat—like she had the soldier—and began smacking him against the exterior castle walls. She gave him another heave and smashed him clean through the wall and into the castle, slinging him across the floor.

“Where is he?” Jen growled.

How could someone producing so much warmth, so much light and love, be so ruthless? Violet watched the battered boy drag himself to his feet.

Enzo stumbled to the side, leaned against a wall and pointed down the dark corridor. “Thanks for asking nicely. But I’m sure he won’t be as generous.” Enzo took the lead as Violet and Jennifer followed him through the structure.

It was a strange temple. The floors were made from the same black stone sculpted from the beastly statues that lined the hallway.

“They’re the sculptures of all the Devas inside of us Titans,” Jen replied.

“How do you know?” Violet asked.

“He told me.”

“Who’s he? And I still want to know how you were able to use me and my powers to get you here.”

“Will you stop squawking back there?” Enzo shook his head. “I’m starting to get a headache, no thanks to black Cleopatra back there. It’s not like I was going to do anything to you guys. I don’t hit women.”

“Enzo, right?” Violet asked, rolling her eyes. “Maybe you haven’t been watching the news lately, but there were hundreds of thousands of people killed in Boston because of you three, many of them women and children.

He remained silent. The only sound was the shuffling of his black designer loafers. It pissed her off, his overall attitude, his energy. He didn’t have any remorse for what they did in Boston.

Violet tightened her fists. Maybe she could use this opportunity to talk some sense into him. “Rai said—”

The temperature around them spiked quickly.

Flames rolled over his shoulders, leaping into the air. “Rai’s a nobody. She’s dead to us. She betrayed Elric, and she betrayed me to join you losers. Elric told me everything, so don’t bring her name up again.”

Violet raised a brow. “Oh, so he told you how he tried to kill her then, and how we stopped him from doing so?”

Enzo shook his head. “He went back for Rai, but she snapped and tried to kill him. Self-defense, in my opinion. She knew the consequences of attacking Elric. So yeah, you stepped in, but don’t make it seem like you’re the saviors.”

They came to a hallway that had many doors on each side. Enzo stopped at the third door on the right and pointed toward it. Jennifer eyed Enzo as they passed him.

“Oh, and when you see Rai, tell her betrayers are nothing but garbage, and she’s the lowest of the low. Even lower than you guys.”

Violet ignored him as they entered the room he led them to.

It was pitch black, and only a couple of candles burned around the room. There was a large bed and the frame of a body lying on its side with its back turned to them. Violet couldn’t make out who it was but figured it must be Elric.

A prickling sensation fell over her. Violet wasn’t sure if it was coming from Elric or Jennifer. There was also a heaviness about the room. Violet felt the vibrations in her bones and the weight on her shoulders and spine. Every thud of her heart made her stomach sink. She bit down on her bottom lip, but as nervous as Violet felt, the anger from Jennifer still raged on. She was out of her mind.

“You must have a really good reason to come into the den of a lion,” Elric spoke calmly. “What do you want?”

“I’m tired of your bull, Elric. What is the point of all this? This is stupid,” Jen demanded.

The figure didn’t move from the bed, and she was answered back with silence. She rushed over to the bed, pulled the covers off of him, and turned him over. “Boo!”

Jennifer jumped back, as did Violet.

The figure slowly rose from the bed and made its way over to them with lips stretching from ear to ear.

Violet whispered, “Calamity.”

Jennifer’s anger flared. “Where is he?”

“Oh, he’s taking a nap. I figured it wouldn’t be wise to wake him, and it really wouldn’t be wise for you to wake him. You especially.”

Violet wanted to wipe that twisted grin off her face. It was the same as the illustration in that book.

“You think I’m joking?” Jennifer raised her hand, and a golden aura formed around her fist, illuminating the entire room.

“Now, now Jennifer, there will be plenty of time for that soon, but now isn’t the time. Especially with the attacks coming soon. You girls might want to get out of here, right?”

Violet looked at her, confused. “How could you possibly know about that? They just discussed that not even ten minutes ago?”

Calamity lowered her chin, her eyes burrowing into Violet. “I have my ways. Don’t worry your pretty, little red head about that.”

Jennifer lunged at Calamity, who jumped back onto the bed, laughing hysterically. Even with Jennifer’s serious intent, Calamity still took her as a joke.

“I know, Jennifer, I know.” Calamity jutted her bottom lip out, speaking in a fake sobbing voice. “You miss him, you love him, all that good stuff, but he doesn’t care. You left him like garbage, so I took him in and made him mine. As the saying goes, another woman’s garbage is another woman’s treasure.” Calamity nonchalantly jumped on the bed like a child. “He wants you and everyone else to suffer and die. What a guy, right?”

Tears ran down Jennifer’s cheeks as her eyes glowed. She took a deep breath, and the light in her hand dwindled until darkness reclaimed the crevices of the room.

Violet slipped her fingers around Jennifer’s hands. They shook with animosity.

“Hey,” she whispered. Jennifer looked up at her. “We’re going to get her, don’t you worry. She’s going to pay for everything she’s done to Elric and us.”

Jennifer wiped her eyes with a terse nod, then smashed a hole into the thick stone wall and took another deep breath.

Violet bit down on her bottom lip, looking Calamity in her radiating colorful eyes. When facing her, all Violet could remember was Sage’s death. It made her blood boil. “If you know about the attacks, then Elric already knows?”

“Of course.” She smiled devilishly. “Wait a minute. Don’t tell me you were coming to warn him of his impending doom? Isn’t that cheating?”

Violet gripped Jennifer’s hands tighter. Her locks fell over her face as she glared down at the ground.

“And Violet, you of all people, helping her out? Tsk, tsk. Girls these days. The things they’ll do for a boy.” Calamity sighed mockingly. “Something about that teenage puppy love.”

Violet spat on the floor as she met the woman’s shimmering eyes again. “You knew this entire time about what was going to happen. But how?”

Calamity’s eyes opened wider, her vibrant gaze enticing. “Don’t get too nosey.”

Violet pulled her gaze away, giving up on her conversation. She wasn’t getting anywhere. She turned, pulling Jen to the door.

“Oh, and Violet, do you miss Sage as much as I do?”

Violet slammed the door, the deep cackling of a monster echoing from behind.

It took everything within Violet to keep from going back in that room and laying a psionic blade into that pale, bony chest of Calamity’s. But it wouldn’t play out that way. Calamity knew that. It’s why she egged them on. She was too strong even for the two of them. Violet didn’t have to feel it; she just knew. The way Calamity killed Sage so effortlessly.

Enzo smiled with his arms folded. Allure stood next to him, waving happily.

“Long time no see. How have the siblings been?” Allure asked.

Violet scowled. “You’ll get yours, Allure. You wait and see.”

“We’ll see about that.” Allure licked her lips, whipping her long white hair over her shoulders.

Jennifer paused and looked behind them, staring down the hallway. Her eyes filled with determination.

“You know,” Violet said, “as much as I hate to admit it, she’s right. We should be glad that we didn’t open the door to the room Elric slept in. You two would have torn this place apart.”

“He’s down there somewhere. I can feel him. And I can feel something else, something awful.”

“Yeah, I hate that feeling too,” Enzo said, agreeing with them. “Even when he sleeps, he gives me the creeps.”

Violet placed a hand on Jen’s shoulder. “Come on, let’s just get out of here.”

Jennifer nodded, looking up at Enzo and Allure. Violet could tell by the intensity in her golden eyes that Jennifer wanted to fight the both of them right now. It made no difference to her.

“Don’t forget to tell Rai what I told you,” Enzo said, “and tell that pretty boy I can’t wait for our rematch.”

Violet bit her tongue, not saying a word.

They were on their turf and for them to be leaving was a gift. Even if Jennifer was the Titan of Light, Violet wasn’t confident they could hold their own against Elric, Calamity, and Enzo together. They appeared back in the barracks. Violet dropped to her bed, her heart slamming against her chest at the fact that they survived that encounter. The world felt easier, and she felt a heck of a lot lighter.

Voices echoed from outside the door as the group walked in, talking about what happened on the news.

Terra looked down at Violet and looked over at Jennifer. “Everything alright?”

Jennifer looked up at Eden. “Enzo wanted us to tell you that he’s looking forward to a rematch.” She walked through the group and headed out the door.

Sasha’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “What does that mean? Don’t tell me you two actually went to that island?”

Violet nodded, and a few beads of sweat caressed her chin. “I don’t know how. I can’t explain it, but we got there, and even more surprising is that we made it back alive.”

She sat up, leaning forward on the edge of the bed.

Eden came over and took a seat beside her, then began rubbing her shoulders. He looked half-panicked, half-happy to see she was alive. “Did you guys see Elric or get a chance to talk to him?”

“No. Calamity wouldn’t allow it. None of them would. It was strange. But I think it was best we didn’t. There was definitely something there, something dark, and it gave me goosebumps. We both felt it. It was further down the hallway, deeper into the castle.”

Sasha looked down, anticipating the rest of Violet’s sentence. “Well, was it Elric or what?”

“If it was him, he’s getting stronger and losing himself to his Deva.”

“Like he opened up another door stronger?” Alfred asked, eyes growing with worry.

“I don’t know. I couldn’t really tell.” Violet looked down at her hands. She wasn’t sure if the pressure in that room in that whole place was Elric or just Calamity messing with them.

They all groaned.

“Look, for now, all we can do is prepare for the worse. After what the president said and considering what’s going to happen tomorrow, I think we need to be prepared for anything. They already knew about the attack, so I’m guessing they’re anticipating another move.”

Eden became annoyed. “They already knew? But how? Where are they getting their information?”

Manie coursed his fingers through his hair. “It’s got to be that creepy woman, Calamity or whatever.”

“I agree with Manie,” Violet said. “I’m guessing she’s had a keen eye on Elric for a long time. Just by the way she spoke to Jennifer, Calamity’s way too manipulative.”

“How’s Jen taking it?” Terra asked.

“She was … a peach for the most part. She had me worried, but I think she’s okay now. I would just let her be on her own for a little a while. She needs it.”

Terra stepped forward with a stern look. “I have a bad feeling that when they initiate that attack tomorrow, all bets are off. We don’t know what to expect, and for all we know, Elric might make the move he’s been threatening to make.”

Violet nodded, looking up at them all.

Alfred looked over at Sasha and Manie. “I know this place isn’t my home, but I think I speak for the three of us when I say we’ll do whatever it takes to protect this world as if it was our own.”

Violet tilted her head back. “Good, because we’re going to need all the help we can get. If Calamity’s using Elric like I know she is, she’ll make sure he has everything he needs to achieve his goal because his goal is her goal.”

Violet felt her confidence return. It was time. If tomorrow started the domino effect that would lead Elric to act, they were ready.


Chapter 22
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Going Nuclear

Violet awakened to voices outside the bay, low chattering and hectic whispers that echoed in the darkness.

She rose from the stiff single-layered mattress. Jennifer was still in bed sleeping, but Terra and Sasha were gone. Violet rubbed her eyes, crept to the door, and opened it. Eden, Terra, and the others all sat down in the hallway with eyes heavy. It looked like none of them had gotten any sleep.

Violet rubbed her eyes. “No sleep?”

Eden shook his head.

Manie took a deep breath. His messy curls were matted in a crazy shape as if he’d rolled around in bed all night. To Violet, his green pupils looked strained against the redness of exhaustion.

He tilted his head to Violet. “Today’s the big day.”

“Still can’t believe they want to nuke Elric,” Alfred said, clutching his chin. “If you would’ve told me a few years back that something like this was possible, I’d laugh in your face. I can’t stop thinking about the first time the kid showed up in Zenith. He nearly pissed himself.”

Manie and Sasha couldn’t help but laugh.

“Oh, yeah,” Sasha said with more laughter. “I never saw a human run so fast in my life. He was so lost and confused … innocent.” Her smile faded.

Violet remembered the day too. Even back then, she sensed an uneasiness about Elric, something growing, something malevolent deep inside him. She hadn’t cared, though. She was ready to shove his teeth down his throat at the time. A smile slipped across her face as she remembered everything that went down in the underground city that day, the day their lives changed forever. Zaroule faced him, knowing the power of a Titan and put him down just as easily without hurting him.

Manie looked up at Violet. “Remember, V?”

“I do. I also remember some kid losing control of his powers and trashing the arena.” She glinted over at Eden.

They all booed and made fun of Eden, whose face burned red. “Seriously, guys, that was like over two years ago. You can’t be mad about that still; it’s ridiculous. I lost control. I’m glad nobody got seriously hurt.”

Violet leaned against the wall and folded her arms. “Elric was so scared at first. Then when Zaroule told you both about being Titans, he latched on to you like Manie on Sasha,” she joked.

Manie threw his arms up. “I wasn’t that bad.”

Alfred looked at Manie as if he’d told the worst joke. “Manie, you didn’t talk for the longest time, and as I remember, you were Sasha’s shadow. With everything that happened, I get it though. But don’t try to act like you weren’t gum on Sasha’s heel.”

Everyone laughed again. Even Terra smiled, listening to the stories. Sometimes thinking of the past was difficult. The missing people and the times they could never have again. Everything had become so mangled and twisted as the memories enveloped Violet.

Terra leaned forward, her long dark-brown hair hanging over her shoulders, a few strands grazing her round cherub cheeks. “Sounds like you guys had a lot of fun back then.”

Alfred nodded slowly. “Even with Blight and everything going on back at home, we really did have some good times. Fresh Meat, remember that nickname.”

“Fresh Meat,” Manie exclaimed with excitement.

The hallway fell silent. Like some awkward moment of silence had been initiated in honor of those long-forgotten memories.

Terra asked, “Are you worried about him?”

Violet shrugged, confused about her own emotions. She’d told Sam about the island, and that Calamity and the others knew about the attack, but nothing had changed. “I don’t know what I feel. It’s weird. I mean, think about it, a nuclear bomb?” She chuckled, still unable to believe the world powers were going so far. “The world must really feel it has no other option.”

“Well, after what they’ve done, none of the Titans will be taken lightly,” Terra said, looking at Eden. “We have the power to control oceans, storms, the earth, fire, life, and death. Just because we’re teens doesn’t mean a thing to them now. What Jen said back in that meeting was true, you know? We’re just kids. But they’ll never see us that way. The world never did even before Elric’s attacks.”

Eden combed his fingers through his dirty-blond hair and flashed his blue eyes up at Violet. “I’m not gonna lie and say I’m not worried about what’s going to happen after all of this is over. I have a feeling we can kiss high school and college goodbye, just like Jen said. You think they’ll throw us all in Tartarus?”

“Like hell,” Violet said. “Things aren’t going to be the same. But no way they’re going to throw any of you in prison after you’ve risked your lives all these years!”

Eden and Terra nodded. Violet meant every word. She knew both of them and Jen would be alright. She couldn’t say the same for Rai or Enzo—if he made it out of all this alive. Violet didn’t consider Elric; she had already accepted his fate.

Footsteps echoed from the hallway of the barracks as Samantha made her way down. She had a folder in her hands, her dark-brown eyes red and filled with stress just like the rest of them. Outside of her normal signature hairstyle, her dark-brown hair was pulled into a ponytail, not the bun she kept maintained.

“I assume you guys weren’t able to sleep either, huh?” Samantha asked.

“No, not really,” Eden answered.

Samantha nodded and searched the group. “Where’s Jennifer?”

Sasha groaned. “Out like a log. To be honest, I don’t think she had any issues sleeping.”

Samantha’s face scrunched. “You would think she’d be the main one disheveled. After everything yesterday and what’s happening today, I know I am.”

The barracks door swung open. Jennifer had on a pair of jeans, sneakers, and a long-sleeved t-shirt Samantha had given her. “Well, after all the yapping out here, I’m surprised I got any sleep at all.”

“Good, you’re awake. Violet, can we talk in your room?” Samantha asked calmly.

“Uhm, sure.” She looked back, raising a brow to Eden and the others.

Sam and Violet walked into the barracks as Jennifer stepped into the hallway. Violet sat at the edge of her bed, and Samantha closed the door behind her looking on with a hardened expression.

Violet sighed, looking down at her fingers. There was too much anxiety, fear, and uneasiness to try to filter through Samantha’s emotions. “What’s wrong? Did something happen? Did they move?”

“No, satellite says they’re still there. All four of them. So the united forces are continuing with the drop.”

Violet nodded, confused by her feelings about the whole thing and for what was about to take place. “So, why did you want to talk to me?”

“Are you ready for this? I need to know now,” Samantha asked.

“What do you mean? Ready for what?”

“Exactly what I mean. You haven’t been yourself lately, Violet. You’ve been so out of it since Sage.”

“I know, Sam.”

“Then knuckle up.”

Violet’s gaze snapped up. She’d been caught off guard by Samantha’s raised voice.

“The world is going to look to you and your friends for help now. Nobody can do it but you guys. It’s time to wake up.” Inside Samantha was a worry and fear that never showed on her face. Rattling in her hands was the folder of documents she kept close to her. She wasn’t angry and wasn’t giving orders. Just afraid.

She sniffled, beating back tears. “If anything happens to you kids … Don’t die, please.”

Violet smiled. “Is that an order?”

“You’re damn right it is.”

Violet rose from the bed and hugged the woman who’d become so much more than just a support system. “I know it’s not going to be easy, and I’m a little afraid of what could happen, but faith and hope conquer all doubts. That’s what Zaroule believed in, and that’s what he wanted to teach us. I think he knew we would learn it sooner or later.”

Sam stepped back and wiped her face again. “You’ve come from so much strife, pain, and loss, yet here you are. This is the reason why I believe we’ll win. So, make it happen.”

Violet gave her a terse nod of confidence, and they turned to the door that led to the hallway.

A soldier was talking with Eden, who quickly looked up. “Everyone’s in the mess hall getting ready. You guys coming?”

They walked to the cafeteria. It was so packed that even if they tried, they wouldn’t be able to all fit in there. One of the lab staff walked by and looked over Violet’s shoulder.

“You two can come to the meeting room with us. There’s more than enough room for you guys. We don’t allow the soldiers to come in ‘cause they get too rowdy.”

“Thanks, and sorry,” Samantha said. She nodded to Violet. “You and Eden go. I’ll let the others know where you are should something happen.”

“Thanks,” Violet said.

They followed the woman a little further down the hall and entered a room filled with people with lab jackets.

The doctor that helped her and Eden get set up in the recovery tank stood up with a smile. “You’ll be joining us this morning, Violet?”

“Yeah, it looks like it,” Violet answered with less enthusiasm than he had asked. What was this feeling? Her fingers wouldn’t stop tapping away at her thigh, and her insides fluttered wildly as she tried to keep her mind focused. But she couldn’t.

Eden nudged her. “So, what are you thinking?”

She gave a nervous laugh. “Trust me. You don’t want know what I’m thinking.”

He gave the warmest smile, his lips inviting and his gaze captivating even now. “Wanna bet?”

She looked deep into Eden’s blue eyes, and he gave her a gentle nod. “I think I’m worried about Elric,” she said telepathically. “I must be insane, right? I mean, how is that possible? After everything with Boston, London, Sage? Am I losing it?”

Eden sucked his lips into his mouth, and she felt the gentle grasp of his hand. He pulled her in close, keeping her safe, keeping her steady. She wanted to know what he thought and why he didn’t respond.

“Eden—”

“Me too,” he replied. “Me too.” He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled her face into his chest, kissing her forehead.

A lab technician pulled two seats out for them and set up a large plasma screen television. Reporters spoke about the actions that would take place in the next half hour and what it meant for success. Violet’s insides seem to almost erupt in a flurry now.

“One stealth bomber from the United States, and three other carriers from the distinct countries that have agreed to join in the efforts, will launch a simultaneous bomb drop over the target marked as Black Island. Naval ships from both the UK and the US have arrived and surrounded the island a safe distance from the effects of the nuclear attack. They stand ready for any assistance, though there shouldn’t be any after such an attack. Here with me is Secretary of Defense, Kenny Ross.”

“Thanks, Adam. What we have here with all the great powers is something never seen before. We’re not only working together, but the entire world has our support. It’s something that has never been done—the entire world uniting to overcome a common enemy.” He hesitated before continuing. “These monsters, we believe may be responsible for everything that’s happened, including the portal attacks, and we’re willing to go the distance to wipe this threat off our planet.”

“Thank you so much, Secretary Ross. This is Adam Castaz. Stay tuned on CNN News.”

Violet watched the television without blinking an eye; she was glued to it. Her fingers were scrunched tightly on her thigh as she sat there literally on the edge of her seat. It felt like a massive rock was trying to roll down her throat.

A lab technician cleared her throat. “Well, just a few more minutes until it happens. Anybody have anything to say for him? You guys were the last ones to know him, right?”

Violet said, “I have a feeling I’ll have my chance to say what I need to him soon.”

“You make it seem like he’s going to survive.”

The reporter returned to the screen, appearing to try to focus on what was happening around him. “Well, the stealth bomber just left the carrier and is on a path to meet with the other jets from the separate countries. From this point on, you’ll be hearing the voices of the American pilot and see what’s happening from cameras settled on the aircraft itself.”

Everything was silent for a while, but you could hear gears turning and the groaning of an engine. The camera showed a wide endless sea of waves calmly pushing forward. Just over the crest of the sea in the distance, you could make out large ships coming into view.

“This is Eagle One, going to rendezvous with other wings. Is that a good copy?”

“Roger that. You’re clear to proceed, over,” another voice answered.

Everyone remained silent in the room, waiting patiently.

The plane flew over the large naval ships, and on the far right— barely in view—you could see what might be the island. Even with the distance, the large structure that Elric and the others called their home stood strong. Just a massive black target.

This doesn’t make sense. Why build a massive castle in the middle of the ocean on an island once used by the military. If Elric was going to die, and he knew it, he’d escape, slip away like nothing. What’s your plan, Elric? Violet’s mind raced as she tried to figure out his strategy. Elric was never an idiot. Gullible and innocent long ago, but he wasn’t stupid.

“If they know about the attack, they’re obviously not there,” Eden whispered, “so do you think they could be in one of the cities, maybe?”

“Possibly,” Violet whispered back. “The thing is, which one? They could be anywhere they want. We won’t know till they strike.”

More planes pulled in behind the American aircraft. They were completely different, and distinguishing flags marked the nose of each one.

“Eagle One has linked up with posse and is a go. What are my orders?”

There was silence for a moment.

“Eagle One is a go. What are my orders?”

“Proceed with mission Eagle One. Tower out.”

They watched as the planes glided over the large fleet of ships, making their way over to the island. A black cloud formed around the island; the massive castle was consumed by it.

Violet’s hands pressed against her thigh. Eden worked her fingers loose and clutched them, not taking his eyes off the television.

Her brain searched every detail, thinking of Elric’s strategy. She started chewing on the inside of her cheek. She had never done that before. Maybe her lips, but never the inside of her cheek.

No one said a word as all eyes stayed glued to the screen that showed the planes passing over the island. They went right over the large black castle and began maneuvering back toward it.

“First fly over good to go, dropping off package in five, four, three …”

The hair on the back of Violet’s neck stood on end as she thought about the destructive force of the weapons that were being dropped. She wondered what Jennifer was thinking about in the cafeteria. Was she calm, relaxed, confident that Elric would survive? Or was she horrified, panicking, regretting she didn’t see him one last time?

“… two … one ....”

Violet watched as four missiles dropped and darted toward the small black spec of land. The island itself was already destroyed and unable to sustain life to begin with. These nuclear warheads would just finish off what’s left of it, probably send it to the bottom of the ocean where it belonged.

“Eagle One, is hit good?”

“Can’t really see anything right now, Air Force Delta. This strange blackness came out of nowhere.”

The camera was completely covered in black smog, then suddenly a large dark hand appeared in front of the aircraft, and everything went static.

A voice began yelling over the radio. “No hit! Attack is ineffective.”

“What’s going on up there, Eagle One?”

“The missiles … They turned to dust before they made contact. I’ve never seen anything like it. Now I got these hands or claws after me. I can’t shake ‘em!”

“What about the rest of your clique, Eagle One?”

“Gone. They didn’t stand a chance. I don’t know .…”

There was a scream, then everything became silent.

“Eagle One, are you there? Eagle One?”

The scene switched to a reporter on one of the battleships. The island was covered in black smoke with large hands slashing violently into the air. It looked like the entire thing was alive. Loud monstrous bellows echoed in the distance and could even be heard from the television.

Then the news reporter began speaking. “As you can see, the attacks from all four countries have failed. From our point of view, it looked like the missiles were just ... swallowed up by blackness. The navy has been ordered to pull back to the mainland to regroup, and …wait.”

The reporter pointed to the sky. “It looks like something is coming right for us. What is that?”

A large flaming figure darted toward them. Men began opening fire, but it did no good. Huge darts of fire glided down, smashing into the ship, causing explosions and turmoil.

“I don’t know what we can do now. I don’t know what else we can do.” The reporter began running as the figure landed.

It was Enzo. His entire body was covered in flames, and even where he stood began to catch fire. The metal beams of the ship melted as he placed his hands on them.

“We’ll do the best we can to stay on the air as long as possible, but—” A devastating wave of fire consumed the ship, then blackness on the television screen.

“What’s going on? What happened?”

Suddenly the static of the television screen blackened.

“Beautiful humanity,” a calm voice echoed in the blackness. Suddenly the pale face of Calamity appeared with her glowing eyes continuously changing colors.

Violet’s blood boiled over. You’ve got to be kidding me.

Calamity continued talking, “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this moment. The day when I could actually thank you for your stupidity, your greed, selfishness, and war-hungry nature,” she said, singing her words. “I guess I should properly introduce myself. My name is Calamity.”

“Who’s this woman?” the doctor asked, fixing his glasses.

“I’m sure many of you are wondering who I am exactly. Well, over the eons and centuries of watching mankind grow and develop, I’ve been called by many names through your religious beliefs. I’ve been called the devil, Satan, Lucifer .… Why, I’ve been depicted as a male many times—probably because of my talents to be anyone or whoever I want must’ve confused you in some way.”

Violet took hold of Eden’s arm. “Eden, we have to get the others together. Something big is getting ready to happen.”

They raced down to the cafeteria, her mind a storm of chaos and confusion. She caught up with Samantha and the others.

“So, a nuclear strike failed.” Samantha dug her fingers into her hair. “What do you guys plan to do or think you can do?”

Violet continued to watch the television from the cafeteria where Calamity’s pale, feminine face was still on the screen, belittling and mocking them.

Calamity maneuvered a camera showing the destruction of naval ships. “But I digress. You could say I’m responsible for every war, famine, genocide. I could go on,” she cackled, “but what I want you to realize is how tiny and insignificant you are. That your world is nothing but a tiny grain that will be plunged into a sea of darkness by the ones who sent me.”

“Who sent her?” Violet whispered.

“I’m pretty much spilling my guts to you because this world has seen its last sunrise. Your world, along with many others, will be exterminated and ruled over by Legion. I’ve been hiding warriors from black holes for years in the cities of every country. They acted as sleeper agents, dressed like normal people until now.” She winked at the screen. “I bet you didn’t see that coming, Violet.”

Static once again filled the television screen. Then sirens began blaring throughout the base as screams and gunfire echoed from outside.

“Get ready,” Samantha called out over the cafeteria. “This isn’t a drill. We’re under attack.”

Soldiers took off down to the armory as the cafeteria emptied, leaving the seven of them huddled with Samantha.

Alfred cracked his knuckles. “Now what?”

“Do you all understand now what’s happening?” Violet asked.

“War, right? We’ve known this forever,” Alfred growled. “Elric already said—”

“No, this was never about Elric. He was used to keep everyone focused on something else. He was never the prize. She even had me fooled.” Violet shook her head, looking down at the floor, thinking about Calamity’s last conversation with her.

Jennifer asked, “What do you mean?”

“I had it all mixed up. I thought she was after Elric for his powers, but now this. Why wouldn’t she just rely on him? He could do it all if he wanted to. Maybe she changed? Something’s not right,” Violet finished with a shake of her head.

“Well, she’s making her move, right?” Jennifer began glowing with light. “It’s time for us to make ours. We have to go to the heart of it all, to that island.”

Violet turned to Samantha. “We’re going to need Rai, now.”

Samantha didn’t bat an eye. “I’ll get her down here.”

“Are we ready for this?” Terra asked nervously.

“We’re ready. Once Rai gets here, we’re leaving,” Violet said, looking over at the others.

Manie shook his head. “What about the other cities and the fights going on?”

“We can’t be at too many places at once like that,” Eden replied. “We have to let the world take care of the smaller stuff.” He tightened his fists. “We’ll get the ones who matter.”

The television was back on with scenes from cities under attack and the skies filled with winged creatures. This would be the last time. Violet had grown tired of all this. Now it was time to make their move.


Chapter 23
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Deception and Betrayal

A rippling wave awakened Elric. Dark energy pulsed through the entire structure of the temple as he jumped from his bed.

“What is that?” Elric asked Erebus.

“She’s using her dark powers for something. I don’t know why. Should we check it out?”

“No, let her go. I’m sure it’s another attack from the world’s military. Let her waste her energy.”

Elric fell back on the bed, sinking into the sheets. Calamity’s energy was similar to his with the only difference being the source.

The explosions from outside began to subside already. The attack must have been over as quickly as it began. Elric made his way to the entrance of the temple and looked out at the smoking ships slipping beneath the waves of a calming sea. Dozens of tiny orange boats floated near the wreckages.

“The dead awakens?” He turned to see Calamity rising from the ground. She was draped in a long black gown, her hair flowing down her back. “You missed a wonderful morning. They planned to use nuclear warheads against you this time around.”

Elric rubbed his eyes and face. “So soon? What happened?”

“I told you they were contemplating a nuclear strike. They’re so easy to counter.” She laughed. “But it’s obviously nothing you have to concern yourself with.”

“I’m sure. Where’s Enzo?”

“Probably still out messing with the naval ships. He’s having a ball as usual.”

A blistering cold pulse of darkness spewed from Calamity. It was overwhelming, smothering, threatening. Elric watched her consuming orange eyes. She was serious. What happened?

She threw her hand forward, releasing a blast that knocked Elric back into the castle wall and sent him skimming down the hall. His aura protected him some. He spat up blood, looking down at his torn clothing, his wounds healing.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Elric demanded, rising to his feet. Darkness shrouded his body as his flesh started tightening and hardening. “You have a death wish?”

“No.” Her innocent young voice vanished and was replaced by a deep and inhuman tone that sent chills through his body. “But it’s time for me to take my place at the top of the food chain.”

Elric smiled. “What about the ones who sent you? Aren’t you going against their wishes?”

She cackled. Her lips blackened and her flesh became a sickly pale in the darkness. “Legion has seven members. The top members rule over multiple universes and are worshiped and respected as deities. I want that. I deserve that, not being stuck here manipulating fools. You’re all too easy. I killed a member of Legion, and now I have to complete one last requisite.”

“And what’s that?”

“Destroy an entire world filled with human civilizations.” She hissed as her teeth sharpened.

Elric swallowed as his eyes twitched. She could’ve been lying, but why would she need to? “This Legion. Who are they? What do they want?”

“Nothing. They already have everything. All they do now is keep order by freely manipulating events in the Allverse.”

Dozens of large hands rose from the aura that surrounded Elric and whipped toward Calamity. She raised her right hand and slashed with menacing jagged claws, turning them to dust.

She gave a greedy smile, revealing a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth. “Elric, think about it.” Her hair lengthened into inky black strands. “Why would I recruit you if I knew you had more power than me? You couldn’t possibly be that gullible, could you? I found out about the deal your grandfather made with the Deva inside you. You know how much power that thing gave Justice?”

Elric tightened his fist. “I don’t care.”

“Thirty-five percent,” Erebus growled.

“Thirty-five percent.” She seethed alongside Erebus’s inner growl. “Leaving you, even with all four doors open, with the ability to only manage sixty-five percent, and you can barely do that.”

She started laughing.

Long thick black horns curved from the crown of her skull, her long black strands draping over them as a single strand fell to the bridge of her nose. A long whip-like tail fell from the long black dress that flailed wildly around her.

Her hands stretched and curved into long claws, longer than his own. Her bones cracked and snapped as she stretched. She slipped off the gown, revealing her lower body to be smooth black flesh, glistening in the bit of light that came through the opening, shining like leather. Her feet were similar to hooves but angled in a way that gave the impression she was wearing high-heeled boots.

Elric focused all the darkness within him that the third door allowed. His arms and hands began to scale over. Spikes protruded from his forearm, and his wings tore through the long-sleeved shirt he wore.

“Chances of survival, Erebus?” Elric asked.

“Hundred percent. No matter what, but—”

“Don’t worry about not telling me everything. There’s a reason why I stopped talking about it. One focus, one goal. Anything else will take me off that focus, and I could lose everything. Whether that’s Jen, my grandfather, Legion, none of that matters. Only my goal, do you understand, Erebus?”

Erebus barked. “Of course!”

“Then let’s finish her.” Elric smiled devilishly, confident. Regardless of what she’d said, he knew he could overpower her. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

“Oh, Elric, you have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do this. At first, I thought about using you to help me with my quest. But I sensed that no matter how hard I tried to make you mine, you would still have a rancid bout of rebellion in you. It’s not your fault; it’s that defiant humanity in you. So, I couldn’t risk you turning on me, and instead I used you.”

Elric raised his right hand toward her. A black marble formed in his palm. Her eyes widened as she tried fighting the pulling force, but she was taken off her feet and dragged toward his grasp. Darkness formed in a shapeless mass in his left hand, sizzling with enough power to tear his own flesh away.

The blast created an explosion when he connected with her, shaking the temple to pieces. Portions of the columns that kept the upper part of the temple balanced toppled over and filled the place with dust and smoke.

A tail whipped from the smoke wrapping around Elric’s throat; he tried yanking it away, but it was slender enough that he couldn’t get a full grip. He was flung into the air and yanked down to the stone floor with a crash.

“Elric, you can’t be serious. A weak attack like that’s not going to do anything to me.”

Elric hacked and flailed. The veins in his head throbbed and bulged. The vessels in his eyes swelled. The dark aura that surrounded him did nothing. Her own darkness countered everything he could muster.

She stepped from the smoke, and her tail dragged him closer to her face. “You really do look just like your parents, you know that?”

“Shut the hell up,” he choked out.

The tail smashed him through a column and pulled him back to her face. She gently maneuvered a few strands from over his eyes. “Shut the hell up? Well, before I do, how about I spill the beans a bit, hmm? Let’s start with how I manipulated the military into killing your parents.”

She grinned.

“No, Cloud killed my parents.” Elric choked. “He admitted to it.”

The tail released Elric as he fell to the floor, dry heaving and gasping for air.

“Just because I didn’t physically do it, doesn’t mean I didn’t take part. All you have to do is whisper in the ears of those already corrupted, and they’ll do whatever you want. Yes, General Cloud murdered your parents, but I was the one who told him where to find them and even about your mother’s pregnancy.” She clapped her claws together. “All I did was take on the form of some high-ranking officer I killed a few weeks prior. Then I told Cloud everything and that included how they were in Florida when you were born. I just got the juices flowing, you know?”

Elric looked down to the ground, fighting to get his breath back. Focus. Focus. She’s trying to get into your head, make you lose control.

At this point, it didn’t matter who was responsible for his parents’ death. They were dead and gone; there was no changing that. But why was another matter. If it had to do with the Titans altogether, she would’ve killed me when I was an infant, but instead, she kept me alive, trained me. Which meant … “You killed my parents because you couldn’t get to my father like you got to me?”

“Smart boy. I thought you would start putting things together eventually. Not that it matters now.”

He rubbed his throat. “I see.”

“Do you, Elric? Because all I had to do was use your hatred. I put a target in front of you, and you attacked aimlessly. I even turned you against the only people in this world that cared about you.” She laughed. “Just because you’re a Titan doesn’t mean you’re not human. You’re just as capable of being used. You just had a more important role than the others.”

Elric wobbled to his feet. “Two things you’re wrong about, Calamity. The first being that I used you; you didn’t use me. The second is you didn’t use me to attack the others. I did that of my own free will.”

She rolled her bright orange eyes. “Whatever helps you to die in peace, Elric.”

Lightning thundered. It shook the foundation of the temple. An explosion ripped a hole through the ceiling, revealing the black clouds above. Calamity raised her right hand to the sky.

Elric thought about the attack that killed Sage. “Erebus, what now?”

“Patience,” the voice grumbled.

Elric became silent, trusting in the being within. Erebus had just as much at stake as he did now.

“I suppose once I kill you, Legion will be upset. But killing a Deva will earn me more points toward being a member.” She sighed with relief. “I love it when things fall into place.”

A black lightning bolt struck the tip of her finger and coursed through her body. She pointed toward Elric, releasing a devastating jolt from her fingertips. It shattered the hardened shell of the dark energy over his flesh and ripped through his chest.

Blood sprayed from his mouth as he dropped to his knees, his face slapping the pavement. Elric’s breathing was reduced to a gurgling wheeze. He could hear the slowing thud of his heartbeat in his ears.

Flashbacks of his life flickered behind his eyelids. He saw his family, Jen, the Reeves, Violet and the others. He even saw Rai and Enzo laughing with him, but he was on his own, so far from them. A flashback of the first day he met Jennifer flickered.

He remembered watching five-year-old Jennifer struggling to bring a suitcase inside. He nearly risked his life to get to her—in his five-year-old mind—to save her from the overwhelming clutches of the suitcase.

He remembered everything so clearly now. It was the darkness that kept him safe from being hit by a car once. Nobody noticed it back then, but he could see it now, clear as day. Jennifer’s eyes glowed like gold; they were warm and strong because she was the Light Titan.

“Elric, my young dark prince, may you join your parents and rot in pieces.”

Elric could feel the pressure all around him. Calamity’s power was growing, preparing for the final blow. After all this time, all of his hatred, everything he fought for, this destiny he believed in … What was it all for? Right here, right now, at this very moment, nothing else mattered because he was going to die.

Her footsteps came closer, but the sudden sound of large wings flapping broke the tension.

“What do you want?” Calamity asked, her voice like that of a shrew.

“My queen, we have trouble. Those brats are on the island with the other Titans.” Allure’s voice echoed with a hiss.

“Good. Scout the area. I’ll be right there.”

“As you wish.”

Elric felt Calamity’s hooved foot press against the back of his neck. The heel portion dug into his spine. “I’ll be back, Elric. Don’t die on me while I’m gone now. I really want to savor your death.”

“What about the fire one?” Allure questioned.

“I’ve taken care of him already. He’s probably at the bottom of the ocean somewhere,” Calamity answered. “Oh, and by the way, Elric, if you can still hear me, I must say you were stupid to believe that Allure was planning anything behind my back. My number one right-hand officer …? How gullible can you be?” She laughed.

“Let’s go deal with the others,” she said to Allure. “They’re the only ones left who I need to worry about.”

Elric listened to the fading clicks of her footsteps until there was nothing but silence. He couldn’t move. His entire body was numb. The electrical force from her attack did major nerve damage. It was the perfect attack for a slow death.

Elric appeared in front of the fourth door, his body whole with no wounds of any kind. A large glowing crimson eye peeked out from the barred hole.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t as strong as the others. I was weak and cocky, Erebus,” Elric said, gazing at the opening, his hands stuffed in his pockets.

“A little pipsqueak like you apologizing like it means anything to me?” Erebus laughed. “But it is me who should apologize to you. Now, open the final door.”

Elric nodded as he reached for the key. “I remember how frightened I was of you and how much you hated being inside me. It’s funny. If it weren’t for Calamity, we wouldn’t have grown as close as we did.”

“This is true.” A large black mass of smoke seeped through the cracks and formed into a miniature smoking manifestation of the monster behind the door.

The manifestation reached out with a clawed hand, anticipating a shake as Elric did the same. The large, clawed hand of smoke solidified around his wrist, cold and clammy.

“Your father was a strong Titan and so were you.” The beast’s eyes glistened as Elric walked through the smoking manifestation. He hesitated, remembering the faraway distant echo of Zaroule’s warning about his powers. “You must keep your resolve strong. You won’t even realize it’s taking over. Before you know it, your minds will be like one. I pray you never ever have to open that fourth door.”

Elric looked at the door and realized once it was opened, there was no turning back.

Unlike the previous times when he opened the fourth door, it wasn’t violent. A large, clawed hand opened up in front of him, and without hesitation, Elric stepped onto it. To Elric, the hand was the size of a house, raising him into the sight of glowing and crimson red eyes that were the size of a distant moon. The pupils were thin and slit vertically.

Then an explosion of energy, dark and immobilizing, consumed him. No. It devoured him.

Elric opened his eyes to find that he was alive but different. No longer a boy, no longer human. His wounds had healed. The darkness that spilled from him was so great that each step crushed the surface of the slick hallway.

He looked himself over, realizing he had truly become a monster.


Chapter 24
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Calamity

Everything was covered in thick black smoke from the burning ships. To Violet, the skies looked heavy with thunder clouds, but only over the island. Further from the castle, the skies were deep blue and cloudless.

In the distance, bright orange lifeboats floated in the ocean, a good sign that there were survivors from the naval ships. She focused, trying to sense the energy in the area, but the dark energy was crushing and foul. There was no point. She couldn’t feel anything under the overwhelming pressure.

“Anything, V?” Eden asked.

She shook her head. “It’s like the darkness is interfering with my ability to sense anything but darkness. I can barely sense you guys, and you’re right next to me. It’s thick and sticky like tar.”

Terra stepped between them and spread her hand on the ground. Her eyes became fluorescent green as the ground swayed. She bit her bottom lip, trying to focus, then sighed and shook her head. “The way that castle is set up, it’s made to counteract earthquakes. Whoever made that place thought of everything.”

“Calamity made it,” Rai said. “That place is massive and filled with dozens of rooms. I mean, I could use a giant tidal wave to smash into the place, but …” Rai looked out to sea at the dozens of lifeboats that dotted the ocean.

Violet understood immediately. “Thanks for taking them into consideration.”

Rai shrugged.

An explosion of black sand launched Violet and the others back, scattering them over the beach. The earth rumbled as the air crackled violently. For a moment, Violet thought it was an airstrike, but an uproarious laugh breaking through the settling sands deterred the notion.

Calamity rose from the ground with Allure at her side. Calamity’s appearance had changed completely thanks to the two large horns protruding from her forehead. Though her face kept some of the human features, she looked more like that drawing in the Book of Old now more than ever. She obviously had finally decided to show her true colors.

Violet focused, trying to sense her powers. Nothing.

“Where’s Enzo and Elric?” Rai asked.

“Oh, don’t worry about them. They’re dead.”

Everyone froze. No, it couldn’t be true; it didn’t make sense. Calamity had to be bluffing. She had to. Why would she kill Elric? She’d built everything around him and put all this time and effort into his abilities.

“You’re lying!” Jennifer yelled.

Calamity’s hands spread open in resignation. Her bright orange pupils flickered in a way that didn’t go with her gesture. “I’m not taking my chances fighting six Titans. That’s why I’ve decided to take care of the main problems first. So now, only four left.”

She looked at the others greedily, her teeth sharp like a demon’s.

“You don’t stand a chance against all of us!” Eden shouted. “You wouldn’t last ten minutes with the four of us.”

“And there she is.” Calamity grinned ear to ear, looking over at Jennifer. “The only one who I have to get rid of in order to help fulfill my part of the bargain.”

“Bargain? What bargain?” Violet asked.

“Nothing that concerns Sage’s pup.” Calamity threw her arms out, and long claws sharp like knives spread out at her side. “Allure, take care of those three annoyances. You deserve a little bit of fun.”

“Gladly.” Allure shrieked, transforming into her bat form. She tightened her claws and licked her fangs as she scowled at Sasha, Manie, and Alfred. “It’ll be an honor to slay the three of you in the name of Calamity.”

“Can you guys handle her?” Violet asked, looking over her shoulder.

“I’ve been waiting for this for way too long,” Sasha growled, glaring as Allure glided to the opposite side of the temple. “Don’t worry about us. You just worry about yourselves.”

Violet knew Sasha, Manie, and Alfred had gotten strong over the years since Zaroule died. But Allure was still a general and one of the surviving originals at that. I have to trust them. I can’t keep holding them back. “Make her pay for what she did to Z. Finish what he started, got it?”

Sasha’s eyes changed from their usual olive green to her wild orange as tears cascaded down her orange fur.

“We won’t let you guys down,” Sasha barked. “Kick Calamity’s ass!” she shouted just before the three of them bolted in the direction where Allure had gone.

“So, all we have to do is take her down, and this ends?” Terra asked in a low voice.

Light emitted from Jennifer, first in sharp spurts, snapping and crackling, then pulsing in waves. “I don’t know what you did to Elric, but I know you didn’t kill him. You can’t. No matter how strong you think you are.”

“I’ve been around before either of your great-great-great-grandparents were even considered. From the shadows it was I who created the Titans by manipulating the most powerful Anomaly into doing so. It was me! I’ve battled all of the Titans and have come close to killing all of them, only sparing their lives because I knew I could use them as valuable pieces. You should bow and worship me as your mother and creator, infant.”

Eyes widening, Violet thought about Zaroule and Sage. An Anomaly with the power to create the Titans. An Anomaly with god-like power. Absolute. Was it true? Did Calamity even have her fingers in the creation of the Titans?

Jennifer’s face hardened. A blast of light rocked the ground and blew through everyone. “I don’t care about your résumé; you haven’t fought me. My name’s Jennifer Reeves, adopted and raised by the Reeves family, trained by the queen of the Pride Empire, and the vessel of light. You’ve been doing a lot for a long time, but it ends today.”

Violet smiled, feeling the light shove the darkness back. The once blackened sand had become bleach-white as if whatever darkness had settled had been purified.

“Big talk coming from a little girl.” Calamity started laughing. “But no matter what you say or think, Elric is dead all the same. He was nothing more than a knight on my chessboard, a useless piece that had only a significant part in ushering in the apocalypse.”

“And I’ll kill you for that,” Jennifer said, imbued in a blaze of golden light.

Violet was blinded by the light around Jennifer’s body. The aura burned brighter than before. “Jennifer, wait!” Violet reached for her, but there was nothing there. She moved so fast it was as if only her image remained.

A thunderous crash rocked the island and sent ripples through the ocean. Jennifer was in front of Calamity now. Calamity shielded one of Jennifer’s blow with her arm.

Calamity jumped back close to the steps of the temple. Jennifer appeared in front of her again and slashed down on her. An explosion ensued, turning the large black stones of the temple to dust. Her attacks and powers reminded Violet of Elric, but Jennifer’s speed was far beyond anything that could be seen.

Calamity’s long thin tail wrapped around Jennifer’s legs, binding them together. Her legs were ripped from beneath her as she hit the sand with a thud. Jennifer dangled over Calamity’s head, struggling to get loose, but couldn’t reach the tail with the energy she used as a blade.

A slight breeze blew by Violet as she watched Eden run toward them in a blur.

Calamity launched a blast of blackness at him. Violet watched as Terra formed a fist made of blackened sand and smacked the blast away. Without wasting a second, Eden sliced through the thin tail, freeing Jennifer.

As soon as she hit the ground, she bolted toward Calamity. A hand made from the blackened sand grabbed Calamity and slammed her to the ground.

“We can take her,” Eden yelled. “I say we go in for the kill, now.”

“This freaky chick needs to go down,” Rai said, standing. “For Enzo and Elric!”

Dozens of large serpents slithered out of the ocean, increasing in size. They hissed, spitting boiling water onto the sands as their eyes filled with life.

Monstrous apes dug themselves out of the earth, eyes green and bright against their blackened bodies, matching the vibrancy of the puppeteer controlling them. Terra tightened her fists with a fury in her eyes that Violet hadn’t seen in her before. For the four Titans, this was personal.

Calamity squirmed in the grasps of the large hand. “You shouldn’t be too cocky, children. You really should respect your elders.”

A serpent darted toward the massive black hand of sand with an earth ape beside it. Calamity burst from its grasp, jumping onto the shoulders of the ape. She dug her razor-sharp claws into the neck of the ape and tore its head clean off, returning it to a pile of dust. Blackness consumed her claws as she leaped to the serpent, cutting it clean in half. Instantly, it turned into a puddle of water.

Eden appeared in front of Calamity, coming down with an attack of his own. She grabbed his hand and sliced across his chest.

“Eden!” Violet screamed. She threw her hand toward him, focused, and teleported him to her side.

He fell to the ground, blood trickling from the wound, but he was slowly healing.

“I’m alright,” he said, rising to his feet. “You plan on joining us any time soon?”

Violet hadn’t had a chance to react. The four of them were on a different level. Watching Eden and Terra fight was one thing, but four Titans was a sight to behold. She thought about the threat levels the secretary of defense had discussed; no wonder they weren’t taking any chances.

Calamity dusted the sand out of her tangled black hair. “I’m impressed. Eden, right? Who’s next?”

“I’ll take you up on that offer.” The golden aura consumed Jennifer’s entire body, golden sparks flickering and popping all around her.

“Come then, babbling infant.” Calamity sunk into her stance with a long black tongue licking her fangs.

Violet watched Jennifer explode forward, leaving a crater in the sand. Everyone shielded their eyes from the intense brightness. Thunder radiated over the island. When Violet opened her eyes, Jennifer was going blow for blow with Calamity.

Calamity put her hand up to block an attack. Jennifer cut clean through, ripping her arm off. Then Calamity’s tail pelted Jennifer across the face and sent her into the sand.

Violet studied the tail. Eden had just cut that thing off. What’s going on?

Calamity regained her footing and jumped onto the temple, looking down at them. Her right hand dripped a black fluid, and her fingers oozed out of the stump as her arm regenerated.

“Good as new.” She giggled playfully, cracking her knuckles. “You can do better than that, right, Jen? You are the Titan of Light after all.”

Jen threw her left hand out to her side and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. Violet watched in the distance. Jen was mumbling something, but Violet couldn’t read her lips. A mass of light glowed in her hand. Then Jennifer nodded.

A battle-ax formed from the light. Jennifer slashed into the air effortlessly, wielding it like a skilled warrior. Both of Calamity’s hands pulsed with dark energy as she lowered her gaze, and like Elric’s power, three black streams of energy formed from her darkness.

Violet couldn’t move. She watched the four of them in awe, the power within them far beyond her own, overwhelming to the point of suffocation. The only time she felt this way was when Elric and Eden had fought each other. When their beasts took charge, and they nearly killed themselves. But this was different. They were in control, and yet the weight of their power felt horrific.

Violet thought about the Anomaly who created the Titans. It was true. Calamity said it, the words coming from her own mouth, and she didn’t need to lie. Why lie? Why now? Violet looked down at her hands. The ground trembled as her eyes shot up to the battle unfolding before her.

Three of the earth apes stampeded toward Calamity. She cut them down with ease. Two serpents went after her as well, but with no effect; they were cut down just the same.

Jennifer rushed in, coming down on Calamity with the ax. The three streams went for Jen’s skull. It was now or never. Violet flashed over, cutting the streams down and reducing them to particles.

“Violet, finally ready to die like your mentor, I see.” Blackness engulfed Calamity’s hand like an ominous flame. She grabbed hold of Jennifer’s ax and wailed. Her flesh burned away, leaving nothing but a grotesque skeletal hand. “I don’t know who trained you for battle, Jennifer, but I like your style. Too bad I have centuries of battle experience over you.”

Calamity smashed her horned head into Jen’s, forcing her back. Then she released a blast that threw Violet over the beach and Jen over the ocean.

“Jen,” Violet cried, watching a massive wave catch her. Violet looked to see Rai’s hand orchestrating the wave from the shoreline. It rolled her back to the beach as Terra ran over to help her stand.

Calamity stood proudly, claws on her hips. “You little maggots will sleep peacefully.”

She raised her hand to the sky toward the darkening clouds. In the palm of her hand, a large mass of energy was taking shape.

Enough of this. Violet teleported behind Calamity, her hand sizzling with purple energy as it sharpened into a psionic blade. Calamity hadn’t noticed because she still had the upper hand.

Violet plunged her hand through Calamity, making her back arch. Violet ripped her hand free, watching Calamity crumble to the ground, black fluid seeping from her pale lips in rivulets.

Calamity crawled onto all fours laughing hysterically. She stood, working a claw around the gaping hole in her stomach. “That was very, very sneaky, Violet. Seems you learned a lot from Sage before I killed her.”

The wound closed, and before Violet could make a move, Calamity’s tail rattled her across the chin.

Calamity laughed, grazing a claw over her jet-black lips to wipe away the inky fluid. “I don’t understand why Legion fears you. You’re not even my best work.”

Violet crawled to her feet, swaying in the ominous wind. Eden glided to her, keeping her balanced. She could feel the warmth of fluid coming down her nose and lips. Eden tore away some of his shirt and pressed it to her face.

“Hey, you’re going to be okay, alright?”

Her ears rung, competing with the echoing thud of her racing heart, but nothing compared to the aching pain that came in waves from her nose. That was just her tail. Violet imagined that a blow from her fists could be even worse, maybe critical. Her dirt-caked fingers searched her face. Her nose felt out of place. Yup, definitely broken.

Eden caressed a blood-stained strand that lay across her face and moved her hands away. He laid Violet down by the others, holding the shirt over her nose. “You can sit this one out, Violet. We got this.”

“You were just talking trash about me not getting involved. Now you want me to sit this one out? I can’t. I can’t let Sage down like that.”

He smiled as he caressed her face, then kissed her on the forehead.

“You can call me out on it later, but she’s strong, really strong. I can’t let you get hurt. Besides, you’re always showing me up, and I’m a Titan. Let me save you now and then,” he said with a shrug.

Violet grasped his wrist. She could see her vibrant purple eyes in his fierce, unwavering blues. That was the old Violet, the girl she hadn’t seen since she plunged her hand deep within Elric’s chest and blew him off that cliff.

“Screw that.” She pulled the shirt away, snapped her nose back, and began healing it. She fought the pain as it faded. She splashed warm salty water into her face, washing away the blood from her lips and mouth.

Rai leaned over, giving her a sly smile. “No, she’s not sitting this one out, the hell with that. If I couldn’t kill her, Calamity isn’t either. Right?”

“Damn right.” Violet took a deep breath and faced the demonic-looking woman. Calamity was becoming more monstrous by the minute. Violet focused her breathing, calming herself.

“Every detail, every move from the creation of the Titans until now was all part of my plan. The wars of this world, the war in Ermak …” Calamity laid her long claws on her hip and leaned forward, patronizing them. “I’ve been manipulating people and moving pieces exactly where I wanted them to go. Everything has been my work of art, my spider web of decadence.”

Violet tightened her fists, trying to understand Calamity’s words. “So, you’re saying you helped plan this out with Blight?”

“Blight?” Calamity’s expression looked as if she’d bitten into something bitter. “Blight was nothing but a philosopher I corrupted with dark power. Just like the other generals, he was more of a rat led by the flute. You give people a little power, fill their empty, worthless lives with ideals, and there’s no telling where they’ll go.”

“No.” Violet thought about the pain and suffering in Ermak, Sasha and Manie’s family, and Alfred’s parents still fighting in the war. Purple energy wrapped around Violet’s arms and legs. Her red hair rose to the sky as the energy radiated from her. “You really are a monster. You don’t care about who you hurt or who you kill. Why?”

“When you’re offered a seat at the table with the gods, you use whatever means necessary.”

The gods? Violet teleported toward her and released a beam of purple energy.

Calamity countered with her own black beam. An explosion launched Violet back, but a hand of sand grasped her. She turned to Terra, whose green eyes glowed from the strands sprawled over her brow, sweat streaming down her face.

Calamity covered herself in a dark sphere of protection and raised her outstretched claws to the thunderclouds above. Black lightning struck from above, causing explosions all around them.

Violet raised a shield over the group. She wasn’t sure what good it would do, but it was all she had. A black bolt struck near, shattering the shield, and scattered them around.

“You see this? It’s the same attack I used to kill Elric. It was a pinpoint attack right through his chest. I watched as he bled out myself. In his dying breaths, I explained how I had his parents murdered, how I utilized and manipulated a mad man to destroy his life. At least he died with some kind of peace, and so will you.” Calamity raised her right hand to the sky as the lightning bolts struck closer.

Violet swallowed hard. Between the quaking ground and the thunder rumbling above, she was out of ideas. She held her breath and closed her eyes, biting her bottom lip.

An earth-shattering boom swept them away.

What the hell was that? Violet felt pieces of the castle batter her body. She was able to get up a shield to take most of the damage. She tried to stand but couldn’t move. But from her insides, she felt the overwhelming crushing weight of misery, despair, and hatred.

This power, this wave of endless madness, was so much worse than London. It was even worse than Boston. It was frightening and debilitating. She couldn’t imagine darkness having so much density. Her face and entire body were being pressed into the sand.

This power … It had to be Elric. In a way, Violet hoped it was.


Chapter 25
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Back from the Dead

Like a frail lifeless doll, Violet lay out on the black sand, thankful it wasn’t concrete or cobblestone. The grains embraced her body like a cushion as she took short breaths. She hated for Terra, Eden, and Jen to see her this way. Paralyzed by fear, consumed by desolation.

Raindrops landed on her face and hands, warm like sweat and black like the sand. She wondered how rain could be such a color. What horror or pain brought the world to cry such tears? Her insides quivered, and with all her might, she turned her face toward the castle from where the thunderous uproar spawned.

“I can’t move. What about you guys?” she asked, still unable to see anyone in the darkness that settled.

Eden groaned. “I’m good.”

“I–I think I’m good too, just this heaviness,” Terra answered.

“I’m good, Violet,” Jennifer replied.

“Rai, are you alright?”

“This sucks,” Rai’s internal voice came out as a moan.

A powerful gust of wind blew the darkness over the ocean, throwing away the concealment Calamity had over them. Eden knelt with his hands out, his face beet-red and sweating as his body shook.

Violet watched as he struggled to his feet, his blue eyes glaring over a massive hole that ripped the castle’s front open. Violet shook her head, barely able to breathe. What kind of attack was that?

Violet threw her hand toward Eden and teleported him by her side.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey, you alright?” he asked, breathing heavily. Sweat saturated his hair, and sand clumped to the short strands. His pants and shirt were torn and mingled in such a way it looked like he survived a battle with some horrible beast.

She raised a brow and forced a smile, panting. “If getting my ass kicked by some super-powered being is alright, I’m the cat’s meow.”

“Look. Jennifer.” He nodded to the beach where Jennifer stood staring at something.

Violet could see the glint in her eyes dancing even from a distance. The concerning part was Violet didn’t feel a bit of Jen’s hope and warmth. It was drowned out by the horrid cold and mercilessness of the dark spewing from the massive hole in the castle. And worst of all, Violet saw that darkness spewing over the sand like a river.

A trembling Calamity clutched a corner of the castle as she pulled herself up. Her whole left side had been peeled away, showing the inner workings of the muscles in her left arm. Violet could see her ribs and thigh bone, the damage slowly healing. She didn’t know whether to be overjoyed or frightened that such an attack did that to the creature they struggled against.

Violet watched nervously, gripping her chest with each passing breath. Calamity had a horrific expression on her face, and her eyes fixed on the same gaping hole that stole Jennifer’s focus from the battle.

The black rain calmed, and the thundering of the clouds silenced. The heaviness broke way, but just enough for Violet to gain whatever composure she could muster. This power, it was frightening. And it wasn’t coming from Calamity.

Eden helped her up. “Can you move on your own?”

“Barely,” Violet said, trying to catch her breath as she stood. “I just don’t understand. What did that to her?” she asked, watching Calamity closely.

Rai and Terra limped over, holding each other up. Violet changed her focus to healing the three of them. Whatever was coming, she needed to make sure that the most powerful ones on the island fighting to protect the world had all the strength they needed.

Everyone’s focus was on that hole.

“Jen, come over here with us,” Violet called to her, but Jen didn’t budge. She appeared frozen. Astonished.

“What was that?” Calamity shrieked into the darkness. “Who’s there?”

A scraping shuffle echoed from the blackness. There was something alive in there. Violet bunched her eyebrows, trying to sense life, but the negative energy was too heavy and too cold. Her belly burned with such intensity that she dropped to the floor.

The black scar Elric gave her back in New York bulged and pulsed just below her belly. Just what was it? Violet shook as the others tried to help comfort her. She could feel her thoughts giving way as depression and grief crept in. She felt worthless, hopeless, and defeated. And an awful knowing gripped her spirit. A knowing that they would all die today.

“Does anyone see that? Like something glowing in the darkness?” Rai asked.

From the ground, Violet searched harder, catching a glimpse of burning red dots, flickering eerily in the blackness. They were those horrible crimson red eyes, filled with despair and hatred. Elric’s eyes.

“It couldn’t be,” Violet said.

Eden’s gaze shook with surprise. “It’s him? Elric?”

Violet squinted into the blackness. The steps were louder, and the echoing faded as a clawed toe stepped on a block of stone. It wasn’t human by any means. Not even a foot but more of a black scaly talon. A clawed hand matching the same texture of the talon grabbed onto the side of the hole as a figure stepped out with large and black bat-like wings.

Even through the long black hair parting down the creature’s shoulders, Violet could see those awful eyes. The base of his neck down was comprised completely of jet-black scales, giving it a leathery texture, and pulsing with streaks of red throughout.

Horns stuck out from the sides of Elric’s head, but they were nothing like Calamity’s. These were more prominent and intimidating. Large, sharpened spines sprouted from his forearms, and the little bits of human skin that remained were white as snow.

The skin on Elric’s face hung loosely around his eyes with bulging black veins that connected to his sockets. He pushed a few strands over one horn, revealing more of the drastic changes. Violet gulped as she focused. The whites of his eyes were completely black, and his pupils were slit very thin.

He stepped onto the large stone that fell from the castle and turned in Calamity’s direction. The talons crushed the block into powder.

“So, you opened the final door,” Calamity said, sounding as though she fought back a nervous tremble. “Doesn’t matter. You and your friends are dead anyway.”

“If you believed that, I wouldn’t feel so much desperation wafting from you.” Elric’s voice was intertwined with a deeper grumbling, but the undertone was his, soft and calm.

“This isn’t good,” Rai whispered. “Mizzy says his Deva has a lot more influence now.”

Calamity kept talking. “You actually pulled it off. You have control over the beast?”

Elric didn’t reply.

His eyes glowed intensely, and black smoke poured from his nostrils and between his teeth as he exhaled. He stretched his arms out as his muscles and joints popped. His body, covered in blackened scales, was still defined and muscular, revealing a bare chest that kept its human features. The scar Violet left him with was still noticeable but pale like the rest of his remaining human skin.

Violet was silent and noticed not even Eden said anything.

The only one who seemed unbothered was Jen who said, “It’s about time you came out. You’ve been hiding long enough.”

“I don’t think this is the time to be poking fun,” Eden whispered to Violet nervously.

Elric murmured in a low voice, “It’s been a long time coming, but it’s time for my destiny to come to fruition.”

Violet swallowed hard, fearing to ask. “And what’s that?”

“To destroy you and all other worthless life on this planet. Then I’ll cover it in darkness.”

Rai swallowed. “Well, I didn’t think his thoughts of saving the world could get any darker, but there you have it.”

Violet prepared for an attack. She could feel everyone around her powering up; even Calamity’s rancid power sprung to life. Elric was long gone now. Nothing that remained resembled the boy she once saw as a little brother.

Jennifer chuckled as she looked down at her hands. The light sparkled around her body. “Elric, remember back in school, before the portals, how shy and fragile you were?”

Elric glared with a cold, melancholic expression. He tightened his claws, releasing a wave of darkness that blew a horrendous wind all around them. It wasn’t crushing like before. Instead, it felt like he’d pulled that power from a bottomless pit.

Even with her locks wrapping around her shoulders, Jennifer continued.

“I thought I would always have to fight your battles until you started growing up. Then I realized you were fighting both our battles,” Jen said as a tear rolled down her chin. “As tough as I acted when we were growing up, you always saw through it because you knew me, the real me.”

Calamity yelled over the dying wind, “It doesn’t matter what you say, girl. The boy you knew is dead and gone. I killed that boy and from the ashes, I molded a knight of darkness. My knight. Elric, come, help me destroy this world and together! We can be one with Legion. We can be gods!”

“Look at how weak and pitiful you are.” Elric focused on Calamity. “I followed your orders, and then you attacked me? You’re garbage. Complete worthless, garbage.”

“How dare you talk to me like that, how dare—”

“You knew the risk of helping me control my powers, but your greed to control me was too much to care.” His voice was calm but condescending. “This Legion and my grandfather? I’m coming for them too since it sounds like they released you upon this world to wreak havoc.”

Violet listened, wondering how much Elric knew about Legion, but now his grandfather too? Lost and confused in the turmoil of it all, she tried to piece it all together.

“So proud.” Calamity sneered. “Just like your ancestors. That pride is the Achilles heel of every dark vessel. Don’t let your title of Titan consume you. That was a name given by humanity. None of us know real power. Power so frightening, you … Never mind,” she said, shaking her head. “You all die here, now!”

Calamity bolted toward Elric, raising a clawed hand. She had a dozen black streams over her shoulders, ready to skewer anything that moved.

Violet didn’t have time to breathe or say anything. Before Calamity could take another stride and her hoof-like feet hit the sand, Elric grabbed Calamity’s arm. It didn’t even have a chance to come down. With the slight wave of his hand, there was a wet crack.

Calamity jumped back in fear, holding a stub that dripped with black fluid. Elric gripped her dismembered arm in his claws.

“What just happened?” Eden asked with his mouth hanging open.

Violet wished she could explain it herself.

Calamity’s eyes widened. “How dare you. How dare you!” she screeched, looking on in disbelief. “You, a mere child, have no right to touch me, let alone harm me. You are nothing.”

Elric tossed the arm to the side with a blank expression.

Violet’s powers intensified because of Elric’s lack of emotion. What would he do to them if he could do this to Calamity? She watched as Elric sauntered toward Calamity.

“Get back!” Calamity launched a blast of energy toward him.

He smacked it out of the way with ease. The blast landed over the horizon of the island and unleashed an explosion that sent a shock wave through the entire area.

“That fear,” he said, “it’s similar to Blight’s when I killed him. He knew he was powerless against me and that his time had come.”

Calamity’s arm regenerated, piercing through the stub. She clenched her hands tightly and looked at Elric with a smile. “You think you’re strong? You’ll never be stronger than me. It’s impossible. You only own a little over half of that Deva’s power. You’re nothing but a brat with issues.”

Violet watched as black smoke poured from Elric’s mouth. Calamity attacked again as the two powers collided, slashing away at one another.

The island rippled and jumped. The ocean waves thrashed, and Violet felt blind without the ability to sense anything else but Elric’s overpowering darkness. She called out to the group. “Look, we need to figure something out. Should we back Elric up or not?”

“Honestly,” Terra replied, her voice soft, “it looks like he’s doing good all by himself. I’m more concerned about if he kills her. Then what?”

From Elric’s last statement about his plans for the world, everything was pretty clear. “Everyone, including Jen, come to me. We need to be ready to go!”

Jen crawled over, covering her face in protection against the swirling sand. Violet formed a purple dome around them, protecting everyone from the forces outside. She began healing Jen. Rai, Eden, and Terra were already good to go.

“Ready?” Violet asked.

Rai rubbed her arms. “Like ditching this place and running?”

Violet looked back at the others. “No, like getting ready to fight. I’m not leaving this place until we’re done. Understood?”

Eden gave Violet a terse nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I hadn’t planned on going anywhere anyway,” Jennifer said, watching the battle unfold outside the purple dome.

Calamity crashed through the castle. Violet and the others watched her fly past the dome, skimming across the sand and landing a few yards away.

She rose, her long black hair a mess and her body covered in black wounds that seemed to barely heal anymore. “I’ll end this right now.”

A black lightning bolt fell on top of her. She released the blast, the intensity high enough to melt her own flesh away. Her hair flowed wildly as she glared with anger and determination.

Elric didn’t move.

A hand-sized black hole that absorbed the lightning formed in the palm of his hand. Sparks snapped around him as strands of his hair rose but settled down onto his shoulders. Calamity dropped to her knees as smoke rose from her body.

Elric pointed with a long black claw, releasing a swirling beam of blackness that pierced right through Calamity’s chest. She fell to the side and curled up in pain, fighting to breathe. Her appearance changed, going back to her previous human form.

Calamity laughed. “I can’t move.” She clenched at the large hole in her chest. “I would have never thought I could feel so much hatred toward an individual as much as I do you, Elric Blake.”

She coughed up a glob of black fluid.

He raised a clawed hand toward her. “Thanks for getting me to this level, but you’re useless to me now.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter. Everything’s already in motion.” She crawled to her feet, holding the hole in her chest as it closed.

“Tell me more about Legion,” Elric demanded.

Violet focused on his words, remembering Calamity’s talkativeness. Legion.

“I’m nothing in comparison, nothing but a fly on the wall, Elric, and so are you. This world is nothing. The only interesting bits were you and her.” Calamity turned to the dome, pointing at Jennifer. “They will come. If you know what’s good for you, destroy this world, kill off everyone, and Legion will welcome you into their ranks like they did your grandfather.”

Elric spat on the ground. He thought about these beings of power, and wondered for a moment as to why his grandfather joined him. “Where are they?”

Calamity shook her head. “In a place, a universe known as Oblivion, on a world where the only life-giving light is the blood moon. A world where monstrosities loom and thrive, and human flesh is a delicacy. Limbo,” she cooed. “Legion resides there.”

Eden yelled down from the dome. “Who the hell is Legion, and what does he want?”

“Not he. They.”

“Doesn’t matter to me,” Elric replied.

The heaviness returned. Sand rushed over the purple dome, strengthening it, and so did a massive wave of water. Violet could feel Terra and Rai struggling to support her and the shield she created. Violet wanted to stop Elric; she wanted to know more. Who were they? What exactly was Legion?

A thunderous crash fell over them as Elric and Calamity fell into a crater, a massive sphere of energy formed in his hand. The water, the sand, and the purple energy were ripped away amidst a howling wind.

Rai covered her face. “We need to get the hell out of here. This is too much.”

Violet shook her head. She knew if they left, Elric would take off and who knew where he would go? They had to stay and fight. “We can’t. We’re the world’s last hope, right?”

She looked down at the massive crater, at the dark energy forming in Elric’s hand. Calamity did the same as her flesh began flaking away. There wasn’t a bead of sweat on Elric’s face. Calamity had Violet and the others against the ropes. She clashed with all of them, including Jen. How was it possible? How was he getting stronger with every conflict and with every encounter? Violet tightened her fists.

“Jen,” Violet called.

She turned, her long locks flailing over her shoulder. “Yeah?”

“You have the power to protect us from this. Darkness can’t overpower the light. I know it. Only you can protect us. We can help support you, but at the end of the day, it’s you. You understand?”

Jennifer swallowed. She looked down at Elric and back at them. “I got it.” She closed her eyes, and an aura of golden light rose from around her and spread over Violet and the others.

Violet couldn’t help but smile at the overwhelming energy. Warmth. Hope. Strength. The exact opposite of Elric’s power.

Jennifer threw her hands up as a massive dome lit up the island. The dome overthrew the dark clouds above. Violet looked down at Elric and Calamity. They were both too focused on one another to notice that the darkness over them grew. The island was trembling, breaking into pieces.

Violet kept her composure, no longer fearing what came next as Jennifer turned, her eyes a golden light burning with confidence. “You trust me, right?”

“With my life.” Violet hardened her expression and focused on Calamity and Elric below. Now let’s see what happens.

Violet watched as Elric leaned forward, releasing a blast from his claws. Calamity did the same, losing her arm in the process. Elric’s blast overtook Calamity’s and consumed her, a shriek of agony following as his blast ripped forward.

A roaring wave of blackness filled everything below—even the massive aura of light. Violet couldn’t see anything, but the light held strong.
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All That We Have

Against the tremors and blackened sky, Violet’s gaze didn’t shift. She had to know. The overpowering darkness, the bitter coldness, it was all there. So was Elric.

The reverberation of the blast faded, and the darkness began to seep into the crevices of the island. Everything below had been pulverized to black dust, and where Calamity once stood was a sliver of blackness. It was almost like someone jabbed a knife into their reality. It wasn’t quite like the black holes created by the Wrath, but it was similar in color and energy.

Eden and the others looked over Violet’s shoulder down at the clearing blackness. The shield of light collapsed, and Jennifer took a knee, gasping for air.

“Hey, you okay?” Violet knelt beside her.

Jennifer gave a thumbs up. “I don’t think I’ve done that before with so much power behind it. I had to keep fortifying it. That could’ve been bad.” She smirked.

“He vaporized her,” Rai yelled, shielding her eyes from the sun’s rays and focusing below. “Wait. I see Elric. He looks beat too.”

Eden’s fingers became claws and his canines sharpened over his bottom lip. Violet sensed Sirocco and saw the wild beast in his eyes. “This is our chance. Now’s the time to end this before he gets powered up.”

Eden vanished, leaving behind a trail of blowing sand that flowed toward Elric. “Eden, stop! You don’t know the situation.”

“Doesn’t matter. Tell the others to back me up. Now!”

Violet gritted her teeth. “He’s so stupid when he gets like this. Let’s back him.”

Elric rose to his feet and looked up at her. Eden appeared with a fist condensed with air. He smashed the blow into Elric’s chest. Nothing. Elric smacked him out of the crater and into the air, where he landed on the opposite side of the sandy hole.

Elric vanished, only to appear in front of the castle a few yards away. He was taller in this new form and looked more frightening than Calamity.

“Eden, you alright?” Violet asked.

“I’m ... fine. Stupid move. That one’s on me.”

Relief came in a deep exhale that fell from Violet’s dry blood-crusted lips, but it was short-lived as her gaze returned to Elric.

“Elric, snap out of it,” Jen yelled. “This is getting old.”

Elric’s wings dropped and wrapped around him like a long leather cloak. A thick long reptilian tail rested on the ground next to his talon-like feet.

“The last time the Titans clashed with the dark one, the battle was cataclysmic. The entire world shook and was nearly destroyed,” he said with a strange voice. “And this time, we’ll do just that.”

He looked up with a face of sorrow.

Eden dusted the sand from his clothes and hair. He raced to Jen’s side with the others. “You think you can take us all on, you cocky bastard?”

“My goal would be attainable once you died.”

Rai tightened her fists. “You’ve got some nerve.”

Five serpents slithered from the ocean and bolted after him. Black streams shot from the earth and pierced the manifestations turning their clear bodies black and their turquoise eyes red like Elric’s. The serpents turned from him and faced Violet and the others instead.

Violet watched as Rai struggled to gain control. “It’s not working. I can’t do anything. It’s like they won’t listen to me anymore.”

Three earth apes leaped toward Elric, but they were stopped immediately. They slowly turned with the same evil glare as Elric’s, black streams detached from their chests.

“He couldn’t do that before,” Eden said, intensifying pressured air around his hands.

Terra strained, throwing her hands toward her creations. “I can’t control my golems anymore either. What’s happening?”

“He hadn’t mastered his powers yet, and he hadn’t had all four doors open.” Violet swallowed as she thought of Zaroule. He must have known that one day it would come to this. There had to be a weakness, something that could stop Elric.

The creatures raced toward them, smashing through everything in their path. Terra and Rai sent more creatures to deal with the dark ones. As the creatures clashed, Elric raced between them. Violet barely caught his movements.

He’s faster, even faster than Eden. Violet yelled, “Get ready!”

“Ready for what?” a soft voice asked from behind her.

A clawed hand gently fell on her shoulder. Violet turned, coming eye to eye with Elric. She was speechless. How could he move so fast? He sprouted between all of them. Eden smacked Elric’s hand off Violet’s shoulder, and Violet teleported everyone away from him.

They watched in the distance as another figure that looked exactly like Elric took its position beside him then dissolved into black dust.

“Are you kidding me? Was there just two of them?” Eden asked.

Rai folded her arms. “Makes sense, right? We can make our own manifestations, so why can’t he make his own too? It’s crazy that they look just like him, though. Like doubles.” Rai smiled. “But I wonder if there’s more to it than that? Like maybe transmutation? That’s actually pretty incredible.”

Terra glared. “Besides Rai, does anyone have any ideas?”

Jen took a deep breath. “The only one who can fight him is me, right?”

Eden started shaking his head. “Out of the question, Jen. We’re not letting you fight him on your own.”

Jennifer shrugged halfheartedly. “We don’t have a choice unless you have another idea. As far as I know, I’m the only one who can take him. It’s funny, this destiny thing he’s been talking about. I’m starting to wonder if it’s really a coincidence,” Jen said, looking up at Violet.

Violet thought about a conversation she’d had with Sage when they first moved into the apartments back in Boston. “Someone once told me life is filled with random possibilities, all of which are beautiful and frightening. Nothing happens by accident.”

Jen nodded.

“Watch out!” Violet shouted, teleporting them away from the castle.

An explosion turned the entire temple into dust. Violet’s eyes darted to Elric. He was just beginning to lower his hand. Without warning, a dark hand grabbed her by the left arm and lifted her into the air.

“No, let me go!”

Eden came over and leaped into the air, trying to use the power of the wind to cut through the extremity, but a violent force of negative energy launched him back. A massive hand of sand cushioned his landing.

Jennifer rushed in, her entire right hand covered in light. She connected with the extremity but was blown back with the same effect.

“What is this?” Jennifer asked, rubbing her hand.

“You still think we’re in the same class?” Elric’s voice rumbled. The stream brought Violet over to him. “I don’t think you understand the level of power you’re dealing with.”

With her free hand, Violet released a blast of purple light, but the wave brushed over him like nothing more than a heavy gust of wind. He looked up with glowing red eyes, pointing with a frightening black claw. At the tip, blackness began to amass.

Violet’s eyes widened, taken back by the cold dead expression of Elric’s pale, veiny face.

A beam of golden light hit him in the chest. The attack sent him backward, but his wings opened up, slowing the momentum. Still not a scratch on him.

“Why are you taking it this far, Elric? You don’t have to do this. Calamity is gone,” Jennifer yelled.

Elric took a slow breath in and blew out a black mist. “I realized something after Calamity almost killed me. I had a flashback of all the fond memories I had with all of you and the people I lost years ago. I should’ve felt pity, some kind of remorse for the things I had done. But I didn’t. All that grew inside me was this urge to smash you all in the dirt. Especially you, Light Titan. Nobody more than you.”

Tears streamed down Jen’s face. Violet could feel the pain, and her heart couldn’t take it anymore. Jen’s fists tightened at her sides, gathering light as they shined brightly.

“Why won’t you let me save you?” Jen asked with a sobbing scream. “Why has it come to this after everything we’ve done for you? Calamity’s gone. We can end all of this.” Jennifer’s scream of love and passion carried over the island.

“Because for this to end, this world will have to be destroyed.” Elric smiled, showing blackened, sharpened teeth. “Or, you’ll have to kill me.” As Elric raced toward Jennifer, everything slowed.

From everyone’s expression, Violet knew they didn’t know Elric was on the move. His talons didn’t make an imprint in the sand. It was like he wasn’t even there. Violet felt herself being taken off her feet. A wave thrust through her, throwing her and the others to the ground.

Elric held Jennifer by the throat. His right hand crackled with black energy that looked something like a mass of sparks and jolts that kicked in the air.

“This is it then.” Jennifer sobbed. “I’m sorry I left you.”

“Jen, fight back,” Violet insisted telepathically.

“You’ll see your parents soon, Jen.”

Jen nodded, closing her tear-filled eyes, accepting her fate. The hand covered in black energy pulled back to strike and an explosion of flames blew them both apart.

Jen was sent into the ocean while Elric covered himself in a dark aura. The acrid smell of the fire wafted in the air, intermingling with sea salt.

“Hey!” a voice called out. A tall figure limped toward the battlefield. “You couldn’t start this fight without me, right?”

“Enzo, you’re alive,” Rai yelled. “I can’t believe I’m excited to see you.”

“Yeah, too bad I can’t say the same for you,” Enzo joked.

Elric lowered the dark aura that surrounded him. “So, you did survive?”

“Yeah. Calamity tried to do me in after I knocked off a couple more naval ships. I fell in the ocean and thought I was done for. But Phoenix wasn’t having it.”

“Enzo, you have to help us, please!” Rai pleaded. “Elric’s gone off the deep end. I mean, look at him. He doesn’t even look human anymore. He plans on destroying everything.”

Enzo smiled as he listened to Rai’s plea and then turned to address Elric. “I guess I didn’t want to believe it, but the way you attacked Rai, I knew something wasn’t right. Especially since she came back,” he said, looking at Jennifer. “So, were you planning on killing me too?”

Elric looked over with an apathetic expression. “Only if you stand in my way.”

Enzo scratched his scalp digging through his mangled cornrows, which had come undone. He groaned. “Do you plan on destroying everything? What about making us gods and the leaders of the free world?”

No one said a word. Elric narrowed his eyes.

“Yeah, that’s what I figured. So much for being friends then,” Enzo said, lowering his head. “I guess we’ll get to find out who’s stronger sooner than I thought.”

“Enzo,” Rai whispered sympathetically.

He charged Elric, bright orange flames bursting from Enzo’s torso. Wings flared from behind, giving him a boost. Enzo threw both his hands out, releasing an intense blast of fire that forced everyone around him to cover themselves in shields.

Violet watched but was careful to keep her gaze averted. She could see the glowing grains of sand turn orange from the intense flames. She looked up just in time to see Elric open his wings, and with a single flap, rise to the sky.

“You won’t get away that easily.” With an explosion of fierce heat, Enzo launched himself toward Elric.

Violet watched the battle unfolding above. Streams of dark energy raced down toward Enzo. He maneuvered, increasing his speed to bypass the extremities. Just when he was about to make a strike, Elric batted him away like a fly, sending Enzo slamming into the ground.

“Enzo!” Rai raced toward his side and helped him up. Violet teleported to provide aid, but his heat was too intense to touch him, so she covered herself in a layer of energy.

“Why would you go after him like that, you idiot?” Rai whispered, wrapping her arms around Enzo. “You know what he’s capable of.”

Violet was taken back by the concern Rai had for the Fire Titan. It was similar to her love for the people just behind her. Love like that of a sibling.

Violet placed her hand over Enzo’s chest. The vibrant flow of her purple essence washed over him, healing his injuries. He had multiple ones, including a few broken bones. She was surprised he was still able to move. He groaned, holding his side. Violet slightly nudged him down. “Don’t move just yet. You’re not all the way healed.”

“Why did you do that?” He looked up at Rai, then Violet. “Why heal me? It’s not like we’re on the same side or anything.”

“I think we’re all in this together. We’re not fighting for sides, but just for survival now.” Violet looked up at Elric as he hovered over the island.

“What about Jen? Is she alright?” Rai looked over by the shore.

Jennifer remained on her knees, looking down at the ground. Sorrow pulsed from her like the waves of the ocean that soaked her clothes. Violet had never known her to feel this way before. It was like she had given up all hope.

“Jen, are you okay? Can you move?”

“It’s not fair for him to be like this,” Jennifer’s inner voice sobbed. Violet watched as she dug her fingers into the sand in anger. “He’s always been hurt, but he never showed it. Even now, he doesn’t show it. But he’s in so much pain. I can feel it, deep inside him.”

“We have to stop him. If not, the entire world could be lost.”

“I’m sorry,” Jen cried, “but I don’t care about the world. Not after what it’s done to us.”

Violet wasn’t surprised by her comment. Not one bit. She would never understand the bond the two of them had even now. Right now, Elric was at the darkest stage any of them had ever seen, and Jen was still willing to sacrifice everything to save his life.

Violet stopped healing Enzo and stood. “That’s selfish, Jen, and absolute bullshit.” She teleported over Jen, yanked her up, and slapped her. “You have the power to stop this, but you’re choosing not to? Elric was going to kill you, and you were going to let him, weren’t you?”

Violet’s breaths were quick and wet as she sniffed. The tears kept coming, and she could feel that Jennifer’s warmth had been drained and replaced by rage and bitterness. Maybe this was the effect of Elric’s darkness, his presence?

“Maybe I was. Why do you care?” She smacked Violet’s hands away.

“Jen, this isn’t you. It’s this darkness. You’re strong. You’re the hope we need right now. Don’t let Elric’s darkness control you. Please. We need you.”

“No,” Jennifer said briskly.

We don’t have time for this! Violet slapped her again with tears falling on her own face, eyes glowing with energy. She couldn’t help but think of Zaroule and Sage’s sacrifices. How could they not matter? “It hurts, I know. To go so far for someone and still have them slip through your fingers. It seems like you’ve done everything you can to save them, and nothing works. But what if the only way to save him is to end his suffering?”

Jen continued to sob, burying her face in her hands.

Violet thought about their options, and there were only two she could think of at this point. Kill or be killed. And if they were killed, the world would die with them.

Violet turned from Jen and faced the others. “We’re going to kill Elric. Anybody else want to second guess my decision?”

Nobody said a word. Good. Because she was fed up with this crap. She couldn’t ignore the images of Zaroule and holding his battered body. She couldn’t ignore Sage being vaporized. And she couldn’t ignore the girl in Boston, the one who would never see her parents again, the one who would never go back to school to see her friends or go to college or be an adult to have kids of her own. No. Elric took that from her.

So, Violet made up her mind. She made the decision to take Elric’s life.
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The Repercussions of Challenging Darkness

Violet was met with eyes of disbelief and astonishment, but she refused to back down. Elric had become a monster. He was awful before, but the way he was now with this awful power coming from him, he was worse than Calamity, Blight, and allure put together.

“I’m exhausted of all of you,” Elric said, raising both his hands to the sky.

Everything over them blackened as if night had fallen. The entire island shook as Violet tried to keep anchored to the ground. Above Elric, a giant black hole formed, feeding off everything around them.

A grain of sand rose to the sky. Then large clouds of sand began to rise as the entire island cracked apart.

“He’s trying to suck us in!” Enzo yelled.

“We have to get out of here,” Violet said, grabbing Jen. She teleported back to Eden and Terra, then brought Enzo and Rai over with a flash.

Eden stepped forward in anger. “We have to stop him. We can’t let him get away. If we do, there’s no telling what kind of damage he’ll cause or where.”

“Look at that.” Rai pointed to the sky. “If we don’t get out of here, nobody will be able to stop him. Retreat today, fight tomorrow, right?” Rai looked them all over.

Violet could feel the distress emanating from her.

Terra looked up at the mass above, her eyes big. “For once, I agree with Rai. We can head back to the base. Recoup and whatever there and still find out where he could attack.”

Violet nodded. “I’ll get Sasha and the others. Eden, you keep an eye on him. If he goes anywhere, you do all you can to slow him down, okay?”

Eden grabbed her arm. “Violet, maybe I should go with you. I don’t—”

She turned and kissed him. Her mouth went over his bottom lip, and she pressed as hard as she could and with all that she had.

“I love you,” she said.

“I–I love you too,” Eden whispered, swallowing. “Just come back, please.”

She raced to where Sasha and the others had chased Allure. The black sand was picking up all around them. She could barely see anything or anyone for that matter.

She looked back, but the sand had covered the others in a thick wall. A figure appeared in the darkness of the black sandstorm as she pushed forward.

Violet froze with fear as the red eyes pierced right through. It couldn’t be Elric. Did he do something to the others? Her heart raced, and her insides went wild with panic.

Elric moved closer.

She released a barrage of energy spheres, spraying the air with knife-like shards of purple energy, all futile. Every attack was either absorbed by his flesh or skimmed off him. She went to launch another one, but he grabbed her wrist.

With no one to assist, she was helpless. She wouldn’t be able to fight him alone. She was as good as dead. But he released her, not saying a word, and cleared a path through the sandstorm. She swallowed, waiting for his next move, but instead, he walked past her, going in the direction of where Sasha and the others were.

“What are you doing?” she yelled, her hands glowing, ready to strike.

His wings folded and wrapped around his body as he ignored her cries. He stopped and pointed over to the two boys lying on the ground and Sasha in the hands of Allure.

“No!” Violet screamed, blasting Sasha free. “Leave them alone!”

“You little pest,” Allure glared but then looked over at Elric. “That’s impossible. You should be dead.”

He continued moving toward Allure as she backed away. Her wings opened as she leaped to the sky to fly through the large sandstorm. A black stream wrapped around her clawed feet and snatched her back down to the ground.

Violet watched as Allure turned, looking up at Elric with gaping eyes glossed with concern. “Calamity, where is she?”

“Gone,” Elric said calmly. “You don’t have to worry about her.”

Allure smiled greedily, showing a row of sharpened teeth. “Yes. Our plan worked then, boy? We’ve done it.” She giggled nervously.

He raised his hand toward her. “You’re just as bad as Calamity. Die with some dignity. You are one of the remaining generals, after all.”

Allure released a shriek that brought Violet and Sasha to the ground, but Elric was fine. A dark hand raced forward and grabbed Allure with a force great enough to slam her to the ground.

She coughed, trying to fight herself free from the hand. “What are you doing?”

Violet watched as that awful manifestation of dark energy formed over Elric. Looking down at them was a lipless dragon with a terrifying permanent grin, long and jagged teeth, eyes the color of blood.

Even in Allure’s eyes, the fear glistened like a diamond in the sun. The manifestation consumed her and ripped out a black mass as she screamed.

“What have you done?” Allure cried as she reverted to her human form.

“Just taking back something that didn’t belong to you. Calamity somehow gave you and the other generals the power of darkness. I’m just evening the playing field for the other Ermakians who will want your head.”

The dark essence which gave her aura a cold, inhuman presence was gone. Even her pale texture became filled with life. Violet held onto Sasha as she struggled to stand, watching what was happening.

“Is … is that Elric?” Sasha whispered, trying to catch her breath.

Violet helped her up. “Yes, we’ll talk about it later.”

“You wretched cretin!” Allure exclaimed.

Elric glared over at Violet and Sasha. “Now, kill her.”

“What makes you think we’re going to listen to you?” Sasha yelled. “You don’t scare me. You never did.”

“Fear? Of course not.” A dark hand grabbed Manie, who was still unconscious, and brought him toward Elric’s grasp. “But, how about death?” He placed his index claw on Manie’s neck.

“Leave him,” Sasha growled.

“Then do it or I’ll end his existence right now.”

Violet focused on everyone, including Allure. I have to do this right or Elric’s coming with us. A bright flash consumed them, and they were back with Eden and the others.

Manie fell on the floor along with Alfred.

“Manie! Manie!” Sasha cried, running over, holding him and kissing him.

“What happened?” Terra raced by Violet to kneel by Manie’s side and hugged him tightly.

Above them was Elric. The other one must have been another manifestation. The island was being torn apart all around them, crumbling piece by piece from the powerful black hole.

“Good job, Violet,” Elric shouted from above. “You’re getting stronger every time we meet.”

“Are we good?” Eden yelled, trying to overpower the roaring above.

Light anchored everyone to the ground. Violet saw Jen focusing her gaze, her pupils ablaze with golden light. Violet wasn’t sure if she had come back to her senses or not, but at least she’d done something to help.

Eden looked down on Allure in shock, and his eyes furrowed with disgust. “Allure? What the hell is she doing here? Leave her.”

Violet shook her head. “Not our call.” She wouldn’t become a ruthless monster, though Allure definitely deserved death. What other revenge would suit the one who killed Zaroule? “She’s coming with us.”

Allure hung her head and groaned, “Leave me, you little ingrates.”

Sasha bared her canines. “I fully agree with that notion.”

“No, she’ll pay for the things she’s done. Trust me. For now, we have to go.”

Violet teleported them back to base where everyone was still in an uproar. Soldiers were being rolled away on stretchers with wounds; some looked to have been mauled by wild animals. Violet latched onto a doctor who hurried by, her blue scrubs covered in blood. Violet pointed over to Alfred and Manie. She nodded and got a group who quickly took them away.

Sasha looked on, worried. “Will they be alright?”

“Yeah, trust me. I’ll be right back. I need to find Sam. You guys stand by because I’m sure Elric’s going to appear somewhere quick. Do not let her out of your sight!” Violet added, scowling at Allure. She mirrored Violet’s expression. Allure’s white hair was a mess and splintered over her face.

Sasha and the others nodded and disappeared into the crowd of scientists and soldiers.

Consumed by chaos, the base had become a flurry of emotions, wild thoughts, and desperation. Violet was out of luck as she tried to use her powers to find Samantha. She bumped into one of the lab technicians, the same man who had helped her into the tub.

“Looking for the colonel, I presume?”

Violet gave an exhale of relief. “Yes. Is she okay?”

“Looks like you could use another dump?”

“Yeah, I know. Look, this is an emergency. Do you know where she is?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t. As you can see, it’s chaos.” He looked up at a plasma screen TV. “I’m kind of wondering if this is the end.”

The television was filled with cities all over the world in flames and chaos thanks to monster attacks. Even with Calamity gone, her reign was still spreading. It was worse than ever before.

“You and your friends … do you think you can find a way to stop this?”

Violet focused on the screen and wondered that same question. “Sorry. I’ve got to go.” Violet ran out of the lab and past dozens of exhausted and frightened faces. Her legs heavy with exhaustion, she continued down to the barracks making her way through the throng of people.

“There she is. Violet, over here!” a voice called out.

Rai jumped up and down through the crowd, trying to get her attention. Violet fought through armored soldiers carrying their rifles, preparing to hit the streets amongst the monsters that ravaged them.

The meeting room was filled with tons of people. Violet looked up to see Samantha and the woman quickly hugged her. “Took you long enough. Sasha told us what happened, including what happened with Allure. She’s in custody in one of the cellblocks. I’m glad you guys are alright. I feared the worst when the island vanished.”

“Vanished?” Violet’s brows pinched together.

“Yeah, after that black mass filled the sky, it consumed everything. Nothing left but ocean. We have cruisers on the scene picking up those who survived the initial attacks,” Samantha said, looking over at Enzo. He was being guarded.

“So, Calamity is dead, and the only one remaining is Elric then?”

“Yeah,” Violet said, wiping sweat from her face and taking a seat next to Eden. She looked over at the others. “Are you guys ready?”

Eden nodded. “Yeah, we’re good. Just worried about Al and Manie.”

“They’ll be okay, I know it.”

Samantha nodded. “You can trust and believe they’re in good hands. But on to another matter. I see we have both Rai Tsu and Casey Jones in our grasps. Can I assume they’re going to be needed to bring down Elric too?”

Violet sighed, lowering her head. “Yes.”

There was an uproar from all the soldiers in the room. “Bull!” one yelled. “They killed hundreds of people!” another bellowed. “They deserve the death penalty!”

Violet swallowed, understanding the pain and suffering from each of them, and she couldn’t disagree. What Rai and Enzo did with Elric was unspeakable, and not only that, they enjoyed what they did. Even if they helped stop Elric, it wouldn’t mean anything.

Violet raised her eyebrows. “We had to come back because Elric’s gotten stronger. If we don’t have Rai and Enzo with us, we will most certainly fail. No, what-ifs, no, we can pull it together. He will kill us,” she said, turning to the soldiers. “He will kill all of you, and your families don’t matter to him. He’s a monster, consumed by madness.”

The anger, hatred, and thirst for revenge settled over the room.

Sam sighed. “So, besides that, what else is new?” Samantha cursed and looked the two Titans over. “What’s the plan, then? Five Titans against one sounds like good odds to me?”

Violet searched the room. Everyone was there except Jennifer. Violet couldn’t sense her presence anywhere, not that she would be able to in the sea of the major upheaval around her.

“Jen walked away when you left,” Rai explained. “Ever since that incident with Elric, she kind of walked out on reality. We thought maybe if we gave her space, she’d be alright.”

Violet dragged her hands down her face. She wanted to scream. Jennifer was beyond pissing her off. “I’ll go find her. I’ll be right back.”

Samantha nodded. “Well, find her before we end up with a combined Boston and London incident.”

Violet ran out of the room and fought her way through the crowd, hoping she could sense Jennifer’s powers.

There! Outside headquarters, sitting on the stone stairs.

The air was warm and breezy as she stepped into the sound of machine-gun fire, the roars of beasts, and the screams of battle. Helicopters glided overhead, and trucks packed with armored troops and weapons roared down the streets.

Jennifer was crouched in a corner. She kept her head down and her ears covered. Violet could see the jolts and shivers of sobbing as she crept closer. She took a seat next to Jennifer. As anxious as she was, she had to stay calm. “I know you wanted to save him.”

“No,” Jennifer replied. Her head rose as she wiped the tears that fell from her swollen red eyes. “It’s not about that.”

“Then what is it, Jen? I don’t understand.”

“I was willing to sacrifice everyone, even my own life, because I didn’t want to fight him. You were right, Violet.” Jennifer slammed her fist against the stone steps, crushing a piece off as her hand glowed with light. “How can I call myself the Titan of Light if I’m so weak? I–I don’t even understand what happened. Why did I feel that way?”

“You’re not weak, Jen. It’s Elric; it’s his powers. If you’re not careful, you’ll get caught up in his misery and grief. It’ll make you feel worthless and hopeless. Trust me, I know, I’ve been there.” Violet thought about her own past experiences and how Elric’s powers consumed her. It nearly destroyed her. But it had started when Elric first turned. “I remember how depressed I had become, and so much self-hatred built up inside me when I thought I’d killed Elric. How it felt like I let you and Zaroule down because I couldn’t save him. Through that suffering and with the help of my friends, I came to an understanding.”

Jen wiped her face. “And what was that?”

“That no matter what, life moves on.”

The light around her hands eased, and Jennifer’s shaking body relaxed. She was calming down.

Jennifer sighed as she gazed over her fingers. She sniffled. “I’ve known Elric my whole life practically. It’s sad that it took me so long to realize he loved me. And it took the end of the world to tell him how I felt, but I did feel the same. I still do,” she said, wiping her face.

Violet smiled.

“I know the feeling. Being in love with a Titan can be frustrating,” she said, thinking of Eden and Sirocco. Both of them had anger issues, but both had gentle hearts.

Jennifer nodded and blew a deep breath from her lungs.

“Jennifer, your ancestors have kept this world safe for so long, and they passed this gift down to you for a reason. No matter what happens, we have confidence in you, and you know what? I think we’ll be the ones to end this cycle of darkness and chaos.”

“Yeah?” She looked up at Violet.

“But I don’t mean just with Elric. I mean this dark era we’re in. I think we’ll be the ones to bring balance again. That’s what the world is looking for. That’s what we’re looking for, right?” Violet reached down to help Jen stand.

Jennifer nodded unctuously. “Yeah, you’re right.”

Violet remembered the night she met Jennifer. She wasn’t supposed to use her powers when they were on the surface world. Zaroule strictly prohibited it. But she’d had to. Elric needed to see Jennifer. And that night, Violet realized how important their bond was and how strong the chains of destiny would go . . . even now.

Zaroule said Elric would bring about a great change, and if she remembered correctly, he also said that from out of chaos, order is born.

Jennifer grasped her hand, and Violet pulled her up, wiping some of the tears from her face. Violet admired Jennifer even now. Her warm brown skin and hazel eyes shimmered in the sun.

“Let’s do this,” she said with a sniffle. “I’m ready V. I won’t ... I won’t fall like that again.”

 

Violet and Jennifer made their way back to the meeting and joined the others. Samantha smiled as they returned and took their seats.

“Now that we have everyone, I’m sure by the commotion outside and everything on the news, you can see that we’re in dark times right now. I’ve been told that two of the top threats have been eliminated, but the most frightening one still remains.”

Violet watched as Jennifer’s hand tightened into a fist, her eyes wincing shut. Violet slipped her hand into Jennifer’s. “You have us, Jen, no matter what.”

Jennifer nodded to Violet, keeping determination in her eyes.

“The top threat has no relation to what’s going on around the world, and in fact is an even greater threat than the large monstrous armies warring in each major city around the world. Military forces from all major countries are reacting properly and are doing their best to fight off those threats, but it’s up to us to handle the high-value target.”

Violet stood. “If I can make a suggestion, Sam?”

“Of course, Violet.”

“It would be better to let us take care of Elric.” She looked over at the others. “Sasha will roll with the soldiers.” She looked at her and a bunch of the special forces guys. “That is, as long as they’ll protect her with their lives.”

“Damn right we will,” the soldier who always had a gritty aspect about him replied. “Sasha’s like the snappy, shapeshifting daughter I never had.”

“She’s the little big sister of Team Ten,” another soldier replied. “We’ve got her back no matter what.”

With watering eyes, Sasha answered, “You guys ...”

Violet watched Sasha’s reddening light-brown cheeks bubble with joy. “Good.”

“It makes the most sense,” Samantha said and gave a terse nod to the soldiers. “And as much as I hate to throw you six to the wolf, it must be done. Right now, we can use powers like you guys.”

“Well, why not?” Enzo smirked. “Never would have seen myself with the overachievers, but here I am.”

“Oh, shut up,” Rai snapped at him. “Who cares about any of that now? We have to stop him, and I’m conflicted as it is. If it weren’t for him, Enzo, we wouldn’t be the close friends we are now.”

Enzo tilted his head and bunched his eyebrows. “Friends? I’ve only known you for a few weeks.”

She snuck an elbow under his ribs, and he groaned, holding his side.

“Yeah, I said it, now shut up,” Rai admitted, looking away. “I don’t know if it’s because you guys are Titans too, but I have this connection with you and Elric. I guess it doesn’t matter with Elric at this point though.”

A sly smile slipped across Enzo’s face. “Well, if this whole situation has someone like you emotional, then maybe it is time to put some work in.”

Enzo stood, stretching his arms out. Flames poured from his mouth as he sighed.

Violet tried to focus on what their next move should be. She swallowed hard thinking about Elric and his power, then she thought about what Calamity said about Legion. Did they really want Elric?

A soldier burst into the room, rifle dangling from a shoulder strap. “Ma’am, we got a hit. Satellites say we’re getting some crazy reading from Boston.”

The whole room went silent.

“Boston?” Enzo looked at the soldier as if he were crazy. “Why the hell would he go back there?”

Terra lowered her gaze, and Violet could see the pain in her eyes. “Do we have to go back there again?”

Eden looked over at Violet. She could tell he didn’t like the news either. “Something’s off, V.”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Samantha answered. “This could be a lucky break for all we know.”

Terra let out a sarcastic laugh. “We never get lucky breaks.” Her southern tang was heavy with anxiety. “We’re better off wrestling cottonmouths in murky, muddy water.”

Violet turned and faced them. “Well, this is it. Sasha, connect with the special ops guys. I know they’ll take care of you.”

Sasha nodded and looked to Sam. “Can I get one of those cool bulletproof vests?”

“I’m sure we can get one in your size.” Sam shrugged.

“I’m a size fox, extra small, nothing too big or sloppy, okay?” She turned and hugged Violet and pulled Eden in as well. “I love you guys just as much as I love Manie. So, come home, we’ll be waiting for you. You too, Terra, Jennifer.” Sasha growled, turning to Rai and Enzo. “Can’t say the same for you two, but … do your best.”

Rai nodded and gave Sasha a calm gesture of thanks while Enzo gave her a cocky double thumbs up with his tongue out. Violet took a deep breath as she watched Sasha leave and hoped that everything would work out.

Samantha clapped her hands together. “That ends the briefing. Execute!”

The room cleared as the soldiers headed to their training bays to get ready for battle.

Violet nodded as Sam came over to them.

“You guys kick ass,” Sam said. “Do it for Zaroule and all the ones who can’t. Wish us luck.”

A chill raced down Violet’s spine as she raised her head with pride. Then she stiffened and saluted Sam. Everyone was surprised by her action, including Sam. But she returned the salute with tear-filled eyes.

“I leave it to you then, V. Make me proud, okay?”

Violet swallowed hard and nodded. As soon as Sam left, Violet focused on everyone left in the room, consuming them all with a bright light, and moments later, they found themselves in the broken remnants of Boston. Gunshots cracked in the air, but where they were was oddly quiet.


Chapter 28
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Going in for the Kill

Elric watched from atop a building on the outskirts of what was once a city. Calamity’s forces pillaged the remnants of Boston, savagely tearing through crumbling structures and buildings desperate to find human life.

What was left of Boston had long since been evacuated, and only those helping with relief and recovery had been allowed back in.

The horde knocked over walls that could barely stand and dug through piles of debris for anything worthwhile. Elric’s eyes fell on what must have been the leader of the pack. Draped in shimmering armor, and showered with glistening stone, stood a wolf.

Elric’s claws and body began to change again. His fingers once again had the warm, soft texture of a human’s. His feet returned to having five toes instead of three large talons. His human flesh regained its look as the black reptilian scales faded, and the wings became less intimidating.

“That was quick,” Erebus growled from within. “Doesn’t take your body long to adjust anymore. Impressive.”

“Imagine that.” Elric looked down at the hundreds of creatures scurrying about. “So, are you going to tell me anything about Legion? Or are you going to play dumb about that as well?”

Erebus grumbled angrily. “What I kept hidden from you about Justice was due to a promise. I have my integrity to uphold. But I swear on my honor as a Deva, I know nothing about Legion, this group hidden in the Allverse.”

Elric sneered. “Fine, whatever.”

A deep orange stretched across the sky, giving a mass of clouds a deep plum coloration. Over a heap of dilapidated structures, the sun hung high with a red brightness that was slowly slinking away. A warm breeze blew Elric’s hair around his face. The wings spread over his shoulders as he leaped off the building and glided down to the creatures below. None of them saw him coming. He landed near a pile of garbage, staying out of sight.

A foul stench that was similar to rancid garbage and manure blended with skunk radiated from the pack. Wherever they had been, it must have been a place less visited by people. A creature similar to a humanoid rat waddled by and stopped, slowly looking up. Even with its black eyes, it had an expression of surprise.

It smiled greedily, revealing broken sharpened teeth.

“We have dinner!” it shrieked with a high-pitched cry.

Hundreds of heads perked up and focused their attentions on the dirt mound where Elric stood. The wings slipped into the flesh of his back. The only article of clothing remaining was his jeans, and even those were torn and now resembled shorts. Everything else had been burned or ripped away from the physical changes.

“I want to test out these new abilities on a lower-level scale. I can feel the power balancing in me. What are my chances against all of them?”

Erebus laughed. “Don’t ask stupid questions.”

“Sounds like fun then.”

“Just don’t overexert yourself. Those physical changes could come back if you use too much.”

“Got it.” Elric cracked his knuckles.

A large wave of monsters roared toward him, coming from different avenues of the ruined streets. The first creature, a tiger, lunged for Elric’s legs with large claws. He kicked the creature, sending it sailing over a building. I guess my strength increased. He laughed. Elric focused a tiny amount of energy within him and released it before they could get to him.

With a blink of an eye, dozens of them turned to ash and even the remaining structures collapsed into sand.

“Amazing. I have crazy output. Hard to believe this was already in me even before Zaroule put the doorways up.”

“There’s even more that you haven’t tapped into. Just be careful, there are two of us in here, and we need to be smart about the oncoming battle.”

“I understand. Don’t worry, we’ll be alright.”

Once the wave diminished, everything around Elric had turned to dust. There were no more streets, no frames of buildings, not even concrete. Nothing but blackened earth. It reminded him of the island.

Multiple surges of energy pulsated from behind. He could feel the change in the air. They were like vibrations. There were six of them, all strong, one not on the same level as the other five. He smiled, knowing exactly who they were. He turned, meeting the glaring faces of Violet and the others.

“Why here?” Violet yelled.

“Why not?” Elric shrugged. “The city where my mom died, the place where I started losing people? It’ll be the place where I cut all ties with this world and its people, the place where you’ll die. Besides, I thought you would like it, no population for miles, this place has been evacuated.”

“Because of you!” Eden shouted.

Elric nodded to Enzo and Rai. “They did it too. I can’t take all the credit.”

Eden’s face was fuming red. Elric thought it was quite comical that he still didn’t have a grip on his anger issues.

Eden asked, “So, this is what you want, a repeat of history?”

“No, things are much different now. I’m much stronger than the Titans before me, but then again, so are you guys.” Elric began walking toward them. “I’m not going to hold back; I’m fighting to kill you. And if you’re not doing the same, then like I said on the island, you should just let me put you out of your misery.”

Jennifer stepped forward with a smile. “And where would the fun be in that?”

He didn’t say a word to her. He didn’t have to. They were the only ones who stood in the way of what he was meant to do. Violet and the others would never lie down and die, and because of that his drive and the hunger of the darkness inside increased.

He stopped a couple of yards away. He admired them. They were ready for anything. Their eyes were filled with determination and hope even though their backs were against the wall. He planned on crushing them with that very same hope and determination they held so dear.

Eden raced toward him with blurring speed.

Always so eager, Eden. Elric sneered, shaking his head. He focused, reading Eden’s movements. With Elric’s heightened senses, he was able to see every footfall even down to the detail of the pressurized air collecting over Eden’s fist.

I guess I’ll end your life first, Eden. Elric reached to grab him, but Eden focused a blast of wind to the ground, launching himself to the sky.

What was that? Elric looked up, taken back by Eden’s actions.

The vibrations in the air became sporadic.

Another attack? Elric scanned the area.

The others remained standing, watching in anticipation. They weren’t ready to make a move, but then, he saw her eyes, the Earth Titan’s. A shifty green scowl. Wings spread over his shoulders as he launched himself to the sky. He just missed a giant wave of earth that crashed below.

“No Sasha, Manie, or Alfred, huh? You only brought the ones worth my time. How thoughtful. Don’t you wish you had Sage, Violet?”

“I’m much stronger than she would’ve been, and Sasha and the others would make easy targets for your attacks even if you weren’t deliberately going after them. We’re the only ones who can take your attacks without being killed instantly.” Violet’s hands began to glow. “You’re not even using a quarter of your powers.”

“No, I’m not. But then again, I’m capped out anyway, so …”

A bright purple light flashed above him. He looked up over his shoulders only to be pelted by a blast of wind that hurled him to the ground. Sneaky. He looked up to see Eden land gracefully as he focused a gust of wind at the bottom of his feet and hands. Violet teleported him for a surprise attack.

Cries of celebration in the distance faded as the smoke cleared, and Elric met their focusing gazes once again. The dark aura shielded him from the attack, absorbing any major damage.

“Good job, Eden. That first attack, when you came at me, was just a diversion for Terra to attack, right? That was good.”

Eden glared, gritting his teeth. “It did nothing.”

“No, but it was worth the effort.” Elric scratched his scalp. He started storing up more energy within his chest that he’d use for a surprise attack.

“I’m tired of this stupid calm, emotionless act,” Rai yelled. “Where’s that sadistic look you had before, huh?”

Elric focused the dark energy into his right hand, turning his fingers into claws. The energy stabilized, coursing over the digits in an ominous current of sparks. Elric went on the offensive, everything around him a blur. He smiled, catching the dumbfounded look of shock that painted Eden’s face.

He lunged forward to impale Eden, stealing the play out of Allure’s book. He’d end Eden’s life just like how she killed Zaroule.

Jennifer snatched his wrist, stopping his follow-through just inches from Eden’s chest. A golden aura danced over her fingers. Elric’s eyes rolled to meet the burning gold glow of her scowl.

“Nice. So you know this one too, huh?” Jennifer asked, keeping her eyes locked on his.

Sparks of dark blue came from the connection of their energy. That’s interesting, Elric thought, watching the strange friction of the two energies. A terrible boom separated them, launching Elric one way and Jennifer the other. His wings caught the air and helped him gain his footing.

Jennifer was slammed into a concrete slab of what was once a piece of a building. She screamed, grabbing the arm she had used to halt his attack. The energy he had stored did more damage than he thought possible.

“You’re nothing but talk!” Eden yelled.

“Really?” Elric pointed to Jennifer’s arm.

The flesh had been ripped open, and a gash deep enough to show the bone was just starting to heal as the tissue reconnected itself. Jennifer bit down on her shirt, grimacing and holding the arm close to her chest.

“That was done to Jen, the Light Titan. Can you imagine what that would’ve done to you?”

Eden’s expression softened to concern as his cheeks slouched.

“Don’t let him get to you, Eden. You’re right. He’s all talk,” Jennifer said as she stood and let her arm go. “He’s trying to get into our heads. Something I bet he learned from that Calamity chick.”

Eden nodded, his expression hardening. “You’re right, Jen. Thanks for the reminder.”

And that’s why he had to destroy Jennifer first. She was their heart, and though it didn’t seem like it, she gave the rest of them hope. It was the light in her. It gave them a strength he couldn’t weaken or crush by physical means. He had to tear it to shreds.

He bolted toward Jennifer. Watching Eden from his peripherals, Elric was able to catch a glimpse of a blast of wind that came hurtling toward him. Elric sliced right through the attack, and a dark hand smacked Eden out of the way.

“Jen, watch out,” Terra yelled. “He’s going for you.”

Jennifer was too slow to react. Elric could see it in her eyes, the shock. Her hope and determination wiped clean off her face. He fed on her sorrow as the expression of defeat took hold of her.

A bright purple light glistened from the corner of Elric’s right eye. A blast rocked him in the face, took him off his feet midstride. His ears rung obnoxiously, and his jaw dangled as a sharp, aching pain radiated from his mouth to the back of his head. He looked up to see Violet, hands on her hips, standing next to Jen.

“He’s going after you now, Jen, because he thinks if he gets rid of you, then the rest of us will be a piece of cake.”

She’s reading my mind.

Violet folded her arms, eyes glowing brightly. “You’re damn right I am.”

A large fist burst from the ground, barreling into Elric’s stomach and knocking him into the sky. The force cracked two of his ribs and punctured his lung, knocking the wind out of him. When he opened his eyes, he was face to face with Violet in the sky.

Her eyes burned with an anger he hadn’t seen since they were kids. “Don’t underestimate us.”

With another glowing fist of purple energy, she smashed him in the stomach sending him back to the ground and embedding Elric in the earth. A slosh of flames wafted over him as his flesh began burning away. He wailed as the searing pain radiated over him, melting his flesh until he could feel nothing. It must have gotten down to the nerve endings. Sadly, he’d feel it once his body started to heal.

A dark aura went up over him. He struggled to get up, rolling onto his back and coming face to face with a wave of dirt and debris that slammed on top of him with a crushing weight.

“When I told you to control your powers, I didn’t mean hold back,” Erebus growled.

“I know. I wanted to see my limits at this level, and they’re a lot stronger than I thought,” he replied to the voice in his inner world.

“When you fought them earlier, your powers were all over the place. You had them nervous. They’re expecting big things from you, so give it to them. Don’t fail where the first left off.”

“Right.”

An eruption of energy kicked up chunks of earth and concrete, freeing Elric from the earthly tomb. He pulled himself out of the large crater, his claws digging into the soft loam. His wounds healed as he rotated his jaw around and patted his ribs.

“I’m sorry,” Elric said, dusting the dirt off his torn pants and shaking clumps of soil from his hair. “I gave you guys the idea you stood a chance against me.”

His burning gaze fell on Jennifer and the others, but they didn’t look worried. There wasn’t a single drop of fear, doubt, or nervousness in their eyes. They weren’t just ready to fight. They were ready to die.


Chapter 29
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The War for the World

Darkness poured from Elric. The atmosphere became heavy as gravity increased. The clouds above blackened, rumbling with a bellow that made his insides shake with excitement. Large horns grew from the sides of his head, slipping through his lengthening hair, and his skin changed to a lifeless pale color.

“Are you finished toying with them yet?” Erebus asked with a guttering voice that rolled from within Elric’s chest. “I’m beginning to lose my patience!”

“Let’s be honest, then,” Elric snapped back. “The truth is, when the last Dark Titan fought the others, he had a hundred percent of his power, correct?”

Erebus replied with a monstrous roar of frustration. That was all Elric needed. The truth was he was only operating at a percentage of power, and he had his grandfather and Erebus to thank for that. But none of that mattered. He had to aim for his goal. Nothing short of wiping this world clean and making every world government pay for its ruthlessness. He would make his dream a reality.

“Elric, give up,” Violet yelled. “You said it yourself. We’re stronger than the ones before us. You can’t take us all on. It’s impossible.”

“Yeah, I did say that.” Elric’s body was starting to solidify and harden with the black scales.

“You feel that?” Enzo smiled. “He’s taking us seriously now.” He ran, hurling large fireballs. Elric smacked the first one away, causing the ball to explode on contact.

The attack did nothing. Eden followed beside Enzo, combining their attacks. Large waves of wind sliced the air and tore through the earth. From the distance, Elric saw that Eden and Enzo’s eyes had become like their Devas.

Now let’s see how I compare. Elric raised his right hand. Eden and Enzo were both taken off their feet, floating aimlessly in midair.

“What the heck is going on?” Eden asked.

Enzo’s eyes widened, looking down at Elric. “Damn, we need help.”

A grin stretched across Elric’s face as he pulled his arm back, yanking Eden and Enzo toward him. Now at the whim of his dark control, there was nothing they could do. In his left hand, a palm-sized sphere of energy awaited them.

Fireballs and pressured air blasts came whizzing by, fluttering a few strands of Elric’s hair as his head moved to the side. His body took the attacks without a scratch.

A water serpent slithered toward them to intercept the momentum. A dark hand whipped from the darkness around Elric and ripped the serpent in half. Another wave of dirt and debris formed overhead like a small mountain.

“That’s not going to work,” Elric called out.

“But this will.” Violet underhanded a blast of psionic energy in his direction.

Blackness amassed over Elric’s shoulders, manifesting into the embodiment of Erebus. The massive avatar devoured Violet’s attack as it hung over him. He pretended to be on the defensive, biding his time and condensing the density of dark energy within for another devastating release. His next attack would turn them to dust, and his defense at this stage was impenetrable.

“Checkmate.” Elric smiled. The manifestation opened its jaw to devour Eden and Enzo. A gentle breeze entered the darkness around him, and something passed through the dark manifestation. “Wait, what?” Elric’s eyes widened, feeling the disturbance in his defense.

A bright light rattled Elric from the left, knocking him off balance and taking his focus off Eden and Enzo.

“If you won’t give up, then we’ll beat you into submission, Elric,” Jennifer said, standing over him. In the palm of her hand, she focused on a palm-size ball of bright light. Glints of bright gold flakes swirled around the sphere. Her presence and energy were increasing as she began to glow. “Please ... don’t make me kill you.”

Holding his face, he smiled, looking into those glowing eyes. They were bright, shimmering like gold. “No worries,” he said, releasing the energy within. “‘Cause, you’re already dead.”

Everything in the vicinity was consumed by blackness. An explosion raced through the battlefield, tearing through the barren land that no longer carried the remnants of a city. The ground crumbled and collapsed into the sewers and subways.

Elric rose to his feet, concentrating on the environment. The vibrations of the six of them were still present in the air, weak but present. More than likely, they were severely injured, maybe even unconscious, making his job all the easier.

The haze of blackness faded, revealing a sight to behold. It was just like the attack he’d released on Area Zero, except the radius had tripled.

What? How ...? They should be dead. He stood, glaring at a shimmering ball of purple light a couple of yards away. It dropped, and he watched Violet collapse face first, unmoving.

“Violet, wake up!” Eden yelled. They were shaking her and trying to comfort her.

Now’s my chance. Elric raced to the group, blackness consuming his claws.

He would kill Eden first.

They looked up, bracing themselves. It was too late. None of them would be able to do anything about it at this point without sacrificing their own life. His eyes searched the group. Wait, there’s only four.

He sliced the air with his claws, aiming for Eden’s throat. Someone grabbed the base of Elric’s bicep, halting his attack. “Again?”

The golden aura beside him revealed the disruption of his attack. Jennifer held his arm, forcing light energy through her fingers to cancel his attack.

“I won’t let you hurt them.”

Elric ripped his hand out of her grasp and jumped back. Jennifer didn’t have a scratch on her. She dropped to the floor, hanging over Violet, breathing heavily. She must have used her powers to protect herself from the blast, but it took a lot out of her.

With Violet unconscious and the others so wide open, Jennifer was low-hanging fruit. Once she was taken out of the picture, it was over.

“She’s not breathing. I don’t know what’s wrong,” Terra cried, shaking Violet.

Jennifer placed her hand over Violet’s chest, trying to heal her.

“Can’t have that,” Elric said as hundreds of hands rose from the growing darkness and dove toward them.

Terra’s eyes widened. “Is ... Is he really that strong?”

“We have to back Jennifer up. All of us. Let’s go,” Eden yelled.

Elric watched as they sliced and diced their way through the streams that reached for Jennifer and Violet. They knew who he was after. Too bad they would be drained by physical exhaustion soon.

His dark extremities slashed and flailed. He didn’t lift a finger. Instead, Elric focused as Violet regained consciousness. Then he made his move.

The hands continued their assault as he raced between the fight finding an opening. Using her healing abilities at an already exhausted state would leave Jennifer weak.

“Jennifer, Violet, look out!” Rai yelled.

A bright flash of purple light blinded Elric.

In an instant, they were gone. Damn it. Elric began rethinking his strategy. The dark hands settled beneath the darkness, and Elric took to the sky.

The four of them looked up, panting, sweat dripping down their long-exhausted faces, but hope and determination still filled their eyes.

“What? That’s all you got? Tired already?” Enzo smiled.

“Actually, the whole point was to exhaust you. I took that opening to grab Jennifer because it seemed like a freebie. But let’s try something different.” Elric allowed the blackness to course through his veins. The pain was intense as he winced. Keep going, even if it kills you, he thought.

Dozens of large thick hands with claws formed around him. They took on a fleshy texture as they formed and became solid.

“What, another hand attack?” Rai shouted. “Still underestimating us?”

In the palm of each hand, spheres of blackness formed. Elric glided a few yards away, landing gently. The pressure from the condensed power caused the ground beneath him to crack and sink in.

Rai’s eyes widened.

“Not at all.” The hands released a blast that created a canal of destruction on its path.

A blast of dark blue energy created an explosion that blew Elric back, sending him halfway across the desert-like surface. He dug his claws into the black earth, getting his footing back. He looked down to see some of his black scales had been ripped away, and blood seeped through deep gashes in his chest and legs.

“What was that blue energy? I’ve never seen that before. Was that you?” Elric asked Erebus.

“No, that was something else,” Erebus grumbled. “Think back when you and the Titan of Light first made contact, and that attack knocked you both back.”

“Yeah, what about it?”

“Remember the blue aura?”

Elric rose to his feet, shaking the dust from his hair and watching his wounds heal.

“It only happens when light and darkness at a heightened level collide,” Erebus added. “It creates twilight energy.”

“Twilight energy?”

“The combined essence of light and darkness that can create a destructive force strong enough to collapse a universe.”

“Noted.”

Elric looked up to see the golden aura flourishing over Jennifer. She was barely keeping it together, swaying in the distance. She dropped to a knee. The others were sprawled out across the ground. She was the only one conscious.

 

Elric’s body was tight, and the searing pain was beyond agonizing. He ignored the damage being done to his body by the darkness. He had to focus. He shook off the pain and began stalking over to Jen, his talons digging into the ground.

Jennifer tried to stand but collapsed again.

“Are you afraid, Jen?” Elric asked.

Her aura faded, and her eyes returned to normal.

“It’s amazing how strong you are. I’ve trained to use my powers in the most grueling ways thanks to Calamity, but you, on the other hand, have been fighting based on raw instinct and spirit.”

A dark hand grabbed her by the waist and brought her toward him. She was too weak to fight and instead looked him dead in the eyes.

“You’re still underestimating us.”

“Not anymore.” Elric stretched his hands to the sky as a black hole ripped the atmosphere open. Sand and debris began to rise to the sky, disappearing into the blackness of the powerful gravitational pull. “This time, it won’t send you to Ermak.”

“Elric … wait.” Jennifer trembled as worry broke over her face. He loved the sight of it, her horror. Her sorrow.

“Bye, Jen.”

The hand let her go as she was sucked into the blackness above. Her screams echoed into the darkness as she floated aimlessly into its powerful pull.

He said, “From what I read, the theory of black holes is that they can tear the human body to ribbons.”

“Jennifer!” Violet screamed in the distance. She raised her hand, and her energy flickered. Nothing happened.

The black hole closed with a thundering clap, swallowing her whole.

“Well, that’s that. And it looks like you’re running on empty, Violet.” Elric shifted his focus to Violet.

Blood seeped through her clothes. She was losing a lot fast. “How could you?”

Maybe it was the realization of what he had done or the cruel fact that nothing else mattered now, but inky black tears streamed from his pale veiny face. He proved the point that he was a monster, that he was the end, and without those emotions of Jennifer holding him back, it was time to end it all. He stood proudly, wings draped over his shoulders.

“I win.” A clawed hand stretched from the covering of the wings as he crouched over and grabbed Violet by the throat. He picked her up as she struggled to breathe. “Look at that.”

They both looked to the sky.

“Let me go,” she choked out.

He tightened his claws around her throat, being careful not to kill her too quickly. “I used to dream of this. The day I could cover this world in blackness. Now I finally can.”

He tossed her near the others who were out cold, focusing his powers. He threw his hands to the sky, releasing a wave of blackness that stretched across the city as far as his eyes could see.

“We’ve done it, Erebus. We’re almost there.”

The sky rumbled as black lightning struck the earth. Elric dropped his hands and turned to the others, cocking his head to the side.

The dark energy roared, taking on the form of Erebus again. It hovered over them like a towering skyscraper. Its roar shook the ground as its large wings spread across the sky.

A beam of golden light burst forth, ripping the black sky open and smashing between Elric and the others. The avatar was obliterated by the force, and the waves of energy forced Elric to shield his face. The ground burst into a black plume of dirt, metal and pipes.

Elric took to the sky and glided back from the intensity that began to burn through his scales. The explosion of energy was immense even for him. His heart raced, and Elric looked on in shock. What the hell is going on?

Erebus thundered with laughter. “Looks like we’ve finally awakened the light.”

The light ceased as the rip in the sky faded, and the darkness once again began to reclaim the skies. There was movement coming from the hole in the ground as something took to the sky and bolted toward Elric in a stream of light.

“Is that Jennifer?” he asked, watching as the figure came into view.


Chapter 30
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Darkness vs. Light

The glow was before Elric almost instantly. The sky was bright, and the darkness bent to the will of the light from the sheer power.

Jennifer hovered in midair. Two large golden wings covered in feathers kept her in the sky. Eyes golden, her dark-brown skin had a warm glow, beautiful and almost shimmering.

“Here we are, once again, Erebus,” she spoke with a deep voice.

Elric sensed the overwhelming light bursting from her body, all-consuming and powerful. This power was nothing like the output Jen gave off earlier. This new output reminded him of his own darkness when he opened the third door.

“And who are you?” Elric asked. “By the voice, you’re not Jen.”

The eyes burned into Elric. “So, you still have control.” She glided closer. “Why do you attack your friends and this world if you still have control over your actions?”

“Because that’s my will,” Elric replied.

“Your will is destructive. Is it for greed, revenge, power …? What’s your purpose?”

Elric studied Jennifer. If this is her Deva, he’d be foolish to go in headfirst, especially not understanding the full extent of her powers. That speed alone was concerning. “None of the above. I’m just fulfilling my destiny and using the hatred in my heart to do so.”

Her eyes were like golden flames, narrowing upon him in sharp scrutiny. “You’re different than all the rest. You’re not ruled by Erebus. In fact, for you to control this much power without being fully consumed, he must trust you. So why then do you use your power to wreak pain and suffering when you can do so much more with your hands and abilities?”

A dark stream of energy raced from Elric toward her and pierced Jennifer in the shoulder. Her calm facial expression didn’t waver. She grabbed the stream and ripped it in half as it dissolved to smoke. Her wound healed instantly. “You didn’t answer my question?”

Her powers had risen to a higher level, alright. Somehow the Deva inside of Jennifer was able to take control without fully consuming her body. What happened in that black hole? he wondered.

With power like this, it was no wonder the Light Titan was on the same level as the dark. And she wasn’t using any power-ups or attacks yet. He thought about the power cap he faced and snickered. “I’m following my destiny. You can understand that, a being as old as yourself. We were put here to fulfill our destiny. That’s the only reason for our existence.”

Her facial expression remained calm. “No, actually, that’s not your destiny at all. The reason for the existence of the vessels was not to destroy but to preserve life. We are here to protect mankind, not destroy them, Elric.”

“Protect them? The only one mankind needs protection from is itself. The only reason why we exist is because of mankind’s greed for power and wanting to control everything. Once they realized they couldn’t control us anymore, they wanted us destroyed.”

“That may be so, but just because some of them are broken doesn’t mean they’re all the same. I’ve watched from inside this girl as you developed. Your innocence and strong will to forgive those who wronged you … You are one of the strongest Dark Titans for you to have that kind of will at your age.”

Elric remained silent, tightening his claws as blackness spewed from his nostrils. He couldn’t care less about her empty words. That thing inside her didn’t know him.

“But I do know you, Elric,” Jennifer responded.

“D–did you just read my mind?”

“I wouldn’t call it reading your mind. That’s an Anomaly’s ability. I just have the ability to hear your spirit speak.”

He chuckled, mulling over the different actions he could take. The Deva was strong, confident, and absolutely unfazed by Elric’s power. He definitely wasn’t facing Jen anymore . . . or at least for the time being. He had to be patient.

“Many of your loved ones were taken away from you. During a time when you needed love the most, you were used and abused. Calamity twisted your broken heart into hatred and pain. I’m sorry for that. I truly am. No one, especially a young boy, should have to go through such pain. But what you’re doing is wrong and unjustifiable.”

“So what are you going to do about it?”

Jen looked down below. “Why do you want to destroy your friends and this girl that has sacrificed everything to find that boy she loves unconditionally?”

“Because love doesn’t exist in my world. You said it yourself. I had everything taken away from me. Why should I let anyone in this world live to see another sunrise?” Elric laughed as the dark energy began to grow within. “In fact, why should I let you live? You’re the only one in my way now.”

Elric hurled a massive black blast at her. A flash of light cut through the dark mass and obliterated it. His eyes widened as he watched the blaze of flames burning over a long sword gripped tightly in her hand.

“You will aim to destroy her; your heart is set on that. But something is off about your power, Dark Vessel. I will give her consciousness back to the body but choose your next actions wisely.” She slowly glided down to the ground.

Elric went down with her, still keeping his distance.

A bright flash lit up the area, and Jennifer collapsed to the ground. Her wings, the sword, and the golden aura were gone, and she began to awaken. “Elric … Where am I?”

“How unfortunate, it looks like your Deva’s gone.”

“You threw me into that horrible place. There was nothing but blackness.” She tightened her fists and scowled with twitching lips. “How could you do that to me as if I was nobody?”

“You are nobody.”

With blinding speed, she raced toward him and began an all-out assault. She punched him into a wall of dirt. She went for another blow, but Elric dodged, ducking beneath. She knocked a huge crater into the wall with a simple jab.

She swung her leg to his face. Elric grabbed her and threw her to the ground. He went to stomp her, but she rolled away. Once Jen was on her feet, she was back on him again. Blow after blow after blow. She was getting faster, almost the speed of her Deva. He could only see glimpses of light. Elric lashed out, missing her, but she grabbed him by the arm.

“I got you,” she growled.

Elric looked down just in time to see a glowing fist of golden light crack him under the chin.

He was thrown back, his claws and talons digging into the ground to stop the momentum. Stronger. She was getting stronger. Maybe her Deva was giving her a lot more power due to the conversation. Maybe he was better off keeping his mouth shut. Too late for that.

Jennifer walked toward him, strong, confident, with hope radiating from her like the heat from a burning flame. Elric’s smile intensified to a greedy excitement. He could feel the darkness flushing his insides. Erebus was beyond ecstatic.

He raised his hand and released a large blast that hit her in the chest, knocking the wind out of her. She coughed and struggled to get up. If anyone else were hit by that attack, they would be nothing but a pile of dust and bones.

“I’m impressed, Jen. You came back in time to save your friends, and now you have enough power to withstand my attacks. You have no idea how excited I am.”

“I don’t understand, Elric. What happened? How can you be this far gone? It doesn’t seem possible. I feel your pain so much, but you won’t allow anyone or anything to help you.”

“This pain is the only thing that comforts me. I don’t need you or anyone else to understand that. There is only Erebus and me.”

She screamed, releasing a blast of light that threw him to the ground. Through all the attacks and attempts to hurt him, almost nothing got through the blackened scales, but that last one burned through his scales and seared his flesh.

He groaned, feeling pain for the first time in a while. He went to stand, but she stepped on his chest. She mounted him and began punching him. Both her fists glowed with light as each hit burned his skin away.

The pain was everlasting, but he enjoyed every minute of it. Her sorrow overflowed as tears fell from her golden eyes. Maybe she did feel his pain. The look in her eyes was identical to his own back when he missed her. The days when Elric wished he were dead, the days when he thought he deserved death for letting her and her parents die.

He released a wave of darkness blowing her wildly and took the sky. The ground cracked then concaved below them, and with a loud explosion, she burst toward him with a trail of golden aura behind her. Elric’s eyes widened, catching a glimpse of her large wings pushing her toward him.

He used his aura to slow her down, but she smashed right through, knocking him into the sky. They were surrounded by blackened clouds as the negative energy condensed everything around them.

Elric worked his long scaly fingers, stretching them. “We’re dead even, don’t you think?”

“Seems like it,” Jennifer said sharply. “Let’s make this interesting.”

Elric tilted his head and smiled. “I’m listening.”

“Me and you, away from the others, away from civilization. If you win—”

“You mean when I kill you,” Elric spoke sharply.

She nodded. “Yeah ... Then there’s no one to stand in your way, right?”

Elric thought about her proposal, wondering why she would do such a thing. He looked down at Violet and the others. They were all in bad shape; some of them could barely stand. She was right. If he destroyed Jennifer, the others wouldn’t be able to stop him. He looked back at Jennifer. “Why?”

“Because this is between you and me, Elric. Everything, our lives, our powers, our feelings for one another. It all comes to right here, right now. Let’s finish this . . . just you and me.”

Elric’s left eye twitched. Something in his insides made him falter. It made the spikes down his spine shiver and filled him with warmth. He heard a voice deep within him, deeper than even his inner world. The voice familiar, gentle, but weak. Jen, it whispered.

In frustration, he blew black smoke from his nostrils and tightened his claws, fighting the voice. “Fine. Where did you have in mind?”

“Let’s go back to Lexington,” she said with a smile, tears of light rolling down her cheeks. “Where it began for both of us.”

He looked down at Violet and the others. “And what about them?”

“What about them?” Jennifer shrugged. “I told you this is me and you, right?”

“Follow me then.” Elric bolted over the desert that was once the largest and busiest area of Boston. He was still at a loss by her request, but she was broken, lead astray by love and desperation to see him be brought back to normal.

That would be the reason she dies.

 

There was nothing left of the city, nothing more than an apocalyptic version of its former glory. Peering through the clouds, flashes of explosions and gunfire lit up the darkness below. Large columns of smoke trailed all around, and helicopters hovered just a few feet out of reach.

Jennifer wasn’t far behind.

They had been flying for a while, and the chaos stretched on for miles. The skies were still blackened by Elric’s power, no moonlight, no dazzling stars.

They had just made it over New Hampshire and were now entering Maine. The air was wet and brisk. In the distance, there was a small section that didn’t have any light or life. Elric darted down, maneuvering through the aerial crafts and landing in the fire-scarred land. He looked up to see the gold aura closing in as Jennifer landed a couple of yards away.

Rain began to pour down from above, soaking his hair. He looked down and coupled the droplets as a black puddle formed in the center of his claws. He looked in her direction, and as the rain touched her aura, it created a black steam that rose to the sky.

“Does this look familiar?” Elric asked, looking to the sky.

She looked around the blackness, studying it as best she could. “Where are we?”

“The place where our lives began for the most part.” He smirked. “Lexington. It’s so peaceful now and quiet. Complete blackness.”

“It hurts to think about the past, doesn’t it?” Jennifer closed her eyes as she allowed the streams to fall from her face. “Did you have those awful nightmares too? The ones that keep you up all night, making you scream into the darkness? I hated my memories because I knew that’s all they would ever be. That’s all I thought you would ever be.”

His smile faded as he lowered his head, glaring deep into her eyes.

Jennifer wiped her face. “I guess that’s one of the main reasons you focus your hatred and pain toward me. It’s not because of me being the Titan of Light, is it?”

That odd shiver returned, gripping him as if something deep within was trying to claw its way to the surface just like back in Boston. He fought it back with the darkness, with all of his pain and hatred.

Jennifer continued, “You’ve been going through life suffering, thinking about the past that you lost and the people you cared about who were killed.” She looked up with widened eyes that glowed with fury. “Well, I have too.”

The light caused an intense wave of energy to whip all around them, howling like his powers did when his emotions took over. Elric watched her every move. She’s powering up .... She’s not holding back.

Jennifer began walking toward him. “You think you’re the only one who had their parents taken away or watched the people they cared about die right in front of their eyes?” With each step, the ground cracked from the pressure surrounding her. Her wings opened, glistening with particles of light hovering around them. “I’ll beat you half to death, then you’ll realize how exactly the same we are. And maybe you’ll see how much I love you.”

He stretched out his left hand and manifested a long slender black scythe, the blade as black as the shaft and engrained with red markings. His claws wrapped around the weapon, and he twirled it effortlessly as he slashed the air toward her.

Jennifer shook her head and scoffed.

“You have battle experience. You have the powers to manipulate your energy, but I promise you, I am more tactically sound than you’ll ever be,” she said as a golden light burst around her, so bright it was white. The light cascaded down her shoulders like a fountain, splashing to her feet. “I have more combat experience than you’ll ever have. You’re a damn fool if you think you can handle a weapon—of any kind—better than me.”

Her eyes were on fire, burning through the slits of a crowned helmet, her long locks spilling from the back.

Elric stepped back in awe, eyes widening by the sight of her transformation. She dawned golden plated armor that covered her neck, hands, chest, and torso. A golden pair of thigh-high armored boots and three pairs of magnificent wings spread over her. A pair above her shoulder, a pair at her middle back, and another pair covering her legs. A crimson sash wrapped around her waist, swaying in the ominous wind of warmth that flowed over the area, and strange red wordings glowed from the pieces of armor. At her side in an intense orange blaze was that sword, and he could see the writing on the blade clearly. SPIRIT

“Well, it sounds like one of us will die today, Jen. You better come with the intent to destroy me. Otherwise, the world will meet a fate worse than death.”

With an intense battle cry, she ran at him, and he did the same. Each slash and parry by their blades caused a heavy crackle of thunder. The ground rumbled and ripped open. Elric slashed the scythe into the air, aiming at her throat, her sword caught the edge sending the tip of the scythe digging into her cheek. Blood rolled down to her chin.

She pushed Elric back, swinging her sword with intensity and power. With his body covered in armored scales, he didn’t take any chances. He jumped back, and lunged again swinging the scythe down upon her.

The fiery blade halted as Jennifer held strong. She was a master with her weapon. She kicked him in the stomach, and with her blade, she ripped the scythe out of his hands, sending it twirling into the sky. A dark hand formed from the darkness, snatched it out of the air and brought it down upon her helmet. With a spark of blue light, the scythe’s blade dug deep.

Up close, Elric could read the red engraving on her armor. Across her breastplate read RIGHTEOUSNESS. She kicked him in the face with a golden metal boot that had GOSPEL engraved down the left leg. She rose to her feet, strong, and her face streaming with tears.

That wretched feeling came crawling from within again, warm and concerning. Then the voice, Jen ...

Elric stumbled, hesitating as a yearning for her caught him off guard.

Before Elric knew what happened, the scythe fell to the ground, the arm wielding it along with it. A golden spiked gauntlet came across his face, and another armored hand grabbed him by the throat and slammed him to the ground. Jennifer stepped on his chest, looking down upon him with a right leg that had PEACE engraved in it in red. The tip of the fiery blade was at his throat and flames licked at his face.

She could’ve ended it right then in there, but she didn’t. He admired the beauty of her tears, the brightness of her eyes, the shape of her face. Why did he admire her? Why did he find his enemy beautiful? Why were his insides filled with butterflies like he was a boy in love?

No, it isn’t me. It’s her. She’s the one with this delusion, this ridiculous addiction, this unquenchable thirst to save me! His tail wrapped around her throat and slammed her to the ground. His arm regenerated, the puddle of black blood washed away by the rain.

Jennifer rose from the crater that she lay in and glided to the sky. She breathed heavily, shoulders shaking, as her body seemed to slump in the air.

Elric could feel his power starting to fade from within. A sharp pain raced through his left hand, and on instinct, he snatched hold of it. He could barely move the fingers anymore.

“It’s starting to get to you, isn’t it?” she asked, breathing heavily. “With all that power, you can do a lot, maybe even pretend to be a god, but it’s at the cost of your life and your body.”

“Yeah, that’s true.” The darkness seeped out of Elric’s body, and he found himself encased in a large and protective aura of energy. “That’s why I’m going to end it all now.”

The pressure in the air changed around him as the ground shook beneath his feet. The dark energy manifested into Erebus, and Elric closed his eyes, entering his inner world.

In the darkness, his entire body was monstrous like it was outside, no longer human. He smiled, submitting himself to Erebus’s will. “It’s your show now. Will you be able to win with the power you have?”

“You’re making it sound like you’re not going to be conscious, watch and see. We’ll crush her,” Erebus growled.

Elric smiled, thinking about Erebus hiding the truth. “Whatever. Let’s go.”

He opened his eyes just in time to see black streams pulling him into the chest cavity of a manifestation of Erebus. From Elric’s point of view, the manifestation took up the entire sky. He couldn’t feel anything anymore. It was like his spirit was being dislocated from his body and cast into the sea that was Erebus.

“Elric, stop this!” Jennifer screamed.

If you want to end this, then stop me, Jennifer. Wait, I’m not talking. I see. It’s just me and my thoughts. Elric’s voice was an echo in the blackness. So, this is death? Is this what it felt like for Mr. Lee on that hospital bed? For Mrs. Lee when she bled out in the field? For the Reeves? My parents? I-I wonder if I’ll see them .…

 

Jennifer faced the immense beast. She descended, from her entire body. She couldn’t fight the tears that flowed. The air stung even against the warmth of her aura. She smiled, thinking about what Queen Savanna of the Pride Empire taught her about facing larger opponents. But hand-to-hand combat and regular attacks wouldn’t work here.

She couldn’t believe this thing was inside Elric. It roared, shaking the air, the ground, the sea, her soul. Even its gaping maw was filled with pitch-black emptiness.

The queen’s words echoed in Jen’s head. “Fight, even in Hell. Fight, even when you know you’ll lose. Fight because you have the arms, legs, and head to do so.”

The massive dragon had horns all over its face. The two largest ones on its crown reminded her of the ones Elric had. In fact, even its physique reminded her of Elric, its appearance frightening and sinister.

It threw its head back and began sucking in all the negative energy from the sky. The blackness swirled into a tornado from above and concentrated into the jaws of the large, gigantic beast. Its throat swelled up like the bullfrogs she and Elric used to chase down as children.

She wiped a tear away. “It’s because of you. It’s because of me. It’s because …”

She couldn’t finish. She tried to find the reason why Elric was consumed by darkness, but it didn’t matter now. No more blaming, no more placing responsibility, Jen. Just fight. Fight for V and the others. Fight for the ones who can’t fight anymore. Just like Sam said.

“Have you finally accepted your circumstances? Have you finally let go of trying to have control over everything, Jennifer Reeves?” the thundering voice from her insides spoke.

“I have. I give it up. I give it all up to you.” She wiped the tears away, allowing peace to consume her from the inside. Like a flood or the heaviest spring rain, Jennifer felt the light roll over her. She shivered in her armor and gripped her sword.

“Now, think of the person you most love in this world. Someone you would lay your life down for, and focus their image on your thoughts,” the voice echoed within.

Elric was the image that popped into her head. Not the twisted monster he’d become, but the boy she remembered at the football game their last night in Lexington. The boy that she sat next to on the bleachers.

“Done,” she whispered.

And the voice within her answered with the softest, warmest voice that echoed and bloomed from within. “Go!”

Everything slowed when Jennifer opened her eyes.

The stillness, the silence of the end of existence. She could feel the encroaching blackness reaching up from the maw of the beast, consuming its insides. She knew what she had to do. The light inside gave her everything she needed to know.

The darkness in the sky vanished. The moon was bright, and the stars dazzled like a beautiful evening as if the world weren’t about to end. Blackness oozed from the jagged serrated teeth of the beast before her. In comparison, Jennifer thought of herself as a gnat to an elephant. But she was confident, holding Spirit ablaze in her hand, ready to rain justice.

The beast cocked it’s head back with its massive crimson eyes intensifying. A memory flashed back of the last day of summer in Lexington, the last summer the town would ever have. Jennifer remembered how warm it was and how beautiful the stars were. Elric was there too.

They watched fireworks from the shore. The dazzling colors and the crackling of the explosions filled her heart with hope. The moon shined upon them, destiny never playing a factor then. Now it was the heartbeat that kept her going in the end.

“Remember when we were younger how we used to look at the moon?” Jennifer whispered, looking up at the beast. “Remember how amazing the stars looked back then? They still look that way now . . . even without Lexington.”

The beast vomited a mass of blackness. Jennifer felt the earth shake, she heard the booming of the sky, and she saw the world around her fade to black.

“Go! Now!” the voice thundered within her.

She fought back the fear deep down inside. The voice of the light had brought her this far. It helped her survive in Ermak, and it helped her survive many battles and brought victory to the empire. So, she trusted the voice now, and she went head-on into the black mass, Spirit leading her into certain death.

She refused to back down. She pulled back and slashed into the mass with all the power the light gave her. From the blazing light of the two powers connecting, the sky thundered a deep blue.

The wings pushed her through the explosion and through the chaos. She looked up just in time to see she was entering the mouth of the beast, entering the empty blackness. Blackness cold and terrifying, but she had peace within.


Chapter 31
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Two Sides to Every Coin

Jennifer found herself in a strange cavern. The place reeked of sulfur. A wet stickiness permeated her arms and hands as the air seemed to exhale like the room was breathing. Maybe I’m in the belly of the beast?

Her light, the armor, her wings, everything was gone. She was just herself with no protection, no Spirit. Just her torn jeans, black t-shirt, and this urge to move forward.

Pulled along by this strange calling, she walked through the emptiness. Her heart thrashed with excitement, filled with butterflies. She hated the feeling; it made her skin crawl because why was she excited in a place like this?

Shapes and forms came to life all around her as the tunnel—a dripping corridor with a smooth pathway—set her heart at ease. She focused on controlling her breathing. The drips and hissing all around gave the impression she was being watched.

Boom, boom, boom. It was like the sound of an enormous heart beating all around her. It must be massive, she thought. The heart of the beast. Were its insides made up like a place, a cave? There were no inner workings, no vessels or flesh, no lungs. Just a walkway.

Jennifer squinted as she walked on with one hand out in front of her. She leaned forward into the darkness. A glint of light sparked up ahead. Her pace quickened and so did her breathing. An arc of brilliant gold shined in the darkness, widening with each step until she came to a space of brilliance.

She shivered with a sense of awe as joy and something close to horror overtook her. She couldn’t stop blinking, and her mouth went slack. The sight before her? Was it real?

When she spoke, her voice trailed as if carried away by an unknown breeze “Elric?”

A boy sat in a corner, torn clothing clinging to what was left of him. His hair hung long and messy over his face. A little scruff dotted his chin, but his sunken eyes and bony cheeks stole her focus. Was this emaciated, broken, bruised boy really Elric?

Spiked black chains dug into his wrists, which were raw and purple. The blood had since dried and healed, only to be ripped open again. As tears rolled down her face, a glistening river cascaded down his beaten chin.

“I–I never thought I’d see you again,” he whispered, his voice hoarse and dry as if dehydration had run its course ages ago.

She took a step and hesitated.

This was a trap. It had to be something the darkness dreamed up to steal her focus. Or was this what the light wanted her to find? “This is a trick, isn’t it? It has to be because—”

“I’m sorry, Jen.” He began sobbing. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save your parents. I’m sorry I turned my back on you . . . on everyone and everything. I just couldn’t go on after I lost everyone. Then finding out about my mom, and then my dad dying …”

She stepped closer and dropped at his feet. She caressed the tangled strands from his face, her dark-brown skin against his cheek making Elric look paler and ghostly.

He was no longer the goofy boy who loved comics, the boy who had a heart of gold and wanted to do anything to save the world. He had become enslaved by his own darkness, ruled by hatred, and the entity that thrived within him.

She cupped his face and started kissing him. She couldn’t stop. It was him. It was him! The boy who helped her bring the suitcase inside her house when she first moved to Lexington. The boy who couldn’t stop sweating around her. The boy who always walked her home after school. The boy who always accompanied her to those awful fancy parties for the rich. The boy she hated herself for waiting so long to tell him she loved him.

“I found you.” She sobbed, laying her head on his bony shoulders.

He shook his head and nudged her away. “Jen, please don’t be another nightmare. I can’t … I can’t take any more.”

She shook her head and wrapped her arms around him. “Elric, it’s me. It’s me.”

A sinister chuckle echoed from behind them. Jennifer turned, feeling the darkness creeping over to the light.

“I should’ve killed him so long ago,” the demonic Elric growled as he stepped out of the blackness. “I can’t believe you’re here in my inner world.”

Her lips pulled into a snarl. “I’ll kill you for doing this to him. How can a Deva do this to their host?”

“Jen.” Her Elric pulled her away.

“No.” Light flowed from around her, blossoming over the boy who remained too weak to move. “Let him go.”

“Make me.”

Spirit formed in her hand as she slashed away at him. The other Elric dodged, bobbed, and maneuvered around her. She wasn’t as fast as she was before. Something wasn’t right. He grabbed her by the arm, snapped it, kneed her in the gut with so much force it took her off her feet, then slung her down beside the real Elric.

She groaned as Elric wrapped his arms around her.

“Please, stop this!” he begged. “We don’t have to keep doing this. Jen’s back. We can stop now; we can have peace.”

We? Did she really hear that? She groaned and looked up at Elric as the inhuman version of him stepped forward. Isn’t it his Deva?

“Peace? Are you kidding me? Do you know what I did out there in the real world?” The inhuman being started laughing. “You killed thousands of people out there. We killed thousands of people.”

Jennifer could feel the small frame trembling around her. She looked up at him to see his eyes red with tears.

Elric smiled, gently caressing a thin finger over her supple cheeks. “Hey, you okay?”

She nodded. “Elric, is that not your Deva?”

He swallowed and looked up at the being that stepped toward them. Claws long and curved, blackened scales covering every inch of his body, and a thin whip-like tail studded with spikes flailed wildly. His wings were like the dragon’s, spikes lining the edges, terrifying and powerful.

Elric shook his head. “No, he’s … me. He’s my hatred, my rage, my sorrow, all the darkest parts of me that I gave life to when I turned my back on this world and everyone in it.”

Jennifer gripped him tighter. “How is that possible?”

“I really don’t know. I think it has a lot to do with Erebus, my Deva. Regardless, he exists because of me.” Elric rose to his feet, his knees knocking and swaying like a leaf about to be torn from a branch in a hurricane. “I said stop.”

“I stopped taking orders from you a long time ago. You know, once I kill you and her, Erebus and I are going to be running things forever.”

Jennifer stood by his side, gently intertwining her fingers with his. Her light flowed from her fingertips into him. Elric took a massive breath as the light filled him. The energy nourished his body as his wounds healed, the scars faded, and the life he once lost returned to him.

Jennifer’s fingers tightened around his, and he did the same with strength.

“It’s been a while since I held your hand,” he said, looking down at the joined limbs.

“It has. It’s been a while for a lot of things,” she said, laying her head on his shoulder.

“Touching, but pointless.” A scythe formed in the sinister version of Elric’s hands. “Erebus, back me up, please.”

All of the blackness behind him formed into a massive dragon and roared with enough force to bring Jennifer to her knees.

Elric pulled her up, unflinching. She looked him over to see his dark-brown eyes, soft and filled with hope again.

“Elric,” Jennifer said, looking down at his right hand. In his grasp was Spirit, blazing brighter than ever. “I didn’t know you could wield Spirit.”

“Me either.” He looked down and swung the sword.

“Enough of this. You had your chance to live and thrive. You sucked and offered me the chance to live. I made a life for us. I made a new world for us to rule,” the demonic Elric said.

Elric shouted, “No! All you want to do is destroy everything. You want to fill it with hatred and make everyone around you suffer like we did. But we don’t have to suffer anymore. Turn from Erebus and come back to me. We’ll take responsibility together. Okay?”

The inhuman version snickered. “I’ll die before I go back to you.”

“Don’t worry. It won’t come to that. I promise,” Elric said, his voice softening.

The creature raced to him. Elric shoved Jen out of the way, turned and cut the chains away with one slash. He ducked as the scythe came within inches of him and turned just in time to bury Spirit into the belly of his inhuman self.

Erebus roared, “No! No! I refuse to be controlled by anyone less.”

A massive, clawed hand came down to smash them all to bits. Jennifer stepped in the way as the golden light formed from her, burning through the flesh of the beast. The light formed four massive nails. Jennifer grabbed the chains that the darkness once used to keep Elric enslaved and turned them gold. They lengthened and wrapped around the jaw and torso of Elric’s Deva and pulled it down to the ground. Light spread over everything revealing a space free of corruption.

The nails smashed into the talons and claws of the Deva, and another one formed, smashing clean through the jaw of its snout. It struggled and growled as smoke seeped from its maw. Jennifer turned to see Elric crouching over the inhuman being, which slowly transformed into himself. They were identical, except for the anger in the eyes of the latter and the soft, hopeful eyes of the other.

Elric held his fallen version close as if he were holding a bruised and hurt child. Jennifer was lost, but she went over and knelt with him, holding him close. “Now what?”

“I won’t go back,” his fallen version cried bitterly. “Don’t you get it? You’re not strong enough. You’re too weak. We don’t even have all of Erebus’s powers to do anything. Don’t you get it? Without me, Jen could die, for real next time. You need me, Elric. Please. We can’t. We can’t go through that again. We can’t go through that pain again.”

Black tears rolled from the eyes of the being. Elric nodded, combing the hair of the version that began to crumble into the light. “I promise, we’re going to make things better. The both of us.”

“Elric, you can’t let that thing back inside you. It’ll—”

“We can’t survive without each other, and I won’t allow him to be chained down like I was. I’ve done a lot of thinking, a lot of growing in this place, watching from his eyes. Hate can only be balanced by love. You know that better than anyone.”

She swallowed and nodded. “What about the real world? Out there, they plan on killing you.”

Elric looked down and watched the fallen version of himself crumble into particles that flowed back within him. His body changed, becoming more toned and taller. “I have to carry everything. Whatever he did, is my responsibility.”

“That’s right, Elric Blake,” a thundering voice boomed out from the light.

Jennifer looked over to see a silhouette. It looked so far away but spoke as if it was right in front of them. She recognized the voice. It was the light.

“Who are you?” Elric asked.

“The light,” Jennifer answered. “My light.”

“All of your light,” the being replied. “Elric, you have committed terrible atrocities. You have brought pain and suffering upon millions with the powers bestowed to you. You allowed your emotions, your feelings, to run wild, thus leading to the rampage and corruption of your very soul.”

“Take it easy on him!” Jennifer shouted.

Elric threw his hand out. “No, Jen. He’s right.”

“Your punishment will be whatever comes next for you that the world deems necessary. But if you are given life, you are to walk in a world that will hate all that you are. They will scorn you for every breath you take. And in return, you are to live side by side with them, with humility, with selflessness, and above all with love.”

Elric lowered his head. “I understand and accept whatever punishment comes my way.”

Jennifer turned to the Deva chained down by the massive spikes, growling in frustration. “What about him?”

“Erebus will be Elric’s responsibility, and it looks like you have used some of your own spirit to help keep the darkness in line. But know this, by doing so, you take away a lot of your own power to wield the light and have limited yourself.”

Jennifer nodded with understanding. She’d rather lose a portion of her power if it meant allowing Elric to live a better life. “I understand, and I’m fine with that.”

“Good. You will be tied together until those shackles are broken. You will be a piece of him, and he a piece of you.”

She felt her chest, and Elric did the same.

He smiled. “You feel that?”

She nodded, feeling the fluttering of his spirit. “Yeah, that’s us.”

She buried her face into his chest and wrapped her arms around him.

“Now go, and I will be with you,” the light spoke.

The being of light raised its arms, and with a thunderous clap, everything went black. Jennifer opened her eyes, the salty wind whistling all around her as her hair twirled wildly. She was falling. She looked over to see an unconscious Elric.

She felt a flap behind her and realized she still had her wings. She glided toward him and wrapped her arms around him. The wings opened as they safely descended below, and she laid him down.

She leaned over, kissing him, hoping that would wake him up.

Elric opened his eyes.

“Hey,” he said softly.

“Hey.”

He went to sit up but yelped loudly, holding his sides. “Maybe a few broken bones, but could be better than the alternative.”

She looked down as a tear fell on his nose and rolled down the cracks of lips. A warm smile came over her face, and her head collapsed on his stomach. She looked up to the cloudless Maine sky where stars glittered, and the moon shined down on them. The air remained quiet and damp. They were miles from the gunfire and battle cries of monsters.

“I’ve missed this,” Jennifer whispered as the exhaustion of the battle finally overtook her.


Chapter 32
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Tartarus

Elric awakened on a bed surrounded by strange sounds. His eyes struggled to open fully. His entire body ached.

He went to wipe his face, but his arm was immoveable. His entire body was. He shifted his neck down to see he was strapped to a metal table, electrical currents running through his entire body. He immediately thought of Area Zero and Colonel Cloud.

“I wouldn’t try to do that. Doctors say it’s broken.”

He swallowed hard and turned over to see Violet sitting in a chair. She stood and leaned over him, her eyes burning with anger.

He couldn’t feel her emotions or even her powers anymore. He couldn’t feel anything like he used to. “In fact, all of your wounds are pretty bad, you and Jen’s. What happened to you guys out there?”

Elric remained silent, thinking back at what happened. The battle with himself, Erebus, the light. But what could he say to Violet after everything he had done to them, to her? He didn’t deserve to speak to them and didn’t deserve to be in the same room as them.

Elric sniffled and looked up at the bright lights above. Thoughts of the horrible things he had done raced through his mind. He was afraid now; his powers seemed to be gone, and at the moment, he was literally human with no one and nothing to protect him. Not that he wanted to be protected.

“Do they know what they want to do with me yet?” he rasped.

A bright purple light filled the room. Violet punched him in the face, nearly knocking him off of the steel table. He spat blood as his jaw cracked. It was definitely broken. Blood trickled from his lips.

“Death penalty from the way it sounds,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “But they’re afraid . . . to be honest. They don’t know what to do. But they’ve got this thing.” She tapped a massive machine. “A generator of some sort. From the data they pulled from Area Zero before it was destroyed by you, they discovered that electricity can weaken you if your powers are at a low level.” She sniffled.

“I think you deserve the death penalty,” she spoke telepathically.

“V, I’m sorry. I… I—”

She nodded. “It’s been so long since I felt you, Elric, the real you. I hate myself for missing you because of the horrible things you’ve done. But Jen told me everything that happened in your inner world. So, I understand. Still, I’ll never, ever, forgive you.”

Elric nodded. He thought about what the light said and shouldered her pain and hatred. He fought back tears of anguish, knowing he was alone in the world, knowing that the people who loved him most probably hated him more than anyone else.

She pulled back, wiping her face and sniffling and began heading to the door.

“What about Rai and Enzo?” Elric called to her. “Are they—”

“They’re on the run. Once we brought you in, they disappeared. But every country in the world is looking for them now, so I’m sure it won’t be long.”

He closed his eyes, thinking about those two. He’d destroyed their lives. They would never be able to have a normal life if they decided to try. No thanks to him. “What about the others, Eden, Terra, Sasha …?”

She shook her head. “Fine. They’re all fine. No thanks to you.”

He deserved that. He deserved everything else that was coming too. A group of soldiers and men in suits came into the lab. Samantha was with them. They brushed by Violet and surrounded the table.

“And Jen? What about Jen?” he cried out desperately.

“She loves you, Elric. She’s the only one left that does,” Violet said loud enough so everyone could hear.

Elric nodded as they surrounded him. All he could do was move his eyes, searching them as they looked down on him. Every one of them looked like they wanted to beat him to death. Elric watched Violet walk back over. There was a hint of concern on her face. That made him feel better.

A man wearing a suit nodded to Violet. His face had deep wrinkles with crow’s feet seeping into his dark-brown eyes. Elric could tell he smoked a lot or used to. It looked like the man had whiskers.

The man said, “Ms. Cavers, what you and your friends did was nothing short of saving the world. The president would love to thank you at the White House. Hush-hush, of course.”

“‘Hush-hush?’” she repeated sarcastically.

Samantha turned. “Things are changing fast, Violet. After what Elric and the others have done, that alliance is only going to last so long, and the big nations want to know where the Titans are.”

“More importantly, who has the Titans?” the man said. “Word on the streets is that superhumans with the power to level a city in an instant are becoming a hot commodity. Every country wants one,” he added, moving his mouth in a way that deepened the wrinkles around his lips.

“So, the data from Area Zero was a success?” the man asked, turning to Samantha.

“Yes, Mr. Secretary,” she answered.

“Good. Tartarus will be equipped with the highest grade of security, specifically geared toward the Dark Titan. As far as we know, he has no other weakness but electricity, and even that can only take us so far.”

Samantha cleared her throat as Elric met her eyes. “What’s going to happen to him?”

“Death penalty. Televised so all the world can see. A warning to his friends and a way to save our asses from any speculation that we might be hoarding the Titans. Or one of them anyway.”

“What’s the plan for Eden, Terra, and Jennifer?” Violet asked.

The man remained silent, shifting his mouth left to right, studying Elric. “Heavy surveillance, no leaving the country, no utilizing their powers unless Uncle Sam says so.”

“That’s ridiculous. You can’t do that to them?” Violet pleaded.

He turned with bunched eyebrows. “Ms. Cavers. I thought I thanked you for your services. What that means is that they are no longer needed. At the moment, we have bigger fish to fry like dealing with your friend here and trying to avoid a possible modern-day arms race.”

Elric looked up at Violet as she looked down upon him with pity and stormed out of the room. Samantha followed behind. The men continued to study him.

“Elric Blake, the Dark Titan, codename Black. Do you know even the Ermakians have a nickname for you? It’s Black Death,” the man with the wrinkled mouth told him. “Get him on the ship. We’re heading to Tartarus as soon as possible. Make sure we’ve got everything set for his cell, and make sure we’ve got everything set for the show.”

Elric watched a man turn a knob up. The vibrations in his body were intense, and he could hear the humming in his ear and in his chest, then everything went black.

He found himself in his inner world. Light consumed everything; it was like a blank canvas. Well, other than Erebus nailed down in the center, his wings bound and strapped together by golden spiked chains.

He grumbled, sputtering a few black clouds from between his massive teeth. Elric walked by his jaw, the size of two sixteen-wheelers and as high as a three-story building. Elric took a seat in front of him and crossed his legs.

Death. The thought of death didn’t scare him anymore. Maybe it was his guilt, but he didn’t want to avoid it. He looked up at Erebus, wondering what his thoughts were. Probably pissed, bitter, full of hate, the usual.

He sat and took a deep breath, meditating on what they would do next. His thoughts focused on where they would take him, and what they would do to him. He placed his hand over his chest, feeling the fluttering of Jen’s life. The piece of her soul. And he nodded.

 

Violet raced out of the lab, heading back to the barracks. She should’ve seen that coming, how the government would react. It reminded her of the Citadel, and it reminded her why Zaroule left the military in the first place.

“Violet. Violet, wait!” Samantha called.

She turned. “That’s how they’re going to treat us, Sam? We risk our lives, save the world, bring Elric in, and now it’s ‘good girl, here’s a biscuit?’”

“Violet, what happened in there was bullshit, I agree. I don’t know what else to call it. It was wrong. But you and I know that we have to focus on the others and keeping them safe. The world isn’t going to be what it used to be now. Eden, Terra, and Jennifer are going to have to be protected. Having surveillance on them is one thing, but letting them run loose and possibly kidnapped by another country or whoever can be a hell of a lot worse.”

Violet sighed. “What are you talking about?”

“Just what I said.” Samantha groaned. “We’re getting word that China’s going to pull from the alliance, but they’re developing technology that will not only fight Titans but possibly capture them.”

Violet’s heart sunk. “What? Why?”

“Why not? Elric put on a show for the world to see. Titans are the perfect weapons, and no matter how we look at it, they will always be seen that way.”

At a loss, Violet shook her head and threw her hands up. “Then Elric was right after all. Mankind’s greed, all they want is power. He was right.”

“I have a plan in place for the three of them, but it’s going to require completely rebuilding their backgrounds. It’s the only way to keep them safe and hidden from the public eye. Whether you agree or not, the secretary’s restrictions make perfect sense. Though, his delivery was less than tasteful. I need all of you to go back to the house. At least there you’ll have beds until I can get this all worked out.”

“Fine, whatever.”

Violet wanted to scream and sling a blast through the wall. It hadn’t been a full day since they brought Elric back, and battles were still being waged across the country from Calamity’s remaining forces. But apparently, the secretary of defense believed it would be better if Violet and the others didn’t get involved. “Let the troops take care of the rest,” he’d said.

Violet bit down on her bottom lip, trying to calm herself before she went off. “Look, I need to talk with the others, okay? Telling Jennifer Elric’s getting the death penalty will go so well. And to tell Terra and Eden that they’re pretty much under a microscope is going to make them go ballistic. I’m still pissed we can’t go out and help people.”

“If anything, Jennifer will understand.” Samantha nodded. “They have my word that this will work out for them, Violet. And everything with Elric ... I know it’s a mess. But even after what Jen told us, it doesn’t change what he’s done.”

“No, you’re right about that. And It’s not your word I’m worried about, Sam. At the end of the day, all you can do is follow orders, right?”

Samantha pressed her lips together. She couldn’t answer, and Violet didn’t expect her to. This whole situation with Elric and the world about to be destroyed took everyone’s stress to the next level.

Violet went into the barracks where everyone was in the girl’s room.

“So, what’s up? How’s uh …?” Alfred’s gaze turned to Jennifer as she rolled her eyes.

“How’s Elric?” Jennifer sighed.

Violet took a deep breath, thinking about the decision that was made. She thought about all the awful things he had done, then she thought about that girl they saw in Boston, the one on the table. “They’ve decided to give Elric the death penalty.”

The room was silent.

Violet waited for Jennifer’s outburst. She waited for the yelling, the crying, and expected her to bust out of the base and break him out before it happened. But that’s not what happened.

“I understand,” Jennifer murmured. She snatched up her jacket and pulled a bag from beneath her bed. It was the same bag she’d stuffed all the clothes she had from Ermak in. “Well, I guess they’re done with us then, right?”

Everyone looked up at Jennifer.

Violet leaned in as if she hadn’t heard her clearly enough. “Did you hear what I just said?”

“I did. But I don’t think it’s going to go the way you think.” Jennifer’s lips tugged to the side. “I assume they’re going to start taking precautions against us?” Jennifer’s eyes bounced from Eden to Terra. “Am I wrong?”

Violet nodded. “Apparently, they’re putting the Titans under heavy restrictions, yes.”

Eden’s eyes sharpened, and he jumped to his feet. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Precautions? We just saved the world. What the hell are they talking about, V?”

Terra rolled her eyes and snorted. “I can’t believe this. They’re crazy. This country is crazy. Who imprisons the ones who saved countless lives?”

“They don’t want to put you guys in prison. Just restrictive living, I guess.”

Alfred rolled up from the bed. “What are we talking for my Titan peeps, V?”

“You can’t leave the country. There will be heavy government surveillance, and no using your powers unless authorized by the US government.”

Eden shook his head and laughed. “And what did Sam say? Did she at least try to fight for us?”

“You know Sam can only do so much, Eden. But she has something in the works. She wants to—”

“Just following orders at the end of the day.” Eden interrupted with a wink. “That’s fine, all of that is fine. I need a vacation. After everything dies down, maybe I can get my GED or something. Go to college, get my business degree. Screw all this noise.”

He brushed past Violet and headed out the room.

Jennifer slung a duffle bag over her shoulder. “Violet, thanks for everything. And take care of yourself.” Her fingers tapped against Violet. “Don’t get sucked into this world like Elric did. Be safe.”

“Where will you go? You don’t have a place to stay. You can stay with us at Sam’s house. She has plenty of room.”

Jennifer shook her head. “I can’t do that. Not that I would because I can’t stand to look Sam in the face. The world is so messed up, you know. I want to travel, use my powers to right some of the wrongs Elric and the others did.”

Violet could feel the pureness of what Jennifer was saying. Besides, she knew Jennifer wasn’t budging on her decision.

Jennifer turned to the others. “I’ll see you guys around.”

Terra nodded. “Are you sure you can’t stay a little while longer?”

“Terra, you’re like the badass little sister I never had. I know we’ll meet again real soon. I promise I’ll be around when you guys need me,” Jennifer said, giving Terra a tight squeeze.

Terra nodded.

“Do you need me to bring you anywhere?” Violet asked.

Jennifer smirked as her eyes became a golden glow. “Since I can move pretty fast, I’d rather use my legs if you don’t mind. I’ll help some of the soldiers and clean things up a bit.” She pulled off one of the golden bracelets from her locks, and tossed it to Violet. “I know we all heard it, but has anyone said anything about this Legion situation?”

Violet shook her head, catching the bracelet in her hand. “From what I understand, they’re bad news, and apparently Calamity had been working for them all these centuries. Sage knew a little bit about them, but I have a feeling with Calamity being gone, they’re going to make their presence known soon.”

Jennifer nodded. “And when they do, we’ll be there, all of us. Right?” Everyone in the room nodded. “Good, well, until then ...”

With a flash of light and speed Violet couldn’t read, Jennifer was gone.

Sasha leaped back against the wall. “What the hell was that?”

Manie nodded and grinned. “The speed of light?”

Violet fell on her bed, thinking about the events that they’d just lived through. They’d stopped Elric, and the world was saved, but she didn’t feel any relief, no peace, no joy. Just a cold emptiness to the events that had played out.

She turned to Terra. “We should be getting you back to your parents, shouldn’t we?”

Terra smiled. “I’d like that. But are you sure you guys don’t need me to stay longer? I can if you want.”

Sasha came over and rubbed Terra’s shoulders. “You know the whole country get-up really grew on me, and you’re as tough as they come, Terra. I know I was a little snotty in the beginning, but you really are the best.”

“You guys are the best friends I never had. I don’t want to go, but I miss my ma and pa.” Terra wrapped her arms around Sasha and pulled Violet in, too, squeezing them with all her might. She started crying.

Sasha embraced her. “I’m gonna miss you too.”

Violet watched from over Terra’s shoulder as a nervous Manie inched his way behind. Violet smiled and pulled away, then yanked Sasha away too, nodding to Manie to make his move.

Terra turned and took a deep breath. “Hey.”

“Aye, um ... You sure you want to go back? I mean, there’s plenty of room at Sam’s house.” Terra slipped her hands into his and fell into his arms. Manie pulled her close, and they shared a kiss.

Violet fought back a few tears, which was better than what she could say for Sasha who had to walk away and was now crying down the hall. In the moments of their lives where they could breathe and actually live outside of the fighting, Violet was surprised they were able to find ways to have relationships. She smiled, thinking about Eden.

“Terra, what do you want to do?” Violet asked.

Terra pulled away from Manie, whose eyes were wide with excitement and joy.

Manie looked up at Violet, then back at Terra. “Stay. You want to stay, right?”

Terra gripped his hands tight and looked away. Violet could feel the battle ensuing with the young girl, her feelings for Manie, and staying with her new friends conflicted with the life she had known before fighting to save the world.

“Manie, I’ve never had anyone like you in my life. I never had friends or knew what it meant to have brothers and sisters. To love,” she said with reddening cheeks. “But my folks need me. I promise you, though, I’ll be back. If you think I’m worth waiting for.”

Manie’s face hung long, but in his eyes, Violet could see his passion for Terra. “Of course, I’ll wait.”

Violet smiled as Terra came over. “I’m ready when you are.” With a bright flash of light, Violet returned to Roxy’s home.

Terra’s mother, Roxy, and her father, George, were filled with joy and tears hearing the story of how they overcame evil and brought Elric back to his senses, but Violet had concerns of her own for the future. Terra, on the other hand, seemed to be more than excited and couldn’t wait for when she was needed again.

Violet couldn’t help but smile and enjoy the young woman Terra had become and the growth she had experienced in just over a month. She was truly a hero in her own right. Violet knew it wasn’t going to be the last time she saw Terra.
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Afterlife

Lights flickered above as the humming and brightness awakened Elric from his slumber. He lay on an icy white tiled floor, surrounded by three white walls, and in front of the cell were bars of thick metal that hummed intensely. Even as he got a few inches, he could feel the tingling over his skin, and a strange weakness came over him. He stepped back, looking above. There was a metal barred mechanism that was just small enough to hang over him.

He took a deep breath, remembering what happened before he went out. He swallowed, trying not to panic and to stay composed. He placed his hand over his chest, feeling the flutter of Jennifer’s energy within, and breathed in.

He couldn’t see anything or anyone, but only walls, and even above those, past the bars, was nothing but a white ceiling. He turned to see a small bed and a white porcelain toilet.

“Inmate Number One, Elric Blake, Dark Titan. Responsible for over one hundred and fifteen thousand deaths, over a million injured, and trillions in damages. Sentenced to death,” a voice replied over a loudspeaker. “How does it feel to be considered the most frightening, most hated, and most powerful teenager to have ever existed?”

Elric didn’t answer. Instead, he sat on the bed, hunched over, and started meditating. What else could he do? The humming stopped, and a loud ringing consumed the cell.

A robotic voice echoed from the speaker, “Step away from the gate. I repeat, step away from the gate. Otherwise, violent force will be authorized.”

Elric studied the distance from the bed to the gate and figured he was good. Four men lightly armored in black combat uniforms, with strange rifles at their hips, stepped forward. Two aimed at Elric, while the other two kept their distance.

“Prisoner Number One, rise,” one of them demanded.

Elric did as they asked.

“Prisoner Number One, hold out your arms in front of you.”

Again, he did as they asked. The man stepped forward and latched two metal bracelets over his wrists. Three sharp probes dug into his flesh. The pain was nothing compared to what his body and mind had been through these last few years.

“Any sign of power usage, you will be purged, do you understand?” the man in uniform barked.

“I do.”

“That means nothing strange coming from your fingers, energy or black smoke, especially a change in your eyes. Do you understand?”

They were detailed and knowledgeable about his abilities. Made sense. “I do.” They shoved him out of the cell with the barrel of a rifle digging into his back.

Outside of his cell, the place seemed like a tight concrete fortress. Cold, empty, and smelled of the ocean. He wondered what Jennifer was doing and if she was okay. He thought about the others too, but he was sure they didn’t give much thought to him, not in the way of caring anyway.

His thoughts and his inner world were so silent. He felt alone. The death penalty. Well, I guess that’s it for me then. He had hoped he could do a little more and make amends some way before he died.

“You’re going to get what’s coming to you, you genocidal little shit,” the man behind him said, digging the barrel of the rifle deeper into his spine. “The world is going to watch you fry. You and whatever powers or magic you’ve got inside you.”

Elric wondered about that. His mind was so distorted from the lies and the manipulation of Calamity and Erebus that he didn’t know what was what anymore. For all he knew, killing him could free Erebus, or his essence would float around the universe, causing more chaos and havoc. They brought Elric to a chamber. In the center was a metal chair with multiple machines hooked up to it.

Tears ran down Elric’s face. Not for his death, but because he didn’t deserve the easy way out. He deserved to make up for every death, for all the damage he had done.

They strapped him to the chair and bolted him down. Metal pins dug into his hands. They placed some kind of helmet over his head, and a needle dug into the back of his neck.

A screen flicked on in front of him. There were multiple plasma screens all around him. He was on the news as reporters spoke in multiple languages on one side of the room. Before him were people sitting in front of different national flags.

A man with a heavy accent spoke bitterly. “We told you, you wouldn’t get away with this, and your friends will be next. How dare you threaten human life, something so precious? May God have mercy on your soul, Elric Blake.”

More voices chastised and threatened. Some looked as if they had the ability to spit on him, they would. He could hear crowds yelling to fry him, people screaming and cursing him. So much noise.

But he understood why. Their pain, their loss. Once the voices calmed down, one person spoke. A woman with a British accent. He could see her clearly on the television screen; thin, light-green eyes and red hair. She looked him over, looked down at the papers, and finally spoke. “Elric Blake, seventeen years old. You with the power to destroy cities, and much worse, have been sentenced to death. You are responsible for the countless lives lost in London, Boston, and areas across the globe, not to mention countless bodily harm and damages that will be unrepairable. Do you have any last words?”

He cleared his throat. “I know it will never fix anything, but I beg you for your forgiveness. I’m so sorry for the things I’ve done and for this thing inside me.”

She gave a terse nod. “May you rest in peace.”

A sudden surge came quickly. It snapped the back of his neck and rolled down his body. His insides were on fire, and the pain hit his chest, neck, and eyes. Every muscle, every cell, felt like it was being ripped out of him. It was like his skin was being ripped away from his muscle and bone. He wailed as he seized in the chair. Then everything went black.

His face smacked a cold, smooth surface. His body jolted and twitched like crazy, but he was alive. Deep burns ran down his arms, but they were healing. Happy to see I’ve still got something, he thought.

He looked up and realized he was at the feet of a man who was jotting something down in a thick folder as he leaned hard on a wooden desk. “Mr. Blake, please take a seat.”

Mr. Blake? Elric couldn’t believe the man was talking to him. He couldn’t be. Maybe I’m really dead?

“Please, Mr. Blake, take a seat,” the man repeated cordially.

Elric looked down to see his shackles, the metal bracelets around his wrists gone. He just had the gray jumpsuit on. He did as the man asked and wobbled to the small chair across from the man. “What happened? Did my powers keep you guys from killing me?”

“No.”

Elric swallowed hard. “Was there some kind of malfunction?”

“Nope, none of that either.” He continued to scribble.

Elric leaned over the desk studying the man’s face, his glasses hanging over a red nose on an even redder face. “Then what happened?”

He jotted a few notes, slapped the pen on the table and looked up at Elric. He wasn’t a large man, but he was older, about average build, glasses, confident in his speech, graying, but balding.

“My name is Kurt Berrington. I work directly for the secretary of defense, and I have direct communication with the president. Back in my glory days, I was part of Project Titan, so I know a lot about you and your friends.”

Elric nodded, understanding why they wanted to keep him alive. “I see. So that’s it then? This is another Area Zero, and you plan on taking Erebus out of me?”

“No. A strong no, in fact. The world is a much safer place with that thing locked away in you, believe it or not. You see, we went about this all wrong. Project Titan was a failure for many reasons, but first of all, it failed because we no longer saw the Titans as humans, but as weapons.”

Elric straightened. “So, what are you trying to say? You’re going to treat us like people, then? After everything that’s happened?”

Berrington bobbed his head a bit. “Not quite. You and your friends have changed the world from a tactical, weaponry, and defense standpoint. You destroyed a nuclear bomb without any damage sustained. You took out warships, aerial attacks .… You see where I’m going?”

“Yeah, right back to the reason why we were seen as weapons and why everyone wants us.”

Berrington nodded. “Elric, I’ve studied your profile. I know your past, and I know what you’ve been through. I know you saved the world and stopped the portals during those initial attacks, you and your friends. But it was you who took out the lead mastermind.”

Elric held his tongue about Calamity. It would’ve added more confusion than anything else. “What do you want, Mr. Berrington?”

He pushed a folder toward Elric that read Project Olympus. “To put it simply, we want to bring you on as our US asset. Only a handful of people will know.”

Elric chuckled. “I don’t understand.”

“First the portals, then the Titans. What’s next? Something big is coming, Mr. Blake. The Titans were created for some reason, and I don’t think it was to destroy.” Berrington leaned in. His eyes softened. “What you did, Elric, is unforgivable, but you have your entire life to make things right. Don’t waste your gifts and powers rotting in prison.”

Elric thought about what the light advised. This was it. This was his opportunity, his second chance. Project Olympus. “What do you need me to do?”


Chapter 34
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Ebon

Three months had passed since the battle that changed the world. And Sam was right. Two months in, China, Russia, and Iran broke away from the alliance. Politics became a lot more ingrained in Violet’s world as the Titans became a regular discussion.

But nothing shook her world more than the televised execution of Elric. She watched it. So did Alfred and Sam. The others refused to—even Eden. She couldn’t believe that it was real, and she wondered how Jennifer felt or if she’d seen it.

Violet sat in the dim light under a burning candle in the Chamber of Knowledge, searching for anything on Legion. But there was nothing. Most things about the knowledge of the Allverse were so limited. It was as if it were restricted to this world and this world alone.

“Sage, I wish you were here,” she cried; the warm trickle of tears rolled down her cheeks.

After the battle with Calamity she couldn’t stop thinking about how weak she was. All she could do was watch from the side, supporting Eden and the others. She felt brittle, and so, so inadequate.

She flipped through a few more pages and laid her head against the book. A wave of energy pulsed from behind. It made the hair on her neck stand on end as the immense pressure took over the room. She swung around, her hands glowing with purple, reaching for the neck of the man standing behind her.

He was lean, his hair cut low, and had a chiseled chin. He looked to be about in his late thirties. His dark-brown skin was smooth with only a few wrinkles here and there, but it was the dusting of gray in his hair that gave his age away.

“An Anomaly.” He raised his hands. “A good one at that. I guess you’d have to be really good in order to be here.”

Violet studied the man, keeping her glowing hands ready to cut through him, sidestepping him to keep the upper hand just to be safe. “And who the hell are you?”

His gaze rolled around the room. “The name’s Ebon.” He slowly lowered his hand to shake hers. “I’m kinda the reason why people know about the Chamber of Knowledge. How do you know about this place? Because I certainly don’t know you.”

Violet’s eyes softened, thinking of the one Sage told her about. The one she loved. Sage was right. He looked so much younger than Violet expected. Her heart sunk with both joy and sadness, wishing that Sage could’ve seen him one last time.

The light around her hands faded as she shook his hand. “My name’s Violet. I know this place because my mentor, Sage, told me about it.”

“Mentor? My Sage mentors now?” He hacked out a laugh. “She’s a busy bee, alright. Is she downstairs somewhere? Wait, don’t tell her I’m here. She might try to kill me. How long has it been? I mean, what year is it?” He became frantic as he paced around. “Oh damn, if she looks too old, she gonna blast me into whatever next day it is,” he mumbled in a southern accent similar to Terra’s.

Violet swallowed hard. “Sage is gone.”

He wiped a few beads of sweat from his face and sighed. “Thank goodness. At least I can get my thoughts together before she comes back. Lord knows she hates excuses. I remember when we were about your age, she—”

“She died.”

His eyes sharpened. He licked his lips. “She … about your age … She …” He swallowed hard. “What did you just say?”

“Sage died trying to save me and the others from Calamity.”

He nearly fell into the bookshelf as he tried to keep his balance. In the light, she realized his tall torso was thinner and more awkward-looking than anything else, nothing like the powerful being she was expecting.

“I–I–I should’ve been there .… I should’ve been here.” He cupped his mouth as tears rolled down his cheeks. “I shouldn’t have left her. I should’ve stayed right here.”

Violet didn’t know how to comfort the man. It still beat her up inside as well. Sometimes the slightest smell of a flower, a sentence, or a thought sent Violet to her room in tears. But she remained strong because of Sage. Because that’s what she would’ve wanted.

“She knew you had a job to do. You couldn’t have stayed here, Ebon. Your responsibility isn’t to one world; it’s to the Allverse, right?”

He wiped his face; his nose was running. He gave a hard sniff. “You sound just like her, you know that?”

Violet smiled. “She told me a lot about you.”

He cocked his head to the side. “Really?” He made his way to an old cushioned chair and slumped into it. “Please, Violet is it? Can you tell me what happened?”

Violet sat down in her chair and told him everything. She told him about Zaroule and the underground cities. She told him about everything that happened with Elric, about the other Titans, and all she knew about Calamity. She didn’t stop. It just flowed out of her like she had unclogged a drain of emotions that she had bottled up inside.

Ebon was a sensitive man. Violet had never met anyone like him. He cried when she told him the sad parts, laughed until he cried at the funny parts, and grew angry at others, which also resulted in tears. By the time she got to where they were now, his face and eyes were swollen.

“Calamity caused a lot of trouble for so long. I can’t believe she’s really gone. You and your friends have been through a lot. And you already know about Legion.”

“Ebon, what are we talking about when it comes to Legion?”

“Whatever you’ve heard, it’s nothing compared to the real thing. I’ve faced one in particular who still gives me the creeps,” he said, bristling. “They are some of the most powerful, frightening beings in existence, Violet. One member can turn people into horrific monsters, while others have the ability to shatter worlds with their bare hands. To even become a member at a higher level, you have to have destroyed entire worlds filled with civilizations. And they’re the reason why I’m the last Traveler.”

“The last?”

He nodded. “Maybe another will be born soon. I don’t know. Maybe one already has. All I know is that to defeat Legion, we need the help of every universe.”

She shrugged. “What can be done?”

“All these years, decades, whatever time I’ve been gone from here, it’s been spent researching, bouncing around from one universe to the next, building relationships and telling people about Legion. We need an army of powerful beings to oppose them. Beings like you, the Titans, people with abilities.”

She nodded. “An army huh?”

“Sage trained you, and she did a great job, Violet, but I’m the one who trained her.”

As harsh and hardened as she was, was this man really the one who trained Sage?

“Violet, come with me.” She looked up at Ebon, her eyes widening in disbelief and impossibility. “Without Sage, we can’t afford for you to not take your abilities to the next level. For you to be here means Sage trusted you, but for you to get here means you have untapped potential. Every living being, and countless soul in the Allverse needs that potential.”

Violet’s face cracked in distress. She couldn’t see herself leaving the others. Leaving Eden. She shook her head. “I can’t do that. I can’t leave my friends. They’re my family. They need me.”

“The Light Titan is here. I don’t see members of Legion coming to initiate anything yet. I’m sure they’re watching, though. So cocky and high on their horses that they don’t think anything can touch them. But that’s our advantage. They don’t know what I’m doing. They think I’m running, hiding. Please, Violet. The lives of trillions upon trillions of civilizations depends on what we do next.”

“Why now? Why me?”

“Because it’s what I should’ve asked of Sage. But I was selfish. I-I wanted to protect her from what lurked in the crevices of the Allverse, but I failed. Look, Violet, if you’re here that means you can teleport. That’s a one-in-a-million gift. I need others like you in the oncoming battle. Please, for Sage?”

Violet rose from the chair. She squeezed her eyes tightly as more tears fell. The weight of the request, her emotions, her life. It didn’t seem fair to ask this of her. No, it wasn’t fair. What about her life? What about the others? What about Eden? She swallowed hard, thinking about the others. She thought of Zaroule, of Sage. What would they do? She wiped her face and nose, then looked up at Ebon. The only reason why she trusted him was because Sage loved him and if he was that important to Sage, and Sage saw him as such a powerful person …

Violet knew her answer. “I’ll go on one condition.”


Chapter 35
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I’ll Be Back

Ebon and Violet appeared outside of Samantha’s home. Eden was on the front porch and jumped up to see her. His eyes fell on Ebon, and he tucked his hands in his pockets.

Eden lifted his chin towards Ebon. “Everything alright, V?”

Ebon waved goofily.

Violet nodded, and her lips shivered as they spread across her face. “For the most part. Can you get everyone together in the living room?”

Eden’s eyes narrowed on Ebon before he turned and walked into the house.

“That’s the boyfriend, right?” Ebon asked as Eden left.

She ran her fingers through her scalp and exhaled. “I don’t know how I’m going to do this, so please don’t piss anybody off.”

“I understand.”

They both walked into the house, the fresh scent of wood and this mornings breakfast left a welcoming fragrance in the air. Alfred lounged on the couch, Sasha was on the love seat, and Eden leaned in the doorway which led to the kitchen. Eden kept his arms folded, glaring at Ebon.

Alfred pulled his hands behind his head. “So, who’s the old dude?”

Ebon shrugged. “If I weren’t a few hundred years old, I would be offended. But I take what I can get.”

Sasha gave him a shrewd look. “How old?”

“Guys, this is Ebon. He was someone who meant a lot to Sage.”

Sasha gave a devilish smile. “A lot? Like you mean, a love interest?” She rose, up checking Ebon out.

“Grandma Sage was robbing the cradle something fierce,” Alfred cackled.

“Guys, this is serious. I need—”

Ebon threw his hand out to her and walked into the living room. His comical goofy attitude shifted, becoming colder and sterner. “Eden, right?”

“Yeah,” Eden said sharply.

“The Wind Titan. Nice. Look, I get you guys think you’re riding high right now. You’re all quite powerful, and by my standards, the Titans are among the top powerful beings in the Allverse. But let me tell you that if you think Calamity was the scariest being you faced, then you have no idea what you’re in store for.”

“Who is this guy?” Alfred asked mockingly.

“I’m the guy who has traveled through all twenty-six universes. I’m the guy who spent a week in Limbo and lived to tell about it. I’m the guy who knows everything there is to know about Legion.”

Eden asked, “How many members?”

“Seven, and the group is organized by echelons. Top, middle, lower.”

Sasha leaned over. “Was Calamity one of their top leaders?”

“She wasn’t even in the middle-echelon. She only had a leg in the group because she killed a member, and they had an opening. They’re going to want to replace Calamity now, so I wonder what they’ll do.”

Violet bit her bottom lip. “How strong is the leader?”

“Macabre of the Damned is what he goes by. If ever there was a devil, he’s it. His very presence causes chaos and internal corruption of anyone around him. He feeds on the darkness of people’s hearts and lives off the fear, anger, hatred, and jealousy of all living things. But that’s not what makes him so frightening.”

Manie came into the room from the kitchen. “What else is there?”

“He’s considered a god and worshiped by civilizations around multiple worlds and universes, as such because he can turn humans into powerful monsters through something called lusus naturae. If you thought Calamity was bad, then he’s the thing of nightmares.”

Eden chuckled. “No way. There’s no way all of this is true.” He turned to Violet. “V, you can’t really believe this guy.”

She took a deep breath and then released it. “I do, and that’s why you’re all here right now. I’m leaving to go with Ebon.”

“What are you talking about?” Eden’s face broke as his eyes softened. She could feel the instant desperation.

“Ebon was the one who trained Sage. I’ll be going with him, traveling through the Allverse to recruit more people to help us prepare for a war against Legion. I’ll get the training I need to become strong enough to fight alongside you and the other Titans.”

Eden shook his head in disbelief. “No, V, that’s insane! We need you here. You can’t just leave. That’s crazy. This world needs you. We need you. I …” He patted his chest, shaking his head. “I need you. Okay? You can’t just leave.”

Tears fell from her chin as Eden’s sadness and disappointment filled the room, the shock from Sasha and Alfred overwhelmed the fear that overwhelmed Manie. Violet cast her eyes to the floor, thinking about everything Ebon had told her earlier.

“Eden, we can’t afford to take a risk on this.” She stepped to him to embrace him, and his face dropped to her shoulders. “What if I don’t go? What if we aren’t strong enough to fight something like Legion, something comparable to gods? I could barely fight Calamity.” She thought about the Anomaly that Calamity manipulated to create the Titans. Was it possible? Could Violet somehow grow to be that powerful?

Eden’s shoulders slumped as his mournful teary-eyed gaze fell on her. “I can’t believe this. I can’t—” he said, seemingly lost for words. His breathing became heavy. “What happened to doing this together? What happened to fighting as a team? We’ve always overcome. Every time,” he insisted, slamming his fist in his hand.

“You won’t this time, kid,” Ebon responded. “If you could barely fight Calamity, not only will you not stand a chance, but you’ll be obliterated. Your Devas are nothing compared to them. Nothing.”

Eden scrunched his face, and a sharpening canine poked through his lip as his eyes became wild. “Screw you,” he growled. “And where were you all this time, huh? Where were you when this world needed you when Sage needed you?”

Violet snatched his chin and pulled his gaze to her, his eyes softened into their normal blue hue. “Hey, focus on me. Eden, you have to trust me on this one. You know I love you, and you know I’ll come back to you, right?”

He wiped his hands across his face and exhaled. “I know you will. It’s just that I don’t know what I’ll do without you here. What if something happens and we need you?”

“You still have Jen and Terra, right?” She turned to the others. “Protect them, protect everyone. You guys are more powerful now than we ever thought we could be back in Zenith.”

Alfred called to Ebon. “How long you guys plan on being gone?”

Ebon said, “If we spend ten days in each universe. .. Hmm, maybe we’ll be back in three years minimum?” He tapped his index finger on his chin. “That’s if we don’t come across a member of Legion and we’re both killed or we run into those loyal to Legion like the Zodiacs, which means we could still possibly be killed.”

Eden shook his head and focused on Violet. He rolled his fingers down the sides of her face and kissed her. Then he pressed his forehead against hers. “I love you, and I know you have to do this. I hate it .... Just come back, okay?”

“Of course, and I love you too.” She nodded and turned to Ebon. “Can you guys tell Samantha thanks for everything and that she better live up to her promises about taking care of the Titans?”

The four of them nodded.

She turned to face Ebon. “I’m ready, I guess.”

He sighed and looked Alfred, Manie, and Sasha over. “Ermakian, right?”

They nodded.

“I love that version of Earth. So different, so culturally lush and fresh. You know, they don’t use anything mechanical there? It’s crazy and clean. War-torn, of course, but clean.” Ebon pointed at them. “That’s where we’re going first, actually. Did you three want to come with?”

“Are–are you serious?” Sasha’s lips quivered. She looked up at Violet with widening eyes of excitement.

Violet felt the weight of the unspoken question crash over the three of them, and she could tell Eden wanted to kill Ebon now.

“Nah,” Manie said, falling on the couch. “I think I’ll stay here a little while longer. I made a promise to someone.”

His answer surprised the whole room, but Violet smiled, knowing his feelings for Terra.

Sasha lulled. “What? Manie, we can go back home, we can pick up the pieces back in Ermak and start over again. What do you mean, ‘Nah?’ What kind of answer is that?”

He shook his head. “Sasha, we have everything we need right here. Back in Ermak, it’s just painful memories. That’s all I’ll have of that place. But here in this world, we have the best memories, we have family and friends, everything we’ll ever need.”

Sasha sighed. Violet could feel the painful tension and Sasha’s yearning to return to Ermak. Sasha wiped her eyes and sniffed hard. “Well, if he’s staying, then I’m not going anywhere.”

Alfred was silent. The turmoil within ate away at him. Violet knew it was the thought of his parents. He missed them and wasn’t even sure if they were still alive.

“Next time. For now, I need to hold the fort here and make sure these three troublemakers don’t get lost without me,” Alfred said with a grin.

“Thanks, Alfred,” Violet spoke softly, fighting back tears. She could see the conflict, the bitter sorrow of yearning flowing from him like a river. “But you know you can leave to see your parents. Maybe you should go. It’s been years.”

His inner voice was broken, not confident and optimistic like she was used to. “My mom is a warrior, and so is Dad. I guess ... I guess I’m a little afraid to know if they’re alive or not. At least staying here, I can continue to imagine that they’re out there in Ermak bashing heads and saving lives, you know?”

She nodded. “What are their names?”

His eyes widened. “My mom’s name is Adira; my pop’s name is Shomari. They should both be enlisted in the Pride army.”

“I’ll find them for you, I promise.”

He cleared his throat and dabbed his eyes a bit. “Thanks, V. You really are my little big sister.”

With a terse nod, Violet wondered what she was getting herself into following this man through the universe. She begged for some sign from Sage, something to let Violet know she was still looking out for her, and maybe, just maybe, that sign was Ebon.

They stepped outside to the front yard. Violet looked to the front porch, she couldn’t ignore confusion, sadness, and anger coming from the four of them. “I promise, I will be back, and I’ll be stronger.”

Eden nodded. “I know ....”

Ebon looked to the three of them. “I don’t know how much influence you guys have, but tell the world, tell the leaders, tell anyone who has any kind of power, to be ready. To be vigilant. Because they’re watching, and with Calamity’s death, they will definitely come here searching for the ones who killed her.”

Violet swallowed hard, thinking about Elric. Maybe they would just leave then since he was gone. She looked up to the three of them. “I love you guys. Keep my room clean, okay?”

Sasha nodded, wiping a tear away.

Ebon threw his palm to the side of him. “Keep all arms and legs inside.”

A massive blue light formed over them in a ball. It seared the grass, and the power was incredible. It was like Jen’s when her powers came out. It wasn’t as warm, wasn’t as positive as the light either, but it made her bones shake. Yeah, Ebon was stronger than Sage, much stronger.

He turned with a goofy smile. “Let’s go.”

And in a burst of energy, she was gone, consumed by dazzling lights of reds, blues, yellows, and colors she couldn’t describe. She could feel forces she never thought existed, forces outside of her realm of understanding. Her body felt like it was in one place and then all places simultaneously. She took a few deep breaths, calming herself as the sensations took her breath away.

Ebon nodded. “First time traveling into another universe, huh? What a novice.”

Her lip almost pulled into a grin, but her heart was too heavy with what she left behind. She didn’t ask Ebon if he was serious about them being gone for a minimum of three years; she was too afraid to and maybe if he gave the right answer, she would’ve refused.

No matter now. She would get her taste of the Allverse. She would go into a realm that not even Sage had gone to. A place that the Chamber of Knowledge had no information about. A place where Legion resided and this dreaded Macabre of the Damned.

She would get stronger, and she would be ready.


Epilogue
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Calamity

Calamity could barely move her body or what remained of it. She was a mess. A tragic mess. Her left arm was somewhere, her right arm filleted from the blast. But she was alive.

Oh, Calamity, what have you gotten yourself into? she thought. Thank all that is evil, I opened that doorway to Limbo. Otherwise, that little brat would’ve actually killed me.

She wiggled her toes or so she thought. There was just a strange phantom feeling of feet being there. She finally managed to lift her leg only to see it was nothing but a mangled stub of stringy black flesh. The other, well, there was nothing left from the knee down.

“Great. Just lusciously, great.” She laughed. Her cackling echoed into the blackness that was arrayed and outlined by the crimson moon. The sky above was blood, and the clouds were a softer blood color, too.

She was surrounded by trees. She missed them. The leafless clawed branches reached down like a true love that had missed her so much. The black trunk twisted and mangled, leaking a black sap of toxins that fed the many horrific creatures that resided in Limbo.

She swallowed as her laughter faded. That’s right, the many creatures .... Creatures that wouldn’t mind taking her for an easy meal especially in her current state when she couldn’t regenerate as she wanted.

Screams of children crying and women shrieking echoed all around her in the ominous wind that reeked of rot and death. The ground was black like the sand on the beautiful, humble abode she tried so hard to keep. But it was so hard to find people who appreciated her these days.

She sighed. “At least Elric will destroy that world, and I’ll get some credit for it. Enough credit to be welcomed into the fold.”

She smiled greedily even though half her face was torn away. She could feel the drying blackness of her blood. It was sticky as she licked the corner of her mouth, dreadfully, delectable. “He’s too prideful to join Legion. They would have their hands full with him and Justice.”

A heavy crack landed behind her, and the ground shook beneath her. Then the soft, slow shuffles came closer. By the sound of the stride and the steps, she knew who it was.

From the part of her lips that did remain, she gave a dainty smile, something sweet and innocent. “Fancy meeting you here, Arius.”

A young man about the age of twenty-five stood over her, tall and slender with a masculine physique. His face was chiseled and sculpted like the warriors of Greece she so often found herself attracted to. His short black hair, though the strands long, only crept to the middle of his forehead. His eyes were the color of onyx—cold, and hateful. She loved him all the more. Too bad he was soulless. Too bad he was beneath her.

Arius’s dull gray lips moved.

“Why have you returned, Calamity?” he scolded. “And without the Dark Vessel? Did you kill him and destroy that world?”

She blew Arius a kiss. “Why are you in that human form, Arius? You know I love to see you in something a little more cryptic?” She hated that he ignored her but longed for his touch as he reached down, hoisting her dismembered torso over his shoulder. He didn’t bat an eye.

She thought about how she would be celebrated amongst the other members of Legion. They would scream her name, Calamity! Calamity! Calamity! She would be dubbed a god amongst them. She would have her own universe to muse over and take part in. Oh, the things she would do.

“Are they preparing for my celebration in the halls?”

Arius shook his head. “What celebration?”

“Don’t play coy with me, my sinister suzerain. Haven’t they gotten word yet of what has happened and the execution of my mission?”

He shook his head. “No, nothing. In fact, Macabre has called me and five of the other Zodiacs together. I wonder why .…”

They trudged through the blackened soil, bypassing the twisted trees and brush. Small rat-like creatures with scales and fur and a face like a dog hissed as Arius stepped over them. The shrieks of crying women echoed from the massive fierce-looking buzzards above with two eyes at the top of their beaks and another set on the top of their heads.

The palace wasn’t too far away now. It was a massive fortress that could be seen from miles and miles. It consisted of the main building with a block-like center, surrounded by several large cylinder towers and smaller buildings. Atop the block were three smaller towers for the top echelon and their private quarters. Each member of Legion had their own chamber, but they mostly spent their days parading around in their universe.

Calamity and Arius came through the entrance of the palace where black water sprouted from a pond filled with dragon-like fish. She hated them because if you got too close, they’d spray flesh-eating acid into your face.

Through the courtyard of blackened vines and thorns and up the stone steps which curved into the main entrance, Calamity finally started to regenerate.

She tapped Arius on the shoulder, and he gently laid her down. First, her legs slipped through the oozing stubs, then her arms and nails. She caressed her subtle cheeks with a claw and sensually rubbed her lips for Arius. He looked on . . . unamused.

Tough crowd, she thought, rolling her eyes. She rose, and they continued to the main hall. The main entrance comprised of six massive corridors splayed around the entrance. They took the second corridor to the left, heading for the meeting hall. Her heart jumped with excitement. She spent centuries upon centuries on that version of Earth and hated every second.

There was always someone interfering. First, that cursed Traveler, Millicent. Then Ebon, Sage, Rose, then the vessels—her own creations—turned against her, no thanks to the Light Vessel. She had a rough go at it to say the least.

They came to the meeting hall. No one was there. She sucked her teeth in disgust. Her black blood boiled; her horns curved from her skull, and her claws dug into the walls as she peeled back the material that kept it together.

“This is rude. Unsatisfying. Disrespectful. And above all else, pisses me off.” The spines on her back rippled, and her tail flailed about.

“Relax, my dear,” an elegant soft voice spoke.

The atmosphere fell on Calamity like someone had dropped the entire planet upon her. Her body trembled at the pressure. It broke her. It always did. She didn’t think he would be down here. Maybe Justice. Hell, even Sheba, but not him.

“You seemed to have been away from home for too long and forgot to wipe your feet before entering the palace.”

She turned to face the head of the table, and there before her sat Macabre.

She bowed. “Sorry, Sir. I–I had no right. Please forgive me.” Her heart raced.

He laid his hand over an open chair at the table on his left side. Disrespectful, the left side? What am I one of the lower beings he created from human flesh? Macabre could’ve offered her the chair to his right, a show of respect amongst the members of Legion, none the less she eased over to the chair.

She kept her gaze down, looking up every few glances. Macabre wasn’t a physically intimidating creature, but then again, most members of Legion weren’t. His physique was extremely tall, more so than Arius, and thin, almost skeletal. Along with his pompous attitude came the love of tailored suits. He always wore suits. She hadn’t a clue why, considering what he was.

But that’s not why her bones shivered and her knees knocked or why she couldn’t stop sweating. Macabre didn’t have eyes or brows, didn’t have cheeks or a chin, no lips, no teeth. Instead, a helmet-like skull with a visor for a face that cast an endless glowing void of the cosmos looked upon her, radiating an essence so sinister and so consuming it devoured her.

He bridged his hands in front of his face.

“My dear, I can’t believe you had the audacity to show your face after everything that’s happened,” he said with a subtle voice that echoed through the cosmos. “Can you imagine what the other two top echelons would think, especially him?”

She glanced up, gazing at what he was. “What are you talking about? I tainted the Dark Vessel. He’s probably destroyed the entire world by now, himself along with it. But the deed was done.”

Macabre crossed his legs and leaned back in his chair of ebony blackness, sculpted by the remains of a creature only natural to Limbo—his home world. “The Dark Vessel was once again defeated by the others. A second failure, Calamity.”

She shook her head. “No. No. I did it right this time. I know I did it right—”

He hissed. “Enough of the excuses, Calamity, before I crush you into nothingness.”

Calamity choked on her words. Her heart slammed within her. Maybe she was already dead. She took a gasp of air, and a trembling breath left her lungs. Everything had been perfect except for how it should’ve ended, which would have been with her alive on Earth. But Elric had become a monster, so how …? Curse that Light Vessel. It had to be her, Jennifer Reeves, and that cursed Violet!

Calamity imagined Sage laughing and mocking her even after death. “I’m sorry. I’m a failure. I’ll do anything if—”

Macabre cut her off, waving a finger around as if searching for the words deep within the universe, which was his face. Then he snapped forward with a guttering tone. “I have a project for you that I think you will like, Calamity. It would fit your particular set of skills quite well.”

“Anything. Whatever you want.”

“I’ve been experimenting on a world and its human inhabitants to test a few theories of social hierarchy, desperation, and just … overall suffering. You couldn’t mess it up if you tried. In fact, it’s more of a vacation. What do you say?”

She smiled greedily. “I’m in.”

Macabre’s head raised, and he nodded to Arius. “Arius, as for you and the Zodiacs, prepare yourselves. I’ve selected the best six of you for a mission that I think will prove filling.”

Arius knelt and bowed his head nobly. “Anything for you, my savior.”

Calamity rolled her eyes.

Macabre laid a thin, black, skeletal-like hand on Arius’s head. “You will go to the version of Earth where the vessels reside. I want you to bring back the Dark Vessel intact.”

Calamity snapped back. “But why? He’s useless to us?”

“Useless to the fold, yes. But the blood of the Dark Vessel has proven to be quite valuable indeed for human experimentation. Justice’s blood has garnered great results, but it isn’t as potent as the real deal. Not to mention Justice’s humanity has made him soft, especially now that he has decided to settle down with a human family in the universe he has dominion over.” Macabre recoiled with disgust.

Calamity hid a smirk of pleasure. She wasn’t surprised to hear such words spoken of Justice; he was human after all. Yes, he had power, but nothing like her own. She was still shocked by how quickly Legion received him but took their sweet time allowing her in. It was infuriating, and after all she had sacrificed for them. But judging from Macabre’s words, there was regret, and the disappointment in his tone was so delicious.

She nodded and looked down at Arius. The thought of six Zodiacs going to that version of Earth would prove disastrous to say the least. The twelve of them were nothing more than horrific monstrosities with incredible powers, chosen and created by Macabre himself. Though not in the echelons with Legion, they stood by as bodyguards over Limbo and acted as gatekeepers to humans who sought Macabre’s power. She shivered.

Calamity tapped a pale finger on her lips. “Six, huh?”

Macabre nodded to Arius, who stood and went on his way. “Yes, six. Should I choose more? I ask because you faced all six vessels and were nearly killed.”

She swallowed hard, knowing that six Zodiacs were more than enough. Plucked from their respective universes due to their deeds of servitude to Macabre, the Zodiacs had long since given up their humanity for power and longevity, submitting themselves to him.

“No, they will get the job done,” Calamity replied, defeated, thinking of her own failure.

“Cheer up, my dear, for if you execute in the next realm as I wish, you will have your position with the gods.”

Calamity nodded, thinking about her next mission. Her next opportunity to rampage and cause chaos.

The End
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