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    Dedication 
 
    To my family, friends, and online community - without them, this would not be possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Poets say science takes away from the beauty of the stars - mere globs of gas atoms. I too can see the stars on a desert night, and feel them. But do I see less or more? 
 
    -Richard Feynman 
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    Recap of Star Child, Negative Film, Titansong, Forgotten Pages, Storm Bound, and Broken Walls. If you have not read Forgotten Pages, do so now or read this. 
 
    Star Child, Book 1 
 
    The story begins as Star Child’s mother gives birth to him on a space station in secret, granting him the ability to warp space. SC stays hidden in his early years, knowing that the government would take great interest in his power, and with it being unregistered, it could result in heavy punishment. However, his mother is kidnapped, and SC hatches a plan to find her. Allowing himself to be captured, he attends an academy to hone his powers under the pretense that he is a Telekinetic and discovers a link there to his missing mother. But the academy has other plans for him, as Siri, the headmistress, has powers allowing her to brainwash students through song, and soon SC loses sight of his mission. With the help of friends, he overcomes the brainwashing and uses Siri’s powers against her, luring in The Hunter, father of Arial, to lead to her capture. As the story closes, Arial and SC share their first kiss, Darian, Slugger, and Lucio move in with SC in a subway hideout his mother’s power protects, and SC frees his mother. Deep in the subway, he also discovers that Peregrine, one of Siri’s cohorts, has started to build a machine that allows for teleportation to hundreds of end points across the globe. 
 
      
 
    Negative Film, Book 2 
 
    Lola, one of the students from the academy, reunites with SC as the police hunt for her. They discover that she’s royalty of a tribe in the Amazon, sent to America as an outreach with her mother. But when her mother dies, Lola is stranded and left homeless after the academy fails. Together, SC and the team travel with Lola to the Amazon to stop Lacit, a new villain with incredible Telekinetic abilities, from harnessing the power of an age-old weapon in the forest. SC learns from Lola about the other side, a double world that exists alongside and reacts against his own, one only accessed by Transients. He learns powers originate from the interactions of these two worlds, and that her tribe built a weapon of Death by manipulating this world, one that Lacit now seeks to obtain. Together, they stop Lacit—but not before meeting Ennia, a Blender attending a secret university in the Amazon, or the Litious, a hermitage believing all Specials are heretics and should be killed. One of the Litious saves SC from Lacit before disappearing, and Darian undergoes Fractonis Essentia, when a power is strained so much that one’s essence changes fundamentally in nature. After the death of her grandmother, Lola stays behind with her sister to rule over the Amazon for centuries to come due to a benefit of their power, and Darian remains there with them. The team returns home, and Zeke, their guide in the Amazon, departs as well. 
 
      
 
    Forgotten Pages, Prequel Story 
 
    This story covers the past of Cane, the physical education teacher at the academy. An enormous man, it’s revealed that Cane’s power is the manipulation of poison and ability to store it as fat. Generations before he was born, his family was found by a nameless man who entered their care, and now it is now Cane’s turn to guard over him. This man holds the secrets of the world through his power, but with all knowledge he intimately knows all evil, which poisons his mind. Cane works with him to remove poison and record the history and secrets of the world, keeping the man young by removing the poison of age and storing his books in hidden caches around the world. It’s revealed that this is the man who wrote the Directory, he’s near immortal, and has little humanity left within him. But Cane constructs a personality for him, and he becomes Lynns, another teacher at the academy who instructed SC on his presumed Telekinetic abilities. This story ends as they apply together for positions at the academy, because they know that Siri has stolen some of Lynns’ books and that events will soon occur there that must be recorded into history. Lynns also reveals that he is a Titan, a Special whose power is so strong that it strips away his humanity, and mentions that Siri too is affected by this condition to a lesser extent.  
 
      
 
    Titansong, Book 3 
 
    In the third installment of the Places of Power series, SC and team are notified that a certain type of Special have started to go missing: SilverTongues, those with the same power as Siri, the ability to control others through speech and song.  They travel to Rome to guard one of the few remaining SilverTongues, senator’s daughter, movie star, and opera singer named Francesca, and Lucio tricks her into believing she is dating SC with false memories.  With her father as a senator, SC carefully keeps watch at her side, soon discovering that Blake too has been tracking this SilverTongue as well.  Meanwhile, Arial discovers that the Litious, a zealot group of Regulars, are embroiled in the situation- and more importantly, that they have discovered a method to suppress the powers of Specials.  Arial pretends to join their team, learning this power, and the story culminates when it is revealed that Francesca’s choir is composed of the missing SilverTongues, brought together by the Instructors to control Titan’s in Siri’s absence.  Past teacher Lynns teaches SC and team about the nature of Titans, as well as aiding them in their journey.  The Litious attempt to assassinate Francesca, invoking the rage of her father who is revealed to be a Titan, and who destroys half of Rome trying to save her. Francesca is killed in the fallout along with a member of the Litious, though the titan is neutralized. The team returns home with a sour outlook, as Arial contemplates leaving through guilt of Francesca’s death. 
 
      
 
    Storm Bound, Book 4 
 
    At Lynn’s suggestion, SC travels to university to uncover more about his power, seeking the aid of a physics professor.  Instead, he finds Anton- a graduate student with an interest in SC’s abilities, and with a link to the past on the space program where SC was born.  At his direction they travel to an estate in California to meet the mysterious Arachne, who helped found the space program, but instead find groundskeepers Dieta and Lee.  Together, Dieta and Lee defend the property- as an exterminator, Dieta prevents intruders from encroaching upon the estate, and Lee’s power as an amplifier supercharges her ability.  Seventeen years before, Arachne, who could see the future, left them behind to wait for SC.  Dieta reveals Arachne had planned for SC to come, and left him a clue where he might find a powerful weapon- the location of an island in the Pacific, along with a warning that a Convergence is coming.  A time when all the titans will be summoned to a single place.  SC teleports to the island with his team, discovering that Blake has already beaten him there.  With Anton’s help, they outsmart Blake- discovering a Titan waiting for them, one who is still human.  Jeannie, with the power to control storms, who only wants to let his nature be free.  Jeannie agrees to help SC, and using Anton’s help, SC creates a pocket in space for Jeannie to reside, located above his shoulder.  SC and Lucio also devise a plan to fool the instructors- that in order to infiltrate them, and learn more about the Convergence, Lucio will rewrite much of SC’s memory to trick him into believing he has been betrayed by his friends.  This would be the only way for SC to believably join the Instructors, and the memories take hold of SC’s mind.  SC joins up with Blake after turning sides, and Lucio’s head is injured in the resulting battle, making him forget that he altered SC’s memories before he could tell the others.  Now, SC is fighting with the Instructors, and none of the team knows this is part of the plan- only that SC has attacked them and seemingly gone insane.  Arial defeats Blake in battle, then SC saves a nearly drowned Blake, taking him to the Instructors before being interviewed by their Truther and Mind Readers.  After passing the tests, he enters their ranks, remembering only that he wishes to free Siri and that his once friends betrayed him. 
 
      
 
    Broken Walls, Book 5 
 
    In his freshly distorted mind view, SC finds himself working for the instructors.  He completes missions for them, gaining their trust, then quickly advances to lead a team to free Siri from prison.  However, at the same time, his old friends predict his actions and monitor her prison from afar.  When SC attacks, they’re waiting for him, forming a counterattack to prevent a full on prison break.  But when Siri is near escape, she commands issues a command that accidentally frees SC of his mental block from Lucio, and he reforges alliances with his old friends.  Pretending to still be on the Instructor’s side, he returns to their compound, run by an Entrope named Sialia.  Throughout the book SC learns that Sialia intends to “cleanse the world” of weaker individuals by unleashing a wave of titans, and then pick up the pieces to reforge a stronger society.  With the aid of one of her scientists, he looks further into his own past- identifying the threat of a nuclear titan circling the earth far above in his space station birthplace.  With the help of Candis who has a special teleportation like ability, SC enters space to neutralize the threat- and in doing so, is caught by Sialia for treason against the Instructors.  Instead of sentencing him to death, the Instructors subject SC to experimentation in a machine designed to create artificial titans.  At the last moment, Blake arrives- and through jealousy of SC’s potential new powers, kill’s SC’s guard, frees SC, then straps himself into the machine. SC, now on the run, is badly injured.  The team brings him to an old friend to recover his health, and together, they then await the Convergence- which is when Sialia join titans together to unleash destruction upon the world. 
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 Prologue: Mira 
 
    The best stories are those indistinguishable from reality. When characters take on a life of their own, and the audience is so absorbed in the setting that the tale becomes palpable. When listeners can taste the meals, feel emotions as if they were their own, and care for imaginary individuals as if they truly existed.  
 
    To be a storyteller, one must share the experience of those imagined, where the characters are not just figments, but beings with their own desires and wills. There must be depth, tangibility, so that events exist more as memories than as plot points. 
 
    Mira knew this well—because, for Mira, she dreamed her stories. 
 
    Every day, Mira looked forwards the entire day through her drab job as a bartender towards nights she knew would be filled with wonder and adventure. To most, bartending on a tropical island was an enviable life—a daily routine next door to exotic jungles, with rich tourists passing through with personas recognizable from television, and a relaxed pace since she never worked the night shifts. But to Mira, that life was as dull as the nine-to-five careers the vacationers sought to forget. 
 
    “It’s something in the island water,” a patron told her knowingly one day, tapping his nose. He was a young man, dressed casually with unkempt hair that made him look both shaggy and attractive, and judging from the weight of his credit cards, had a father deep in the business world. “I swear, it only happens here. I’ve been to the Bahamas, Aruba, the Canaries—none of them compare. And it’s not just me, you know? Almost everyone who has come here has had the experience.” 
 
    He leaned back, sipping on a fruity drink with far too much alcohol for the early morning, and continued as Mira mopped up the bar top. 
 
    “Let me tell you, I’ve tried my own fair share of psychedelics. And this blows them out of the water. This, this is real, a connection to the spirit. A glimpse into the auras surrounding us.” 
 
    He touched the purple amethyst hanging about his neck and ordered another daiquiri, swaying slightly in his chair. Despite his condition, Mira knew his words to be true. Ever since she had been a child growing up just down the street, she had heard rumors of the island’s reputation—of hallucinations or worlds beyond imagining. She hadn’t doubted it—for whenever her head touched the pillow, she too entered into magical lands. Places where logic fell to playfulness, where awe and wonder abounded.  
 
    In her dreams, she walked among the tourists, even this man, she had seen many times before. They explored with wide eyes and open mouths, marveling at waterfalls of rainbows, or at trees so high, they gripped the clouds, or at the birdlike guides offering rides upon their backs. But they only caught glimpses of these worlds, since they came and went in a span of a few days. They saw the scenes, but never the plots—of the kings and queens who rose and fell, or the murder mysteries solved by a brilliant detective who could read minds, or the battles fought over the gumdrop tree village. Only Mira experienced how those intertwined, and to her, it was far more vibrant than anything she had ever seen in the bar. 
 
    And so, she took to directing them, building her own little plots from nothing more than imagination. 
 
    She filled in the details of the colorful worlds, watching as new travelers experienced the wonders. At her touch, the scenes changed for them—lighting their expressions up with smiles, or for those that were rude to her in the bar, with fear. With their environment, she teased forth emotions, and the stories were shaped by her prodding.  
 
    Eventually, she thought to share these worlds with more than just her island. To give them to everyone. 
 
    It took three screenplays sent to sixty different agents before she gave her first pitch. The small film developer took it as a side project, unsure of the risks involved for such an outlandish tale. They had a simple condition, however—that anytime in the future, they could call upon Mira once to meet potential fans and sign their video copies. The film flopped, and flopped hard even among the indie community, the director unable to capture Mira’s imagination. And after Mira left the studio to return home, it seemed in retrospect that they were only partially interested in her. And rather, that they were interested far more in her abilities, and the worlds that she painted. 
 
    Mira abandoned any ideas of making it to the big screen, and instead remained at her position in the bar, spending her days dreaming and entering strange worlds, which thanked her for her time with friendships and royalty. Here, Mira was not only an observer and recorder, but an actress as well.  
 
    Her presence brought more crowds to the island, despite the grumbling of the locals. And with them came more dreams, as if the tourists self-perpetuated the popularity of the destination. One by one, the locals moved away as the island’s dreams encroached upon their daily lives, no longer sticking only to night time. It was as if the island existed on a different plane than the rest of the world, one where bank accounts didn’t matter, and chores could wait for tomorrow. A continual drunkenness that had nothing to do with the steady flow of tequila. 
 
    With each passing week, more businesses shut down as their accounts were forgotten. The airport no longer offered flights, despite the overwhelming demand. Ferries became the only way to reach the island, and even they treated it with caution, as many who entered never left. For now, they dreamed, forgetting the world they had left behind. 
 
    They were perpetually stuck in Mira’s stories, slowly fading to become no different than the figments within her mind. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 1, Slugger 
 
    Basketball wasn’t Slugger’s favorite sport. But it was a far better titan assignment than the others had chosen.  
 
    Ennia was off at a university pretending to be an intern just down the hall from a world-renowned poet. Arial, watching over a manufacturing plant manager whose costs always seemed to magically undercut the competition. Lucio was off trailing a failed film writer, SC with close eyes on the president of a power company supplying electricity to half the country, and Candis investigating any potential leads from her time with the Instructors.  
 
    All while Slugger got to watch basketball. 
 
    His target was the overweight and balding man lumbering down the outside of the court, chasing the ball more with his words than with his feet as he followed its general direction. He breathed harder than most of the players, sweat soaking through his stretched suit jacket, and his face as red as the letters decorating the scoreboard. Despite his appearance, in this city, he was a legend. In others, a devil. 
 
    For his team had won half of the national championships in the last decade. 
 
    He’d earned the nickname of the Sculptor from his fans—for he always sought after those players with the most raw talent, but also the worst histories. Similar to him, each had taken on their own nicknames, as he carved them into greater versions of themselves. 
 
    There was the Shoplifter, who could sneak a three-pointer past anyone’s guard, but also had a history for sneaking out unpaid jewelry from stores despite his high salary. Longfist, whose reach brought him success both on the court and in his weekly barfights. And the Blur, named both for his speed and for the fact that sports stations had to keep his lips perpetually blurred or risk losing their family-friendly ratings.  
 
    Each of his players received their new name when they joined the team—a team that did not erase their past, but cut it into their future. Not a single player on his team fell back into bad habits under his watch—instead, they funneled their energy into the sport, turning troubled but talented players into reformed, incredible legends. 
 
    The same material, the same clay, shaved into shape by his hands. 
 
    Slugger could respect that, even if he preferred that the Sculptor had redirected his targets towards baseball. Off the top of his head, he could think of four teams that had the talent to dominate the major leagues but not the chemistry. Like a pile of premium car parts, lumped together but not connected, that needed a mechanic to make them cooperate. 
 
    Perhaps if they both lived through this next adventure, he’d be able to call in a favor with the Sculptor to get his favorite team into the playoffs. 
 
    For now, the Sculptor had no idea that Slugger even existed. Slugger was just another one of the countless ushers and vendors during the games, never making it quite onto the court but getting down to the front row to sell cotton candy and beer. While counting change he kept an eye on the Sculptor, and routinely, he made his way down to corridors beneath the complex during the heat of the game. Few questioned a janitor when he carried a full sack of garbage and a dustpan, and Slugger had collected enough uniforms over the past two weeks that he could sneak his way into any area of the stadium, except for the actual court. 
 
    But Slugger didn’t need to go to the court. He needed to go to the Sculptor’s office, when no one else was there. Regularly. 
 
    Ducking away from the game, he stepped into a side closet, where he quickly changed uniforms. Then he pulled out the janitor’s cart, trundling along, making his way past the locker rooms. Here, he would need a key card to access, but only half of the ones he had stolen with uniforms had been deactivated. After all, the majority of those using them were high school students as dependable as a half court shot, and he’d bought his first uniform off of an exiting worker for only thirty dollars after catching him half drunk in the parking lot. After that, skating past security had been a breeze. 
 
    Slugger took care to visit each of the other offices first before the Sculptor’s, making a great show of rattling their small trash cans and whipping the fresh plastic liners back and forth with a crack. He slammed the doors behind him, making no secret of his coming and going, and even took the time to ensure his work was just a tad shoddy. Nothing was suspicious about a B+ janitor, but an A+ one attracted attention. 
 
    Then he was in the Sculptor’s office, and he navigated around trophies and whiteboards filled with player names. The Sculptor refused to use a computer, which made Slugger’s job easy—he was simply looking for anything out of place, things that did not belong. Things that could be used to send a message to the coach. A summons. 
 
    A high school reunion invitation, perhaps. Or a conference for all top coaches across America. Even an invitation for a job interview or for a special award. Anything that drew the coach away with enough bait that the man would actually come.  
 
    “Hey! You there!” a voice shouted behind Slugger as his eyes glossed over the papers on the desk, none of them bearing interesting information. Slugger froze, then turned, his breath catching to see the assistant coach watching him. The Sculptor kept him around for his attention to detail, the way he could pick apart players like they were machines to be calibrated rather than people. His beady eyes narrowed as he looked at Slugger, searching for a name tag that Slugger had purposely tucked away. 
 
    “What’s your name?” the assistant coach demanded, stepping inside the office. In Slugger’s hand, the plastic broom handle suddenly gained twenty kilograms of mass. One strike to the head with that, and the assistant coach wouldn’t see straight for a week. But Slugger forced himself to slouch against the desk, his voice coming out lazy and slow. 
 
    “James. James Cline. Why? You want to offer me a spot on the team?” 
 
    “Because I’m reporting you,” snapped the assistant coach, and Slugger’s other hand slipped slowly into his pocket where he kept a roll of quarters. At his touch, those too would take on the weight of a cinderblock. He prepared to move, already plotting the quickest exit out of the stadium, before the assistant coach continued. 
 
    “Three times this week, there haven’t been fresh towels in the showers. If I see a single spot of ringworm on any of my players, it’s going to be you accountable, understand? Straighten that trash bag on your way out too. Take pride in your work, or you’ll always be a janitor.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. Will do, course.” Slugger said, relaxing as mass fell away from the objects in his hands, but still keeping them at the ready. 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for? Get to it. It’s halftime soon and players will be coming back in here. Hustle!” 
 
    At his word, Slugger rushed out of the office in pursuit of towels. He didn’t know where to find them, but he did know who might, and headed directly towards a station filled with other janitors at rest. But first, he changed his uniform again, to the bright colors of a concession worker. 
 
    “Oi!” he said, calling one of them down from where they swapped out tools. “Coach says the players need new towels. Don’t look at me like that, I’m just his messenger boy. He seemed real pissy too, so I’d do it quick like.” 
 
    Then Slugger looped back around to the stands, picking up his tray of cotton candy. He’d needed to get the towels to prevent the assistant coach from hunting him down—and maybe, to forge a relationship with the man. Odds were, if the Sculptor was planning a leave of absence, the assistant coach would know. The alternative, going though possessions and eavesdropping on the Sculptor’s conversations, had terrible odds of determining if the Instructors had summoned him for the convergence. 
 
    That was why everyone tailed a different titan. All they needed was one clue, one lead from any of them, to act. To know where the convergence would be, and to get there first.  
 
    But titans tended to be successful individuals, and by that nature, hard to reach. They were made of different stuff than normal people, and that affected them down to their core. They stuck out from the pack, with or without their power, because they were driven by a different force. Affecting their personalities, their drives, their chances of success. 
 
    That made them difficult to monitor. Tailing a grocery store cashier was far easier than trying to follow a politician with his own security team. But it also meant any of their disappearances would be far more noticeable. 
 
    Slugger finished out the game, straining his ears from the stands above the Sculptor, but he only heard a few congratulatory words to players as they won, as well as a demand for a large diet soda. Then the stands were emptying, the janitors appearing to sweep out the seats, as Slugger slipped out a back exit. From the shadows, he watched the Sculptor’s car leave an hour afterwards, then followed him through traffic on his bike, keeping his distance. Fortunately, after games, the city was always packed—and keeping pace took little effort. That, and the Sculptor lived only a mile away. 
 
    Slugger listened for the sound of the car door closing from around a hedge wall outside the coach’s home, followed by the front door opening. The community the Sculptor lived in was gated, but gates usually didn’t extend around to the backyards Slugger had pedaled through, looping around the guard house with ease. Now he would wait until the Sculptor’s lights dimmed, then he would make his way to the storm drain two streets up. 
 
    There, to anyone passing by and not peering under the manhole cover, was the typical concrete drainage pipes. Only under careful inspection could the outline of the portal be seen, and the realization that it was not drainage pipes, but rather a subway track that seemed to extend away into nowhere. 
 
    And as the lights blinked out around the neighborhood, Slugger dropped through the drainage hole to give his daily report. 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2, SC 
 
    “First of all, none of ‘em have a clue he’s a titan,” Slugger said, twirling the basketball he’d taken from the locker room. Specifically, from the bag of the assistant coach who had yelled at him, and he wasn’t careful about scuffing it on the rough concrete when he dribbled. Instead, he imparted extra mass into it, so that with each bounce, it flattened down to a pancake before rebounding. “Saw him get so angry at a referee that he almost fist fought him. Face was redder than a tomato, and the ref was just about to throw him out. The players all huddle real close to him during the game. Not like you’d huddle next to a bomb about to explode.” 
 
    “Any idea what his power is, then?” I asked as Ennia took notes. 
 
    “Nothing yet. Hasn’t shown a trace of anything obvious. But if I had to guess, some sorta enhancement. A way to cut away the bad in people.” 
 
    “Potentially, his power is repressed,” Ennia said. “And now it’s coming through involuntarily. Be careful; titan powers aren’t always the same when expressed on a small scale.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re repressed, but I wouldn’t be sure.” I said, then nodded to Slugger. “Keep a close eye on him. If he’s not aware of his abilities, that means he’d have less reason to hide that he is attending the convergence. He’ll drop an obvious hints. Assuming, of course, we’re right that he actually is a titan.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is you don’t win that many championships from nothing without some sort of help,” Slugger said, and I nodded before turning to Arial. 
 
    “This woman must have two dozen meetings every day,” she said, her eyes dark in the dim subway light. “Just keeping track of those is too many to count, and half the time, she’s double-booked. I can’t tell where she’s going to be. Finding her location on a normal day is difficult. Trying to determine which of those meetings will be the convergence is like finding a needle in a haystack. We’re already lucky enough that her secretary keeps her calendar open on a widescreen monitor that I can see through the windows.” 
 
    “Keep an eye out for the longer ones, then,” I said. “I doubt the convergence will last thirty minutes.” 
 
    “That narrows it down to only four meetings a day, if the convergence even makes it on her calendar. Already she’s snubbed at least ten people.” 
 
    “Any news on her power?” interjected Ennia. 
 
    “It’s something material-based. Things don’t break around her,” Arial said. “To test it, I tried to snap my pencil in half, and it completely bent like a metal wire before finally giving way. Her plant costs are tiny, because nothing ever breaks around her.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Ennia said, adding to her notes. 
 
    “Oi, shouldn’t these powers be a bit more obvious if they’re titans?” asked Slugger, and Ennia shook her head. 
 
    “Sometimes. You might see something obvious like Jeannie, but that’s only because he wasn’t under Siri’s influence. These titans’ powers should all be constrained, locked away. But no matter how well they are tied up, there will always be some power that leaks out involuntarily. 
 
    “Remember, titans are on another scale than most Specials. Typical powers tend to bend reality, but titans’ powers shape reality. They don’t break the rules of reality; they rewrite them. What you’re seeing now is the aural effects of these powers—like how a lightbulb gives off a cool light, while its surface is burning hot. Two different sensations that are related and coming from the same source.”  
 
    “Sound like tickin’ timebombs to me,” said Slugger, and Ennia nodded. 
 
    “Speaking of time, where is Lucio?” I asked. Each of us had entered the subway through a portal, one from Peregrine’s machine that I had repurposed from the Instructors long ago. Back then, Peregrine had planned to use the machine to simulate different extreme environments, and therefore control the powers of Specials birthed within it. In the context of the Instructors’ research into titans, I now wondered if the machine’s purpose hadn’t only been to create desirable powers, but perhaps to make specific titans as well. 
 
    I’d routed those portals to the closest possible location to the targets we each followed, then dragged the portal to a nearby hidden location. With the subway as our hub, we could return each night to report out, catch sleep, and recharge. Then it would be another day of watching and waiting for clues on the convergence. Each of us except for Candis, who only returned every few days, as her leads within the Instructors often followed unpredictable patterns. 
 
    But Lucio had not returned yet that night—often, Lucio was late, but we were now bordering on an hour after he should have appeared. Through his portal, lazy waves lapped up against a beach, the doorway hidden in a cave halfway up a shore cliffside. It was dark there already, the ocean visible only through froth and the glimmers of the moon, and the smell of salt water drifted in through the opening. 
 
    Another twenty minutes we waited, then twenty more. Then we prepared to search, our daypacks ready and stuffed with supplies, as Lucio was now two hours late. By now, my mother was sleeping—we’d be able to sneak out without commotion. But we’d long resorted to the lie that all of us had started advanced collegiate classes, often requiring us to stay overnight, explaining our long absences. With us leaving home so often, my mother had taken a position as a custodian at a nearby hotel—and so long as we checked in every few days, and Lucio spun up fake stories regarding our current class load, her questions were not too probing. 
 
    “Lucio coulda just forgotten,” said Slugger as I adjusted the portal, allowing Arial to pass through, followed closely by Ennia. Lucio’s elevation was nearly sea level, which meant it was lower than our own. Without my help, passing through the gravitational differential of the portal would char them. Instead, like a water lock used to raise and lower boats, I changed the shape of space just outside the doorway until they could safely step through. 
 
    “And done what instead?” I asked, altering space enough for us to join them, crouching from within the cave. “He has to sleep somewhere.” 
 
    “Couldn’t say. But remember that time he went off to become an artist, and came back with a motorcycle? Pretty normal for the lad to go out on his own, especially if he gets distracted,” said Slugger, and I sighed. 
 
    “You’ve got a point. But this feels different. Lucio knows how important it is for us not to miss the convergence. Even he wouldn’t skip out on something if the fate of the world depended on it.” We exited the cave, meeting up with Arial and Ennia on the beach, the shells crunching under us. “Besides, I’ve never known Lucio to skip dinner.” 
 
    Together, our group started inland, quickly discovering a road that Lucio had described in his past report-outs. From her notes, Ennia knew the right directions, leading the way. And as we moved, I blinked sleep out of my eyes after the long days. 
 
    Between the sound of the waves and the tranquil breeze, the island welcomed us inwards. The silence was a lullaby, and with each step, the colors seemed to deepen. That even though we were in darkness, they shone with the full strength of day, taking on a vibrancy of a vivid dream. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3, Lucio 
 
    To Lucio, there were three realities. 
 
    There was the real reality. What actually happened—not what people thought had happened, but what could be watched by rewinding time. After all the frills were stripped away, the spins of power scraped off, emotions eradicated. That was boring reality, reality without color. 
 
    Then there was imaginary reality. How people saw the world and built upon it. This was the fun reality where all the little lies people told themselves distorted their vision. Where they saw what they wanted to see, and his power could extrapolate upon that, filling in details and adding bits and pieces where they fit. This was the reality most people lived in, and how close it was to the boring reality depended upon the humanity of the person. 
 
    Last, there was ghost reality. Lucio avoided thinking about this one, but it was all the things he couldn’t see. The other side, spirits coming back from the dead, shadows that didn’t quite behave. He stayed away from ghost reality. 
 
    When he arrived on the island, it was like someone who had only seen cave drawings experiencing an artistic masterpiece. All his life, Lucio had never known someone who could manipulate imaginary reality just like he could. Sure, there were Specials like Siri or emotionally charged powers, but those changed desires and wants to affect perceived reality. Lucio’s power changed perceived reality to affect emotions, broadening them, and allowed them to take control of a person’s interpretation of events.  
 
    This island was his power utilized by a masterful artist. It was such a smooth blending of imaginary and real reality that the barrier between them ceased to exist, becoming only a faint ripple between what occurred and what was seen. Lucio knew well that those were two very different things, despite most people believing them to be one. And with his experience, he could just barely make out the distinctions. 
 
    For example, there was the motorcycle he had brought through the portal, that revved with anticipation at facing an empty street. The acceleration alone was enough to make his heart leap into his throat, the wind whistling in his ears, his thighs numb from the engine’s vibrations. But when he skidded to a stop in the town, parking the motorcycle in its own space, he forced himself to look at it. Not at what he saw it was, but what it actually was, as the illusion parted to reality. 
 
    The bike that SC had bought for him, pedal-powered and so rusty it was nearly falling apart. The kickstand had broken off so it no longer stood up, and half the gears skipped when he tried to use them. Foam chunks of the seat were missing, and the steering bars rotated loose in their clamps. 
 
    Somewhere, deep down, he had always known that was the bike’s nature. 
 
    But here, on the island, it was a motorcycle. 
 
    The same happened with his clothes—the stained t-shirt morphing into a suit he had seen at a video awards ceremony, his hair longer and perfectly styled, his muscles standing out just a tad more than they did, an extra inch to his height. Small hints of desires made real, extrapolated upon, until he saw what he wanted to see. 
 
    As he walked down the village street, his shoes clinked on cobblestones coated in gold. Brightly colored parrots darted back and forth across the sky as the flashing lights of restaurants tried to draw him in. The smells set his mouth to watering and nearly half a dozen restaurateurs rushed out to give him free samples. 
 
    But in the real reality, he slogged through puddles as crows cawed and a street lamp flickered. The smell of sewage was so strong that, had he recognized it, he would have gagged. 
 
    It was dilapidation painted over. A masterpiece sculpted purely from trash, polished to a shine. 
 
    Lucio continued to work his way deeper into the town, following the illusions as they grew more and more vibrant to their source. But he was not the only one who walked in marvel. 
 
    Tourists scattered around the streets, pressing their way past disheveled locals that scowled at the newcomers. At every intersection, they stopped for pictures—pictures that, when they arrived home, would look nothing like they remembered. They shouted with laughter, danced to music that Lucio could not hear, and savored rotten street food as if it were gourmet. 
 
    Of course, that was only visible when Lucio strained his mind. When he let the visions take over, they meshed into his world—the dancing in sync tunes his ears now heard. Fanciful actors and actresses that he recognized from on screen taking the place of locals. People that smiled and waved to him, as if he were the famous one. 
 
    Even knowing it was fake, he could have spent weeks in that world. 
 
    But SC had given him a job to do. To watch the source of it all, stemming from a bar at the end of the street.  
 
    Dirt crusted over the sign out front, one that hadn’t been lit up for years. The walls had at least four holes in them, the glass windows shattered, the shingles peeling off like rotten tree bark. Yet in his mind’s eye, it was a tropical relaxation point, the colors so bright, he had to squint. The menu outside was so long that it would take an hour to read, and the floors were covered in pristine white sand. 
 
    Inside, a wait staff hustled and bustled, serving clamoring customers that were enjoying a much needed vacation. Here, Lucio didn’t even have to pay for his meal, and messes seemed to dissolve away into nothingness after only a few moments. He didn’t even need a napkin. 
 
    Then he shook his head, and the mirage flickered. Seeing a dozen patrons that sat stock still at weathered tables, and the bar managed by a single waitress. The only woman he had seen so far that actually looked proper in the real world—her dress vibrant, her smile real, her eyes focused. And yet, that was what made her stick out from the rest. 
 
    This was the titan SC had sent him to watch. So he would, until he found evidence of the convergence. 
 
    But as Lucio settled into his chair, he forgot something. Something important. 
 
    Her powers played upon desires, not just granting them but making them real. Now Lucio desired to find a titan leaving for the convergence. 
 
    So she showed him what he wanted to see. And he sat hour after hour at his table, indistinguishable from the other still figures in the room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4, SC 
 
    “Oi, if I had known they were having spring training here, I would have claimed this spot way before Lucio,” Slugger said, clutching a posterboard he had just bought from a roadside vendor. There were dozens of stalls, each with their own merchandise of jerseys or miniature bats or collectables, and Slugger had immediately bought a marker and something to write on with it. Because, with every step, there was a new famous player that crossed his path, and already he had six signatures on his sheet, each one coming with a more and more awestruck expression that covered his face. 
 
    “Did you see that? That’s Seare Urbits. Pitched two perfect games back to back. Unheard of and he’s right there!” Slugger said as another famous player passed by and he froze. “Grand, just grand, running out of room on this poster.” 
 
    Then he was off, leaving the rest of us behind as he raced in pursuit of a new autograph. The player was a head taller than him, and laughed when Slugger introduced himself, signing the paper with a flourish then taking his baseball cap off and putting it on Slugger’s head. Slugger punched the air before racing back, breathing hard from excitement. 
 
    “Just end me now, eh? I’ve peaked, peaked. Reached the tippy top, there’s no goin’ back for me!” He took the hat off, cradling it in his hands with the care of a parent of a newborn child, then slapped it back on. “Best trip we’ve taken so far, SC. Gonna need more like this one!” 
 
    “I concur,” said Ennia, holding a flier in one of her hands and staring down at it. The day was overcast, and while she still used sunscreen on her pale skin, she no longer seemed as concerned about being outside as normal. She’d ripped the paper the side of a building, and on it were words printed in bold blocky letters. 
 
    Nobel Prize Awards, free admittance to students. 
 
    “I never thought I’d be in the same country where these were occurring, let alone attending!” she said, beaming. “I’ve been following half the nominations this year, and I have a few favorites that I think will win.” 
 
    I shifted, looking to the smiles on both of their faces, unease playing on my mind despite their joy. Or maybe, because of their joy. Lucio was missing, and we were still missing any clues to the Instructors’ next movements, and they were both acting as if they were on vacation. 
 
    “Relax,” Arial whispered into my ear, taking my hand and holding it as we kept moving down the street. Her own eyes were wide as she looked to the shops we passed, plus three coffee cafes offering local varieties, and a nearby park filled with strolling couples. “We’ll find Lucio. He’s probably just run off. And tomorrow, we can get right back to hunting for the convergence. Let them be happy for a little bit.” 
 
    I looked to Arial, cocking my head. Usually, I would be the one telling her to relax, not the other way around. But calm showed across her face, and she pulled me along, whistling as we continued along the street. Then she slowed, her eyes drawn to a “Help Wanted” sign in the window of a nearby packaging shop. 
 
    “Messengers and parcel carriers needed for island-to-island shipping. High pay for quick deliveries!” 
 
    “SC, look at that!” Arial exclaimed, pointing. “That’s just the type of job that would let me leave home! I’d be one of their quickest with flight, especially since I can travel across the ocean easily. Imagine, we could live here, and away from my family. They’d never find us.” 
 
    I paused, letting myself dream for a moment. After everything was over, after the Instructors were defeated, then maybe we could return here. This was far enough away that any enemies I had made wouldn’t find me. My mother could keep us hidden, Arial could find independence in working, and I could have a life not confined to the shadows of the subway. We could be normal, and by the sounds of Slugger and Ennia, they would be eager to join us. 
 
    But I shook my head, clearing away my thoughts, and forced myself to return to the present. Until this was over, I wouldn’t allow myself to daydream possibilities. We were too close to the finish line and there was no room for distractions now. 
 
    I scanned the crowd for signs of Lucio, or where he might have been, but found none. Instead, there was only the mix of baseball players, academics carrying stacks of books, and happy couples flooding the streets. None of them bore clues.  
 
    I blinked at the sheer difference of this population to the one in the city at home. If this was what people looked like outside, then I needed to travel more when everything was over. 
 
    We checked a video store we passed, but found nothing inside, the manager stating he thought he had seen a blonde boy our age, but it had been several days. Next, we asked around at some of the street food carts, all selling hot dogs and ball park food for the occasion, but they also shook their heads. We continued to make our way deeper, my eyes skimming over the bright signage and crowds, until something stopped me cold. 
 
    A glinting, in the distance. 
 
    Maybe just a flash, or a trick of the light. It could have been a number of things—a watch catching the sun just right, or the reflection of a passing car’s windows. 
 
    Or maybe an exposed arm made entirely from diamond. 
 
    I tensed, then took off at a run, the others following me in surprise. We wove through the crowd, a line that snaked in between baseball players like obstacles, and then came out at the far end of an intersection. Right where I had seen the flash. 
 
    But no one waited for me there. Rather, as I looked towards the ground, I noticed the deep gouges in the concrete that always followed a battle with the Instructors. Gouges cut by feet made of diamonds. 
 
    A screeching interrupted my thoughts, and I whipped around, just in time to see a cackling figure dragging a crystal finger down the side of a car, ripping the metal in half where it touched. A hundred yards away, but his voice carried to me as if he were speaking right in my ear. 
 
    “Just in time, SC! Just in time. You always seem to know where to show up, and you’ve done it again. After all, with every great celebration, the rats come to claim the leftovers.” 
 
    Then Blake flashed a clear smile, shouldering a cloak that concealed the rest of his diamond form. With a flourish, he took off down an alley, and I sprinted in pursuit, working my arms as I gained speed. Arial took to the air, zipping above me to the alleyway entrance, and hovering in place. 
 
    But when we arrived, there was no Blake. Only an empty alley, with a brick wall at the end. 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5, SC 
 
    “The convergence has to be here. It just makes too much sense,” I said, as I scoured over the alleyway. Somehow, Blake had disappeared in the dead end, but there were no marks on the brick walls from his diamond fingers. If he had scaled them, surely there could be rakes in the ceramic. At the very least, there would be scratches. 
 
    That meant he had been prepared. That there was either a secret exit, or that someone else had been waiting and had used their power to pull him away. 
 
    “Blake did say it was going to be a celebration, and he’s never been a closed book,” said Arial after returning from a loop above. “No trace of him on the streets. He’s truly gone.” 
 
    “The materials do not feel disturbed. However Blake left, it wasn’t through blending or destruction,” Ennia stated, her hand down on the concrete, eyes closed. “If I were Blake, I would have prepared this as a trap.” 
 
    “Could be,” I said, but Slugger snorted. 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re not Blake, lass. He’s not the type to play chess against himself on Friday nights or be caught nose deep in a book. He’s like his power—direct. To the point.” 
 
    “Not just that, but there’s all the other clues.” I said, leading the others back to the intersection and turning in a circle. “Look, there are at minimum two major events occurring here. First, spring training for sports fans, and second, the Nobel prize for intellectuals. There’s going to be all sorts of traffic to this island and if a few dozen highly influential people show up for the convergence, then it’s only going to be a blip. It’s going to mask any irregularities. Not just that, but it’s an excuse to gather all the titans here, an easy way to convince them to come with free tickets or vacations.” 
 
    “It’s also a controlled environment,” said Ennia. “An island, so they can restrict who comes or goes. A limited police force, easy to cut off communication, making the convergence hard to stop until the reaction runs too hot to halt.” 
 
    “It fits,” agreed Arial. “And it explains why Lucio is missing.” 
 
    If something happened to him, she didn’t say, but we all knew the implication. And as we returned to the streets, the thought grew heavier. And the clues continued to stack up. 
 
    Arial noticed signs pointing to parking for a manufacturing convention, where all the top leaders in the industry were invited to attend. She hadn’t picked out this event on her plant manager’s calendar, but with the amount of appointments, it would be easy to miss. Likely, this was buried under two other meetings that the manager would be declining. 
 
    Ennia spotted several women sporting Ule Maritz apparel —a fashion brand that one of the titans they had listed had founded. These were walking advertisements, and though Ennia never spotted Ule herself, there were enough models on the streets to indicate her presence. 
 
    Everywhere, the vacancy signs on hotels were turned off, and crowds thronged. The island packed to the brim with distractions. But we kept guard, packed tightly together, keeping watch for attacks, sticking to the most populated areas where activating powers in a surprise attack on us would not go unnoticed. 
 
    Twice, I saw people tailing us—but each time we tried to double back to catch them in the act, they disappeared. As we dove deeper into the town, we found what we had been looking for. 
 
    The Oasis Bar, where Lucio had stated the titan worked. 
 
    “Be ready, before we enter there,” I said, and checked the pocket of space above my wrist. A dark orb waited to be used, and above my shoulder, Jeannie’s presence in his hurricane of power swirled. Slugger had strapped on his SLUG gloves, the knuckles weighted with lead as we approached, stretching out his shoulders to prepare. A few of the shutters on the outside of the bar twitched under Ennia’s gaze, growing almost imperceptible tendons that held them to the building, and would allow her to move them at will to her design. 
 
    “If they already caught Lucio, they’ll be ready for us,” I continued. “Arial, you come in through the window. Slugger, watch my back. And, Ennia, see if you spot anything suspicious. I’ll punch a hole in anyone who tries to stop us.” 
 
    Ahead, the bar’s door waited, colorful and inviting. I counted under my breath, each of my team members tensed and ready to spring into action, then releasing them with a single word. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    I bounded forwards, shoulder against the door as I turned the latch. Slugger trailed just behind, zigzagging as he identified potential threats on the street. The shutters peeled off the side of the bar and flapped to follow us like bats, the wood slats turning into wings as Ennia controlled them like a puppet master. Arial rocketed towards the now open window, flattening herself through the narrow gap to meet us. 
 
    I stumbled as I threw myself inside, my toe catching on thick carpet that tripped me up, sending me down to my knees. I rolled on the soft plush, lights flickering around me, a dark orb hovering above my palm and ready to strike.  
 
    But instead of the tropical-themed bar’s interior, I stared up at high vaulted ceilings. At chandeliers with thousands of lit candles, and long fabrics stretched in arcing decorations, and an ice sculpture the size of a giant. 
 
    Violin music met my ears, a quartet playing in the corner to a milling crowd of men and women in dazzling attire. Tuxedos and sparkling dresses covered their slim frames, and they wasted no glances at us as Slugger tripped over me, sprawling out several feet ahead and hitting his head against a chair leg. 
 
    Arial joined a moment later, landing next to me with a soft rustling, and I blinked away astonishment. She wore a crimson dress, expertly cut and trailing along the floor, with shining rubies matching from her earrings. Beside her, Ennia’s attire matched, although forest green accented with white streaks, and where there had been flying shutters, there were now white doves perched on her shoulders. 
 
    As Slugger climbed to his feet, he no longer wore the jersey he had bought from a sports stand, but rather, a pinstripe suit. Where his Slug gloves had been, there was now only white velvet, and his pants vaguely resembled that of the striped Yankees. 
 
    My own clothing had changed as well—my shoes no longer sneakers, but now leather and polished to a fine sheen. The suit fit me tightly, as if it were made for me, unlike the jeans and t-shirt moments before. And where a dark orb had been concealed above my wrist, there was now an obsidian watch, dark as night and more expensive than everything I had ever owned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6, SC 
 
    “That’s her,” whispered Arial, pointing to a long table near the front filled with laughing adults in formal attire. “I don’t know how she beat us here, but that’s her. We teleported here through a portal, and she was at her office just a few hours ago. She must have hopped on a flight right after I left, but there wasn’t anything scheduled.” 
 
    “Hey, lookit, that’s the Sculptor!” added Slugger, and pointed to the other side of the room to a buffet line. “He’s supposed to be in bed. I saw him tuck in! No way he made it to the island.” 
 
    “You’re making the potentially invalid assumption that we’re still on the island,” corrected Ennia, raising a finger to her temple. “This certainly isn’t the inside of some bar. For all that we know, we’re the ones who have been transported thousands of miles. Considering the circumstances, it certainly seems like no accident. Look at our clothes, at how Blake drew us in. This certainly was planned.” 
 
    “Which would then make it a trap,” I said as the others huddled slightly closer in defense. But no one raised a finger against us—rather, they ignored us, as if we were just as welcome here as them.  
 
    “Something definitely seems off,” said Arial. “It feels wrong.” 
 
    “And that’s because it is,” came a voice from beside us, and we jumped, each of us ready for defense. But when we turned, it was Lucio who had spoken, wearing the most gaudy outfit I had ever seen. Instead of blonde, his hair was colored an emerald green, shimmering through different hues as candlelight struck individual strands. Racing flames streaked in embroidery across his tuxedo, complete with Christmas lights blinking at their tips for added effect. He wore cowboy boots that somehow managed to match the color scheme while also coming up to his knees, and he had not one, but two bowties wrapped around his neck. 
 
    “Lucio!” we exclaimed, all except for Slugger, who rebuked him. “Oi, we’ve been searching for ya all over the island. Why have you been hiding?” 
 
    “Hiding? I’ve still got a few hours until we meet. Unless—” Lucio cut himself off, then slapped the side of his head. “Of course. I wanted more time to investigate, and she gave it to me. I fell into the trap.” 
 
    “Also, you look ridiculous,” Arial said. “If we haven’t been spotted yet, we surely have now.” 
 
    “Actually, you don’t look ridiculous enough,” corrected Lucio, and pointed to her outfit. Her ruby earrings popped, then became dangling airplane replicas that soared in circles around her neck. Then the crimson coloring of her dress flashed to a hot pink, and the cut ripped outwards until it reached the shape of a hoop skirt. 
 
    “How did you—” Arial started, but Lucio cut her off. 
 
    “It helps to look out of place. It’s a reminder that this isn’t real, keeps you from sliding in too deep. You have to keep telling yourself that, or you’ll forget. You see, this is what you want to be real. It’s a dream come true. Your mind will try to believe.” 
 
    He walked over to Slugger, and the pinstripe suit morphed into full baseball attire, complete with a glove on his left hand. Ennia’s verdant dress became a lime green wedding gown, complete with veil and train, and he continued to speak. 
 
    “The titan here shows you want you want to see. It’s like my memories, except instead of changing past interpretations of events, she changes current ones. In real time. And she’s good, I’d never be able to keep this up. I’ve only seen through it because she uses some of the same tricks as I do.” 
 
    “You’re saying this is all an illusion?” I asked. “If we’re seeing what we want to see, how come it isn’t our daydreams? Why the hell are we at the convergence?” 
 
    “Because that’s what you wanted to find, isn’t it? She has to keep it real, or you won’t believe the script. Every story requires some suspension of belief, but if she just magicked you away on vacation, it would be too obvious. Instead, she would have to lead you in here, make you believe that you discovered it on your own by feeding you details. Let me guess, you found this place through your own clever sleuthing?” 
 
    He touched my suit jacket as I analyzed my memories, the black fabric turning to spiked leather that made me look punk. And it did make sense—the baseball training, the Nobel prize, the business convention that were all clues that we had leapt upon. Even Blake had only stayed around long enough to give us hints before disappearing.  
 
    “So you’re sayin’ we’re all in the head of some titan?” Slugger asked, and Lucio shrugged. 
 
    “Kinda. Or she’s in ours. Same difference. Point being, you’re not at the convergence.” My heart fell as he spoke, as all the leads we had followed here evaporated. We had thought we were getting closer to the Instructors, but really, we were getting farther away. “This is just a simulation.” 
 
    At those words, the air about us shimmered. The ceiling collapsed inwards, the marvelous decorations turning to rotting wood. The smell of delicious food changed to that of stale beer, and each of the guests walked towards waiting uneven tables, taking seats before half-finished cups. Their clothes disintegrated from dresses and suits to ragged island wear, stained and sweaty, their perfect makeup and hair fading to disarray. Underneath us, the plush carpet gave way to sticky splintered wood, and the entire catering staff disappeared behind the bar to morph into one person. 
 
    Out of everyone at the bar, she was the only one still dressed ornately—though whether that was her true form or an illusion, I could not tell. Her dress was white, conch shells hanging from each ear that whispered with the sounds of the ocean, and rings covered all of her fingers except the fourth on her left hand. 
 
    When she spoke, all hard edges to her words were sanded away, though she cast an accusing glance at Lucio. 
 
    “No matter how perfect the plot, there is always one who must poke holes in it. Who must shatter the illusion. Welcome to my world, travelers—and I invite you to stay a while. You each have wonderful stories to tell, and I assure you they will be more interesting in here than out there. Allow my dreams to infuse your reality.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    The human body has a learned response to danger, situations so ingrained in the psyche that that the reaction becomes instinctual. Triggers that are conditioned to make palms sweat, hair to stand straight up, or stomachs to drop. For some, it’s heights—where looking down immediately injects caution into their blood. Others could be spiders, or brewing storms, or stalking predators. 
 
    And after my experiences with titans, one this close and speaking directly to us raised my hackles, my shoulders tightening and breath quickening. Few titans I had met both retained control over their powers and their sanity—typically, once they dipped into utilizing their abilities, their conscious mind had departed to be replaced by natural instincts. For titans, those instincts were driven by the lusts characterized by their individual powers. 
 
    And now, a titan who actively held us in her power also held us frozen in her gaze. 
 
    “Why—why are you showing us all this?” I asked, cautious, while slowly taking stock of my surroundings. Searching for exits—exits that would be fruitless if the entire room was another illusion. 
 
    “Showing you this?” She laughed, waving a hand that morphed the bar back into the banquet hall, complete with music and smells. “I am showing you nothing but your own wishes. Your dreams made corporeal. If anything, you are showing me this. And it is quite interesting. Tell me, is this your story? This truly is what you desire, to disrupt such a marvelous event? It’s quite compelling. Especially, considering, I am to be an attendee.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you could help us?” I asked, testing for her reaction. I looked to her expression for clues, but her face was a mask. 
 
    “Indeed, I absolutely could. I do love an exciting story. You must understand, most of my visitors here have such banal hopes and desires. It’s always the same—true love or true lust. To speak with the dead. To grow rich. The same stories, over and over. But yours, yours is fresh. I should like to have it.” 
 
    “In return, you’ll help us succeed?” I asked, considering. If she wanted to change sides, having a titan at our backs would prove more than useful. Assuming she was stable, and her word counted for more than her illusions. 
 
    “Of course. That’s what I do, I make dreams real,” she said, smiling, but Lucio pulled at my arm. I looked down to see that our attire had returned to its past professional state without Lucio’s touch, and when Lucio spoke, he kept his voice low, as if not to startle a wild animal or someone threatening him with a knife. 
 
    “SC, you don’t understand what she’s offering,” he said as Slugger countered. 
 
    “Oi, if she’s going to help us, why not let her?” 
 
    Lucio shook his head, and continued. 
 
    “Because she’s offering to help us succeed here, not out there. She’s saying that she’ll make you win in this dream.” 
 
    “And you shall win fantastically!” Mira proclaimed. “I assure you, it will be far more glorious than the outside world. Imagine the highs and lows when written by a master hand, and how much better they will be than natural occurrences. And I can guarantee you a happy ending. Why take the risk, why gamble, when here you have certainty?” 
 
    “Because this isn’t real.” I said, stepping back, and she cocked her head. 
 
    “It’s just as real as out there. The world is what we perceive. I’ve merely altered your perceptions.” 
 
    “Still,” piped up Arial from beside me. “People we know out there will die if we don’t intervene. There will be tragedy, and eventually, that would come for us too, here.” 
 
    “Not so. I can assure you safety here, within this bubble. Even if they did capture you physically, they cannot take your mind. And more so, in here, the tragedy never occurs. Your loved ones are never lost. Here, it would be a perfect world.” 
 
    She threw a hand behind her, trailing the fabric of her dress, and the gathered crowd of the banquet hall turned to face us. One by one, their faces flickered, the features sliding around until they became familiar. There was my mother, Darian, and Lola. There were the other students at the academy, the police officers that we had met, even grown versions of children from my old schooling.  
 
    “But it’s still not real,” protested Arial, and the titan laughed. 
 
    “It’s better than real. Here is what I will offer you, which cannot compare if you return. 
 
    I offer you a beautiful future where you will conquer the Instructors, foiling their plans with a finality that would not be possible otherwise. Anyone who has been hurt along your adventures will be healed; anyone dead, brought back to life. There will be no grievances. 
 
    “You will still have to work for success, and I assure you it will not feel as if you have cheated. Should you accept, you will forget the outside world, that you even made such a decision. This will be your reality, and in a sense, indistinguishable from actual reality. After your adventures, you will find happiness. You will grow old together. There will be no guilt, only peace, and surrounded by those you love. Through ignorance, you would not know the difference. 
 
    “Consider it. Consider I am offering you a slice of heaven. And that I give it to you for free, in exchange for the story we create together.” 
 
    My mouth turned dry as I thought, my mind reeling. If we didn’t remember the choice, if everything seemed real, then was there a difference? 
 
    “SC?” pressed Arial by my side, and my thoughts turned to her. Here, we could carve out our own lives together. We could be normal. I could even go back and fetch my actual mother, so she wouldn’t be killed by the Instructors on the outside. 
 
    The temptation was staggering, and my mouth was so dry when I spoke, that it tried to hang on to the words. To prevent me from uttering them. 
 
    “I—We, cannot. Your offer is generous, so please don’t take offence. But there are millions who would die without us. Even in ignorance, even if I never felt the guilt from it, I can’t let that come to pass.” 
 
    The titan sighed, settling down on a chair that appeared behind her with a puff of smoke. 
 
    “As I was afraid,” she said, looking almost like a pouting girl. “You must promise me, then, to return when you have finished. I should still like to share your story.” 
 
    “Not for forever, but for a few days—that I agree,” I said. “We would be honored.” 
 
    “And, since you will be attending the convergence, you must promise me one additional thing. I have been invited, of course. But this is my home, and I have my pets here. My people who I take through happy dreams every day. Whose miserable lives, whether from loss or otherwise, I can change for the better. I would prefer not to leave them to their own devices. 
 
    “It would be agreeable for both of us, I imagine, for you to attend in my stead.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8, SC 
 
    “I wouldn’t read that until we get home. It might just say what you want it to say,” said Lucio as we exited back onto the street. I coughed, holding a hand to my nose, sweat stinging my eyes in the high humidity. Trash filled the streets, the walkways alternating between sticky and sludge slick, every step blocked by rubbish. Two raccoons foraged through overflowing dumpsters, tossing orange peels and empty cups out into overgrown grass, and a tribe of rats scurried in a line under a cracked manhole cover. 
 
    Ennia winced with every step, vigorously applying aloe vera we had bought from a nearby tourist stand, the structure so dilapidated that every gust of wind threatened its existence. Every exposed inch of her skin had turned bright red, resembling an electric burner on a stove. Under Mira’s influence, the sky had been cloudy and overcast, Ennia’s favorite type of weather since she had to be less careful about the sun on her pale complexion. She still applied some sunscreen, but far less—and when waking up from the dream, it was to a sunburn hangover. 
 
    I held the envelope that Mira had given me, the paper blank, the back of it sealed with pulp that had reverted back to wood where wax should be. I heeded Lucio’s warning, dodging a to-go box with a half-eaten hamburger and spilled shake in the center of the road, as my fingers itched to try the seal. 
 
    “This place is disgusting,” Arial said as she hovered next to me. Ever since leaving the bar, she hadn’t let her feet touch the ground, and had even discarded her previously white shoes. Now dark grey, they blended in with the rest of the street, and she repeatedly offered me a floating ride back to the portal. “Can you imagine if we had accepted her offer? The whole world would be like this. Ugh.” 
 
    “But we wouldn’t know it,” Lucio said, raising a finger. “So would we really care?” 
 
    “I would.” Arial sniffed. “I’m not eating pig slop because it tastes like chocolate cake.” 
 
    “You didn’t care before when walking through this. Did you eat anything here? Just imagine what that would have been made out of.” 
 
    Arial turned green, opening her mouth to reply, then slamming it shut before she could lose the contents of her stomach. 
 
    “He does have a bit of a point. This is somewhat how we live our daily lives,” said Ennia, flinching as the muscles it took to speak pulled at her reddened cheeks. “Think about it—bacteria is all around us every day. We can’t see them, but we breathe them, eat them, live among them. Studies show that being near a public toilet even allows for particles of—” 
 
    “Enough!” exclaimed Arial, and shot up into the air out of earshot. She trailed along like a kite, still close enough I could see her holding in vomit, but far enough our words would die long before reaching her. 
 
    Out of all of us, Slugger was the only one to stay silent. He stared down at a piece of cardboard clutched in his hands, one that only an hour before had held the signatures of some of the world’s most famous baseball players. Instead of stars, now the streets were filled with dreamy eyed yet filthy tourists, and locals whose expressions warned us not to approach them. It seemed, after long enough in the dream, many of them had woken up to see the real world. 
 
    Slugger had already discarded the greasy and holy overcoat he had thought to be a jersey, but the cardboard he still held on to with hope. As if, when we returned, it might morph back into that poster filled with signatures. Not the worthless crayon-scribbled trash it had always been, soggy at the end, and smeared with cheese from the pizza it had once held. 
 
    The beach was the only part of the island that remained unchanged—perhaps too far outside of Mira’s power for her to touch, or too natural for her to edit. Lucio led the way back into the portal, and when we gathered in the subway, now halfway into the dead of night, we huddled around the closed envelope. With a deep breath, I slid my finger under the seal, then broke it, praying that the inside wouldn’t be as fake as the dream we had just departed. 
 
    But there was writing on the paper—purple writing, the color of Sialia’s flames, and I began to read. As my eyes passed over each word, the paper around the ink darkened and smoked, degrading into ash. 
 
    Worldbuilder, 
 
    It is our pleasure to announce that the time for constructing a greater reality has arrived. With your power, we see you as an integral part of its success. We need dreamers, we need those who envision the future in a brighter light than the past. We need you, Mira. 
 
    Please join as an all expenses covered, paid consultant to redesign society. Note the attached date and time, as we eagerly await your presence. 
 
    The paper shriveled in my hands, and I had just enough time to pull out a small card stuck to the back, with a date and address written upon it. This one did not burn, but the ink still gleamed with the light of fire, and Arial leaned over my shoulder to read. 
 
    “Four days,” she whispered, and my breath caught in my throat. And in my mind, I completed the sentence she had left hanging. 
 
    Four days until the convergence. Four days until the end of the world. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 9, SC 
 
    Usually, before travelling far distances, I’d spend hours with Ennia and a map to find the closest portal location. 
 
    We traveled using Peregrine’s machine—a series of eight portal doors routed around the world, which had been built for the purpose of creating specific Special powers by emulating an environment on birth. Typically, the doors opened to areas in the extremities—in islands or jungles, near rare natural resources, or close to areas of great human achievement. These were the regions known to produce specific desired powers, and Peregrine had spent a great deal of time using his teleportation power to reach them. Like a switchboard, the locations could be changed to preexisting routes he had built, hundreds of tunnels to faraway destinations. 
 
    With Ennia, I’d marked a large portion of the branching pathways around the globe. A few were unknown, but for most, we could use the position of the stars and natural landmarks to put them on a map. Often, we had the weather channel on as well—and utilized temperatures as well as storms to pinpoint specific regions.  
 
    But we’d noticed, over time, that there was one area with a disproportionate amount of portals leading to it. Usually, there would only be one or two portal circles per location. If needed, I could use my power to drag a portal door somewhere nearby, but this process took as long as Arial could fly that distance since she had to carry me. 
 
    But this location had a dozen portal circles that we had noticed so far. 
 
    And it was the region of the convergence. 
 
    “They’ve had this planned for years,” I said as we identified each of the portal doors. They circled around a mountain, the top of it so flat that it looked to be sliced off with an enormous knife. Unlike some mountains, which were craggy and rocky, this one flourished with life—flowers bloomed up and down the slopes, enormous trees sank their roots deep into the soil, and for miles around, not a bare patch of dirt undisturbed by greenery could be found. At the base was a small town, and already we could see preparations being made as trucks trundled up the winding road to an outlook on the side, which gave way to elevated flat ground. 
 
    An enormous white tent claimed that outlook, with laborers setting up tables, podiums, and amenities around. A stage took the front, complete with lighting technicians that crawled like insects over scaffolding, and sound engineers testing the quality of the speakers. Had we not known it was the convergence, we could easily have mistaken it for a concert—and with the surrounding area, one heavily focused on naturalism. 
 
    “Peregrine created these portals with the convergence in mind,” I continued, staring up at the tent. “Nowhere else has this many. They must have had plans for him to extend his teleportation network so that other people could pass through and meet here.” 
 
    “Using similarly elevated points along the mountain so that they don’t burn or freeze,” added Ennia, and I nodded. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be too difficult. They could just bury the portals underground or put them in a skyscraper. It would let them assemble titans quickly, and more importantly, after the titans’ powers are set off, disappear before the destruction. So they could light the fuse of a bomb then flee before it burned to the source.” 
 
    “Smart,” said Ennia, and I glared. “Don’t look at me like that. You can be smart and evil.” 
 
    “True,” I conceded as we finished marking all of the locations. “Now, all we need to do is figure out how to infiltrate the event. Security will be high, and plenty of them should know what we look like. I wouldn’t be surprised if Blake was on security duty.” 
 
    “Well, we have the invitation,” said Ennia, “And we have Mira’s permission to go as her. Plus, there’s the gift she gave Arial, which will be our disguise.” 
 
    “We don’t just need to attend, though, we need to change the outcome. We need to prepare, and we’re down to days. We could do so much more if we had weeks,” I said, biting the side of my cheek. I paced, thinking, as Ennia spoke up again. 
 
    “I find it doubtful that they’ll have real security until the event. These workers look like locals—they probably have no idea what they are setting up for. The Instructors likely assumed we have no idea where it is occurring, and even if we did know, that we would be running away from it rather than towards it.” 
 
    “Then we act at night, so we won’t be recognized, and pray security is as light as you think,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “And we need to hurry. Here’s what we need to get started.” 
 
    Ennia held Anton’s old journal as I spoke, flipping through the pages and nodding, squinting down at the notes he had left behind. Within the hour, she started making phone calls—not looking for someone to pick up, but rather searching for someone not to answer. To be directed to a machine, since no one would be home. 
 
    She stayed behind with a recently returned Candis as Lucio, Slugger, and I departed to an address she had written on a scrap piece of paper. It was a forty-five-minute walk, but when we arrived, the parking lot of the bowling alley was empty. The door was padlocked shut, the lights burned out, and a spiderweb covered the entrance. An “Out of Business” sign clarified the obvious, and when I cut through the padlock with a dark orb, the only movement inside was from the mice and cockroaches scurrying away from the streetlights. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said, walking up and down the lanes. “Hopefully, they won’t miss them too much.” 
 
    “Oi, I think it’s an acceptable down payment for saving the world, eh?” Slugger said. 
 
    “We can always return them. Just like that camera we borrowed that one time,” included Lucio, and I snorted. 
 
    “When we’re done with these, they’ll be powder.” 
 
    We returned later that night, carrying every bag that we could find. Between us and Arial, who we met at the entrance, we had a dozen large sacks. 
 
    Each capable of carrying six bowling balls, at minimum. 
 
    We packed them to bursting, loading them off of the aluminum racks, careful to choose the heaviest ones that we could find. When we finished, the bags formed a pyramid at the end of one of the lanes, several hundred pounds and far too much for any of us to lift. Zip-ties connected them all together, cinched so tight that they dug into the fabric, holding them as a single massive amoeba-like blob. 
 
    Arial perched on top, comical as she shouldered on the straps of a backpack connected to the mass. Slugger joined her, looping his belt around several of the zip-ties, then putting both his palms down on the enormous bundle. 
 
    “This thing is dense as can be. Give me a sec, alright?” he said, closing his eyes. Then he siphoned the mass away from Arial and the bowling balls, until both combined weighed little more than a schoolbag filled with books. Lucio and I held the double doors open for them to fly through, Arial like a gigantic turtle with the packs on her back, barely squeezing through the gap, and Slugger dangling from the other end. Then Lucio and I followed on foot, watching as they ascended into the night air, a floating bob soaring unnoticed through the dark. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10, SC 
 
    We worked under the cover of clouded moonlight. 
 
    Shadows stretched long on the overlook, our dark grey clothes meshing with tree trunks and bushes as we darted under the white tent. We crouched under a row of tables, silent as we waited for any movement. From my side, Candis spooled a line of light out to a blinking red speaker button, suspended high above the ground as part of the sound system. Disappearing then materializing in the air next to them, she clung to the side like a dark spider, scanning the surrounding area. 
 
    After two minutes, she dropped a dime, which clattered to a tabletop far below. A sound that could be easily mistaken as a loose screw falling loose from the set, and written off by any guards that we had missed. But to us, it was the signal, and Slugger plowed forwards with two sacks bursting with bowling balls. He dropped them to the side of the tables, and Ennia pulled out a diagram she had drawn after analyzing the area from the mountaintop an hour before. 
 
    “This is a traffic diagram,” Ennia said, tracing her fingers along the paper, which mirrored the tables below. “The point here is to determine common intersections and bottlenecks. For instance, if someone wants to go to the stage, they have to pass through this short path here, which I call point C. Point C also connects the tables to the buffet, as well as the entrances and exits. It’ll be heavily trafficked, which means everyone on the inside will likely pass through it at least once.” 
 
    She circled and labelled point C on her map, then circled eight other locations with red ink. 
 
    “These are similar, in that they will be highly trafficked. Things like bathroom locations, central areas between tables, and other features that ensure people will pass over them. If we control these points, we control the entire pavilion.” 
 
    “Then we can pick off titans one by one if we have to. They’re basically traps.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Ennia, then took out a blue pen and made three more circles. “Now, these are more what I would call points of interest. These are spots where traffic might not be high, but we have a better chance of securing a target. For example, the front table, the podium, and the exit.” 
 
    “So if we cover these, you think that we’ll be able to snag anyone?” I asked, and Ennia nodded while tilting her head. 
 
    “Theoretically, but in practicality, one hundred percent coverage is impossible. This significantly raises the probability of success. Oh, and some of these are more hidden than others, in case you need to be discreet.” 
 
    “Then let’s get digging,” I said as Ennia marched around the tent with her map, marking each of the spots with a bone stake. Slugger returned from his second trip carrying three shovels, before joining Lucio and me in working. Candis kept a watch from atop the speakers, and Arial glided far higher, scanning the road for movement or cars. 
 
    “Oi, how deep you want these?” asked Slugger as the blade of his shovel bit into the earth and he stomped on the side.  
 
    “As close to the surface as you can hide them. Here, look at this—try to remove the top layer of sod so that we can cover them up with grass after. We don’t want it obvious that we’ve been digging here.” 
 
    I dug in a foot-wide circle, cutting the grass and setting it gingerly to the side before digging deeper. Then the blade of my shovel crunched, biting into something just over a foot down. I shifted, trying to get a better angle, then reached my hand down to feel what had stopped my shovel. 
 
    “See? That’s why I asked,” said Slugger, squinting in the darkness. Between the dirt and the moonlight, we couldn’t quite make out the dirt-covered object—but Slugger had also intersected one six feet away. “Must be some sort of foundation or bedrock down here. Grass layer is pretty thin, might be spots we can’t hide a full bowling ball.” 
 
    “We’ll make do with what we can.” I said, then dropped the ball into the small pit. Like planting a tree, it settled into the earth, and I packed dirt around it before shoveling the excess dirt into Slugger’s bag. “Don’t forget, carry your dirt out too. We can’t leave any trace that we were here. If the Instructors find bowling balls planted like acorns around here, they’ll be weirded out at the least.” 
 
    “I’ve seen weirder. Wonder if this is how crop circles are made,” said Lucio, then finished his hole, replacing the soil on top. “Wait! This is a crop circle! You’re basically an alien, SC. Have you been going around to farmers’ fields at night? And how many more of these do we have left to go?” 
 
    “About a hundred, I’d think,” I said, ignoring his first question, and he groaned. 
 
    “Better not need my back for anything tomorrow, and I’m sleeping in to at least noon. Or I’m going on strike,” Lucio said, and we continued to dig. Fifteen minutes later, the first ring was finished—seven bowling balls hidden just beneath the surface, with only a few disturbed blades of grass and scattered dirt left behind as a clue. Slugger walked on top of them, giving his shoes the weight of cinderblocks to tamp down the grass, and peered up at the sky. 
 
    “If we get one good rain, they’ll have no idea,” he said. 
 
    “Or, ya know, people might not care the ground has been dug up,” said Lucio. “Look, they’ve already made a few shallow trenches for the speaker and lighting wires. And there are tracks all up and down from the dollies. We’ll be the least noticeable thing here. It fits right in.” 
 
    “Hoping you’re right,” I said as we moved on to the next location. The second time through, we moved quicker from experience. And though the night air was cool, before long, sweat plastered my shirt to my back. We finished half of the rings before Arial came darting down, landing next to me and speaking with hurried words. 
 
    “Truck is coming! You have one, maybe two minutes,” she hissed, and I whistled. Slugger took the shovels and backs of dirt in his arms, sprinting towards the portal, and followed by Lucio, who took any scraps left behind. Candis left her post, connecting a line of light to a dim flashlight that Arial waved at her, then scrambled in her footsteps. Last, Ennia arrived with her bone stakes, and we huddled inside the subway, staring out through the portal at the dark road, hidden by the night. 
 
    Two headlights made their way up the track, then continued on, disappearing as they turned away from the outlook. Beside me, Lucio released a heavy sigh filled with exasperation. 
 
    “All that work packing up and they just passed us right by? Come on, they could at least be some sort of real threat.” 
 
    “Be grateful they’re none the wiser,” I said, and motioned for us to return. Ennia replaced her stakes, Slugger lugged more bowling balls, Candis and Arial returned to their posts, and we started digging more rings. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11, SC 
 
    Slugger’s wish came true in the middle of the night, as the skies opened up to rain. We dug in the mud until we ran out of bowling balls, tamping the grass back down and returning to the subway caked with dirt. We shivered, meeting in a room ten minutes down one of the tunnels filled with high voltage transformers that ran hot, and waited as Arial fetched us fresh clothes. After changing, the heat slowly seeped back into our bones, and we reviewed the next stages of our plan. 
 
    “We use Jeannie as an example,” I said, tapping my shoulder. There, in a pocket of space I had created, resided a titan. I’d captured him willingly, just before he lost the last remains of human consciousness and devolved into a force of nature. Into raw power, contained in the tiny world I had made for him, where the walls were built from spacetime itself. 
 
    It was, as far as we had seen, the only way to reliably capture a titan. 
 
    “Catching a titan is like throwing a weighted net, except instead of net, it’s space,” I said to the gathered group. “When I caught Jeannie, it was from a tactic shown to us by Anton. That by placing anchoring masses in a circle around him, we could create a handhold for my power, and I could fold space around him like an envelope, or bag. 
 
    “Back then, we didn’t have very good weights. Plus, it was my first time doing it, so it was pretty hard to get the technique to work. I’ve practiced since, and bowling balls are much easier for me to grip than a few rocks or books.” 
 
    “Meaning, you should be able to spring the traps rapidly and in quick succession,” said Ennia, and I nodded.  
 
    “So long as they aren’t developed into full titan yet. When that happens, there is no chance I can trap them – at that point, I can only contain them. It has to be at or before the transformation. As far at the traps go, I can do maybe one every minute until I wear down.” 
 
    “Won’t people notice?” said Lucio. “Like, if I was walking with my friend, and poof, they just disappeared, I’d be a bit suspicious.” 
 
    “You’d think they’d become a ghost,” said Slugger, and Lucio scowled, then nodded.  
 
    “True. Suspicious, or superstitions. Still would be sus.” 
 
    “That’s actually where you all come in, Lucio,” I said. “We’re going to need distractions, and plenty of them. If you can turn enough heads, people won’t notice the disappearances, and I can work my way around the party trapping as many as titans as I can. Likely, we won’t catch every titan—but we don’t have to.” 
 
    “Oi, wouldn’t even one be a disaster?” said Slugger, and Ennia answered him. 
 
    “A disaster, yes, but an apocalypse, no. We need to stop the titans before they reach a critical point. Basically, that’s when they turn from a threat to the region to a threat to the world.” 
 
    “And how many would that be?” prodded Slugger, and she shrugged. 
 
    “Could be nine, could be three. We’ve never seen multiple interacting, everything I state now is simply a hypothesis.” Then she nodded at me to continue. 
 
    “With most of them captured, and their powers under our control, the next step is to try to steer them into fighting each other. I can’t defeat them, but if they neutralize each other, then they solve our problem.” 
 
    “Scientifically, it’s destructive interference,” said Ennia. “We need them to cancel out. To make two titans equal to none.” 
 
    “Which should ruin the Instructors’ plans. Their whole goal is to create an event so powerful that it destroys the world, burns it to pieces. With every titan we strip away, that plan is less possible.”  
 
    “It’s still a disaster, though,” Arial said. “People are going to die. Lots of people, even if only one titan gets loose. We can’t let that happen.” 
 
    ”You’re right, and that’s why we aren’t taking chances,” I said. “Lucio, between now and the convergence, you’re going to the town at the base of the mountain. You need to plant memories in every person possible that they need to get out. Do whatever you can, start a panic if you have to. But when the convergence happens, I want every building empty.” 
 
    “Challenge accepted,” Lucio said. “One collective unconscious nightmare coming right up, served hot.” 
 
    “Even if he evacuates that one town, what about everything else nearby?” Arial said, and Ennia smoothed out a map in front of us, speaking as her fingers circled city dots. 
 
    “Everything else is too far away to be in immediate danger. They’ll have time to react, assuming the convergence is not successful,” she said. “Think of it this way. The convergence is like an earthquake creating a tsunami far out at sea. The Instructors are counting on it generating a wave of destruction. No matter how far away the shores are, they’ll still be wiped out. They think the titans together will circle the globe multiple times over as they are released, and no matter how much time a city has to prepare, they’ll have no chance at stopping them. They won’t even resemble physical titans – theoretically, at that point, they’ll be more like waves of sheer power obliterating anything in their path. For that reason, the Instructors are doing this in the middle of nowhere—and likely because no one will be able to stop them until it’s too late.” 
 
    “Except us,” said Lucio, and she nodded, then continued. 
 
    “If we remove titan powers from the equation, instead of a tsunami creating earthquake, it’s more like a big explosion in the middle of nowhere with rogue aftershocks. So long as we get everyone out of the way, it should wind down before there is too much trouble. And even if it doesn’t, cities will be able to prepare. So long as there aren’t enough titans to make a critical point, where their powers would start to multiply, they should run out of steam.” 
 
    “To put it simply,” I said, “We’re trading in a whole lot of scorched countryside in exchange for an entirely scorched earth. That land is going to be messed up for a long time, but people shouldn’t die.”  
 
    “We hope,” Ennia said, and the words hung heavy in the air. 
 
    “We hope,” I repeated, then touched my shoulder. “Remember, the titans are what make the Instructors so dangerous. This is our chance to take away a huge chunk of their firepower. If we win, we cripple them. If we lose...” 
 
    I stopped, the words cutting short, as Ennia completed for me. 
 
    “They bring death to the world.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12, SC 
 
    My palms sweated as I reread the list of names that Ennia had given me, and studied the layout of our traps. There were a dozen names of titans on paper, and maybe five or six that I could capture before my power gave out. We’d have to hope that would be enough. 
 
    We’d tried to warn others, of course. Slugger had called in to the police with a public safety threat, the person on the other end politely taking notes while hinting Slugger should see a psychiatrist. After the titan in Rome, they received more than their fair share of false alarms, and he sounded like just another one of the crazies calling in on their neighbors. 
 
    I’d spoken to Roland, but that hadn’t gone too much better. 
 
    “Look, this is the location, and this is the time.” I’d said, showing him on the map after explaining everything we knew about the convergence. Like usual when I met up with him, it was the middle of the night, and he clutched a stale cup of coffee in his hands. He scowled, sipping the stale drink with a grimace that looked as if he might spit it right back out, and shook his head. 
 
    “Not only is it another jurisdiction, it’s another state,” he answered. “Look, I don’t have any more power here than you do. I can try to sound a global alarm, but the evidence would be slim. It wouldn’t get far, and it would just alert the Instructors we know their next move.” 
 
    “This isn’t their next move,” I countered. “This is their ultimate move. If this happens, they win.” 
 
    “And best I can do is to react to it. Protect the city here, and prepare them.” 
 
    “There won’t be a protection. That’s like holding up a sheet of paper against an arrow. When these titans are released, there won’t be any stopping them.” 
 
    “I struggle to think that a dozen powers can put the world at peril. There are people far stronger than you or I, SC, that can help remove them. We’ll have time.” 
 
    “You didn’t see Rome. The news articles didn’t do it justice,” I retorted, and he sighed. 
 
    “Look, best I can do is this—I’ll have my officers ready here, and make sure our emergency supplies are stocked. And I’ll start passing rumors down the grapevine that something’s afoot. But that’s all I have for you. This is over my head.” 
 
    “Could you lend us a few officers? We can get them there; we just need people to help.” 
 
    “And march them onto our own nation’s soil? Are you trying to start a civil war, boy?” Roland retorted.  
 
    “I’m trying to stop a disaster.” 
 
    “And with international tensions as they are, you’d create another one. They’d probably think we were paid off by another nation to attack. It wouldn’t end well, and at the very least, we’d look insane. The world doesn’t need more sparks right now,” he answered as I left, fuming.  
 
    With each of our efforts to warn others, we hit a wall —either with disbelief or with inability to act. We steeled ourselves, reciting through the plan, my hands shaking when I thought of the ways it could go wrong. But Ennia comforted me, talking me through the details, reiterating each step. 
 
    “Look, there are plenty of ways this can go right, SC,” she said, listing them on a sheet of paper. “It doesn’t just boil down to you. You have us—and if we can disperse the titans, or stop them from activating, we still win. To set the titans off, there will likely need to be some sort of dangerous event—if we can stop that, then this will be nothing more than a picnic in the sun. Which of course would be devastating to my skin, but enjoyable to everyone else.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, gritting my teeth and thinking to the ranks of Specials that the Instructors had at their disposal. The other teams I had seen practicing while I was in the compound. Surely they would be there waiting for us, to prevent any sort of interruption. I dropped my head into my hands, eyes closed as the list of titan names flashed in the lids, and whispered. 
 
    “We’re not enough. We just need more help.” 
 
    And late the night before, one group answered the call. Lucio had sent my mother away earlier that day, with memories we had won her a well-deserved vacation at a nearby hotel. It had been from a sweepstakes, he had insisted—though we had paid for it out of pocket. We needed the subway to coordinate activities, and after a longer than necessary hug, I’d led her to the taxi that departed to the nearby mountains, where spas, hiking, and relaxation awaited. 
 
    Already, we’d stretched our credibility thin. The lies about my trips searching for colleges, or disappearing for days at a time, or multiple of us coming back with bruises and injuries were becoming difficult to maintain. But I didn’t want my mother involved, even if that meant one last act of total dishonesty. 
 
    If we were to save the world, it would be without greying her hair. And if the world were to end, she would spend the last few days in comfort. 
 
    It was fortunate that she had left early. For when the group arrived, they arrived with roars. Literal roars. 
 
    They came through a portal I had left open, announcing their presence as several winged tigers bellowed through the doorway. Ennia leapt up, and I rushed over to help them through, counting as they arrived. 
 
    “Lilac!” she exclaimed, the first tiger bounding up to her. As a blender, Ennia had created them, giving them bones as light as birds and batlike wings that carried them through the air. But more important were the figures on their back. 
 
    “About time this reached a conclusion!” shouted Darian, clapping me on the back. “When this is over, you owe me, though. Finest meal you can find—don’t get me wrong, exotic fruits and meats are great, but sometimes you just want a steak.” 
 
     Darian, a Mimic, had departed some months back to the Amazon, where he had stayed with Lola, royalty of a tribe deep within the jungle. She too arrived, her mousy nose scrunched at the subway stench, her shoulders thrown back like the queen she had become. 
 
    “A natural crescendo. A storm of nature,” Lola declared as others gathered beside her. She shimmered, her power as a Transient allowing her to check the other side, a ghostly world parallel to our own, for anyone following. Satisfied, she materialized into being once more, then made room for the others following her.  
 
    “These were the best we could do on such short notice. We could only bring those we could fit on the tigers,” she said, and gestured behind her. 
 
    To where three black clad figures waited in silence. The Deathguard.  
 
    The most dangerous powers I had ever encountered. Born in a location where all life had been eradicated, their powers snuffing out life as easily as candle’s flame. 
 
    Once, the Instructors had planned to use them as a weapon. And now, the Deathguard had turned against them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13, SC 
 
    “I was young when I realized my power was not typical. Perhaps that is why I realized my control over my abilities, when so many others have failed. Or perhaps it is simply that mine creates heavens, while others’ create hells.” 
 
    We were on Mira’s island, just before leaving to return to the subway to plan for the convergence. Mira had paused after handing me the envelope, her eyes glassing over. For a moment, it was as if she couldn’t see us at all. Not the ballroom, nor the repugnant bar hidden just underneath its faux surface. Rather, she looked beyond—into another layer of illusion, lost there for a moment before stirring and continuing. 
 
    “Powers are tied to the individual. When a Special departs, so too do their powers. They may last a few hours, even days in some cases, but they lack any sort of permanence. They fade.” 
 
    “Specials bend the rules of reality, titans shape them,” I whispered, and Mira’s head shot up. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes. It is only through great effort can a Special achieve any sort of this permanence. It is possible, of course, through study. But to me, it was second nature. 
 
    “Ever since departing my childhood home, it has sold five times its market value. It’s modest—a small yard, aged appliances, a look that was trendy fifty years ago. But when buyers come, they see what they wished—and for that, they will pay dearly.  
 
    “Families moved to my school district from all over the island, despite the shingles falling in, and teachers that could barely instruct. But to them, it was college preparatory courses, or a powerhouse in athletics. Consistently, it ranked among the worst, but that is not what they saw.  
 
    “Even the restaurants and shops flourished long after I left. My touch remained, and as I grew older, I discovered how to control this. To distill it.” 
 
    Mira waved over a faux waiter, who bowed then offered her an empty champagne glass. She held it up to the light, inspecting for stains and flaws that would never be there in the dream world. An act, to uphold her illusion. Then she dipped a finger in, and silver liquid trickled forth to fill the glass, the world around us shimmering as her power wavered. She held out the glass, making eye contact with Arial. 
 
    “You are one who can understand my power. One who has imagined the world differently, who has fantasized about what could be. Who plays with the limits of her own power. Who wants more.” 
 
    Mira closed the distance, then pushed the cup into her hands. As Arial took it, it transformed into one of the bar’s dingy beer bottles, still filled with that bright liquid. 
 
    “When you drink this, for one day, you will become what people wish to see,” said Mira. Then she turned to Lucio, glancing over at him. “To her, I give power, while I know your hands can shape it. Guide it, for without my will, it shall develop one of its own.” 
 
    “What is it you want us to do with this?” asked Arial, holding the bottle as if it were made of gold, the concentrated power giving off warmth. 
 
    “I am expected at the convergence, am I not? The Instructors wish to see me there. You should let them have what they wish.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Arial 
 
    Arial was up before dawn on the day of the convergence. The night before, she had prepared the hotel bathroom with everything she would need—makeup, hair products, and multiple mirrors. Her outfit was laid out upon the bed, as close as they could find to what Mira had been wearing in the ballroom. 
 
    This room, after all, had been checked out in Mira’s name. At the front desk the night before, they’d informed her to be ready by noon, as her personal driver would be waiting. Of course, they had spoken to her then as Mira. Instead, Arial had introduced herself as Mira’s assistant. Mira herself would be getting in extremely late, she insisted, so they could relay any instructions to her. 
 
    “Or extremely early,” Arial muttered into the mirror as her room service arrived, carrying with it steaming hot coffee and two pastries. She ate these quickly, then took a gulp of the cup that seared the back of her throat. Once she was prepared, she doubted that she could bring herself to eat. She couldn’t afford for her makeup to smear, or for stains if she was not careful.  
 
    Then Arial returned to the mirror, closing her eyes and envisioning Mira as Lucio snored in the room over. With deft fingers, she began to work—starting with her hair straightener and dye, picturing Mira’s style. Already, her hair was close enough in length, and hopefully, no one here had seen Mira in years. 
 
    Then came the makeup—as a master of illusion, there would be no blemishes visible on Mira’s skin, and Arial could work powder nearly as well as Mira’s power. She erased her freckles, calling to mind the smooth and featureless skin, then worked on accents. Their eye color was close, but not exact, and Arial hoped Mira’s power would bridge the gap if she accented them.  
 
    By the time the sun crested the horizon, her facial features were complete. And thirty minutes later, so was her attire—her gown, her gloves, and high heels. From the exterior, there was nothing left she could do. And on the countertop, the dirty beer bottle from Mira’s bar awaited. The final stage in her transformation. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose as she took it, wiping it down with tissue paper before opening the cap, though the stains on the label were permanent. Inside, there was the silver liquid left by Mira, and she hoped there were no other contaminants. No backwash, no rotten remains, nothing else. In the illusion, Mira had pulled the bottle from a waiter—but in reality, that could easily have been a trashcan. 
 
    Soon, it would be time for Lucio to awake. The majority of their time was to be spent on him perfecting the features Mira’s power left on Arial. So, with a grimace, Arial tipped the bottle back, downing the liquid in several quick swallows. 
 
    She expected the liquid to taste like she would want, such as coffee or a smoothie. But at the moment, Arial wanted neither of these. Rather, she wanted the beer bottle to be clean. The silver tasted like fresh spring water, with just a hint of chlorine. 
 
    She blinked as she finished, staring back into the mirror. Five minutes she waited, and for five minutes, nothing in her reflection stirred. Only Arial looked back at herself, the imperfections in her makeup too obvious, her face obviously her own. Her attributes were only like Mira’s in the very faintest sense. 
 
    In the room next door, Lucio’s snores halted with the chiming of an alarm clock, and he groaned, slapping the sleep button. Five minutes later, the incessant noise pulled him from bed, and he stumbled into the bathroom where Arial waited, his eyes still blurry from sleep. He blinked, cocking his head, then turned to face her, though she cut him off before he could speak. 
 
    “Maybe we need to wait more time. Or maybe Mira was wrong,” Arial said, “This is the closest I can manage otherwise, and I’m obviously not her!” 
 
    “Mira’s power makes others see what they want,” Lucio responded with a yawn. “And I don’t think there is anything else I can do here. She’s even got me fooled.” 
 
    “It worked?” exclaimed Arial, looking back to the mirror. 
 
    “Course it worked,” said Lucio. “Now, since my masterful work is done, I’m getting breakfast. Okay?” 
 
    “No, can you stay a moment, and make sure we work this out?” Arial asked. 
 
    “Huh,” Lucio said, “I thought for sure you would have made me wait. But thanks for saying yes!” Then he departed, shutting the door none too softly behind him. 
 
    “Just what he wanted to hear, breakfast,” murmured Arial, and stared back at her reflection. She touched her face, trying to believe, and shifting uneasily. 
 
    Acting had always been difficult for her, even when in costume. And here, she had only an illusion that she herself could not see. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14, Arial 
 
    “Mira, you’re even more beautiful than I remember,” exclaimed the man who accepted the envelope, squinting at her. “Which is something I would have considered impossible. To think I almost didn’t recognize you for a second.” 
 
    And recognize her, he hadn’t—rather, he had read her name on the slip of paper, and his mind had filled in the gaps by the time he had a second look. In one hand, he held a clipboard, and he rifled through the pages, stopping at one titled Mira Occella. With a pen, he marked down information from the invitation, confirming that the code on the bottom matched his records. There was a color picture on the front, one that looked nothing like Arial, but she only smiled and waited. And there were at least a dozen other pages, each with their own color picture and information. The other titans he would be signing in, confirming their identity and sending them on. 
 
    He finished, handing the envelope back, hole-punching through the code at the bottom and brushing her fingertips. He was about Mira’s age, therefore several years Arial’s senior, and she squirmed in discomfort as he looked her over. He smiled at that, arching an eyebrow, and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Now don’t go making me blush! I remember the last time you gave me that look was under the pier that one summer during filming. Something I doubt either of us will soon forget, eh?” 
 
    “Of course not, but I’m here on business. What’s the agenda today?” Arial asked. They were in the hotel lobby, and Lucio held her bags, dressed as an assistant complete with a nametag and hat. Portly the Porter, it read, and Arial had rolled her eyes, but Lucio already had  the tag made. 
 
    Beside her, Lucio dropped her bags with a thump as she finished speaking, staring up at her with an open mouth. The man in front of her reddened in a steady wave, travelling from his neck to the tips of his ears, barely concealing a shocked smile. 
 
    “Mira, isn’t it a little public to be saying that?” he said, his tone throaty. “And I’m on duty now, but if the mood strikes you again tonight, the room is number three nineteen. I’ll leave the door cracked for you, and the champagne uncorked.” He pulled at his collar to release steam as Lucio recovered, then gestured her towards the car waiting in the roundabout. “But for now, you must be going. And I will be waiting.” 
 
    Lucio led the way to the car, tossing her bags in the trunk, while the driver held the passenger door open for her. 
 
    “Backseat. I need a moment to close my eyes and convene with my assistant,” Arial clarified, and he bowed before changing doors. She climbed in, careful not to rip her dress, which limited her movement, as Lucio joined on the other end, not meeting her eyes. 
 
    “What was that about?” Arial asked, and Lucio turned as bright red as the administrator. 
 
    “Well… remember how Mira’s power makes others see what they wish? I think he saw you as more than a friend. Mira likes making fantasies come true, and I think she may have helped him with some of his.” 
 
    “That much is obvious,” said Arial, watching her reflection in the window and still expecting it to morph. “Not like you needed to make a big deal out of it.” 
 
    “Well, right now, I want to see what others see. So Mira’s power showed me what he experienced,” said Lucio. “When you spoke —I don’t think he heard what you said.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you really want me to repeat it? This is what he heard,” Lucio said, then cackled as he repeated a sentence that made Arial’s mouth drop open. She tried to speak, the words caught in her throat, then managed. 
 
    “Seems he’s a bit creative. And perverted.” 
 
    “Seems you two have a spicy history, and he’ll be waiting on some company tonight!” Lucio sang. He laughed again, and Arial frowned as she analyzed the situation.  
 
    “This tells us two things,” she said while Lucio sang the provocative sentence again. By now, even the back of the driver’s neck had reddened, and he adjusted the soundproof barrier between them in an attempt to improve its efficacy. “First, it means that he doesn’t know what’s about to happen. If he’s expecting me to come by tonight, he must have no idea of the purpose of the convergence. If things go as they plan, there won’t be a hotel there tonight. We may be able to take advantage of their ignorance.” 
 
    “That’s perfect. I’ve got the manipulative memories ready to go; just say the word and I’ll release them to bring titans over their traps,” said Lucio. “The less any of the staff know, the easier it will be. Filling gaps with memories takes less effort than covering over ones.” 
 
    “That’s good, but we also have a different problem,” said Arial. “And I should have guessed it when you left for breakfast. People are going to hear what they want from me, and I can’t control that. I could be screaming for help with a knife in my chest, and they might imagine I’m humming a happy tune. It’s going to be difficult to change anyone’s path for me, since they’re just going to do what they already wanted. I’m essentially a bystander.” 
 
    Lucio’s face muscles contorted as he listened, as if he were spending all of his energy trying to decode a foreign language. 
 
    “Don’t forget, I hear what I want too,” he said, “With my power, I can separate it out if I focus. Mira’s power is close enough to mine to tell. But it’s like hearing two conversations at once, and trying to split them apart. Right here, I heard your worrying. But I also heard how we’re going to stop for lunch on the way there, and that you brought snacks.”  
 
    He eyed her, suddenly uncertain, as Arial shifted. If Lucio was having trouble splitting reality from fiction, any of her communications would be severely hampered for the next day. Even members of her own team wouldn’t understand her. She’d have to be cautious, or she might be dead for an entire day before anyone knew. 
 
    Then Lucio spoke up again, confirming her suspicions. 
 
    “I did mishear that, right? Or did you actually say anything about snacks?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 15, Arial 
 
    The sky above the pavilion was a pure blue, with no clouds to challenge the scorching sun. Verdant lawns stretched out like welcoming hands, freckled with wildflowers and crossed with a babbling brook that eventually raced down the mountain’s edge. Birds trilled, rabbits nosed their way through the bushes, and a quartet of stringed instruments played soft melodies for the arriving guests.  
 
    But none of that would last for long. For it was the day of the convergence.  
 
     Servants rushed to open the door to Arial’s car, unrolling a short rug that took her from the gravel road to a mulch pathway lined with painted stones. Two assistants glided forwards to take her bags that Lucio had carried, checking them in to a smaller tent designated for belongings. She could have left them at the hotel, but these carried all of Arial’s makeup and changes of clothes. Should something go wrong, she would disappear with them into the restroom. Though with the potency of Mira’s power, Arial suspected that she could have drawn on an extra nose and no one would have noticed—rather, she’d have been complimented. 
 
    More servants brought her iced water and chilled wine, directing her to a viewing table towards the center. Lucio tagged on her heels, but soon disappeared to berate a servant about how his client preferred white to red wine. 
 
    “Do you intend to stain her teeth or dress? Damn man, what year even is this wine? Which region? Did you just intend to serve her anything? A Cabernet in this weather? It’s over ninety degrees!” 
 
    “It’s what her preference card said—” started a servant, holding up a laminated notecard with “MIRA” written across the top.  
 
    “Well, obviously, it’s wrong,” stated Lucio, raising his nose in the air. “Any fool would know that. Where were you trained? I bet they picked the closest fast food restaurant and leached away their cashier staff. I’m coming with you, to ensure my employer gets your best, and is not shorted by ignorance.” 
 
    Lucio disappeared with the servants, criticizing everything from their socks to their walk, and insisting that a proper wait staff would never serve wine out of glasses this heavy, or with imperfections in the glass rim, or without knowing its precise temperature. 
 
    Arial found herself alone at the table, as guests trickled in to fill the other chairs. In front of her was a vase of flowers, exotic and from the far reaches of the world. The tablecloth was the purest white, with gold and silver creases, and the hor d'oeuvres brought to her could only be found in the fanciest of restaurants. Everything from caviar to filet mignon cuts, served with glasses of champagne alone worth more than a three-course restaurant meal.  
 
    But Arial’s eyes were not on the amenities—not on the beautiful fountains erected for the occasion, the stone sculptures of heroic Specials, or the pricy outfits of each arriving member. 
 
    No, rather, her focus was on the servants. 
 
    Everyone else here was complicit to the convergence in one way or another. Some worked with the Instructors, fully aware of the destruction about to befall the mountain overlook. Others, while on the inside, had turned a blind eye to the Instructors’ practices. Even the titans, many of which were likely ignorant, still formed the driving force behind the convergence. It was hard to sympathize with them, even if they were innocent, considering they were the fuel the Instructors would be igniting. But the servants—the servants were completely unaware of what would soon befall them. 
 
    They worked what they thought was a simple banquet event, catering to entitled members of the upper class, likely cursing them out behind their backs. They expected at the end of the day to go home, to rise and work another day. 
 
    Not to become blood at the altar of a new world, of Sialia’s sacrifice for purity. 
 
    Arial gritted her teeth as she watched them sweat, running dishes and drinks to men and women that barely gave them a second look. If the Instructors had their way, every one of these servants would soon die. The Instructors wouldn’t even notice, wouldn’t even know their names. 
 
    And the servants were only the beginning. 
 
    As she brooded, eyes hardening, the frown attempting to take permanence upon her face, a man slid into the chair across from her. There were six at the table, each with a notecard, and Arial had not yet bothered to read the others. 
 
    “Mira!” he said, his voice coated with honey. “How long it has been! And your smile is brighter than ever!” 
 
    Arial smiled to match her façade, rewarding the man with a nod. 
 
    “Bet you didn’t think I’d be sitting at this table, did you?” continued the man, leaning back with a smug look of satisfaction upon his face. He shared a knowing look with her—one that she couldn’t honestly return.  
 
    “You probably thought I’d be off at one of the other tables. Look at them right now, the ones not in the know,” he said, and thrust his chin at one adjacent to their right. There, the bulky figure of the Sculptor sat, identical to Slugger’s description of him, disgruntled as he stared at the untouched glass of wine before him, sweating in the heat. 
 
    Calling over a waiter, the Sculptor spoke to them in the low voice of a coach that needed no volume to increase his authority, so Arial could barely hear him. 
 
    “Look now, you all may be paying for travel, but I’m paying for time. Busy season, and I don’t see one other coach here. I was promised an exclusive look at next year’s players, and I didn’t think it would be this exclusive.”  
 
    The waiter cleared his throat, then spoke in a practiced monotone as an answer. 
 
    “I assure you, sir, the main members have yet to arrive,” he said. “You were here early because of your prestige. Can I offer you any more refreshments while you wait?” 
 
    “I’m here on business, not play. Get me something with caffeine in it. I’m not drinking at this table alone,” the Sculptor responded, adjusting his suit and leaning back in his chair with a sigh. “You tell whoever organized this event that they did a piss poor job, understood?” 
 
    “Of course, sir. I’ll carry along the word,” the server said, whisking the wine glass away. then beside Arial, the man spoke again.. 
 
    “You see, I figured it out a long time ago. I realized what this was all about. Those fools have no idea, but I’ve been let in on the secret.” He tapped his head and continued. “This is the kickoff, isn’t it? The spark to alight a better world. And to think, you always knew – of course you always knew, you could always see through illusions. Why wouldn’t you have told me?” 
 
    Arial opened her mouth to speak, then stopped as something welled around her. She shivered—the feeling reminiscent to a sensation from several months before, when deep in the Amazon with SC. When they had met a telekinetic strong enough to control their moves by the dust in the air, a realization of losing control over her movements. Something gripped her, and in shock, she felt herself speaking, though she heard Mira’s voice. 
 
    “And what do you think you found?” came the voice, almost scornful. Arial felt the emotion hot on her lips, the contempt for the man in front of her shedding off the words.  
 
    Titans are power and individual merged, she thought, and remembered to the power essence she had drunk that morning. By consuming that, she had taken in a piece of Mira to herself. This is Mira herself speaking. Something her nature must not be able to refuse. 
 
    “That they’ve gathered us here to lead the new world,” said the man, cracking a smile. “Mira, both of us know that we’re more powerful than some of the others. That we have skills unimaginable. Both of us have managed to tame those powers. And now, we shape the world with them. We create utopia.” 
 
    “Sialia has promised you a seat at the helm, then?” Mira said through Arial. 
 
    “Promised, no. But she needs us, Mira. How else can she tap in to our powers?” 
 
    “How else, indeed,” Mira said. “How astute you have become. Have you cracked the illusion?” 
 
    At another table near them, a new guest took a seat, and Arial stiffened, recognizing the poise more than the features. Someone held together so strongly that she seemed to emanate her own schedule, her plans, her confidence that she could make of the world as she willed. 
 
    The manufacturing plant manager, that Arial had trailed the last few weeks.  
 
    “I don’t understand, is this a cross industry conference?” she asked, “I was told there would be other leaders here. That we would be leading up regulatory plans. Is that not so?” 
 
    The waiter bowed to the plant manager, a separate servant than who catered to the Sculptor, while placing a glass of wine before her. 
 
    “I assure you, the main members have yet to arrive,” he said. “You are here early because of your prestige. Can I offer you any more refreshments while you wait?” 
 
    Arial felt Mira welling up within her once more, speaking unbidden to the man next to her. 
 
    “Michael, my power is to realize fantasies,” she said, this time the words carrying a sadness. “And the greatest fantasy among them is a perfect world. If you are promised that, then rest assured—in one way or another, you are cheated.” 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16, SC 
 
    To Ennia, the best inventions were stolen from nature. Bones and muscles had learned the rules of leverage through evolution long before human minds, adjusting to provide the right power ratios to survive. Octopus beaks pioneered the drill to break into seashells before men picked up their first tool. Birds took to flight far ahead of the first plane. And there were still so many areas that engineering still had yet to catch up—marvels like gills, and photosynthesis, and countless others. 
 
    When she could, Ennia designed her inventions around nature, because nature had already gone through the trouble of millions of years of testing. And now, Ennia waited with Slugger and me in one of her more common replications of nature. A flower bulb, nestled beneath the earth, with a stalk extending towards the surface. 
 
    She’d last used it when they had escaped the prison that contained Siri—creating a small room underground, undetectable unless you knew to look for the bone white flowers marking the hatch at the surface. Like a flower bulb, it was spherical in shape—and like a flower bulb, it hid away a surprise that would soon bloom.  
 
    This bulb had been different than the others, however, in that it was far harder to create. The ground here was strange, some of the materials completely uninterested in her call to change. Veins and plates of some hard stone formed nearly every pocket of spare earth just a few feet down, and it had taken Ennia the better part of an hour to find a suitable location to place the bulb. The ground here had already been worked, somehow, and recently—perhaps when building the pavilion, or as a security measure to keep people like her out, or perhaps the mountain had recently undergone an earthquake. But the materials complained to her with their strain of being stretched and formed, of being forced into configurations beyond the natural. 
 
    Within the confines of the bulb, it was cramped for me, Slugger, and her, our limbs tangled near the center in a pretzel of knees and shins. We were quiet as we waited, our eyes above—me reciting the names of the titans in my mind that I would be capturing. Ennia, reviewing her machine designs. And Slugger, stroking the lead-lined knuckles of his gloves, his fingers tracing over the repaired dents and stitching. 
 
    When Lucio opened the hatch, we each nearly jumped out of the bulb—our muscles like coiled springs, our adrenaline already pumping. Ready to act instead of waiting underground, like the flower sensing the first signs of spring. 
 
    “Closest sizes I could find!” Lucio announced, dropping down a stack of clothes. They were wadded rather than folded, slightly damp and smelling of sweat. “Didn’t take much to convince a few of the wait staff that they had been cut early. It’s hot out, and they’re being treated like trash. Course, I did some of the trash treating.” 
 
    “You’re sure they’re gone?” I asked, separating out the clothes. They were black, which would only add to the heat. 
 
    “Each conveniently remembered an emergency doctor appointment an hour and a half away,” Lucio said. “They took off, I watched them leave. You should have seen the guy’s face who thought he had a colonoscopy waiting.” 
 
    “Time for us to step up to the plate then, eh?” said Slugger, the first among us to stand. He reached a hand up to Lucio, and the other boy pulled him out of the bulb and into the world outside. I followed, leaving Ennia to change below, while the two of us started above. 
 
    We were in a small storage tent, surrounded by extra chairs, tablecloths, folded stands, glassware, and sound equipment. Lucio climbed atop a small mountain of folded chairs to give us room as Slugger and I stripped, hiding our clothes back in the bulb when Ennia emerged,  straightening out the wrinkles of her own shirt. When we emerged, Ennia ran a finger pinched finger along the seams of each of our garments, small bone needles pulling the fabric together in places that they didn’t fit our frames. The clammy fabric clung to my skin, and in moments, my sweat would soon mingle with that of the previous owner. 
 
    “One of us out at a time,” I said. “So we don’t look suspicious. Be sure to carry something, look busy. Wrap a dirty rag around your hand. People will assume you’re cleaning.” 
 
    “Portly, servant of Mira cleaning?” Lucio said, thrusting his chin in the air. “I think not!”  
 
    Then he was gone, carrying two wine glasses and polishing them as he walked. 
 
    Slugger was next, running a hand through his normally red hair that Ennia had dyed chestnut. With him, he took a small folding table and chair, making his way towards the buffets.  
 
    “I’ll be watching in here,” said Ennia. “If they find me, they’ll think I’m just taking a break on the job. My skin is too pale and ten minutes in that sun will turn me cherry red. I’ll stand out and surely be recognized.” 
 
    I nodded, then turned towards the tent flap. 
 
    “Be ready to act.” I said, then pulled out two bags of silverware from the piles. They would convert easily to dark orbs if I needed them, and the time for that was drawing near.  
 
    “My mechanisms are prepared,” said Ennia, flashing a smile that matched her bone white constructions. I nodded—then I too stepped out into the burning light. 
 
    To walk among titans. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17, SC 
 
    My goal was four.  
 
    Four titans, out of at least a dozen, before the convergence began. Including Arial posing as Mira, that made for a total of five missing.  
 
    That gave us options. 
 
    “With five titans to eliminate, the chances of them creating a doomsday machine are greatly diminished,” Ennia had said while we planned. “They’re still raising the concentration of titan powers to something never seen before, but I doubt they expected this many to be unable to show.” 
 
    “Even if it still is enough, they’ll be set back by the loss. We will have more time to act in prevention,” Arial had added to Ennia’s nod. 
 
    “That, and I’ll have the power of five titans harnessed.” I said, and probed the space above my shoulder. Where Jeannie waited, the power of his storm raging in its confines. 
 
    “That should be our very last resort,” said Ennia. “We will be standing in a room filled with flammable materials. Sialia’s goal is to spread the fires. The last thing we need is for you to start waving a flamethrower around.” 
 
    “It is an option, though,” I said. “I might be able to take out a few of the titans with their own powers.” 
 
    “And you’ll die in the process,” stated Arial. “Like Ennia said, our advantage here is to use stealth for as long as possible.” 
 
    At the convergence, I scanned the crowd for familiar faces, wary of those from the compound recognizing me. But most of those I had known would be aware of the convergence’s purpose, and would want to be nowhere near the soon-to-be crater. Sialia was still missing, if she were to arrive at all, and I kept my eyes on the shaded windows of several cars humming in the parking lot. Not lost to me either were the ten patrolling security officers—each with sunglasses and headsets. While they were large, their true danger would be whatever powers they hid beneath their muscular frames. 
 
    I faked wiping down a table, while Slugger walked towards the Sculptor, a clipboard and pen in hand. 
 
    “Sir?” Slugger asked, looking him over. “How did you find your seat?” 
 
    The red-faced man glared up at him, his eyes accusing of incompetence, a bead of sweat trickling down his brow while his hand waved a fan-shaped napkin at his temple. For a moment, Slugger thought the Sculptor had recognized him, then the man spoke. “One of you brought me here.”               
 
    “Eh? Without registration? I’m sorry, but we’ll just need to trot on over to the administration table and get you squared away.” 
 
    “Well, you already know I’m here, don’t you? Consider me registered,” retorted the Sculptor. “And do you have any sort of climate control? It’s hot as blazes here.” 
 
    “There’s the matter of your nametag, sir, which is mandatory for attendees. They’ll be keeping it at the table, and they won’t let me nick it for you.” 
 
    “Ridiculous bureaucracy,” he grumbled. “Give someone a guest list and they think they’re the keepers of the gate.” 
 
    “Sir, they also have handheld fans with moisture sprayers at the counter. For the comfort of our guests.” 
 
    The Sculptor groaned, then threw down the paper fan, climbing to his feet like a moving hill. He towered over Slugger, the back of his shirt already drenched in sweat, and Slugger directed him towards the side of the tent. An area blocked from sight by the back of the bar and folds of fabric.  
 
    Pretending to spot a mess in need of cleaning, I followed ten seconds later, holding a rag and polishing a wine glass. 
 
    “I could have sworn the administration table was right here,” Slugger was saying as I approached. “Hold on just a moment.” 
 
    “You’ve dragged me out into the beating sun, and you don’t know where the table is?” demanded the Sculptor. 
 
    “It was right here!” came the protest from Slugger, then a pause. “Now wait, whose wallet is that? Did you drop yours?” 
 
    “Where? I don’t see anything. Too dang bright out here.” 
 
    “Right there, in the grass. Left, just a bit. Bit more—and that’s just right.” 
 
    As I rounded the corner, I saw the Sculptor bending over, searching the ground. Around him, with careful inspection, he would have noticed that the grass was slightly damaged in a ring, where recently it had been laid down like sod. Slugger stepped away from him, and as he did, I reached out with my power, sensing the bowling balls that hid just under the surface. I closed my eyes, extending my perception, sensing how each of them acted as an anchor. Forming a ripple in the fabric of space, a handhold, just right for me to snag. 
 
    I wrenched space upwards like an inverted fishing net, enveloping the Sculptor in one clean motion. For a moment, the air looked distorted—like a house of mirrors inhabiting a six-foot-wide space, the images all bent out of proportion and fuzzy. There was a surprised grunt of protest—to the Sculptor, it would feel as if gravity had welled up around him, a hole opening up that he had fallen into. But then the trap sealed, the top of space closing above him, creating a pocket of reality where only the Sculptor inhabited.  
 
    This pocket I guided to rest just above my shoulder, nestled next to the storm that had once been Jeannie. I sensed the Sculptor’s agitation in the darkness. 
 
    “One down,” I whispered, flexing my fingers. “Now the clock begins to tick. They’ll notice he’s missing soon. And by then, we’ll need to be ready.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 18, Sialia 
 
    Sialia’s skin crawled, not with apprehension, but with anticipation, as if the adrenaline rushing through her would burst out of her capillaries, her spirit threatening to leave her body. With each of the guests that arrived, their cars winding up the long path like a building drumroll, that sensation grew stronger. A rush that accelerated the flickering of flames licking up her forearms, brightening their color to a near electric hue. 
 
    This was the feeling of standing atop a dam about to burst, times a thousand. The sensation of potential energy so strong that no wall could hold it back when stirred, of a genie contained in a lamp, or nitroglycerin in a bottle. Once sparked, the tsunami would be unstoppable. 
 
    She shivered to the bone, almost salivating. Letting the wave crash over her as each arriving titan added to the potential energy, a core of intensity so strong that it would soon explode. And stronger than she expected was the energy in the location, chosen precisely for its features, the ground itself emanating entropy. Of a pent-up reaction held in the palm of her hand. Of coming change so thick, it became tangible. 
 
    The next titan arrived, and she shut her eyes, savoring him as one smelled a gourmet meal before devouring it. Outside her window, an assistant knocked, and her driver rolled down the glass. 
 
    “Almost everyone has arrived, only two left,” he announced, holding a clipboard with names crossed off. One of her paid assistants, foolish enough to come to this location. A bird nested in a tree,  yet to realize the trunk had caught fire. 
 
    “Shhhh,” Sialia responded, holding up a flaming finger. She closed her eyes, focusing on each of the individual pinpoints of energy from the titans, so bright that they overshadowed any other Specials in the vicinity. She didn’t need her assistant to tell her how many had arrived. She was more in tune with their movements than the beating of her own heart. Her precious, perfect, burning stars. Her children, almost, since she would bring them to maturity. Her dreams made flesh. 
 
    As she savored it, one of the lights blinked out. 
 
    Sialia’s eyes snapped open as if she were splashed by cold water, drawing in a sharp breath. She reached out, expanding her senses of her surroundings then honing in on that one missing point. A faint glimmer was still there, like a candle snuffed out, but with the wick smoldering red. 
 
    Not dead, not eliminated—no, surely such a passing would have created far greater ripples. That much energy did not just dissipate without some sort of effect. Below the surface, the potential was still there, but muffled. Hidden away. Suppressed.  
 
    Inaccessible to her. 
 
    The adrenaline within her turned from hot to ice cold, her eyes narrowing to slits. She had worn her cronelike face today, to signify the end of an age. By day’s end, she expected the wrinkles to start to smooth away—but now, that face fit the deep scowl cast across her features. 
 
     
 
    “Alert security. Comb through the guests. We have a breach,” she commanded as she focused upon the remaining lights, like a spider clutching strands of her web, waiting for the telltale vibration of prey walking into a trap. 
 
    Who dared defy her here? It was certain death—like standing in the bottom floor of a falling skyscraper, the stories above already crunching together, the dominos sent in motion. There was no stopping this much power, only succumbing before it. Should her enemies be foolish enough to attack on this day, so be it. Even if they somehow managed to kill her, they could not kill her plan. 
 
    She opened the car door, stepping out into the bright sunlight, the energy in the ground stirring at her foot’s touch. Then she stiffened as a second light in her mind winked out. A new thought flashed, one that made the flames lick even higher. 
 
    If enough of those lights were sequestered, enough of the titans removed, the reaction could become reversible. It was like removing a domino from the middle of the line. With a big enough gap, it would halt of its own accord. 
 
    Sure, there would be destruction. But there wouldn’t be the absolute chaos she sought. The cleaning of the world slate. 
 
    Standing, she addressed her assistant once more as he returned. 
 
    “It appears we have guests who wish to view the remaking of the world firsthand. Who are we to deny them?” 
 
    Then she strode towards the tent, the grass behind her shriveling as it rapidly decomposed, even the sunlight falling about her breaking into duller colors. 
 
    




  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19, SC 
 
    Each additional pocket in space brought instability to my power. 
 
    For years, I’d carried a spatial pocket above my wrist to store a spare dark orb for emergencies. It had become second nature to place one there, like keeping a wallet in my pocket, almost feeling naked when the pocket was empty. It had become a part of me, tied to my body, just as a wristwatch would be. 
 
    Jeannie inhabited the second orb in space I had created, this one over my shoulder. The effort to keep these separated was negligent, managing them involuntary, like wearing a second article of clothing. Since the orbs were folds in space, not actual walls, the effort to keep high-powered beings or objects in them was no greater than storing a marble. Pressure within only pushed back upon itself, until the pocket was opened and the power clamored to escape. 
 
    But once the third pocket arrived, the sensation became more like juggling. I kept the one containing the Sculptor above the opposite shoulder as Jeannie, and when my focus drifted, so too did the pocket towards Jeannie. I’d never slammed two pockets of space together, but accidentally merging titans in a compromised hole in space would likely result in an explosive release in energy. 
 
    By pocket four, it was like speaking in two different conversations at the same time. Before coming to the convergence, Ennia and I had tested that I could capture multiple orbs in quick succession. We’d gotten up to seven during the last experiment, which she had concluded was more than enough to prevent Armageddon. 
 
    But we’d never tried holding seven filled with titans at the same time. We’d assumed that, like the first two, they would naturally fall into place. 
 
    We’d been wrong. 
 
    Slugger helped me capture the fourth pocket by pointing a titan towards a restroom that did not exist. The woman, nearly all arms and legs and dressed in a business suit, strode with confidence towards the exit. She’d been who Arial had tailed, the plant manager planning to attend a business conference on the industry, and she commanded attention with each step. 
 
    One moment, she had been making a confident beeline across the tent—the next, it was as if she had strode through an invisible door, the circle of bowling ball anchors buried under the earth swallowing her up in a gulp that left only a slight breeze behind. One of the waiters did a double take, blinking and turning to face the empty air where the woman had been just a moment before. He tilted his head, and Lucio walked by him, transmitting the memory of an extremely upset guest who was waiting for their glass of wine, and had threatened to toss the waiter off the mountainside if it didn’t arrive soon.  
 
    With a start, the waiter took off, the anomaly forgotten, and I turned my attention to our next target. 
 
    Two titans down, with two more as my goal. I set my sights on the man seated at the same table as Arial, leaning over his glass of wine with a face reddened by both the heat and the alcohol. Catching her eye, I nodded towards him, and she gave me a covert thumbs-up while reaching for her glass of water. Just a dozen steps away was another ringed trap, and I paused as Arial stood up, taking the man’s hand and leading him towards the future pocket. 
 
    Around us, the tent had grown more crowded—the tables were filling up, several of the faces familiar as those that we had identified as titans, but plenty of others who I could not recognize. There were far too many to all be titans, but enough chairs filled around the enclosure for two hundred people. Most of them milled about, chatting over glasses of wine, sweating through their fancy clothes, and checking their watches with a sidelong glance at the stage. Around the edges, large men in dark suits stirred, their heads swiveling to scan through the crowd. No, to search through the crowd. 
 
    I stiffened, turning back towards Arial as she chatted with the man, pulling him forwards. There were a handful of people clustered around the trap, and I waited until the precise moment he had stopped over the center, Arial releasing his hand and darting to the side. She shouldered into another guest, spilling their red wine with a gasp over a white suit, diverting their attention just as the man winked out of existence.  
 
    As he disappeared, so too did the chatter in the tent. It was as if someone had muffled it, the soundwaves stifled and breaking down like they were originating from farther away. The guests stilled, their attention turning to the stage, where a figure had taken the front. A figure shrouded in purplish blue fire, her eyes glinting as she leaned forwards to speak into a microphone. 
 
    The metal rusted in her grasp, red flakes of iron from the microphone stand popping off like autumn leaves. Behind her, white curtains that had billowed in the breeze only moments before now became rigid as smoldering holes forming at her base. When she spoke, her voice came sharp and hard, rapping out over the audience. 
 
    “Today is the day that we have waited so long to reach. Today is the first day of the future, of the division between the new and old worlds. Of mankind’s advancement. 
 
    “Many of you have been invited here because you will play a role in forming this new world. By your hands shall it be shaped, by your powers will opportunity arise from filth. 
 
    “Others among you were summoned because you have expressed doubt upon our ambitions. Here, we bring you all together to show you the fruits of our labors. So you may experience, firsthand, a change of titanic proportions. 
 
    “Others still have come of their own accord. Uninvited. Now you are here, I encourage you to stay—for you too will experience the reformation. We especially welcome you. 
 
    “What you experience now is the convergence. A turning point, where more power has been gathered in one area than any other point in human existence. This will not only be recorded in history books—this will be the first page. 
 
    “Everything before will be forgotten.” 
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 20, SC 
 
    The sky darkened faster than our thoughts, light itself starting to break down. A bubble formed about us, as if we were submerged underwater, muting the world as energy trickled away. Sialia raised her hands, the flames in her palms guiding pinpricks in the darkness, luring the attention of the tent like mosquitos to a light. She still spoke into the microphone, the device unnecessary as every soul hung on to her words. 
 
    “Can you feel it?” she asked, curling her fingers. “Can you sense the temptation, the change coming? Right now, we stand at the base of an active volcano, one due to erupt. Under our very feet is the cravings of destruction. It wants to spew molten rock in the air, make the earth tremble beneath it, bury us all in ash.” 
 
    Her fingers formed a fist, and the ground shook. A cracking sound permeated the shield about us, the noise sharp enough to make many of the guests clasp their hands to their ears. In the distance, a puff of smoke rose from the mountain top, while a river of stones showered down its face. Then Sialia’s hands opened again, and the shakes stilled. 
 
    “But that volcano’s power is but a shadow of those gathered here today. And yet, there are those who wish to stop us. To seize our victory.” 
 
    She laughed, and her voice turned shrill, as her eyes suddenly fell upon me. They narrowed, and when she spoke, I knew it was not to the entire audience. 
 
    “The pieces have already been put in place. The dominos have started to fall. This day has been foretold for years upon years, the anticipation building. The potential energy rising to a critical point. There is no stopping us now. And if there were something strong enough to do so, I would have sensed it.” 
 
    The dark orb was in my hands as she sneered, and I threw it with all of my strength towards her. It whistled through the air, a deeper darkness than anything that she could produce, but her hand met it a foot in front of her. Light spooled away as it slowed, the effort futile as the orb exploded with a sharp explosion, deteriorating away under her power. 
 
    But the orb hadn’t been meant to strike Sialia down.  
 
    It was a signal. 
 
    We had prepared a few different options for our attack plan. In one, Lucio would change the color of the bow tie currently around his neck from blue to red. That meant a stealth assault, to be careful not to announce our arrival but at the same time try to capture Sialia. 
 
    The intermediary signal was for Slugger to drop a platter of wine glasses, the monetary crash indicating that we should proceed with caution, and try to remain hidden, but still launch an assault. 
 
    The signal that I had just given, an exploding orb, meant to ignore all caution. To employ anything and everything necessary to stop Sialia, because we had already been exposed. To distract her long enough that she could not gather the focus to free titans. 
 
    And in that moment, the tent exploded into chaos. 
 
    Ennia was the first to act. Typically, Ennia’s power was the slowest, as she had to plan and engineer out her machinations. She could convert substances to bone at a moment’s notice, but with more time, her power was far more effective. In the past few days, she had prepared thoroughly. 
 
    On the underside of each of the chairs, tendons and muscle had incorporated themselves into the wood, attaching themselves to the chair legs. At her command, those alterations sprang to life. Seatbelts of sinew slithered out of chairbacks, wrapping around the bodies of anyone in their seats, crisscrossing over their chests and laps before constricting to prevent them from standing. With a clatter, the chair legs started to move, scrabbling away from the tent in all directions like ants from a kicked mound. Several occupants shrieked in surprise as the chairs fled, each at the speed of a jogging person, Ennia’s eyes closed as she controlled them with her power. For only a few minutes could they keep up that speed, scattering the titans. Like all muscles, these would tire and fail, particularly when they left her range and she could no longer convert wood to the glucose that powered them. But the further they could travel from the convergence epicenter, the better. 
 
    At the same time, the poles upholding the tent shrieked, bending at the center as hidden muscles contracted within them. Their ends unearthed themselves, dragging stakes along on ropes, stuttering across the ground as the canvas flapped overhead. Like enormous spider legs, they moved in coordination, twisting to reorient themselves. 
 
    Then the nearest one to Sialia stabbed down towards the stage, its point aimed for her heart. 
 
    Sialia raised a hand, and the aluminum exteriors rusted away into white powder, leaving only the muscle beneath like a cracked-open crab leg. A shard of bone jutted out, narrowly missing her to slam into the podium, splintering the wood as it embedded its point into the center.  
 
    “Kill them!” Sialia shrieked, as another spindly leg swiped towards her, one that she avoided. 
 
    But Ennia was only a single portion of our plan—and as the security guards jumped into action, so too did the rest of our trap. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21, SC 
 
    When I had practiced creating pockets in space to contain titans, my friends had not been still. Instead, they had also practiced new techniques, honed after viewing the convergence site.  
 
    Reflective objects filled the tent—metal pitchers, shining bar tops, and even racks of cutlery that sparkled in the afternoon sun. Lights rimmed the tent’s edge, each an anchoring point for Candis’ power. She had mapped them all, placing a few strategic pocket mirrors in any blind spots, and practiced bouncing around their locations over the course of a night. Now, there wasn’t a square foot of the tent beyond her reach. In a moment’s notice, she could be anywhere—as the advancing guards immediately discovered. 
 
    With a flash of light, she materialized in front of one of them, popping him in the nose with the heel of her hand while simultaneously pointing to a shining mirror under a nearby table. The beam of light bounced off of that, then caught on one of the overhead lamps, slinging her towards the source in a bead along the thread as the surprised guard’s punch whiffed against air. Halfway through her journey, she exited the light beam, somersaulting out behind another guard and poking him in the ribs. He spun, just in time to see a flash and unspooling of light over his shoulder, the bead whipping past his cheek to streak above the next guard. Candis’ feet materialized first, landing on the third guard’s shoulders before pushing away again, sailing upwards and away as yet another beam of light carried her upwards to hang from a ceiling light. All three guards she had raced through stared at her, readying their powers, and Candis spat down at them. 
 
    “Going to take more than that to catch me, bitches.” 
 
    Her next beam of light was ready for the moment they would strike—and now that they had eyes on her, she could only keep running. Any attack from her would be obvious. 
 
    But Candis wasn’t supposed to attack. She was supposed to distract. 
 
    Slugger wove through the gawking guards, holding a ball of yarn that unspooled behind him, looping it around each in an instant and pulling it tight. He made it through a line of six before they noticed, their attention on me and Candis, and not on the waiter darting away towards what they assumed was safety. Only when Slugger yanked on the end did they look down, the tangle of yarn little more than a curious inconvenience to them. 
 
    “Oi! Catch!” shouted Slugger, and whipped the remainder of the ball at a seventh guard. In more reflex than anything, the man snagged it out of the air, then stared at the soft string in his hands, his eyes tracing the trail to Slugger then the chain of other guards. 
 
    For Slugger’s power to work, he needed physical contact to manipulate mass, and it had been Ennia, who had first suggested to use of string. As long as he held one end of it, his power could flow through it like a current through a wire. 
 
    “Eat dirt,” he said, his fingers on the string—then his power surged through it. In under a second, the half pound of yarn gained hundreds of pounds of mass, cinching down on the already tight cord. All seven guards collapsed as if struck by falling anvils, low grunts coming from the pile as the yarn glued  to the ground. The one holding the ball had it worst—before he could release the yarn, it had dragged him to the earth, and he howled as it crushed his palm, pinning him to the earth as surely as a stake. 
 
    “Neutralized!” Slugger shouted to me, nodding and scanning for the next group of guards. But Lucio was already among two of them, shouting as they formed a ring around them. 
 
    “They’re here to kill me! I should have listened to you while I could!” Lucio yelled, cowering in the center. Two of the guards activated their powers, and rings of fire surrounded them in a protective barrier as Lucio continued to screech. “I thought for sure they’d never see through my disguise. As a prince, I must be too famous—alas, I can escape neither the paparazzi nor murderers!” 
 
    “Hold tight, sir,” one of the guards answered. “We’ll have you off the premises at once.” 
 
    “We must hurry!” Lucio insisted, then peeked through Arial through the flames, as she pointed at two figures standing nearby. “And don’t forget my friends! We must save them too, else they’ll be held ransom, or worse! Trust no one. Let’s move!” 
 
    Lucio’s memories preceded them as they cleared a way through the crowd, absorbing the two others Arial had pointed to, titans that she had identified earlier. Suddenly, in the titans’ minds, they were under the protective wing of the Prince of Killinser, who had brought them to the event as his guests. As his guests, they would also leave with him and his contingent of guards, with the greatest security money could afford. 
 
    From the podium, Sialia’s face contorted as her guards fell—especially since the Specials who attacked them had hardly registered as high sources of entropy, yet had caused so much disorder. Her eyes fell upon me, and her lip curled in a snarl as she pointed a finger. 
 
    “Fool!” she shouted. “You can’t stop what has begun here! And now, you shall have the first taste of chaos.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked towards the nearest titan to me —one that seemed perfect for her intentions. The threat carried in her voice as she unleashed her power, her finger twitching as she focused on the woman. 
 
    “You may have convinced yourself you’re in control, but here’s a true illusion. See who really steers fate.” She laughed, and her power fell upon Mira, the titan of illusions. 
 
    If Mira’s power had been unleashed, the mental barrage of daydreams and desires would have been enough to break any normal mind. Reality and imagination would become indistinguishable, as even the greatest of warriors were reduced to blubbering idiots. In a fight, they would strike against invisible enemies that had never existed—and that was if they still contained the mental facilities to attempt. With Mira, Sialia could disable her enemies while convincing the rest of the titans to break out of their bodies in a single stroke. 
 
    With Mira, she would have won, as her entropy eroded away the barriers that kept the illusion power in check. 
 
    But instead of unwinding a titan, Sialia’s power dissolved something else. A threadlike apparition, expertly constructed—one that, even to Sialia, would have given the sensation of intense entropy to go along with Mira’s image. 
 
    Sialia’s power shattered the illusion, leaving a girl floating in Mira’s place, her arms folded in defiance. From Arial’s side, I spoke, holding Sialia’s attention as four distant dots grew larger in the sky behind her. 
 
    “Yeah, we thought you’d try that,” I said, and the words were punctuated the roar of an approaching tiger. 
 
    

  

 
  
    Chapter 22, Sialia 
 
    Sialia whirled to the roaring’s source, then turned back from the growing shapes of winged tigers, her eyes flashing with fury. To her left and right, her security guards struggled against Slugger, Lucio, and Candis. Any other stragglers were lost in the general panic as servers fled, Ennia’s chairs carrying guests cleared from the tent, and the remaining people diving for cover. Some of the guests had already started to activate their powers, and I shivered, thinking back to Ennia’s warnings.  
 
    That if the level of panic or danger grew too much, one titan would break their bounds. And that titan could be enough to awaken the other titans. Already, Arial had shot into the air, swooping down towards a man who had escaped his scampering chair. Around him, vines had started to twist upwards faster and thicker than any standard vibrant could power, and his hands clasped the side of his head as if he were fighting a violent migraine. His skin darkened and segmented, roughening into bark-like strips, his eyes brightening to a shining lime green. He howled, and it was the sound of snapping tree trunks, just as Arial arrived beside him. 
 
    She thrust her hands out, biting hard down on her tongue, and the vines before her withered as a shadow seemed to pass over them. Arial tensed, her eyes shut tight, forcing her power from the Litious ability over the titan with all her strength. Had he reached full power, her ability would be like throwing a bucket of water on a burning house—but catching him this early put out the match before the fire could spread. 
 
    The sound died in the man’s throat, dissolving to the rustle of whispering leaves as the light in his eyes faded. He stumbled, the receding rage of the titan leaving a void in him like a hurricane that had suddenly evaporated. Arial darted forwards, catching him before he fainted and laying him in a bed of his own vines, her eyes scanning for others. She leapt back into the sky, but her power stuttered, like a car whose ignition wouldn’t catch, and it took her two tries for it to catch and fling her into the air. 
 
    The subduing of the titan had taken only moments, and Sialia’s eyes narrowed as she spoke to me. “Whether you died in ten seconds or ten minutes was no concern to me,” she said. “But now, I think it best to accelerate your departure. Time comes for us all, but now it comes for you first.” 
 
    She raised a hand, palm out towards me, and the air within my lungs turned to fire. It was as if I had spent the last two minutes underwater, gulping for air and drawing in liquid, the blood in my veins screaming for oxygen. Needles pricked against my skin and it cracked, grooves running down my arms that stretched to make way for wrinkles. In my chest, my heart thudded like a drumroll, so fast that each of the individual beats meshed together into a solid tone. 
 
    I gasped, falling to a knee, my joints creaking and my fingernails withering. She laughed as she spoke, her voice cutting as she increased the pressure upon me with a twitch of her index finger joint. 
 
    “It takes many people to build a tower, but only one person to knock it down. That is entropy, SC. Today, you have learned its nature.” 
 
    My voice croaked out of my chest as a wheezing breath, but it was just loud enough to carry to her. 
 
    “Then that makes both of us.” 
 
    Sialia’s eyebrows knitted together for an instant, her head tilting at my words. Then she reeled, as she was struck not by a single hammer blow but by a hundred tiny ones. 
 
    Sialia’s power always came smooth, masterful. When a fruit aged in her palm, it was uniform, as if the days flitting by affected the entire piece at once. When she cast her power upon me, it soaked over my entire being, pressing from all directions simultaneously. But what retaliated against her was instead the irregularity of an unskilled hand, of a child flinging paint around a canvas instead of an artist brushing it. 
 
    One of her ears elongated, the skin drooping as years pulled it downwards. Age spots rushed across her skin like splattered raindrops, while wrinkles already cutting into her face started and stopped in irregular patterns to appear more like patchwork than grooves. A quarter of her hair fell out, while another quarter turned white from gray. Her muscles shrank disproportionately, one bicep disappearing while the other stayed strong, one leg shortening as the other held ground. Her eyes turned bloodshot, and she coughed, blood forming on her lips as she released me, turning her power back to herself. 
 
     To undo the monstrous effect of uncontrolled entropy on her own skin. 
 
    “See, when you pointed that power at SC, I got just the sample I needed,” said Darian, stepping out from behind the nearby bar. His own palm had been pointed at Sialia, and now he closed his fist as she started to mend herself, cursing at him. 
 
    “You’ve butchered me,” Sialia hissed. “You imbecile, you cannot wield it.” 
 
    “Afraid I’ve only had a few seconds of practice,” said the Mimic. “Delicate powers like this one are hard to control. But since you were so willing to experiment on my friend, it only makes sense that I experiment on you.” 
 
    Then he opened his palm, blasting at her again as she shrieked with rage. As she patched her ear back to normal size, his sporadic power caused an eyelid to droop. Her legs reached their normal size, but her fingernails grew to half a foot. And the wrinkles moved in waves about her face, chasing themselves in circles, new lines filling in where old ones disappeared. 
 
    “I’m not as strong as her,” Darian said to me as he kept his focus upon her, and my body returned to normal. “But I don’t need to be. As she said, it’s easier to destroy than to heal.” 
 
    I flexed my creaking fingers, checking they still worked, then climbed back to my feet. Whatever Sialia had done to my body, she hadn’t gotten far before Darian arrived, and I’d have to wait until later to review the extent of the damage. 
 
    “Keep her under pressure. Our reserves are almost here,” I said, and Darian redoubled his efforts, just as the tigers landed. 
 
    And the ground began to shake. 
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 23, SC 
 
    There’s a very particular smell after lightning strikes. That of burning, mixed with ozone, as the air itself is packed with energy. It’s the smell of change, of instability triumphing over equilibrium. Of impending danger. 
 
    As Sialia raised her hands towards the sky, a column of purple fire erupting like a geyser around her form, a wave of ozone so pungent it brought goosebumps rolled over us. The fire released no heat, but rather gave off something else —something that made me instinctually raise my hands to shield my face, and there was a buzzing that filled the air, making the hair on the back of my neck rise. As if thousands of locusts had suddenly emerged from around us, their wings beating furiously as they sought to consume. And only after a moment of shock did I realize where the sound originated. 
 
    Around us, silverware danced on tables, rattling along as flecks of metal popped off from instant rusting. The canvas of the tent smoldered, the stitches failing as if fell apart like clothes that had been worn hundreds of times, the color fading to a dull yellow. Wooden chairs rotted, the particulate flowing up like miniature dust storms into air, while any rocks underfoot crumbled to sand. Water boiled and froze in the same glass, keeping the shape of its container even after the glass crumbled away. 
 
    There was no shattering, no rush to any of it—instead, only the crumbling, the erosion and reduction emanating outwards from her fire. At the very center of the flames, there were only scorch marks where Sialia stood, the air shimmering and dancing with mixtures of light and darkness. As if the shadows had become physical, and night chased away day. 
 
    Then Sialia closed her fists, and the wave of destruction flooded outwards. 
 
    Darian stumbled back, wiping his hands on his shirt as if they were burned and he was scrubbing off embers. The yarn holding off the guards evaporated, but they were too stunned to stand as the earth bucked again, a tremor strong enough to knock half the remaining crowd off their feet as they fled the tent. 
 
    Then, replacing the buzzing, there was a sound so loud that it struck like a physical punch and left a mixture of ringing and roaring in my ears. Above, a plume of smoke accompanied by flashing lightning formed as the top of the mountain blew clean off as Sialia called its energy from the depths of the earth, bidding it to come forth prematurely. I read her lips more than heard her words as she shouted, the words interspersed with static and the eruption still ringing in my ears. 
 
    “Let nothing hold you back!” she shouted, wind whipping the flames in a tornado around her, as pebbles drove down among us like rain, slashing holes in the already weakened canvas. “Our energy unleashes today on the world! As volcanic soil is fertile after its destruction, so too do we make the world!” 
 
    “I can’t fight that!” gasped Darian, coming beside me. “Anything I throw at her is lost in the chaos. And, by using her power, it’s giving it a path back to me!” He held up his palms, where charred black lines streaked over the skin, and blisters had started to form. Beside us, Candis landed on unsteady feet as the beam of light carrying her to us split and died. 
 
    “And I can’t get in there,” she said, pointing to the circle of destruction around Sialia. “My light won’t stay in a beam in there. It breaks apart, and so would I if I had to travel through it.” 
 
    In rapid succession, I threw two dark orbs at Sialia—but they didn’t travel more than ten feet before decomposing, popping like firecrackers. Ennia’s tent contraption shuddered then screeched as it toppled—the structure behind muscles and bone she had embedded in the poles preferring to become ash. Slugger dashed forwards, gripping a table leg that he threw with all his might at Sialia—but when it touched the ring of fire, the heavy plastic melted away into smoking dark oil.  
 
    Arial leapt upwards, dancing to the sky above Sialia and readying her ability from the Litious. My throat constricted—at that height, she was above the worst of the cyclone of destruction. But the instant she used her ability, her powers of flight would fail —likely deteriorating far faster than normal after she had just stopped a titan. She would fall into that vortex, consumed as skin, then muscle, then bone turned to dust. Perhaps, for a moment, she would stop the onslaught—but in an instant after her death, it would return. 
 
    “No!” I shouted, and even the word seemed to break apart as it entered the entropy field, stretching on longer than I had intended and riddled with gaps. But before she could attack Sialia, Arial’s attention swiveled, a more pressing problem turning evident as the Vibrant titan started to stir, green light returning to his eyes. 
 
    Arial darted back, hands outstretched, slowing the emergence of bark rippling over his skin. But to her left, a woman fell to her knees as water welled up from the earth around her. It surged over her features, her skin starting to turn translucent, her hair hardening into shards of white ice. Where her fingernails dug into the earth, jets of water bore through stone, and her screams turned to gurgles. 
 
    Arial held her other hand towards her, the woman’s transformation slowing—but a third change had started taking place. A man near the edge of the tent coughed, and bloody metal filings spewed into the air. His arms started to shimmer as steel raced over them, copper wire replacing his red hair and platinum his teeth. For an instant, Arial took her attention off of the Vibrant—but had to return it immediately as the vines surged upwards. 
 
    “I can’t hold them all!” Arial shouted, her arms stretched wide. “Hurry! There are more coming, and I can’t stop them!” 
 
    But this time, the figures riding tigers behind Sialia had dismounted. The beasts themselves prowled around the destructive circle, searching for openings and finding none, retreating backwards as the keratin in their claws flaked away. But their riders had not hesitated, and were focused upon their target. 
 
    It had been months since I had last seen a Deathguard, but I would never forget their power. Attained from birth in a land of absolute death, their power snuffed out any life it touched. Hidden deep in the Amazon rainforest, this power had been protected for centuries—its last major usage leaving a scar on the forest itself that had never quite recovered. 
 
    Death itself is pure destruction. It is the ultimate entropy. 
 
    As the Deathguards turned their attention towards Sialia, there was nothing for her power to decompose, no breaking down a power completely derived from loss of energy and life. 
 
    Together, the two riders raised their hands, and streamers as dark as night poured away from them. A sound like a hundred violins playing off pitch cut through the air, discordant notes so broken that I flinched away. Dark dust poured from the streamers, and where it touched, nothing moved—even the scorched grass stilling in the wind. 
 
    When the streamers reached the heart of Sialia’s entropy, they did not fall apart as other attacks had. Rather, the light and shadows seemed to embrace them, curling around like welcoming fingers and escorting the poison to the center. As they drew close, blue fire leapt out to fend them off but withered away at death’s touch. 
 
    Sialia’s head snapped to the side at first contact, her eyes narrowing to slits, the decay about her freezing, and even the flame’s flickering slowing to a crawl. But the streamers of death paid her defense no heed, and she threw herself to the side as the first attack whipped past her.  
 
     And not all the streamers missed. 
 
    A single strand, slightly larger than a thread, brushed over her wrist, barely touching against the skin, and leaving no immediate sign but a thin stripe of red, like a welted lash from a whip. 
 
    Beyond Sialia, for hundreds of feet, grass turned brown beneath the howling streamers. Birds fell from the sky, entire clouds of insects perished, and the nutrients in the soil denatured to toxins. 
 
    But Sialia’s attention was on her hand, the fingers now limp, and the skin cracking. It rotted, turning black, the skin sloughing off like a glove—until after only a handful of seconds, only the skeleton beneath remained, the white bones contrasting the scorched area around her. Her mouth opened for an instant in horror, then slammed shut, her jaw clenching as the hand dangled to her side, lifeless. She closed her eyes, and the blast of entropy redoubled, slamming into us like a shockwave. 
 
    Titans howled as they shook off their human forms, their development accelerating by several times. Arial fell back as the two she constrained burst free, their changes so rapid that suppressing them would be impossible. And the Deathguards redoubled their efforts, sending more streamers towards Sialia. 
 
    In that moment, I knew that one of two things could happen. 
 
    Either Sialia would die before the titans could be unleashed, and they would return to their human state. 
 
    Or she would die, but first release them—sacrificing herself for what she thought to be a greater world. 
 
    But I had not expected the third option, as a singsong voice rang out over the tent, rising above the chaos with a single commanding word. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 24, SC 
 
    We froze, and even my blood seemed to thicken in its tracks, my heart slowing. Then gratitude swelled through my entire being as I dug a hand into my pocket, jamming the plugs we had prepared deep into my ears, followed by a folded set of sound-blocking earmuffs.  
 
    Ennia had prepared these after our last run-in with Siri, utilizing the services of Slugger and Lucio to test their efficacy. She’d bought the highest quality earmuffs that she could afford with our supply of money, avoiding electronics in case powers would deaden them, then tinkered with the materials inside, using blending to coax out the best combination. After her fifth iteration of standing with her eyes closed as Lucio shouted red-faced in front of her, and Slugger dropped a bowling ball with the mass of a boulder in the tunnel behind her, the results were as strong as she could hope to find. 
 
    The earmuffs and earbuds were designed to muffle sound, but conversation could still be heard through them. Ennia had deadened it, such that Lucio’s shouting was an intelligible murmur, and she sensed Slugger’s bowling ball through the vibrations of her feet rather than those of the air. Siri’s voice, however, had once managed to flitter through a small pinhole with enough power to stun an entire room, and Ennia was willing to take no chances. There had to be a way to effectively turn us deaf, to prevent any sound from permeating in. And it was the finishing touch that had made the difference. 
 
    It had taken hours of experimentation, but after careful concentration, she’d blended twelve sets of bumblebee wings into the interior of the earmuffs, securing the tiny joints into the plastic and drawing nerves to the rubber padding. When that padding was under pressure on the sides of the wearer’s head, the nerves activated the wings, which beat furiously. Each had enough energy stored in glucose pockets underneath to operate for ten minutes, and the buzzing when wearing the assembly was enough to drown out any sound, giving absolute protection until the wing’s energy depleted and the glucose had to be restored. 
 
    The specially prepared equipment made me feel as if I had stepped into a beehive. 
 
    Ennia had forced us each to wear the headphones while preparing, and the instinctual drive to take them off and cast them down the tunnels took an hour to overcome. The beating wings so close to my ears felt as if bees were actually trying to enter them and Arial had almost been unable to stomach the sensation. But now, back on the battlefield, each one of us had donned our own sets without hesitation.  
 
    Usually, there was no resisting Siri’s voice—that command to stop would have applied to our most basic desires. Pushing through it was like starving for days and ignoring a fresh meal directly on the table before me, the aromas so enticing that they would physically draw me in.  
 
    It was the ringing in our ears that gave us any ability to resist at all—the aftershocks of volcanic eruption enough to block Siri’s voice just enough to prevent complete control. Lucio, Darian, Candis, Arial, Ennia, and I had all reacted quick enough to keep Siri out of our heads, and Slugger, who had never felt the draw of Siri’s power, would otherwise have been responsible for rescuing us all with extra sets of earmuffs he held in his pockets.  
 
    Around us, the decay had slowed to a stop—items once accelerating through time so fast that they disintegrated in seconds now impervious to Sialia’s force. Guards ceased their struggling, staring up at Siri slack-jawed, their fighting forgotten. The rising titans stilled, the powers static, as if a chisel had paused halfway through carved beings of immense power. Even the flames dancing around Sialia paused, flickering more like a candle than a bonfire, as she too succumbed to Siri’s compulsion. 
 
    As Siri walked on stage, the only soul moving aside from my team, my chest tightened. She strode with confidence, her hair, which was usually clasped in a tight bun, flowing behind in erratic waves, reaching Sialia just as the realization hit me. 
 
    Not everyone had been saved. 
 
    On stage, the faces of the two Deathguards had slackened, their arms still raised but the streamers of ultimate destruction faded away. Next to them, Lola too wore an expression of confusion, like that of a small child lost in a crowd and searching for her parents. After only a moment, I realized why. 
 
    Lola had been charged with defending the Deathguards, our greatest weapon in the fight, and the only one that could penetrate through to Sialia. When Sialia had released her power, causing the volcano to explode and disorder to reign, Lola had used her power to shield them. 
 
    As a Transient, she had pulled them through to the other side, a sister world to our own, the shadow of our reality. Once the immediate danger of the volcano had passed, she had brought them back to carry on the fight.  
 
    They would have been missing for only a handful of seconds, but in those seconds, they would have missed the impossibly loud boom of the volcano that had nearly deafened the rest of us. That boom was a shield to Siri, an inadequate and weak one, like wearing a long sleeve shirt for warmth in a blizzard. But it had been just enough to resist.  
 
    That was the difference between the earmuffs now protecting our ears and those still in the Deathguard’s pockets, forgotten as their eyes glazed over and their mouths dropped open. 
 
    Our greatest weapons against Sialia were under Siri’s control. At a moment’s notice, they could be turned against us, the powers of death scourging the insides of the entire tent. With their help, we had come so close to winning. Without them, the battle would stalemate. With them combined against us, we would surely swiftly lose. 
 
    And more importantly, when Siri released Sialia from her command, there would be no one left to stop the convergence.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25, Slugger 
 
    Slugger flinched as the sound assaulted him. Between the entropic buzzing, the explosion, the ringing, and the wailing of death, his eardrums already threatened to burst. But it was the screeching that always accompanied Siri’s singing that irked Slugger the most, bringing with it a sense of light nausea and wrongness that permeated him to the bone.  
 
    It took intense concentration to hear the words, like listening through layers of radio static for a once beautiful song now discordant and out of tune. While he could slowly pick out the meaning and the emotions, the compulsion was no longer present. It was like reading lyrics rather than listening —and suddenly realizing how poorly written they were without the accompanying music. 
 
     His hand strayed towards his pocket where two more spools of yarn along with other new trinkets waited. Already, he wore the lead-lined SLUG gloves, which could easily crush the ribcage of any opponent with a glancing blow. But Ennia had encouraged him to be more resourceful with its power, and he now had other tricks prepared. 
 
     “This day is mine,” Siri announced, and settled behind the remains of the podium. With a curled lip, she flicked one of the termites still crawling over the surface towards Sialia before resting her palms on the rotting wood. Then she looked out over the crowd, and past them, to the verdant landscape beyond.  
 
    “Siri,” gasped Sialia as her own strong will fought the compulsion, her flames darkening to an oily black with the effort. “What do you think you are doing?” 
 
     “What do I think I am doing?” Siri said, then broke into a harsh laugh, repeating the phrase. “What do I think I am doing? No, Sialia, what do you think you are doing? What have you done with me?” 
 
    At her tone and inflections, the crowd started to stir, and Siri slammed her will down with a harsh word. “Stop,” she sang, though to Slugger, it may as well have been nails on a chalkboard, causing him to cringe away. Then Siri turned back to Sialia and sang softly a word meant only for her. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    The invisible bonds around Sialia dissipated, her flames leaping higher then subsiding. Her eyes focused on Siri, and Slugger tensed, reading the thoughts as they flicked across her face. The temptation was to lash out and undo Siri right there, to age her away into dust. But Siri raised a warning finger, singing softly like the low growl of a predator about to pounce.  
 
    “Thoughts of violence, shall you forget. 
 
    Thoughts of truth, shall you admit.” 
 
    The fight fled from Sialia’s eyes, and she deflated, a lion tamer held captive by her own animal. 
 
    “We are trying to create a new world. A better world,” she stated, voice flat. 
 
    “And yet, in this world, I was imprisoned, held captive?” asked Siri. 
 
    “We freed you,” Sialia said, gesturing towards me, and Siri looked as if she had just swallowed a cockroach. 
 
    “You sent that to free me?” Siri snapped, not even gracing me with a glance. “All these resources, yet that is your effort? What mockery, and only to provide me with a faux sense of liberty. No, Sialia, I speak not of the cell. I speak of this world you seek to build, where I am yet another to wear your chains. A new world, with new laws.  
 
    “I bow before no laws, Sialia. I am law. I hold the chains.” 
 
    Siri spat the words, and Slugger pulled out the throwing knife from his pocket. It was specially crafted to be as heavy as possible, built from lead, and an ordinary person would only be able to throw it a few feet. But Slugger sapped away its mass until it rested light as a dart in his fingers, his eyes darting back and forth between Siri and Sialia, deciding who to target first. 
 
    Both villains. One orderly, but with a clear view of an evil future. The other, crazed and uncontrollable. 
 
    Crazed, he decided, they had a better chance of defeating in the aftermath. 
 
    He threw the knife like a baseball pitch, whipping it as hard as he could in the air. It was the weight of a marble leaving his hand, but with each foot it traveled, mass came rushing back, turning it into a sharp fastball with enough momentum to punch through a steel wall. 
 
    “Kill it!” Siri hissed, sensing his sudden movement as the knife shot towards Sialia.  Every soul in the tent who heard her focused on the knife, their powers erupting at her call. A single power would have been enough for her demand, but instead, a dozen lashed out. 
 
    The Deathguards blasted with all their strength on the point in air where the knife traveled, vaporizing it. Shards of ice sprang from the frosting over water titan, while impossibly fast vines stretched up in a wall to snag the blade. Two fireballs intersected from opposite sides of the tent and continued onwards, carving holes in the tent canvas. Lola stepped in front of Sialia to catch the knife out of the air, instead catching a torrent of air from released one of the guards instead that knocked her off stage, and a handful of other powers washed over the point in space a moment too late. 
 
    Where the knife had been was only scorch marks and hot air, and Siri turned her eyes towards Slugger, her lip curling. 
 
    “She belongs to me, now. Not you,” Siri said, just as there was a beam of light cutting through the stage. It connected to a smoldering ember resting at Sialia’s feet, and an instant later, Candis appeared at her side. With one hand, she gripped Sialia’s dead wrist, and with the other, she pointed upwards, a beam of light unfurling into the sky. 
 
    Candis, too, had reached the same conclusion as Slugger. That Sialia must be eliminated before she could either regain status as Siri’s master or become a pawn under her. 
 
    In the corner of my eye, I started to move, dark orbs generating in my hands. Slugger jumped into action when he also realized what Candis was doing, from a secret that I had shared with him weeks before. 
 
    That Candis’ power let her reach out to a source of light and travel there, so long as she could connect with that source. The Instructors kept her as a stop gap, a final safety net to capture rogue titans or Specials because Candis could drag them with her in a suicidal trip to the center of the sun, something no Special would be able to survive. 
 
    Gold sunlight raced back down Candis’ silver beam, her face set with grim determination. Once that light touched her finger, she would be gone—somersaulting into space. Lucio shrieked, his arms outstretched to send her a memory—but there was not enough time to make an impact. Slugger threw another one of his knives, trying to bisect the beam, but one of the Deathguards shot it out of the air, Siri’s compulsion still making them defend Sialia. 
 
    And just before the light arrived home, Siri sang, he voice swelling with power, the words racing the light beam connection. 
 
    “Free we shall be!” 
 
    With those words, there was a stirring—a shaking, a new quake like that of the volcano erupting. The stage shattered, and a spire of diamond shot out from underneath it, shearing through the wood just under Candis’ feet. The shard narrowly missed Candis, instead ramming through Sialia, spearing through her heart in under a quarter of a second, the tip bloody as it exited out her back. Sialia stared down in shock, her flames sputtering then burning out, as entropy finally turned its eye toward her. 
 
    Siri spoke, as the ground beneath us roiled, moving in waves like an earthquake. 
 
    “I said, she was mine,” Siri said, then opened her arms wide, bright white teeth flashing with her laughter. “As are all of you!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 26, SC 
 
    The volcano had shaken the ground, but Siri’s words had broken it.  
 
    I hadn’t heard her exact words through Ennia’s earmuffs, but I had seen Candis leap to Sialia’s side. I had witnessed the spire of crystal piece through Sialia like a pin through a butterfly, and her near immediate death after. And though I hadn’t heard, Siri’s lips formed the word free so clearly, her voice sounded in my mind. 
 
    But those words shouldn’t have affected the earth—the earth had no ears, was not subject to Siri’s command. There was no intelligence for her titan abilities to sway. Yet great cracks ran through the grass, and mounds of dirt rose like enormous anthills before breaking away into rivulets of soil, the grass roots no longer holding purchase.  
 
    The crystal spike retracted from beneath the stage, and Sialia fell just as the earth rose. 
 
    It was as if we were experiencing the birth of a mountain. As rock cracked, the last remaining legs of the tent fell, bringing with it the canvas. Tables slid back like water off a ship’s bow as a peak appeared in the center, jutting higher and higher into the sky, pushing people and objects away in its wake. I tumbled backwards, rolling down the freshly formed hill, tangled in debris and mud and only coming to a stop thirty feet away. With dark orbs, I sliced through a bar top that had pinned down my leg, then cords from the tent that had tangled around my torso. Then I stood, just in time to see the mountain block out the sun, the final pieces of dirt falling away to reveal its true form. 
 
    A colossal head, towering into the sky, followed by shoulders and arms that pressed against the ground. A figure that was sitting up, had yet to stand, and already was the size of an apartment building. Its legs moved, creating ridges like a child buried in sand but thousands of times larger. And when it roared, even Ennia’s earmuffs couldn’t drown out the sound. The sound already reverberated in my chest, stealing my breath, comparable only with the sharp crack of the volcano. With it was raw emotion—pain and rage incarnate, so corporeal that when the giant finished, my body continued to shake. And in my mind, several key pieces of information snapped together, just as the gargantuan stood. 
 
    That we had struck something hard when trying to dig the bowling ball traps. Something that we had assumed to be bedrock, but had never actually checked.  
 
    That Ennia had declared the ground after a few feet down to be protected, or unblendable. Almost as if someone had prepared it and had taken several times to reach a spot of earth that could be blended. 
 
    That the needle spire which pierced Sialia was diamond, as was the skin that now glittered off the giant in the sun’s rays, as the final clogs of dirt fell away.  
 
    After I had fled the Instructors’ facility, Blake had stayed behind. They had tried to convert me to a titan, using a mechanism of unproven methods. Blake had been furious when he discovered me strapped to it. 
 
    Furious because I, not him, had been chosen to be a titan. I, one who he considered lesser. The only way he could save his pride was proving to the world his strength. 
 
    The giant—no, the titan—roared again, and stumbled to his feet, light shimmering off its diamond skin in hundreds of rainbows. With each step, the earth rattled, and Blake shook himself off before bending over, pressing the back of his hand to the ground just before the podium. Fingers the size of sewer pipes curled open, fingers that had no business moving due to their lack of joints, and Siri stepped from onstage to the center of his palm. The hand cupped around her protectively, just as the Vibrant titan broke its bounds, erupting into a whirl of vines and thorns.  
 
    The appendages expanded, glowing bright green and crackling with the sound of splitting firewood, roots pressing down into the earth and raising the bark-covered body into the air. Vines and roots and trunks twined about his body in a massive knot, his torso swollen to the size of a pickup truck. With a shiver, stems lashed out, whipping into the air then slamming into the ground so hard, they cracked stone. 
 
    It was only the beginning of his transformation—and one of the whips landed just feet away from Siri, drawing the diamond giant’s attention. 
 
    He seized the Vibrant titan in his offhand, with as much care as a dog snagging a rat, hauling him into the air as the roots still dug into the ground stretched taut. The vines struggled, wrapping around the diamond giant’s wrist with a pressure that could crush concrete to dust. Even the highest powered Specials in the Vibrant’s vicinity would have fled—the aura of power emanating from him too strong, the speed at which he grew new limbs incomprehensible. 
 
    But beside the Diamond Titan, he was a child. 
 
    In a single motion, the giant ripped the Vibrant’s roots free, the live cords writhing like snakes. Then he arched a crystalline back before throwing the other titan, bowling him in a tumbleweed of growing size towards the town below. The Vibrant bounced twice, his feelers trying to gain purchase on the mountain slope, before rolling to a stop over a mile away. There, the verdant light redoubled as the titan’s transformation continued, nature taking over what had once been man. 
 
    With the threat dispatched, the Diamond Titan lifted Siri in a dazzling show of light to his right shoulder, where a crystal throne sprouted out from the clavicle, the edges smoothed over for her to sit, the position perfect for her to whisper in his ear. 
 
    Gingerly, he set her in place, the care contrasting the violence from which the titan had erupted from the earth and immediately entered battle. When she settled in, diamond growing around her torso like seatbelts to hold her in place, he scanned the ground once more. 
 
    There, his gaze met mine, as I stared up into rage and pain written upon a face I could barely recognize. 
 
    And Blake roared again, this time the sound directed at me. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27, SC 
 
    There’s a sound associated with large objects moving. A whoosh as they go by, paired with an intuitive understanding that they should sound deeper due to their size. 
 
    When Blake struck, the air around him whistled. He moved fast, faster than a giant ever should be able to move. 
 
    I leapt back, panicking as a diamond fist came crashing down with the force of a thousand falling anvils. But the hand was too large, and there was no time to move—I was a fly without wings, and couldn’t scamper fast enough to escape being swatted. 
 
    Instead, I used an old trick, the motion coming instinctually as I blasted a dark orb directly beneath my feet. It chewed through dirt and rock alike, the ground yielding to me as I fell into the freshly carved hole. I tunneled as deep as I could, falling fifteen feet before holding the dark orb steady, bracing my knees against the walls. Above, diamond took the place of open air, smashing against the opening, my ears popping and thoughts swimming from the impact. 
 
    The shudder that racked the compartment was like a car wreck—my head was thrown to the side, my vision flashing as my temple collided against a stone. Dirt shook from the walls, only to be inhaled a second later as my gasps turned to coughs, my saliva mixing to form mud that lined the inside of my mouth.  
 
    Then the hand above was gone, and the earth rumbled twice as Blake stepped away, his roar distant now that it had to travel into the tunnel. I shuffled my way up in the opposite fashion of shimmying a tree trunk, pushing against the sides for leverage. With each lurch, more dirt fell, and I slid downwards—my attention splitting as it trickled into the dark orb waiting at the bottom of the hole, increasing its mass. Too much mass, and it would explode like a powder charge in a cannon, turning my body into a cannonball as it ejected me from the chute. 
 
    The clash of battle grew louder as I climbed, the sounds ghoulish as they echoed down the chute, distorted and impossible to interpret. What might have been a scream could also have been the screeching of a car stepped upon by a diamond foot.  
 
    Then my fingers gripped the top of the hole, and I heaved myself over into absolute chaos. 
 
    My headphones were no longer on—they’d been knocked away when Blake struck, and only the earplugs remained. Enough to mask sound, but not deaden it, and it assaulted me as I emerged. 
 
    The ice titan had finished forming from water, and standing half the height of Blake, she smashed into him with frosty fists that shattered and reformed while leaving dots of white scuffmarks along his exterior. From Blake’s other side, a titan of twisting metal had formed, and mirrored the ice titan’s attack. Blake’s attention had been on a figure buzzing around his head—a figure I realized with a wrenching of my gut was Arial flying just outside his reach. But then each of the titans struck again, and he looked down almost nonchalantly, before seizing each of their necks in a fist. 
 
    His back arched, and he lifted them, bringing their gnashing teeth up to his face. Metal crinkled and ice cracked as his fists tightened, and I readied for their heads to snap clean off—but instead, he only brought them closer, their legs dangling in the air, their struggles fruitless. On his shoulder, Siri stood—and though I could not hear, I knew she sang to them as they grew motionless beneath her command. 
 
    Then as he had with the Vibrant titan, Blake threw them with all his might towards the town. They crashed down, their falls alone enough to pulverize anything nearby, before climbing to their feet. Instead of turning around and fighting, they marched away—towards the town and the rest of civilization. My turned heart cold as I knew what Siri had commanded them to do. 
 
    To claim the earth as their own. 
 
    Arial zipped around Blake’s head once more, and he swatted at her—narrowly missing as she ducked just beneath the blow. She circled again, drawing his attention—and below, I saw why. 
 
    Slugger had reached the parking lot, and hefted cars like they were made from foam, lifting and dropping them at Ennia’s instruction. The ends fused together, metal turning to bone and ligaments, forming a chain ten vehicles long. Under Ennia’s command, they started to writhe—moving like a snake towards Blake, held together as a single line, her arms raised to coordinate them. They didn’t move fast, but they didn’t need to—they only had to cross fifty feet to his ankles, where they curled as shackles around diamond ankles. 
 
    They constricted, the metal tightening around itself, Ennia turning even paler than normal as she focused. Then her arms fell and she nearly fainted—Slugger catching her just as Arial lured Blake a single step further away. Blake moved, his ankles catching on the mess of metal wrapped around them, snagging them halfway up from the ground. He fell, the collapse shaking the earth for miles around, dust exploding into the air on impact.  
 
    I sprinted forwards towards Slugger and Ennia, ready to launch the next assault on the fallen Blake, when his legs kicked up into the air. The band of cars snapped apart as if made from tin foil, fenders and hoods showering down in a rain of metal. And where he should have lumbered to his feet, Blake skipped up in a single jump, landing on his heels as he whirled about, his eyes searching through a layer of dust too thick to permeate, his attention stolen by Arial again as she darted around his head. 
 
    When I reached Slugger and Ennia, they were crouched behind a car, using it to shield them from Blake’s wandering eyes. Ennia breathed heavily, her hand against the ground to support her, as Slugger tugged on her shoulder. 
 
    “Oi, I told you he wouldn’t be killed that easily. Lookit, there’s SC. Not the first time you’ve walked from the grave, eh?” 
 
    “Closer than I would have liked,” I said as Ennia nodded. 
 
    “Someone should tell Arial. She’s already risking herself out there for you,” she said, and I nodded. I had a dark orb ready in a moment, and launched it to the other side of Blake, letting it explode. The sound it made was distinct, and Arial would know its signature as a sign that I had lived. 
 
    “He must have succeeded into turning into a titan,” breathed Ennia, her eyes wide as she stared back up at Blake’s gleaming form. She spoke quickly, the words tumbling away as she organized her thoughts. “It’s what we feared. Look how much stronger he is than the other titans, how much bigger. It’s because he’s completely turned himself into nature through artificial means. Those other titans, they still have some human within them. But he’s rejected it completely. He’s completely transformed. 
 
    “Siri must have held him under control after the transition. Kept him in human form, his power chained up and bottled away. She would have known where the convergence would be. So she buried him here, as a trap for Sialia. Long before we arrived and tried nearly the exact same thing. 
 
    “Then Blake would have converted under the ground to his massive diamond form. That would have taken plenty of materials, and I’m betting he consumed the rock, absorbing it into himself. It’s why I couldn’t blend it—because I wasn’t blending inanimate objects. I was trying to blend a person. 
 
    “Well, not a person,” she corrected herself, and shook her head. “There is no person there anymore.” 
 
    “Oi, what’re you trying to say? He looks like Blake, acts like Blake, screams like Blake,” said Slugger. 
 
    “All that’s left is an imprint. It’s like a statue—there’s a likeness there, but no humanity. It’s only stone, or to be more precise, diamond.  
 
    “Blake’s dead, and has been dead, ever since he renounced his humanity. All that’s left is the power flowing through him. Creating a monster.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28, SC 
 
    “Oi, at least we stopped the convergence, eh? Mission accomplished,” said Slugger. “That should count for something.” 
 
    “I’m not sure this is much better,” I said, my eyes turning to Siri on Blake’s shoulder. “Humanity might just have traded in absolute destruction for brainwashed slavery.” 
 
    “It’s like an infection,” Ennia said. Her headphones dangled around her neck, and she’d taken a few moments to restore energy in the form of glucose to both hers and Slugger’s. Mine were still missing, but Slugger had provided an extra. “Siri has just become indestructible, with that titan under her. Now all she has to do is bend the other titans to her will.” 
 
    “And you saw what Blake did to those three other titans. Handled them like children. Even if one can resist Siri, they’ll be destroyed,” I said, gritting my teeth. “Once she gets moving, she’s only going to get stronger. We need to stop her now.” 
 
    As we spoke, a line of light shot past us, and Candis jogged back from where she had connected to a flashing headlight twenty feet away. She pulled small bag out of her pocket, bursting to the seam with glowsticks on necklaces, and passed one to each of us. 
 
    “Keep these light sources on. They’re hard for me to hit, but they’ll let me move between you,” she said, then turned to me. “Now, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “We’re working on that,” I answered, staring up at Blake. Arial had slowed in her chaotic movements, and I knew she would be tiring. Soon, she would need to flee before making a mistake.  
 
    “Well, hurry up. We don’t have much time,” she said. “They’re starting to move.”  
 
    The tremors in the ground reinforced her point as Arial zipped towards us, leaving Blake behind, and he started to march towards the road. I cursed, squinting at the form of Siri on his shoulder, just as Ennia came to the same conclusion as me. 
 
    “At the moment, we have an enormous titan with the ability to raise an army of Specials,” she said, then pointed at Siri. “We need to just have an enormous titan. Siri commands Blake, and without her, he becomes a natural hazard instead of a weapon of war.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking, scanning the group. Ennia looked as pale as flour, her energy spent. Slugger’s power was little use against a titan like Blake. Darian, Lucio, and the Worldwalkers had gone missing, and we’d need to account for them later. 
 
    That left Candis and me, against the strongest Special in history. As I thought, a plan began to form, just as Arial alighted next to me. 
 
    “You’re all right!” she said, wrapping me in a hug, her arms trembling and eyes wide. “For a moment, I thought he killed you!” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said, looking over her, searching for injuries but only finding reddened cheeks and wild hair. “And you?” 
 
    “Tired and worried, not hurt,” she answered, releasing me then craning her head like the rest of us. “But I don’t know how we’re going to stop that.” 
 
     “If you can manage it, I’m going to need one more flight,” I said. “It’s time we ended this.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Blake’s back was turned when the blast hit him from below. 
 
    The headphones were already clamped over my ears, my feet wide apart for balance, and my eyes on the target. Above my shoulder, I readied the orb containing Jeannie and his storm, focusing as I cracked it open a sliver, forming a pinhole for the power to escape. 
 
    Rain and lightning blasted forth, chased by a swirling wind that howled with hunger and twisted around the torrent. The entire power of a hurricane was compacted into a tight beam as wide as a rain gutter, its fury directed rather than spreading out from the center. 
 
    The blast caught Blake between his shoulder blades, throwing him forwards as he stumbled, his razor-sharp feet throwing up clods of earth the size of minivans. Lightning danced across his midsection, dancing off the diamond and dissipating as he turned, fury already written over his face. But before he could spot me, I cut off the power coming from the orb, forcing Jeannie back down into confinement. I blinked, my vision dancing for a moment as the orbs settled again—not just Jeannie’s pocket in space, but the other titans, as if they had sensed his short escape and also wanted freedom. My control strained as I fought to hold them back. 
 
    Candis held me by the arm as Blake finished rounding, and with a somersault into her beam, we shot for a speck of light nearly a half mile away, at a right angle to where he turned. We materialized where Arial held a bundle of glowsticks high in the air, giving Candis a spot to latch on to with her power. In the distance, where we had just departed, Slugger shattered the concrete parking lot by modulating the mass of the wrecked cars still atop it, the sounds meant to draw Blake’s attention. To keep him from looking to where I now stood, and Arial’s arms already locked around me, and rocketing us into the air. 
 
    We rose like a dart, aimed directly at Blake’s shoulder, the spot where Siri’s throne rested. Blake had started to step towards Slugger, and had I not been wearing the earmuffs, we were close enough to hear the instructions Siri screeched into his ear. Instead, there was only buzzing as we approached, and I readied Jeannie’s pocket of space again for another attack.  
 
    I’d need to land first—releasing Jeannie’s power while Arial held us risked catching her in the blast. And with two squeezes on my forearm, Arial warned me of a coming landing, swooping down and alighting mere paces from Siri’s chair. It was close enough I could see the individual strands of Siri’s hair, the fury in her eyes as she shouted, the way her fingers gripped the sides of her throne so tight, they turned white. But it wasn’t only a throne. 
 
    Instead, it was a lattice of diamond, a net thrown over her in bubble serving as a shield from stray attacks. A spiderweb of diamond strands, each as thick as my thumb, holding her in place even if Blake were to fall. 
 
    But there were gaps in that protective diamond net. 
 
    And for the second time, I readied Jeannie—aiming a finishing blow of an entire hurricane directly at her. 
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 29, SC 
 
    Directing Jeannie’s power was like standing on a rock in the center of a rushing river. Around me, power coursed forwards, roaring and streaming along without noticing me. A few flecks might fall from the whole like mist, sprinkling over me—but they were only small pieces of a sum far greater. There was some minor kickback when I used his power, but not nearly as much as there should have been, as if the power was too great to even consider my existence. 
 
    And if I was a rock above the power, Siri was at the bottom of a waterfall. 
 
    The deluge should have caught her full on, the diamond strands doing as much to protect her as a fishing net against a sandblaster. That protective cage would become a prison, trapping her inside as the storm turned her to dust, straining her through the other side as pressure became too great. Siri should have stood there one moment then been replaced with nothing but red jelly the next. 
 
    But instead, Blake’s enormous pupil swiveled towards me as the first traces of lightning escaped from Jeannie. His eyes were inhuman—enormous boulders of gems, the iris a sapphire tint, the pupil a sparkling opal. When he blinked, his eyelids slammed shut with the sound of small landslides, the diamond shield protecting the rock underneath. But when he blinked, it wasn’t only his eyes that closed.  
 
    So too did the thousands of holes in the diamond mesh covering Siri. The mesh widened, locking together like chainmail until it formed a protective egg, shimmering as it caught the full force of Jeannie’s power. The egg cracked, lightning trying to penetrate through the gaps and barely succeeding, only causing Siri’s hair to stand on edge as her attention whipped towards me. 
 
    The round edges of the egg split the concentrated hurricane, sending two streams flying off to either side. One escaped harmlessly into the air, dissipating into clouds that darkened in color and started to swirl. The other stream caught Blake’s jaw at point blank, the peal of thunder accompanying a hairline fracture that formed around his cheek, followed by a road of pain, his head snapping to the side as if punched by a right hook. He stumbled and I lost my footing on his shoulder—my hands gripping the rough surface of his exterior, dozens of spikes within easy reach forming both perfect handholds and dangerous hazards. One spike punched through my shirt, drawing a long scratch along my chest before I rolled off it, preventing the razor-sharp tip from embedding itself too deep in my flesh. 
 
    Blake recovered, turning his head to stare at me as if I were a bug, and I sensed his weight shifting. A hand was raising, one to knock me off his shoulder—so I stepped closer to Siri, clinging to the outside of her protective egg. That close to Siri, I knew Blake wouldn’t flatten me with a quick blow for fear of smashing her as well. 
 
    Instead, he squinted, taking aim as his index finger prepared to flick me away. I stood high above the ground, but if his nail made contact with me, the fall was the least of my worries. A flick that powerful would likely take my head clean off my shoulders. 
 
    But in order to hit me, Blake would need to be able to see. 
 
    I released the dark orb I had hidden in the pocket of space above my wrist, directly into his narrowed eye. 
 
    The orb struck with full force, carving a hole into the pupil, sinking deep before it exploded. Unlike his cheek, the surface didn’t crack—but smoke poured from the hole as his hand clamped over the surface. In my pockets, I had brought enough material to generate another orb, the dirt from far below to serve as a base for its creation. As Blake reeled, threatening to throw me off his shoulders again, I condensed mass into an orb and launched it at Siri. 
 
    Diamond still protected Siri. But diamond was made from mass, and my orb could chew through anything physical in moments. Siri screamed as she saw the hungry orb coming, her commands lost outside of my earmuffs. But her lips formed one word I could read perfectly in the close range. 
 
    Down. 
 
    Before the dark orb could reach her, diamond writhed around Siri, and she sank deeper into Blake’s shoulder in a bubble of air. The bubble descended rapidly—fast enough the orb sailed right over her head, cutting through diamond but missing her chest. I wrenched it back as she fell deeper, casting it after her as she continued to dive deeper into Blake’s torso. 
 
    But Siri moved too fast, and there was only so much mass my orb could consume. 
 
    Ten feet down, it exploded, Siri staring up at me through layers upon layers of diamond as if from the bottom of a lake. Then she smiled, her mouth opening again, the notes flurrying up the gap my orb had left above her and into Blake’s ear. 
 
    One second later, I could guess what she had said as Blake responded. 
 
    Blake’s diamond skin writhed to grip around my ankles, snaring them as tight as steel bear traps, pulling downward. Liquid diamond seeped in around my toes, then hardened in an instant, forming perfect casts that gave no room for movement. In an instant, I had another dark orb ready and swiped down, cutting away at the solid diamond pool. Large chunks came away, but since the diamond was form-fitting, I could only carefully carve my way out. Move too fast, and I’d cut into my own legs while trying to excavate myself. 
 
    In the seconds that I swiped back and forth, carving a rut around me, I sank deeper. The diamond reached up to my shins, absorbing me like quicksand, pulling my legs in separate directions that leveraged pressure to the side of my knees. Another couple seconds and they would snap—and panic seized me as I raised the glowstick around my neck high above my head in the signal for escape. 
 
    A beam of light connected with it as Candis materialized next to me, her hand on my arm. But before we could move, Siri sang another note, her mouth wide open far below in a command. The diamond around us surged upwards in a wave, trapping us in on all sides and threatening to splash down over us in a tomb of crystal. 
 
    Candis shot me a look as regret crossed over her face. Then she gripped my arm tighter, pointing out and away from Blake to a pinprick of light below. A car’s headlight, which Slugger kept turned on for our escape. 
 
    Except when Candis pointed, her beam of light didn’t travel through air. 
 
    It scattered through diamond.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 30, SC 
 
    Candis had split her beam of light purposely before, creating replicas of herself in all colors of the rainbow. Back then, it had been through a prism, the intent to split herself into the colors of the rainbow to form a distraction. That time had been controlled, practiced. The prism had been set up before light sources of different colors, with each of those sources a pure wavelength. That would make the split clean, in even cuts that came apart easily and came back together with the same ease. Much like a sharp knife wound heals cleaner than a dull one, an even split of the soul joins simpler than one ragged along the edges. 
 
     In a sense, Blake’s diamond skin was a prism—it still split the light into component parts, the colors peeling apart like an unbraiding rope. But the edges of Blake’s skin were rough—the light not splitting even, the colors scattering and then mashing together in chaotic knots. Candis was only healed when all the streams of light were added back together, intertwining once again. 
 
    To her, splitting into single colors posed a small risk. But partial mixes were far more dangerous—for instance, when two pieces of herself had combined and were waiting upon the rest. It was in those times intense waves of depression or fear might seize her, or sudden euphoria, or even a nervousness that made seconds turn to hours. After practice, she knew to wait the experience out, that with patience, she would return to normalcy as the remaining versions of herself merged together. 
 
     But I had never had that practice. 
 
     Passing through Blake was like pushing my mind through a sieve. In an instant, we slowed from the rush of Candis’ light beam to a crawl as our souls became unwoven, the splitting light beam ripping the fibers of our existence. And in the next moment, there were three of me, each having found their own light source and rushing towards it.  
 
     Only afterwards did I realize I had split into three, my mind melding the gaps between simultaneous memories. But in the moment, each version was alone, acting independently.  
 
     In the first, I ran laughing, a dark orb sweeping in front of me like a weed whacker against the grass, my vision deep red studded with violent yellow. I strutted, bellowing as I took out a clump of dirt, skipping forwards and kicking the remains with a shout. I was Star Child, I was the powers of space brought to earth. Unknown, deadly, and dangerous. What could stand before me, against a power that could disintegrate anything on touch? That could consume all? 
 
    In another version of myself, Candis gripped my arm tight, dragging me forwards as my heart tightened and my eyes fell towards the ground. The world had taken on a blue-green hue, and within that, there were shadows at the edge of my vision. In those shadows, my thoughts took physical form, leering and snatching at my attention. The massive form of Blake towered over us as Candis dragged me along the ground, and I knew he was impossible to destroy. That Blake would crush me before I could escape, and I shrank smaller, trying to escape his notice. A voice whispered in my ear in awe of him, and that perhaps if I had not fled the titan creation machine, I might be the one wielding that power. That I had lost my chance and failed my friends. 
 
    Then there was the third version of me, one that stumbled along, my steps skittish and uncertain, my memories tinted with indecisive purple coloring. Wondering how I had arrived here and asking what had happened to the time when I had attended a normal school. When my greatest worry was my homework assignments, or spying on the Special school to see if I could get in. How, in such a short time, had I gone from that boy so unsure of his powers to someone who stood up to titans? And why? Was it even the right choice for me to make, or had I taken the place of someone far greater, who could have quashed the Instructors much more efficiently than me? Was I doing my duty, or was I simply arrogant? 
 
    With each version, Candis dragged, or shepherded, or guided me towards a point in the distance where a flashing car light waited. As we traveled, there was a wailing—a terrible sound, too great to be escaped by any of my split consciousnesses.  
 
    “Shut it and get your due!” shouted the first version of myself, casting a dark orb in its general direction before Candis pushed me on. 
 
    “Make it stop. So horrible, that’s what’s going to happen to us. We have to leave,” said the second, cringing. 
 
    “Why? Why would something like that ever be created? And are we right to use a power such as that?” questioned the third. 
 
    But none had long to ponder, because their edges had started to blur. There was a great wrenching, like a fish hook stuck through my heart, drawing each version of myself together with increasing force. The flashing car light pulling me in like a mosquito trap, calling us to conquer, or to escape, or to seek truth. And the colorful versions of myself bled together to a single point, emptying into a mix of chaotic emotions that ebbed and swirled in sloshing waves. Each struggling for control, each believing that they were the true SC, the one that belonged and that each of the others were imposters.  
 
    The process of reformation should have taken minutes or hours. But instead, it was interrupted by a slap across the cheek, smashing my personalities together. 
 
    I stumbled, shaking my head, thoughts still unbalanced as a face filled my vision. Arial, her eyes wide, her voice urgent as she slapped me again. 
 
    “SC! Wake up! We need to get out of here!” she said with urgency, as the remnants of one of my parts nodded along. I blinked, casting a look towards Blake—and the situation raced back into the front of my mind. 
 
    Dark spiderwebs crossed over Blake, chipping off surface pieces of diamond as he roared. Far below, two figures angled their arms up towards him from where they rode on tigers—the dark streamers from the Deathguards’ hands cracking and destroying what they touched. But they only permeated a few inches deep, and the diamond grew back where it flaked away—as if they were chipping paint off a car’s surface only to find more colors underneath. 
 
    Blake ran forwards, swiping towards them, his fist an unstoppable pendulum. But an instant before it struck, Lola appeared between the attacking Deathguards, pulling them through to the other side. They winked away just as Blake’s fist swiped through air in their place, his cries of frustration only ending when his eyes locked on us. Then the Deathguards reappeared, three hundred feet from where they had been, blasting away at Blake once more and drawing his attention. 
 
    Distracting him, so we could flee. 
 
    “SC!” Arial said, winding up for another slap. “The portal, now. Siri’s called the other titans back—look!” 
 
    I raised my gaze to the horizon, where the other giants trudged towards us. Massive figures that would each take a battle to destroy, and could easily take our lives in the process. 
 
    Any one of them, I could fight with my team, provided they were not Blake. But there were four of them, where the numbers of titans nearly matched the numbers of my team, stacking the odds so far against us that resistance was suicide. Arial was right, I realized as I ground my teeth together. 
 
    Our only choice was to flee.  
 
    Already, the Deathguards were gone. 
 
    Together, Arial and I ran to the waiting portal, with the shadow of defeat in hot pursuit. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31, SC 
 
    The subway tunnel was crowded when we appeared. Three tigers and a cluster of people huddled around me, suddenly transported from a hot summer’s day to the cold dank night of underground, each in varying conditions. Some of the color had returned to Ennia’s already pale face, Slugger had a scrape that ran from wrist to elbow and had bled onto his shirt, and Darian stared down at his burned hands, his face in concentration as the blisters on them danced. Arial stood beside me, wavering slightly, the strain from using both her powers almost knocking her unconscious. And Lola tended to the wounds of the Deathguards, inspecting cuts and bruises from dancing in and out of the other side. 
 
    Lucio had reclaimed the minds of Lola and the Deathguards while I fought Siri, carrying three pairs of earmuffs in a mad dash across to the ruined tent and slamming it over their ears. A few minutes of his concentration brought them out of their stupor to return to our side of the fight. Even now, however, they still blinked away intrusive thoughts from Siri, and Lucio stood behind them, finishing the task he had begun in haste of untangling Siri’s presence from their minds, and only stopping when all traces were removed. For having a Deathguard potentially still in Siri’s control, at the center of our home, could eliminate us faster than any other threat. 
 
    “Oi,” Slugger announced to the silence, tearing his shirt off and wrapping it around his injury, then saying the thought on all of our minds. “What now?” 
 
    “We fight,” I said, gathering myself together. Everywhere I hurt, my old injuries from Blake at the facility now dull but still throbbing beneath the surface. New long gashes tore through my clothes from where the fabric had caught on spurs of Blake’s diamond exterior, often accompanied by slices in the skin underneath. None looked deep, but they stung as dirt worked its way into the cuts, and would need to be cleaned soon. Then there was my skin where Sialia had attacked with her entropy, where it felt sunburned, sore to the touch, and stiff where hair follicles entered.  
 
    I threw my shoulders back, looking over the haggard group, trying to prepare a plan. A way for us to stand up against Blake and Siri. But Arial cut me off before I could speak, her hand finding my own and squeezing it. 
 
    “We can’t win against that,” she said, shaking her head. “Remember Rome? What happened the last time we tried to face a titan head on? Someone on our side died, and we’re lucky that it was only one person. At best, we stalemated that battle, just like the one today. We didn’t win, and that was against one titan. Now there are four that we know about.” 
 
    “We’ve learned since then. We’ve grown stronger,” I said, and she whipped around, her grip tightening. 
 
    “Four times stronger? By what I just saw, that doesn’t seem to be the case. If we rush into this one, I don’t think we’ll only lose one of us. We would be lucky not to lose all of us.” 
 
    My jaw tightened as I looked out at the others, all in various stages of recovery. A piece of me knew that Arial was right. That we weren’t strong enough. There would be casualties, lives lost of friends, without even the promise of success. Within me, my personalities were still merging, and questioning voices called out to express their doubts.  
 
    “We need to be strategic,” said Ennia. “Clever. We’re not stronger than Blake, but he’s given the whole of his human nature to become a titan. Maybe we can outsmart him so we don’t lose next time.” 
 
    “Hey! What’s this about us losing? We didn’t lose that battle,” Lucio said, stepping forwards. “You’d think I had rewritten your memories. You said when we left this morning our goal was to stop the convergence.” He poked a finger at Ennia, then Arial and me. “Well, guess what, I don’t see a convergence! Check, stopped that one! Sialia isn’t in control either, so that’s another check! And the town, we evacuated that. When the titans strike it, there will be no one around for them to kill. So stop acting like we lost, because we got what we wanted.” 
 
    “We traded one defeat  for another,” Arial responded. “We’re not in a much better position.” 
 
    “To the contrary,” said Ennia, drumming her fingers against her temple at Lucio’s words. “I think we are. This morning, we were worried about the total annihilation of our world. The equivalent of a firestorm over the face of the earth. Now, that’s no longer a concern.” 
 
    “Now Siri just leads a small troop of titans. Way better,” said Arial, the sarcasm thick on her words as Ennia perked up. 
 
    “It actually is! Don’t you see—once ignited, the convergence could not be stopped. That much power in one spot would have produced a tsunami-like attack. There would be no resisting its magnitude. Cities would be wiped out before they even knew an attack was coming. There would simply be sheer energy rolling over the earth’s surface, burning without thought. But this is different—by keeping the titans in their current form and avoiding a critical point, Siri has given the world a chance to react.” 
 
    “But what does that matter?” Arial asked. “They’re still impossibly strong. We could prepare for weeks and still be in this same situation.” 
 
    “Because it’s no longer just on us,” Ennia said. “Siri has made enough noise to be noticed. People are going to feel the earthquakes. The police are going to be called, and what’s more, any militaries will prepare. Already, global tensions were high about potential war—they’ve been training Specials for years to defeat other Specials. And now, they have a target!” 
 
    “So you’re saying we should just wait?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “No. I’m saying we call whoever we can, so we can warn whoever we can. Then we let them go after Siri, informed of what she is and what she can do. Our greatest weapon now is our knowledge of her and the situation.” 
 
    “Good stuff. I’m in favor of this plan. We’ve already done our part,” said Slugger. “And since Siri has gone rogue, it’s not like she’s going to have backup coming from the Instructors.” 
 
    “Exactly,” confirmed Ennia. “By the very nature of war, Siri will weaken with every battle. If that means we need to be ready to deliver the final blow, we can be prepared. But it’s time we used resources other than ourselves.” 
 
    I looked out over the faces, and then to Arial and Ennia. They were right—attacking now not only endangered my friends, but did so pointlessly. There were better ways to fight this war. Ways to involve others. 
 
    “Then let’s get started,” I said. “Arial and Slugger, you two start figuring out how we can warn people that this is a threat unlike anything they’ve ever seen. Lucio, start preparing memories to convince others of the urgency. Everyone else, lend them a hand for anything they need. Except for you, Ennia—I want you trying to figure out how to do one thing. If we need to fight Blake again, how we can win.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32, Lucio 
 
    “Please, remain calm. Emergency services is on their way. Are you in a position of immediate danger?” 
 
    “Well, we were, but that’s not important. Need you to listen to me here.” 
 
    “Sir, this is a line reserved for emergencies only. Are you not in immediate danger?” came the voice. 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “Please dial our nonemergency line. Goodbye.” 
 
    “It is an emergency, you phone drone. I’m not in danger, but you are!” Lucio shouted into the receiver, but the line had already clicked, the operator on the other end hanging up. Lucio tried to smash the phone between his hands, but the plastic was too tough, and he only succeeded in bruising his palm. That was the third number he had tried, using the phone at a nearby bakery he frequented, or at least frequented their extra food thrown into the dumpster at the end of the night. Know it or not, he was a regular, and he’d managed to get a few minutes with their phone. 
 
    But now, he was drawing looks from the manager and customers alike. He could try manipulating their memories for some extra phone time, but he had already tried all the numbers Arial had given him. All had been just as fruitless, including the nonemergency numbers. 
 
    If only he could manipulate memories across the phone line—but his powers wouldn’t reach that far, and even if they did, successful memory planting relied on the receiver just as much as the sender. He needed to see his targets first, get a feel for who they were, or else his memories wouldn’t take root sustainably. Rather, they would pass by like a fleeting daydream as one mistaken detail shattered their illusion. 
 
    He left the shop to rendezvous with the others on the street corner, their faces already revealing how unsuccessful their own efforts had been. That was something Lucio had become better at over the last few months—reading body language. From how Arial bit her nails, to Darian’s crossed arms, to his own slapping footsteps. They were all mentioned in the psychology book that Lynns had given him, the one he used to make far more convincing memories based upon his target and their mood. 
 
    “No luck?” Arial asked, and he shook his head. 
 
    “They think it’s some kinda natural disaster. Like, yeah, a giant the size of a skyscraper is just normal to sprout of the ground,” Lucio said. 
 
    “It’s because of the volcano,” Arial answered. “Everyone I spoke to had no idea that Specials are even involved. They all just think it’s fallout from the ash.” 
 
    “Maybe they should try looking, then,” Lucio said, pointing to his eyes and pulling a face. 
 
    “Maybe they did, but we cleared out the entire nearby town in preparation. No one there is answering phones. They probably think that the entire area is covered with magma by now. Unreachable,” said Arial. 
 
    “Well, would you rather that we left everyone in there?” Lucio retorted. “I’ll just go revert all the memories and send them right on back.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying they’re clueless, because they only see the smoke.” Arial sighed, biting the side of her cheek and picking at her fingernails before continuing. “Which is an enormous problem, because they’re not going to send fighters. They’re going to send rescue teams. Powers designed to help others escape or heal, instead of something suitable for fighting titans.” 
 
    “Not going to. Already are,” Slugger interrupted, and pointed to a nearby sports bar. A television screen usually focused in on basketball games had changed to the news, and four of the bar’s patrons gathered around it, their mouths hanging open slightly. In the field of view, a reporter rode in the passenger seat of a news van, smoke billowing out from behind her, her voice just audible from where Arial standing. 
 
    “Scientists assure us that an eruption was not due for at least another hundred years,” the reporter said, gesturing out the window as the van bumped along. “But here and now, we take you close to the scene of perhaps the greatest natural disaster of the decade.” 
 
    “Not natural,” repeated Lucio, but Arial hushed him. 
 
    “Already, reports are arriving that the town is intact, with many speculating that the eruption may have released copious amounts of carbon dioxide from the earth. Concerns rise for those within—while the buildings may stand, those within them may have already fallen casualty to asphyxiation. We are prepared with our own oxygen tanks as we approach, and it feels as if the volcano has not finished erupting yet. Every few seconds, there is another jolt, another threat that magma may spew out into the sky. And wait—what’s this? Is this a second eruption?” 
 
    The reporter tilted her head, looking out towards the mountain. At its peak, a shape grew, one lit red from the setting sun. At first glance, and without a steady cameraman, it might have even been mistaken for magma. 
 
    Until it leapt. 
 
    The figure was so large, it was as if the entire top of the mountain had broken away, and in a single bound, Blake had cleared the entire distance to the road below. The van launched into the air from the shockwave when he landed, the reporter screaming as the tires touched ground again, bouncing twice before the driver could regain control. There were other vans in front of them—ambulances or emergency services, their lights flashing and sirens wailing to form perfect targets. 
 
    Blake’s foot came down on one, instantly turning it into flattened metal. His toe connected with a second, kicking it so hard, it split down the center, the pieces careening through the air back towards the town. In just a handful more seconds, three others were destroyed, as the reporter’s face returned back to the full frame of the camera. 
 
    “Get us out of here!” she screamed, her eyes wild as she looked behind her, the ground shaking as Blake approached with eyes on them. The driver accelerated, the engine whining as her hair flew in the wind. “Faster!” 
 
    That one word was the only correct statement she had made so far that broadcast. The van did need to go faster. 
 
    Seconds later, there was a flash of diamond on the screen, followed by the sound of crunching. 
 
    Then only darkness and silence. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33, SC 
 
    The Anomaly. 
 
    That was what the news called it, what each channel of live radio called it, and what was whispered in every hushed passing conversation. Its presence was as if a cloud had descended upon the city, pulling all inhabitants’ attention towards it. And not just the city—but the world, as the broadcasts amplified reports paired with fear and intrigue, the emotions serving as tailwinds to push the information. 
 
    Then there were the rumors, which travelled impossibly fast. 
 
    It was an alien, something from space, some theorists declared. An attack on earth by the forces beyond, men and women who stood as tall as buildings and could fly through the solar system. The same people who had built the pyramids, returning thousands of years later to claim what was rightfully theirs. 
 
    It was a military experiment, others claimed. A weapon in development by top-secret operations, that was now either a declaration of war or an unpredicted outcome. That due to the rising tensions of war, research and development had created a source of power never before seen in the world. 
 
    And yet from others, that the anomaly was the same thing that had recently attacked Rome. That those pictures of the man atop the magma pile had been real, and this was confirmation. The same man, come to bring vengeance after a short slumber. Someone insane or with a hatred for humanity festering deep in their heart. 
 
    All of them were right, to a degree. But none of them knew how to react to the anomaly, to this force that had wiped out humanitarian aid without a second thought. Some of the victims had been high-powered Healers, others with enhanced strength to free those trapped in disaster situations, and all of them had been crushed as if they were nothing more than ants. 
 
    Then reports began that the anomalies (plural, now, as distant helicopters identified there were in fact, multiple) had started to move as a pack, in the same direction. With purpose. 
 
    And the military was released from its leash. 
 
    “We’re initiating a full frontal approach,” said the general on the television screen, his square face barely moving as he spoke the words. Everything from his shirt creases to his individual teeth were subject to perfect right angles, his shoulders so flat that a carpenter would approve of them. “Destruction of relief teams is a breach of international war crimes accords. Put simply, there is no other word we can use for it besides cold-blooded murder. They will know our fury in response for the lives of the innocents.” 
 
    Then the screen switched to the mobilizing Specials—squads of five to ten each, each casted for roles in attack missions. Together, they formed an army of hundreds—and every single soldier would be high-powered. Their individual prowess was measured in milles—or the value of each in terms of Regular soldiers, which were no longer used due to their ineffectiveness in war. On average, a trained high-powered Special landed at two milles—or worth two thousand non-powered individuals each in a fight. 
 
    “They don’t have the adequate information to launch an attack. Without us warning them, the risk is too high,” worried Ennia, glued to the television in the subway. It was one of the few times I had seen her paying attention to a screen—usually, she would be at the table drawing blueprints for inventions, or studying a textbook from the corner of the couch, the cushions made substantially more comfortable ever since she had arrived and augmented their interior. “Traditional militaries are not designed to fight against titans—they’re equipped to fight against other ranks of Specials. Not just that, but they’re not aware of Siri—she’ll cause infighting when they get too close. They’ll be too confused to cause any real damage.” 
 
     “Oi, worst case scenario, they lose a few soldiers,” said Slugger from his position on the other end of the couch. “They signed up to fight and that’s the price for coming to the battle too late.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand,” said Ennia, raising a finger. “Consider this. When you fight another army of Specials, the best strategy is to be tactical. You identify their strongest powers, then you marry up your own resources like an enormous game of rock, paper, scissors. If the other side has electrical powers, you send in teams of Vibrants designed to wipe them out before the bulk of the army arrives. If they utilize flamethrowers, then Metallics move in because they can stand the heat. You pair based on weakness and you build a balanced military to fight any combination so that you can never be caught flatfooted out on the battlefield. 
 
    “There is no combination in the army they are fighting. It’s only diamond, accompanied by three other titans that have ranged abilities. That means that any powers they use that are not ranged are absolutely useless. And do you know what the military uses for ranged Specials who can attack at far distances? Usually Laserets and Flamethrowers. Which are absolutely ineffective against diamond.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” Slugger asked. “That they’re going to lose this battle?” 
 
    “That only ten percent of their Specials might be effective. Any of the rest will be slaughtered if they get too close. And in the chaos, those ten percent who are useful might not even matter.” Ennia cleared her throat, staring at the screen. “If they launch an assault, they’ll lose. At least the first battle, and while you might think the military deserves that for their inaction until now, the cities that Siri destroys before battle two arrives certainly don’t.” 
 
    “We’ve got a portal close by to their current location,” I said. “We can get there quick. Before they attack.” 
 
    “Then you’re going to need to hurry,” Ennia said as the news flashed to a map overlaid with military transport videos. A timer showed at the top, and a moving star indicated the titans.  
 
    Fifteen minutes until assault, it read. Ennia was right. 
 
    We didn’t have long. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34, SC 
 
    “Civilians behind the tape. Strict orders; it’s dangerous beyond this point. And we’re instructed to annihilate any trespassers.” 
 
    The soldier was backed by three others, and all had a small badge on their breast pocket. A symbol, indicating their ability, circled in various colors to denote strength.  
 
    Among civilians, powers were indicated in two ways—either by papers or a mandatory tattoo. Due to the nature of my powers, I had never registered for either, which was the primary reason I had been sent to the rehabilitation facility. Specials were too dangerous to exist without documentation, and the police wanted to know my specifications. My abilities. 
 
    In the military, the badges made it impossible to hide.  
 
    The red circle bordering the image signified high-powered, matching the three other soldiers behind him. In the center, there was a white loop, denoting a twirling of air. This indicated his powers would be wind-related—and the others beside him had their own symbols. A flame, a teardrop of water, and a rock. That would make them an elemental team, balanced for most ground missions, and used for general tasks. None too specialized, but each powerful enough to form a strong force designed to hold ground. 
 
    The soldier moved in front of us, pointing a finger downwards where a jet of pressurized air blasted at the dirt. It cut through, drawing a sharp line, a boundary he dared us to cross. 
 
    “We’re here to help,” Arial said, stepping forwards. Lucio, her, and I had emerged a few miles away in a portal, and with her flight abilities, had arrived on the outside perimeter of the army in minutes. From there, we had walked, since the ranks upon ranks of Specials encouraged caution rather than a direct flight into their ranks. 
 
    “This area is dangerous,” the soldier reiterated. “Only those with clearance are allowed past. The effects of the region are currently unknown. I cannot let you pass. Leave the area or be escorted away.” 
 
    “That’s just the thing,” Arial continued. “We know the effects—and we can help you too. You’re the ones in danger, because you don’t know what you’re attacking. We were there when it started, at the origin. At the beginning.” 
 
    “And now you’re out here. No one who had been inside would be rationally wanting to come back,” said the soldier. “I assure you, miss—we are quite capable of handling what is within. The situation is delicate, as we do not know the anomaly’s intentions.” 
 
    “We do,” stated Arial, exasperated, stepping forwards but pausing as the wind rustled around us. The three soldiers behind had their eyes on her, their muscles stiff and ready to act. In the line of dirt between Arial and the soldier, low flames started to burn, each only a centimeter high but enough to drive the point. 
 
    “Take another step and we will be forced to act,” said the soldier. From beside me, there was a loud sigh. Lucio moved beside Arial, purposely kicking a small cloud of dirt over the flames with indifference, then fished in his pocket.  
 
    “Look,” Lucio said, pulling out his wallet, then flipping through. “I understand that grunts such as yourselves may not have received training for active zones like this, but did you not hear her? She said origin and beginning. Do you not know what that means? Don’t you remember the codewords?” 
 
    “Origin?” repeated the soldier, then his eyes opened almost imperceptibly wider. He looked over Arial again as if seeing her in a new light. “Are you the Omega? Do you have the sign?” 
 
    “I am the Omega.” Lucio said, then fished a card out of his wallet. To most, the slip would look like a member’s reward card from a bakery, with three holes cut out of the center for purchases. It was folded twice, the edges ragged, and there was a fourth hole where Lucio had tried to counterfeit a purchase and had been unable to match the cupcake-shaped punch. To most, it certainly would not be designed to accompany the codewords “Origin” and “Omega” that signified to the soldiers the speakers were people of great importance, to be escorted to their leadership at once. To most, the card was a piece of trash. 
 
    And they would be absolutely right, but that was not what the soldier’s memory insisted. Instead, there was a crisp scene from his training floating to the top. A session filled with different codewords and their meanings, secret methods of communicating across ranks, words that gave higher degrees of clearance and superseded traditional orders. Code words paired with physical objects, and he remembered Lucio’s exact rewards card on a slide filled with special instructions. 
 
    If he had focused hard on the memory, the soldier might have noticed that he couldn’t remember the name of the instructor. That he occupied a style of desk that he had never seen before in the military, and that none of his usual classmates surrounded him. But in the moment, his attention was not on the memory—rather, it was on the trembling ground behind him, and the girl who claimed to have answers with the proper code words.  
 
    “Abbie, we’ll take them directly to the commander as escorts,” he said. “Edward and Merck will remain behind to protect the perimeter. No one else gets in, understood?” 
 
    The soldiers behind him stirred in surprise—though they would follow his orders, they had not been privy to the memory Lucio had implanted in his mind. To them, these orders had come from seemingly nowhere. 
 
    Of course, as the soldiers parted for them to pass and the two led them closer to the center of operations, Lucio indoctrinated Abbie as well. Her expression gradually changed from skepticism to respect with each additional step, the memory taking deeper and deeper root in her mind. As we moved directly into the impending battle, each of us tensed—aware of the incredible danger just beyond the hills blocking our view.  
 
    Above, so imperceptible the soldier would have to be searching for it to notice, a sliver of darkness traveled twenty feet up. A crack in space, the portal that would take us home if the titans attacked at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The commander was atop one of the hills, with binoculars raised to his eyes, and two small teams of Specials at his left and right. On neighboring hilltops, other commanders also waited with their forces—and as we crested the top, we saw why. 
 
    Ranks upon ranks of Specials marched forwards—men and woman in a diluted checkerboard formation. Also known as net vertices, this clumped small groups of Specials together while spreading the force over a wide area. The intent to prevent a single blow from a high power eliminating a large portion of the army at once. When damage form a single special could impact an entire area, it was best to keep forces spread out. 
 
    But they looked more like toy soldiers advancing upon a goliath from our vantage point. Blake stood waiting for them, his arms crossed over his chest, so still he might have been a statue. In a triangle around him were the other three titans, each of their powers writhing upon their skin. Like guardians to a god. 
 
    “What is it?” the commander demanded as he sensed our approach. Two hills over, there was the general we had seen on television, his square jaw unmistakable even at this distance. In person, his appearance was even more stringently cut—where the camera light had softened features, reality showed no relief. He was the man calling the battle, the one we needed to speak to—but beside us, our escort spoke. 
 
    “Specialized personnel, sir,” he said while at attention. “They come with high clearance, and bring information about the force we fight.” 
 
    “Ah, informants,” said the commander, lowering his binoculars, then his eyes narrowing as they focused down on us. “These look more like kids.” 
 
    “With high clearance, sir,” said the escort, then lowered his voice as if the words might travel too far, leaning forwards as he spoke. “Omega clearance.” 
 
    Lucio already had the memories implanted in the commander, and the words were designed to strike home. But he fidgeted as he adjusted the details, reading the man as best he could. Trying to guess his age, and how far back to plant the memory. If he should show it in a rosy light on remembrance of training days, or the scoffing tones of youthful ignorance. 
 
    Too much of either and the memory would be out of place. That would bring attention to the details in the commander’s mind, and those would fall like cheaply designed movie effects. 
 
    “Special forces these days, using kids because they’re less suspicious to transmit messages.” The commander scowled, looking over us again. “It’s not a practice I would support. Stay out of harm’s way when you’re out here. Now, what do you need to discuss?” 
 
    “We need to talk to the general.” I said, gesturing to the square-faced man on the hill over. “There are details he needs to know before attacking.” 
 
    “The attack is already in motion,” The commander said. “Not just that, but I can’t simply send you before the general. I don’t have that sort of clearance. Either way, we can’t afford to stop the attack now. It would give the wrong message. We are already committed.” 
 
    “What do you mean by wrong message?” Arial asked as the troops drew nearer to the motionless Blake. “He doesn’t look like he’s listening. He doesn’t even look like he sees you.” 
 
    “Not that,” said the commander, throwing a dismissive glance at Blake and his titans. “It’s not the opinion of the enemy soldiers that concerns us. It’s their commanders, their leadership.” 
 
    “That is their leadership,” Arial said, and the commander scoffed.  
 
    “Do you realize what we are looking at, young lady?” he asked. “This is an attack on our soil. And I’m damn sure it’s the blasted European alliance. They’re testing out these new weapons, seeing how we’ll react. If we’ll back down. No, now is the time for strength.” 
 
    “You’re going to look even weaker when half your forces are slaughtered in the first ten minutes,” I said, ignoring the commander’s false assumptions. There wasn’t time to argue, only to convince him to retreat. 
 
    “By four Specials? Pft. If they could have stormed over us, they would have done so by now. Put a sword in the enemy’s hand where he used to hold a dagger, and he would have struck already. This is an intimidation attempt, nothing more. They’re probably using up half their power simply maintaining those absurd shape illusions. How many Blenders do you think it takes to operate that diamond man? And what I want to know, is where the puppeteers are hidden.” 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t even believe that they’re real?” Arial’s mouth opened in astonishment. “Didn’t you see the news? Do you think that they’re faking the tremors in the ground too?” 
 
    “That giant hasn’t even moved since we arrived. He’s conserving energy, biding time, hoping he can scare us off. Much of war is illusions, young lady. Tricking the enemy. Putting fear in their hearts where there should be none,” said the commander, and looked back with steel eyes. “Don’t you think if such powerful Specials were readily available, we’d have them by now? Where would you even hide a diamond Special of that size? I seriously doubt he popped out of a ground like a daisy.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised—” started Lucio, then stopped, his attention stolen as there was a flash in the field below.  
 
    The squadrons of Specials had surrounded Blake and the other titans in a semicircle. At their front, there was a crackling and flash of blue-white as thirty electrosparks unleashed lightning from the circumference. Their blows struck like ropes—live charges that hung in the air, stationary lightning in a continuous attack. Blake’s skin lit up like a dazzling disco ball, throwing rainbows of light around the field.  
 
    Yet Blake didn’t move, maintaining his statue-like form. 
 
    Next to each of the electrosparks, a paired flamethrower rose their hands, unleashing streams of deep red fire that splashed off of Blake’s skin, instantly heating it to temperatures unbearable to the touch.  
 
    Still Blake looked down, defiant. And my breath caught in my throat.  
 
    Blake had withstood direct blows from titans. Jeannie’s power, unleashed at point blank into his face, had only caused him to temporarily stumble. Like a slap, at best. Perhaps all together, the current barrage would equal one titan. But their powers were too spread out, too diffused. And even if they weren’t, it would still be ineffective, enough only to slightly harm him. 
 
    Still, Blake didn’t move, except for one slow blink, his skin glowing as if he were lounging in the sun, instead of under the fire of some of the continent’s strongest powered individuals. 
 
    Next, came the Laserets—their beams absolutely worthless against Blake’s translucent skin. They scattered, their light playing out over the smoke, sticking out like spikes in every direction. 
 
    Then Blake shifted, straightening his back as his eyes turned directly towards the general on the hill. When his mouth opened, he was backed by the same setting as rock concerts—as columns of fire raged about him, sparks leapt off his skin, and lasers blasted into the sky. 
 
    And when he spoke, it wasn’t his voice. Rather, it was Siri’s—distorted and magnified through his throat like an enormous megaphone, her lyrics washing over us as they were amplified a hundred-fold. 
 
    “Lucio!” I shouted as the first words struck us. But Lucio had already started to act, slamming a pair of Ennia’s headphones over his ears. Arial did the same, covering up—but along with the plan, I left myself exposed, relying on Lucio’s power to protect me and retrieve me from Siri’s control, so we could still hear her intentions. 
 
    The lyrics hit me full blast, along with every other member of the army. Though all of them wore armor to protect their body, and sunglasses against the Laserets, they used nothing for their ears. 
 
      
 
    “Why strike at friends? 
 
    Why fight against me? 
 
    We want the same ends, 
 
    Attack across the sea. 
 
      
 
    Let’s use our powers, 
 
    To kill a true enemy.  
 
    Demolish the cowards, 
 
    And patriots we shall be.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35, SC 
 
    Before Lucio could establish control, the essence of Siri’s words gripped my mind. And more than anything else, they latched upon my fear, drawing upon concerns that had always been there, riding under the surface—and applying them to new themes.  
 
    Fears that the Instructors would find my friends in their sleep were suddenly replaced by a new enemy—that those across the sea might. After all, even before Rome, there had been news reports of unrest from the European Alliance. Of armies building in the case of an attack, even that they thought Rome might have been some sort of provocation. How could I have been so stupid to ignore that threat for so long? 
 
    Already scenarios spun through my mind. There would be hundreds of high-powered Specials, likely coming to attack us at this very moment. I’d have to mobilize the team, create a new plan to defend against them. Find a way to strike back, to save our home. Just how many, I wondered, could I attack using Jeannie’s power? Could I be the turning of the tide in the coming war? Could I sway a battle? 
 
    Then there was another sensation, a steadying of my thoughts—one I recognized as Lucio’s touch. Already, he must be reaching out to the commander and others, convincing them to turn away from Blake and fight the true enemy. Right now, in my own mind, he was likely hardening my resolve—helping me to focus against the Alliance. Or he could be— 
 
    I blinked as my thoughts came to a crashing halt, like riding on a skateboard and having it kicked out from under me. They stumbled, their foundation suddenly crumbling, as I felt Lucio’s hand pressed against the back of my head. I blinked, my vision returning as I realized I had turned to face the east along with the hundreds of other Specials, and that two dark orbs had formed in my hands. 
 
    “We move now!” shouted the square-faced general on the hill, his voice amplified by speakers. “The European Alliance and their treachery have long challenged us—and now we give them their due. These weapons, the anomalies, are with us instead of against us. Together, we will end the threat once and for all. Within days, we can be on their shores and ready to attack. And within the week, we can declare victory!” 
 
    A cheer sounded from the other Specials, both on the field and in the hills. Among them, Blake had not injured one, nor claimed a life, nor given the slightest scratch. Yet as one, they turned from Siri in the direction of a new enemy. As she succeeded not only in defeating them, but in something far greater.  
 
     To turn them into another weapon of chaos. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted at the commander as he turned to follow the already marching general. A team of Specials below had started manipulating light into shimmering rafts, floating at waist level, preparing as Specials loaded onto them by the dozen. With those, they would move quick —and if the general had teleporters at the ready, they would soon leave the rafts behind too.  
 
    “Stop? This is to the be the turning point of our lives, boy. Our chance to be patriots,” said the commander, not breaking stride, his eyes on the shimmering rafts. 
 
    “No, you’re being manipulated. Look, if they were on our side, would they have killed all those rescue teams?” 
 
    “Likely propaganda. Or a diversion. Above my grade, to be sure—and now I have my orders; all I need to do is follow them.” He shrugged me off and continued walking, leaving me behind. In frustration, I released a dark orb, exploding it just in front of him to knock him back a few feet. 
 
    “Listen—you’re playing into their hands. You’re making a mistake,” I said, but the commander’s face had hardened. 
 
    “Did you just strike at me, son?” he asked, then his eyes narrowed. “What clearance was it you said you had? Omega? Omega is in which division?”  
 
    “Look, we’re just trying to help before you attack the wrong people,” I said, and the commander took a step forwards. The badge above his chest was all too easy to notice—a red circled stone. And with each step, the ground indented inwards, waves rolling through the dirt to trip me up. 
 
    “SC?” warned Lucio in a low voice next to me. “I don’t have time to patch his memories up. Too many subplots.” 
 
    “The wrong people? They’re the enemy,” continued the commander, and his eyes squeezed shut, his focus turning inwards. “Omega…” His voice trailed away, then his head snapped upwards. “That class was at base camp Gerald. I never went to Gerald.” 
 
    In a split second, the rock around us rushed upwards, forming stone hands that grasped at our ankles. Arial had already leapt with Lucio and me into the air, barely able to support both of our weights as she tugged upwards, just eluding the grasping fingers. They snapped close with empty fists of stone as the commander whipped around to his surrounding soldiers, his voice a command. 
 
    “Spies!” he shouted, his finger up at us, the ground roiling as bedrock prepared to surge up at us. “Strike them down before they can escape!” 
 
    A dozen Specials within earshot turned on us. Fire and lightning, water and stone, metallic shards and icicles all lanced in our direction, to intercept right on Arial’s heart. Their aim was practiced by years of study—and even if Arial could use the Litious power to eliminate their powers, there were far too many to target. Some would make it through, and carrying both Lucio and me made a rapid escape too impossible. Only one power had to hit, and we would be dead. 
 
    But that was why we had brought the portal, its dark shape shimmering overhead. It pivoted down towards us as I yanked it with my power, the shimmer turning to a rectangle of darkness that was the interior of the subway. With the speed only possible with panic, I pulled the doorway down over us like a shield, just as powers annihilated in the space where we had been. 
 
    The portal ejected us onto cool concrete, my cheek scraping against the rough dampness, hurled forwards by the speed of the descending portal. With each of my arms, I threw against Arial and Lucio, sending them flying away from the open door. Then I flattened myself as low as possible, as the air above me roared with the rage of dragon’s breath, powers rushing through the opening and over my back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36, General Graucus  
 
    Reformers were not supposed to have power over themselves. Ever since he was a child, General Graucus had known this, as well as knowing power was one of the few classifications that could directly affect others. That he could form them, changing a small piece here and there, slowly until they reached perfection. But in his youth, the inability for immediate results had been infuriating. 
 
    Graucus had noticed as other Special children discovered their abilities —just down the street, there had been a Furnace, who practiced in an abandoned lot covered with sand. Each month, more of that sand turned to glass as the Furnace advanced in skill, the physical signs of a young boy’s growing power. Then there had been Graucus’ brother, a Sandblaster, who had also taken to practice in the open lot. 
 
    Sometimes, they would sneak out on weekends to have mock battles there—the sand pit a perfect stage for their powers. Graucus could only watch as his younger brother hid the burns from fighting Furnace power, as well as the scrapes on his brother’s forearms as he perfected the arcs of sand that could cut through steel.  
 
    “You can give it a go!” Graucus’ brother suggested once, panting still from an exchange of blows. “Come on, let’s see what you can do!” 
 
    The mock battle with the Furnace had lasted thirty seconds, and the one against his own brother only twenty. Graucus hadn’t even walked away with wounds—neither of them had to use their power beyond the smallest capacity to defeat him. Reformers acted too slowly for an arena, where there were not weeks to tinker with the abilities of others. 
 
    Graucus still remembered the day he decided to leave home—Mother’s Day, just after his seventeenth birthday. He’d brought home flowers, and with a smile, his mother had placed them in a vase on the countertop. His brother had taken to sculpting a few months before, his intricate control over sand giving him the ability to create figurines. When he unveiled the artwork of their family carved in amethyst, their mother had cried for nearly an hour. Graucus understood why—the piece was astounding, even the smallest details perfected, as if it might come to life before them. Their family immortalized, while Graucus’ own flowers would wilt in days. 
 
    That was something, he knew, he could never match. 
 
    When he turned eighteen, Graucus had joined the military—any Specials were accepted there, of all different talents. He’d still fall in seconds before even the weakest Flamethrowers, but as a Special, he immediately ranked higher than any of the Regulars in line beside him. When war had broken out between America and the European Alliance, Graucus was on the first ship over to reach their shores. And he knew that in open battle, he would be cut down just as fast as any Regular. 
 
    So Graucus turned his power to the troops in his company, prioritizing their survival to ensure his own. 
 
    To a Flamethrower on his team, he carefully altered the width and spray of his strikes, giving the man an unprecedented intensity that cut down enemy troops like a weedwhacker. For a Watermancer, a tweak sharpened the man’s ice-creating abilities to eliminate any bubbles in the water, making the spikes far harder than any competition’s. A Hurricane had her composition adjusted to bring in more hail and lightning, letting no building stand before her wrath. 
 
    Within weeks, his company became known not only by his allies, but also as his enemies. Their name ground into concrete wherever they had been, if any concrete was still left standing. 
 
    The Honed Razors.  
 
    But it wasn’t only their powers that Graucus grew. As he took leadership, not one of his soldiers fled in cowardice. Insubordination never grew beyond a rumor among them, and even when rations and sleep were tight, his soldiers fought with the gusto of fresh men. Over fifty percent of that company made their way into high military leadership over the next few decade—each one was a rising star, their dedication, firm resolve, and steel morality impossible to ignore. Each a seedling carefully watered and nurtured by Graucus, until they took bloom. 
 
    But too many of his saplings had been cut down. 
 
    Graucus had seen countless man and women fall before the enemy. Those he had carefully formed, making them into the best versions of themselves. Those he had invested time into and fully understood. 
 
    Each one had been like losing an arm. 
 
    There were the panicked eyes of a man minutes from death pleading with him for help, after Graucus had spent weeks bolstering his courage. A woman begging him to tell her mother she still loved her, those last words the result of Graucus sanding down her unhealthy taste for retribution. The screams of a dozen green soldiers as they were ambushed, all because Graucus had not spent enough time on the enhancement of their Sensor Specials, who were supposed to warn of attacks. 
 
    When the war had ended, Graucus left with wounds others could not see. Cracks beneath the surface, as he wondered what he could have done differently. Replaying the battles over and over again in his mind. Determining the perfect combinations of powers so that he would never lose a man. 
 
    At night, he still dreamt of those who had fallen. He still heard them. He still sensed them, just as he had when they were alive, and his Reformer power polished their flaws. 
 
    It had been decades since the war—and when he left the battlefield, his face had been rounded. Not from fat, but from the ability of a young man to still smile, and see the brightness in each day. With each night, those curves changed, growing slightly straighter as he reflected in upon himself, ensuring that he would never lose others in the future. That when the inevitable war with the European Alliance came again, he would be ready—and he would lead troops so elite that none could stand before them. 
 
    With each step under this burden, the lines continued to straighten, his face slowly growing to resemble a concrete block in its resolve. Burn scars on his back from a battle long before grew more ropy and pronounced with each year. His steps became more purposeful, guided by the mistakes of his past. More perfect, more rigid. 
 
    There became only two courses of action in each of his daily decisions. The path that would make bring him closer to victory, and the path that would take him closer to defeat. It meant he maintained a strict sleep schedule, to always be ready and aware. That he spent long hours preparing his soldiers and searching for weaknesses, even in times of peace. Even his diet was carefully monitored to make sure he reached peak condition, and that age would not claim his life early. His world became split into black and white, and he adhered to actions that improved his and his troops odds of survival, no matter how stringent they might be. 
 
    Reformer’s powers were not supposed to work on themselves. But looking in the mirror, Graucus knew that to be a myth.  
 
    And when Siri called out to him to wage war again, to avenge his fallen soldiers, and eliminate the threat of attack on his current ones, the man Graucus had created eagerly leapt to accept.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37, SC 
 
    I nearly lost hold on the titans’ cells. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time it had happened. I’d only been containing them for a day, but with each hour, they seemed to grow more agitated—like rustlings just beyond my hearing, or movements at the edge of my vision.  
 
    I had captured Jeannie due to his agreement—even in his state now as the perpetual storm, a remnant remembered being complicit. Part of him was willing to be contained, so long as I held my end of the bargain, releasing him once a year to rage over the open ocean. But these other titans had accepted no such contract—their last moments before subjecting to their natural selves were of rage or panic. They rattled around their prisons, with no way to escape, but their protests evident through the barrier of warped space.  
 
    If I opened them, there would be the full wrath of a titan waiting. 
 
    When my chin clicked against the subway floor hard enough for my vision to flash, and the clothes on my back burned away, revealing skin that blistered then cracked in under a second, the titans almost achieved their wish. My power fuzzed, my control over their prisons slackening, each of the four pockets in space slipping. Fingers pried at the dark cracks visibly forming around me, as if mirrors were shattering, glowing light associated with their individual powers creeping out through the gaps. 
 
    Then images filled my mind of four titans released in the subway. 
 
    In those confines, a single titan would scrub all forces of life away more efficiently than isopropyl alcohol and steel wool. Not even bacteria would survive, as reality bent beneath a titan’s will, the entire space being filled with their nature. A water titan would power wash the walls, a flame titan char them, a metal one crumble them. But I had four titans, not one, and in that space, they would make a bomb. An explosion that not only would kill my friends, but at least a quarter of the city. That didn’t include what came after, each of the titans rolling out like a tidal wave. 
 
    If five percent of the city survived, it would be a miracle. And I was responsible for bringing them back here. 
 
    Instinctually, every muscle in my body from my jaw to my toes clenched as I sealed the cracks in the orbs. Above me, the flames washed away as the other end of the portal drifted to the ground, cutting off the soldiers’ powers. To those on the other side, the mysterious doorway in space would be completely gone since they were looking down upon it —it was only in the perspective of looking up would the door be present, and I prayed none of the Stone Specials had discovered that they could tunnel in from below. 
 
    After a moment of silence, I breathed a sigh of relief—followed immediately by racking coughs. I tried to stand, but my muscles refused to move. Cramps racked through me and I gasped, my breaths coming in staccato spurts. Something was embedded in my back—and with mounting horror, I realized as I shifted, that it scraped against the stone in front of me. Through my core. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Arial said, her voice panicked as she rushed beside me. My vision had started to blur, but I could see long scratches down her face from the fall, a drop of blood welling on her chin. Are you all right?, I tried to say, though no words came. 
 
    Was that her blood welling around me, or was that mine? 
 
    Breathing was becoming harder than moments before, which seemed impossible. I could taste iron as my body screamed. It wasn’t just the injury from falling through the portal, but others too—all the ones from the Titan machine the Instructors’ had strapped me into, the fights with Blake, even old aches that hurt from as far back as the rehabilitation facility.  
 
    Let go, the little voices of pain whispered. You’ve done your part. You’ve given what you could. It’s someone else’s turn. 
 
    I coughed again, and turned my attention back towards the portal, reaching out with my power. All I had to do was crack it open, just for a moment, then send the titans back through. I’d protect my city. The military Siri had roused would stand no chance before the titans’ rampage, effectively neutering them. And though Siri would have the titans back, maybe that would be enough to awaken the rest of the world to the threat. 
 
    “Ennia! Someone!” Arial shouted again, and I felt her hand on my back, running over my injuries. Except I only felt the pressure of it on my stomach against the concrete—the nerves on my shoulder blades were fried.  
 
    “Oh, God,” Arial whispered as she felt whatever had pierced me through, and her fingers wrapped around it. 
 
    “Don’t pull it out!” Ennia exclaimed, arriving. “That’s only going to make it worse! That’s keeping the blood in—remove it, and it will come spilling out.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Arial asked, her voice thin, and her hands now shaking. “We need a Healer. Where can we get a Healer? I can fly them back here!” 
 
    “Arial—” Ennia started, but she was cut off. 
 
    “I knew this would happen. I knew one of us was going to get hurt, or worse. Or—or—” 
 
    Then there were footsteps, and another voice spoke above me. Darian. 
 
    “Arial, Ennia, back up. Lola, go get Slugger and Lucio. We’re going to need them,” he said, and his knuckles cracked. “And, SC, if you can hear me, stay still.”  
 
    There were more popping sounds, as he cracked his neck, then rapid footsteps as the others arrived. “I’m not very good at this yet, but I’m the best you’ve got. Slugger, I’m going to need you to hold him down. Make his clothes heavy, drape a blanket over him, and make it like lead. And, Lucio, give him what you can. Your best movie.” 
 
    Weight crashed down from above me, enough that difficult breathing now became impossible. In a way, it was like being wrapped up tight in a blanket as a child before bed. Moments later, I was falling through the floor, and landing in a cool lake. 
 
    I surfaced, treading water to the sound of laughter around me. It was that summer day we had taken on the lake—the closest I had experienced to a spring break with my friends. Lucio and Candis laughing, Slugger cannonballing in with enough momentum to geyser water into the sky, Arial beckoning me to join her on the rocks. I blinked, the cool water running off my face, smiling. 
 
    At the edge of my mind lurked something I had just been worried about. Here, it was gone—the only reminder the lake water thick in my mouth, and a stitch in my side from swimming. 
 
    But even Lucio’s illusions couldn’t block the pain that came next. While the others laughed around me on that summer day, their illusions trying to convince me there was nothing wrong despite my screams, every inch of my skin seared as if it were on fire.  
 
    My jaw clenched so hard, two of my molars snapped—then they stitched back together, not healing, but snapping back like pottery smashing in reverse. My back fizzled, as if someone were holding a lighter to dribble candle wax, the bubbles melting together and smoothing over. Something moved deep in my abdomen, retracting like a splinter being removed, the skin closing around it. Not healing, but undoing. Returning to a previous state. 
 
    Then I was breathing again, but the cadence was off—reversed. As if I was breathing out then in, not in then out. The world mirrored, like my thoughts had gone cross-eyed. 
 
    And as soon as it had begun, the pain was gone. There was a thud near my head as a body hit the floor, and Lola shouting for Darian. Then I was rolled on my back, my head in Arial’s lap, tears and blood mixed as she looked down upon me. 
 
    “You are so lucky,” she whispered, her words a mix of relief and anger. “So, so very lucky to have the friends you do.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38, SC 
 
    Over the next hour, there were moments when words sounded backwards. When touching a metal surface felt warm instead of cool, or the damp air of the subway incredibly arid, leaving my mouth parched after a single breath. Once, my stomach leapt with the sensation of hitting a speed bump too fast, as the direction of gravity changed then reverted in a split second. 
 
    But aside from the blood caked over me, and the rip turning my clothes into streamers, there was no sign of injury. My skin had healed over, taking on a soft quality as if it had just been lotioned, exhibiting a slight pink hue. The nerves in my back were still reconnecting, the sensation of pins and needles prickling over the surface, making me twitch every few minutes.  
 
    A few days before, I had written a note on my palm of the number of bowling balls we had collected to form titan traps. This morning, that note had been faded—and now, it had completely disappeared. Had it been scrubbed away? Or had my body reverted to a point where there had been no ink?  
 
    “It’s nearly gone, all but the dregs,” said Darian` as I flexed my muscles and bent my limbs, making sure they all still worked. “Like squeezing the last bits of toothpaste out of a tube. If Sialia were still alive, I could collect more of her power—but I’m already losing my sense of it. It’s not like throwing flames around, where I can just blast away. For this, I need a touch of her finesse as well, and that’s hard to store in my mind.” 
 
    He stood beside Arial, his fingers tracing the cuts along her face. Each closed, tracing backwards in the order they had formed. All except their origin points, leaving small dots of red on her face.  
 
    “Where the cut starts is too difficult for me to fix without refreshing her power,” he said, gesturing to the scabs. “It’s hardest to reverse that, the origin. The rest, I can do. At worst, it will look like a nick, and I’d tell you it wouldn’t scar, but I’m not a healer.” 
 
    “This isn’t what matters,” Arial said, holding mirror up to her reflection. She scrubbed away any dirt remnants that still smudged her cheek, but left anything red untouched, her fingers avoiding them out of respect. “My mother always used to say there is a price to pay to fix anything. Even if these scarred terribly, it would be cheap.” 
 
    “If Sialia were still alive, I could get another piece of it,” said Darian. “But with her gone, the well is dry. Any reversals from here out are going to chaotic at best.” 
 
    “And you spent the majority of it on me?” I asked. 
 
    “Spent isn’t really the right word,” said Darian, casting a look to the jagged shard of stone resting bloodied on the subway floor. Over four feet long and sharpened like a spear. And only recently out of my back. “Her power is more like a guitar played until it’s out of tune. I can keep playing, but it’s going to sound terrible. Fixing wounds might actually make them worse rather than better. With a broken bone, there would be an equal chance I fix the bone and that I undo it too far, until it becomes baby-sized. You have to realize, I’m not healing here. I’m only undoing. If you were born with a problem, I wouldn’t be able to fix it.” 
 
    “Regardless, what you’re saying is we have no more freebies,” I said, and ran my fingers over my fresh skin again. “No more near death experiences that you can pull us back from.” 
 
    “Right. At least, I can’t—maybe we can find someone else. I never would have risked using Sialia’s power like that anyway, but here I had no choice. You were going to die there, SC. And I had just a little practice beforehand.” 
 
    He looked down at his palms, which had been burned from his fight with Sialia, but now matched mine with fresh skin.  
 
    “I messed up a bit here. See it?” he said, turning his hand around. There was a stream of hair on the back that was darker that the rest, along with a blackened fingernail. “I think I actually burnt away the insides of these. So, if any of your insides feel toasted, let me know while I still have a trace of the power left.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said, subconsciously raising a hand to my stomach and pressing around. If anything was amiss, it was deep enough that I couldn’t feel it. And in the next few days, I was far more likely to die from something external than an organ insufficiently repaired. 
 
    “So, now what do we do?” 
 
    For a moment, there was silence, the others gathering around. Then Ennia stepped forwards, holding a notebook open, and spoke. 
 
    “This is a summary of Siri’s forces, including estimations. I prepared it so we know what we are fighting against,” she said, and started to read. 
 
    “As far as we know, three titans, though there may be more in the area. To put at a conservative estimate, I would say a total of five titans, as there may be others roaming about, not including her or Blake. 
 
    “Approximately a quarter of the nation’s military force, and the strongest quarter. General Graucus wanted to send a message—a quick and crushing defeat to illustrate superior strength. Because of that, he brought his best, teleporting them in from bases around the country. Now those are under her control. We’re fortunate that the teleporters remained on the bases, else he would be far more mobile. 
 
    “It’s safe to assume that any of the remaining Instructors’ forces would be under Siri’s control. However many are left at their secret facility could rally against us. Though from their failed experiments, I sincerely doubt that any but Blake have turned to titans. And if Siri cannot reach them, they’re out of the game. 
 
    “Then there are the rehabilitation facilities—we’re not sure how many there are, but we do know that there are at least five, since one was labelled with the letter E. Assuming those are open, and a hundred Specials are in each, that’s a potential of five hundred Special’s at her call.  
 
    “Moreover, many of the Specials in those schools graduated to be among the police and military, which means there are likely additional factions of those that are turned. For all we know, some of the commanders that switched may have been previously influenced by Siri in the past, making it even easier for her to control them.” 
 
    Ennia paused, peeking out from over her notebook, and the figures working in her mind. 
 
    “Assuming that is her power in totality, I would put Siri currently among the world’s greatest militaries.” 
 
    “That’s prior to assimilation,” Lola said. As queens of the Worldwalkers, she and her sister had read up on military might and strategies. “Most armies grow weaker with each battle as they lose forces and supplies. But with Siri, the opposite can be assumed. That with every touch of civilization, she will sap some of it away to join her.” 
 
    “The question is, how long can her influence stay?” Ennia said. “How long before her words wear off?”  
 
    “So long as she keeps them close, theoretically never,” continued Lola. “But the effects should wear off quickly after she departs. At least, they should be less effective. That’s what we saw at the rehabilitation facility, right? She had to sing regularly to keep up the effects.” Darian shifted next to her, clearing his throat and stepping forwards.  
 
    “I’ve never been strong enough to hold Siri’s power,” Darian said. “Without strengthening from fractonis essentia, I never would have been able to hold Sialia’s power either. But I have brushed against Siri’s might and felt it. I remember what it was like at the rehabilitation facility. This isn’t the same. This is something far more concentrated.” 
 
    She must have embraced more of her titan nature,” said Ennia. “Or perhaps Sialia was exercising control over her in the past. Keeping Siri’s powers chained up, so that she could use her to shackle the other titans.”  
 
    “Sure, that could be it. But what matters is that she’s different now. Stronger.” Darian tapped the notebook where Ennia had circled the army Siri had converted. “I wouldn’t count on these troops returning to their right mind anytime soon.” 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 39, SC 
 
    “Effectively, that makes Siri contagious,” said Ennia. She could be classified as a form of biological warfare. Come close enough to her to attack, and you’re infected.” 
 
    “Like zombies,” Lucio added. “But probably worse.” 
 
    “Worse, because she’s smarter than a zombie,” said Ennia. 
 
    “And now, we don’t have any more free lives to spend,” said Arial, pointing at Darian. “Siri is far stronger than when we last met, and already, we’ve had plenty of injuries plus basically one death. It’s not going to be any prettier if we fight her head on. It might be worth it for us to fly away for a while. Wait for it to blow over.” 
 
    “Oi, you just want to let her win? Wasn’t that our strategy before she converted the military? Look how that turned out, eh?” said Slugger, and Arial whirled on him. 
 
    “What do you suggest, then?” she demanded, hovering a few inches to gain a height advantage over him. “You saw Blake, and you know Siri isn’t stable enough for predictable attacks. She has the momentum here. She has the strongest Specials alive, plus a literal army. This isn’t like the other times because we aren’t just fighting a few of them. We’re fighting their full strength! But if we lie low, maybe she’ll stumble. And when she does, that’s when we can swoop in and save everyone.” 
 
    “There might not be anyone left,” Lucio said. “All that would be there are memories.” 
 
    “We have to be realistic,” Arial said. “If we fight now, all we will be are memories.” 
 
    “She may be right,” said Slugger after a moment of thought. “Sometimes, you have to take the mercy rule. Then you win the next game tomorrow.” 
 
    “Your mother could hide us, SC. Siri might never find where we are,” said Arial. “Today’s not our day.” 
 
    I looked around at the disheveled group. Even with Darian touching us up with the remains of Sialia’s power, we were exhausted—our shoulders hanging low, clothes in tatters, dirt covering our faces. Though he fought against it, Lucio’s eyelids drooped, and Slugger leaned heavily against the back a chair. Darian had fainted after healing me, and after his work on Arial, his hands shook.  
 
    Maybe Arial was right. We were in shambles, barely fit to fight the Uppers at our old academy, let alone Siri’s forces. Titans. 
 
    Maybe today wasn’t our day. 
 
    “Not your day?”  
 
    The voice came almost in a whisper, reaching us after countless echoes off the subway tunnel walls. Emanating from the subway tunnel I had closed off long ago, that only my friends knew how to access through a twisted doorway in space. 
 
    As a group, we stiffened, our eyes turning towards the hole in the darkness, goosebumps running over me as footsteps accompanied the voice. Beside me, Slugger picked up a length of loose pipe like a baseball bat, Ennia’s glance flickered towards the kitchen table which I could had sworn I had seen eating leftovers of its own accord, and I readied the dark orb in the pocket above my wrist.  
 
    And someone approached. 
 
    “Not your day?” the voice repeated, louder this time. Drawing out the words, exultant, as the soundwaves of the footsteps reverberated into a drumroll. “This is precisely your day! Of all the days you have ever had before, this one is certainly for you! It was made for you!” 
 
    At that, two figures emerged from the tunnel—one as skinny as a reed, and the other so large, he resembled a Christmas tree both in girth and height. One of the overhead lights illuminated them, and Slugger’s pipe fell to the ground with a clank as he laughed, calling out to the larger figure on the right. 
 
    “Oi! Would it kill ya to knock? Looks like you’ve been putting more weight on those bones, eh? How’d Lynns manage to squeeze you through the tunnel entrance and sneak ya in without some fee-fi-fo-fumming?” 
 
    “Ah, Slugger, cheeky as ever, aren’t you?” said Cane, our old physical education instructor from the academy. “Don’t you forget about your roots—the streets would have ground you up by now without my lessons. From what I’ve seen, you’ve had a chance to practice—but you’ve still got plenty to learn, and you wouldn’t want to invite a lesson in the martial arts now, would you?” 
 
    “Oi, I’d be ready to dance!” Slugger said, hopping towards Cane with his fists up and on the tips of his feet, in a light fighting stance. But before he could get too close, the larger man swept forwards in a bearhug, catching Slugger with his arms pinned to his sides. 
 
    “That’s not fair!” Slugger shouted, squirming. 
 
    “Oh, I forgot, only fair fighters win,” said Cane. “Is that what you believe?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Slugger said, and brushed his hand against Cane’s shirt. The fabric instantly gained hundreds of pounds in weight, dragging the two in a topping ball to the ground as Cane cursed. 
 
    “Figured you’d be used to the weight,” Slugger said, panting as he rolled away. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “Lots of poison recently. Really throws on the pounds,” said Cane, getting back to his feet as Slugger’s touch wore off. Behind him, Lynns waited in silence, his eyes traveling over us. Eyes that I now knew absorbed far more than most, that drank in knowledge like a parched man out of the desert. For Lynns was a form of titan himself, one lording over knowledge, and it was Cane that kept him stable enough to remain a man. 
 
    Lynns cleared his throat, and Cane looked back before admonishing us. 
 
    “But what’s this about giving up? You’ve been given everything you need. Are you calling it quits because of a little stitch in your side?” 
 
    “A little stitch? One of us almost died!” Arial answered, zipping up to hover before him like a hummingbird. 
 
    Cane raised a finger knowingly, then spoke something that would have been far suitable out of Lucio’s mouth. “But you didn’t.” 
 
    “You used to be a teacher—how can you say that?” Arial asked. 
 
    “Sweetie, this isn’t school anymore. And I never was cut out for the teacher mold.” 
 
    “Even if we do try, someone will die this time. It’s bound to happen.” 
 
    “But today is your day,” Lynns said, then Arial was whirling on him. 
 
    “You keep saying that, but it seems like this is our low point.”  
 
    “She’s correct. By any measure, we’re depleted and the enemy stronger than ever,” Ennia added. “I could draw up some charts.” 
 
    “That’s where’s you’re mistaken,” Lynns said, stepping forward with a smile, perpetuating a source of freshness that resembled a glimmer of sunlight had somehow permeated through the concrete walls into the subway. “This is when you’re stronger than ever. When you’re at your very peak. If there is a time that you defeat Siri, it is now.” 
 
    “Since you’re supposed to know everything, why don’t you just tell us, then?” asked Lucio. “Usually, I don’t like spoilers, but this is a bit different. Arial doesn’t think we’ll make it to the end of the movie.” 
 
    “That, unfortunately, I cannot do. First, my power does not work in quite that fashion. The future has not happened, and one cannot know what has not yet become—one can only guess. I can infer, and I can feel it coming—but I’m afraid I cannot spell out your actions to succeed. 
 
    “Second, my role is not to interfere. It is to know, to observe. But, against my wishes, the scales have been tilted. By using my knowledge to create a titan, my work to do their bidding, the Instructors have left me obligated to answer in kind. The scales must be evened—they tipped in in one direction using my knowledge, now I tip them in the other. This is what I can give to you. 
 
    “Look around yourselves. Remember the journey you have taken to get here, the odds you have faced. And realize it was planned. That Arachne the prophet pulled the strings of fate to drive you together as a force that could stop the Instructors. He, who could see the future, knew you could succeed. This is a day he has engineered for decades. 
 
    “Everything you have done until now has had a purpose. Everyone you have met has played a role. Think back upon what you have learned, upon the relationships you have made. Everything you need is in your hands, should you only use it.” 
 
    “Oi, those are some pretty words, but what’re they supposed to do?” Slugger said. 
 
    “As I said, I’m only here to even the scales,” said Lynns. “To do so, there is only one thing that I have to say—that you can win. That you have been given everything you need. 
 
    “Remember, SC, when we first met, I spoke of the significance of the unknown power. For a while, that was you. But now, that notion has grown larger. Where Siri sees you as only a band of children, far smaller than herself, you are much more. It is her arrogance that will cause her to overlook what you bring to the battlefield. That gives you the strength of the unknown.” 
 
    “And we’ll live through this?” Arial asked. “All of us?” 
 
    “All of you,” Lynns promised. “But only if you take heart. And only if you use the tools you have been given.”  
 
    He started to walk towards the exit, then paused, turning back to face us. 
 
    “Perhaps a story would help,” Lynns said. “I find that is the easiest way to share knowledge. This is the true history of the peasant king, which is most apt to your situation.” 
 
    Then he began to speak.  
 
    “Long ago, there lived a peasant. A Regular who spent his days in the far outskirts of a kingdom, where no one else would go—for the land itself was treacherous and the stony soil yielded little in the way of crops. As a Regular, he had little say in the matter—the fertile land had gone to Specials who served their king well in wars past, and without powers, he had no way to attain a better plot. 
 
    “Where he lived in the outskirts of the kingdom, few kept up the costs of infrastructure. Such it was that a dam upstream of his village broke when the peasant was a child. That rush of water killed a third of his village, and the rest spent years rebuilding, as once the dam was repaired and the water dried, nothing remained of their homes. 
 
    “When he reached adulthood, a fire swept through the forest surrounding the village. That too killed a third of his village, and anything that could burn turned to ash. Smolders still lasted for a full year after the burning, and it took a decade for the vegetation to fully regrow. 
 
    “When his hair turned grey, a boulder toppled from the top of the mountain overseeing his village. On its way down, it created a landslide—and the rumbling of rock obliterated all in its path. Again, a third of the village died. 
 
    “But the man had survived all this. And the man remembered. 
 
    “When he turned old enough to need a cane, an army appeared at the gates of his village. They had swept through all the kingdoms before them, killing off the Specials that inhabited the fertile farms. The peasant’s village was the end of their conquest, and their ranks were filled with Specials. He and his family fled when the dust clouds announced the coming soldiers—but when he snuck back at night, he heard their plan. The army had taken shelter in his village, and at dawn the next day, they planned to hunt down all those who had fled.  
 
    “Already, any who had stayed had perished. 
 
    “As a Regular and an old man, the odds were against the peasant. However, you see, there was much he knew that the army did not. Knowledge that only came from the disasters of his past. 
 
    “So the peasant took three of his sons, and he ordered them each to commit a specific task just before daybreak. One, to weaken the dam. The second, to kindle a fire where the forest was thickest. And the third, to loosen and push the boulders atop the mountain. 
 
    “Such it was that the floods came, and a third of the army perished. The fires came, and claimed another third. And the rockslide came, and claimed the last. All before daybreak. 
 
    “All at the hands of a regular, who was crowned king for defeating hundreds of enemy Specials. Not with his powers—but with the experience he had gained over the years. With the tools he had been given, which had borne such heavy a price.” 
 
    Lynns finished his tale, then strode to the subway tunnel with Cane at his side, pausing once more as he looked upon us. 
 
    “You have the tools,” Lynns said, his voice hopeful. “Use them.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lynns 
 
    The drop of poison was small enough that Cane had carried it for Lynns during the encounter. He’d nearly fumbled it when Slugger had jumped him, when it would have leached back into Lynns. Then it would have seeped back into his mind, carrying with it the dark knowledge that made up its essence. 
 
    For that poison was the knowledge of everything that could go wrong in SC’s immediate future. 
 
    When he released it back into Lynns, the reedy man sighed, his eyes turning back down the tunnel where they had just left, a new weight upon his shoulders. Gone was the confidence, the fresh energy. 
 
    “Thank you, Cane.” Lynns said, his voice heavier. “I had to be convincing. To tell the truth. And without this knowledge, what I said to them was the truth.” 
 
    “Do you still believe none of them will die?” Cane asked, and Lynns grimaced. 
 
    “Telling them that was the only way to tip the scales back in their favor. This way, they have a chance to live. Had they done nothing, I can assure you—not one of them would make survive another year. 
 
    “We have given them a chance. Hope.” Lynns continued walking, leaving through the knot of space. “Now, we watch. And we record what happens. And we lift not another finger to interfere. 
 
    “Though there is one history I would much prefer to write.” 
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 40, SC 
 
    “What tools?” Arial said to where Lynns had disappeared. “There aren’t any tools here, there—” 
 
    But with his power, Lynns knew many things. Among them was timing, and with the intimate knowledge of events came the perfect sense of when to leave. There was a roar at the back of the subway and our heads swiveled to Peregrine’s teleportation machine, where the head of a tiger awaited just on the other side. And behind the tiger, spear tips and masks formed ranks of soldiers, accented by the colored face paints of the Worldwalkers. 
 
    Only with my help controlling the gravitational divide could they enter, and as I brought the first one inside, he brushed his fingers against me. His paint, yellow, signified he was a Special—and his familiar touch brought memories back of sprinting through the Amazon at full speed for hours at a time without tiring.  
 
    Adrenaline surged into me, a joyful leap that carried fire to my laggard limbs. My thoughts raced to keep pace with my accelerating heart as my spine snapped back to thrust my chest forwards. Energy surged through me, the sensation similar to drinking five cups of coffee without the accompanying jitters. Carrying with it a euphoria, a sense of purpose that, though fragile, filled the void of desperation a few moments before. 
 
    I held the gate open as the yellow painted warrior darted among the others in the subway. At each brush of his fingertips, a similar jolt ran through them—rejuvenating energy that brought the light back to their eyes. Lucio leapt up, bouncing on the balls of his feet and punching the air. Slugger shook out his hair like a lion’s mane, and an actual roar escaped his mouth that pricked the ears of the waiting tigers. Lines of worry eroded from Arial’s face—emotions that had been worsened by exhaustion now found counterbalances as a sense of fighting back awakened once again within her. Bringing back the Arial who had once defeated Blake, not the Arial who had watched her friends die. 
 
    For Ennia, a thousand new invention ideas sprang through her mind —everything from new ways to use powers to a slightly more aerodynamic design of her tiger’s wings. Lola’s skin turned transparent as she existed half in the other side and half in our world, and whisps of rainbow light fluttered around Darian, the still present effects of fractonis essentia. 
 
    “Be careful with that,” Ennia warned, shifting at the sight. “Fractonis essentia is basically how Blake became a titan. Push it too far, and you might go down the same path.” 
 
    But none of us were listening. Instead, as each new member of the Worldwalkers passed through the portal, the energy within us grew. That energy demanded a purpose, a reason to be used. An outlet. 
 
    And each of our minds turned towards Blake as the Worldwalkers formed ranks, with Lola’s twin sister, Rila, at their head. Physically, Rila looked the same as she had in the Amazon, but there was a new weight to her—back then, she had been ferocious. Now, she felt dangerous, as if she were another one of the tigers, crouched and ready to spring. A quieter strength, one far more deadly. 
 
    “We felt the reverberations on the other side. The Tree of Death has bloomed. The last time that occurred was in a tsunami that killed millions. It senses what is coming,” said Rila. “At Lola’s message, we departed as quick as we could. These are the warriors who we have to spare, without leaving our home undefended. And among them, more Deathguards.” 
 
    The ranks clacked the butts of their spears in unison against the concrete, forming a boom that echoed through the tunnel. Nearly all of those would be Specials, at least fifty in all. The beginnings of our momentum. 
 
    Then there came a siren at the other end of the subway, as each of the Worldwalkers leveled their spears at the sound. The spears were mainly for show and ceremony—it was their powers that others should truly fear.  
 
    Roland stepped out from the maze of old tunnels leading to the surface, pulling his finger off the radio hanging from his chest that had released the siren noise. His eyes narrowed suspiciously as he emerged as his hand went subconsciously to the baton at his belt at the sign of all the Worldwalkers. After all, a small army of Amazonian warriors marching through the belly of his city was no daily occurrence for a police chief. He scowled, then spoke directly to me. 
 
    “Just how did I know that you would be at the center of this problem. International crisis on the televisions, and somehow my backyard is always involved. Nothing makes me miss the monotony of giving out parking tickets like you do. See, a parking ticket rarely bites me in the ass on the regular.” 
 
    “Well, we did warn you,” Lucio piped up, and I suppressed a smile as Roland’s face reddened. 
 
    “Is that what this is? Your convergence? You didn’t mention that it would move.” 
 
    “I did say it could destroy the world,” I said, and Roland waved his hand. 
 
    “I get a call about the world ending from the crazies at least twice a week. You know how many times the world has almost been destroyed if I count my tips? Yet here we stand.” 
 
    “Then maybe you should start giving ours more credit, since we tend to be right about that sort of thing,” said Arial, and Roland chuckled. Not a true laugh, but the sounds of a man caught in his own foolishness. 
 
    “You’ve got your father’s pride and fire in you, girl. Alright, I admit it —maybe I should have helped. But now, I’ve got a city to take care of. I need to know the nature of this threat and if it is coming this way. Considering you have amassed a military here, which would normally have me arrest you on the spot, I have reason to be concerned. I’ve never seen anything like this anomaly, and that’s saying a lot—because on the streets, I’ve seen about everything.” 
 
    “Turns out, you’ve actually met the threat before,” I said. “Remember Blake?” 
 
    “The raving little runt who asked for a designer straitjacket when we committed him to asylum? It’s hard to forget someone who thinks you should be shining his shoes as you put him in cuffs.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he’s not so little anymore,” Lucio said. “You’re going to need a bigger straitjacket.” 
 
    “You mean—” started Roland, then his eyes tracked to the television still on in the corner, with close-ups of the diamond titan’s face. A face that still bore enough resemblance to recognize, and realization flooded across Roland. 
 
    “Of all the people who could go building size, why that little bastard?” Roland cursed. “How’d he even pull it off?” 
 
    “That’s the bigger problem. He’s not alone—if anything, Blake is just the vessel for the true threat. He’s carrying around Siri and she’s fully unhinged. Plus she is converting others to her side. Getting stronger every minute,” I said, turning to face him. “If we’re going to end this, we need to do it soon.” 
 
    “You’re planning on attacking the anomaly? Are you insane?” Roland said, and it was Arial who spoke up. Arial who now had a new glint in her eye, and a newfound certainty. 
 
    “We are,” she said. “And were going to win. Now, are you in or out? Because we just fought Blake and Siri, and managed to tick them off. They know where we live. Where do you think they’re coming next?” 
 
    “All of you are magnets for trouble!” Roland said, closing his eyes and rubbing his knuckles against his forehead. Then he sighed and spoke in a defeated voice. 
 
    “I’ll put in the forms for overtime.” 
 
     
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41, SC 
 
    It took three hours for the media to explain what had occurred to General Graucus. The military likely realized it first, sending a second round of troops to intercept him, tipped off by the halted radio transmissions, which came at Graucus’ word to his troops to trust no one outside of themselves.  
 
    Of course, Siri had instilled that idea in his mind, giving him a paranoia that fed upon his drive to protect his country, to keep his own troops safe. Graucus’ higher-ups had sent him to wage war upon the diamond giant—and since he now believed the giant was on their own side, that meant his must have been compromised. He had to take matters in his own hands, and he did so with the gusto of a soldier overburdened with years of bureaucracy. 
 
    To Graucus, he was the ultimate patriot. To everyone else, he was rogue. 
 
    The military’s attention turned to him even as the titans began to move. Graucus’ forces were preparing a full-on assault of the European Alliance. That would bring instantaneous war, and could be even more deadly than the anomaly. 
 
    Then, Siri had turned Blake towards the first city, and panic set in. 
 
    It was a hundred miles to the city. So far, the titans had moved at a measly five miles per hour pace while the military forces continued to depart around them.  
 
    “We anticipate that the anomaly is keeping pace with the rogue general for protection,” one of the news anchors had said, now at the closest distance anyone would come to the titans, a half mile away on a helicopter with zoom lenses. “Investigations are now underway to determine if this is an internal plot by Graucus, to form an insurrection utilizing top-secret military weaponry.” 
 
    To those who had never met Blake or Siri, the theory made sense—that the general was harnessing the anomaly to spark a war only he wanted. By this logic, it followed that stopping the general would also stop the anomaly. 
 
    But we knew better. Siri only kept pace with the military for the same reason she sang to us every night at the rehabilitation facility, even after we had fallen under her command. She was continuing to shape their minds, removing any doubts to their actions, building in absolute certainty and loyalty. Solidifying her presence and intent, so when she left, they would act independent of her command but still according to her wishes. 
 
    When she did leave, it was with the impulsivity of a changing wind. So fast that for a full ten seconds, the cameras lost sight of Blake as he left the frame, their cursing muffled  by the helicopter’s blades. Blake ran at a speed proportional to his size, the other titans straggling  behind him. Each loping stride covered a football field, and he reached full speed in seconds, his sharpened toes clawing great clods of dirt out behind him. 
 
    Within a minute, there was no mistaking the direction he headed. And within five minutes, the news stations had an animated map showing the closing distance between him and the closest major city. One hundred miles quickly turned to fifty, then fifty to ten. In under two hours, those fleeing the city saw his head crest over the nearby hills, and a barrier of policemen and Specials awaited him.  
 
    “With General Graucus nowhere in sight, our strategists indicate this must be a distraction to pull away interventionary measures,” said the news reporter in pursuit of Blake by helicopter. Far below, Blake arched his back and bellowed from atop a hill—though under his feet, it appeared more like a pitching mound. ”Those closest to Graucus express their doubt that he would attack his own country, and this is simply a diversion.” 
 
    But then Blake stepped off the mound, and a dozen spotlights from helicopters trained upon him, illuminating him in the night.  
 
    “Turn back, or face immediate consequences,” a policeman bellowed through a megaphone, his back to the city and standing before Blake. “One more step, and you will be incinerated. A thousand Specials wait for you here, and we will defend our home.” 
 
    From where we watched the television, Ennia shook her head, biting her lip. 
 
    “No, no! They’re baiting him in with that. It’s like telling a bear to turn around, because there are thousands of juicy salmon waiting to fight him in the river ahead!”  
 
    “That’s a thousand more for Siri,” I muttered, watching. 
 
    Then Blake took the forbidden step, and the Specials began to attack. 
 
    This was nothing like the military assault, with its coordinated attack of power types for maximum energy density, avoiding combinations that might lose efficacy in groups. Instead, this defenders of the city attacked in pure chaos, a mishmash of power types that formed a turbulence of energy. Every elemental power mixed in a vortex—flames sometimes cancelling out with water to form steam, other times intertwining with molten rock for added effect. A strength-based Special lobbed a stack of manhole covers at Blake like frisbees, the metal crumbling against the diamond in a shower of sparks. Four Blizzarders gathered together, combining their powers to form an icicle as wide as a bus that shattered point first against Blake’s torso. Storm clouds formed above him, lightning called down by weather powers, the sparks running along his skin and dissipating into the ground. 
 
    For a moment, Blake wasn’t visible through the dust and the commotion. Then there was a sound that could have been mistaken for a roar—but instead was his grunt as Blake stepped over the line of Specials. 
 
    His skin still sparkled—only in one or two spots had an attack managed to damage it enough to buff out the shine. He waded through the attacks like a knee-deep puddle—slowing slightly, but not bothering to even cast his gaze down upon the Specials. Instead, he focused on the first of the high rises ahead of him, a skyscraper over fifty floors tall. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Ennia said, eyes glued to the screen. “Shouldn’t Siri be converting them? Shouldn’t—” 
 
    But Blake’s fist cut her off as it smashed through the center of the building, punching out an entire story. Then he ripped it backwards, his hand opened to spread out the damage, removing the center. The top half of the building crumpled, collapsing into rubble over the bottom half, bringing it down into a pile of broken concrete.  
 
    Even from the helicopter, the newscaster’s cameras picked up the screams. 
 
    “Shouldn’t Siri just convert them?” Ennia whispered. The second building fell as Blake rounded on a third. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42, SC 
 
    Blake stormed through buildings as if they were constructed from building blocks. With his power, that material might not have made a difference. Concrete, steel beams, and bricks gave way against diamond-hard skin backed by tons upon tons of mass.  
 
    When Blake snapped his foot in a sideways kick against a building, its windows didn’t shatter—rather, they exploded outwards, showering the streets below in glass. Where he stepped, streets collapsed into the infrastructure below, caving in sewers, tunnels, and drainage pipes. Fires played at his heels from snapped gas lines, and arcs ran down his arms from electrical lines walked through as if they were spiderwebs. 
 
    The city reacted like a kicked ant mound—people swarming down and out of the danger of targeted buildings and into the relative safety of the street below. Blake continued moving inwards towards the center, the only construction giving him pause a parking garage that resembled an enormous concrete block. Arching his back, he squatted at the corner, then snapped upwards to flip it like a tire. The construction spun in the air, landing on its top as cars showered out between the cracks and sprayed outwards. Three smashed into far-off buildings, ramming through offices like missiles, while the others dropped in random splats back down to the streets. 
 
    Screams continued from below as the crowds surged, civilians fleeing towards the city limits on foot or bicycle, the roads too clogged for cars to move. But it was only the Regulars and low-powered Specials who fled—those who had never been called upon for their abilities, whose personal identities were not formed around their powers. Slickskaters slid down the streets at full tilt, narrowly avoiding cracks in concrete or broken telephone poles. Fliers took to the skies, either watching from a distance or zipping away like birds headed south. And lower Forcefielders worked together to create tunnels of shimmering purple light that shielded Regulars from falling debris—but would instantly crack under the pressure of a single finger from Blake. 
 
    But while those with weaker power fled, Blake drew the stronger in like a magnet. For these Specials had never seen a titan, had never met someone who completely outclassed their abilities. In their minds, Bake was some sort of strange Special—powerful, but something they could fight against. There were hundreds of them, and one of him. He was attacking their home, and they held the responsibility of intense powers. 
 
    They would defend it. 
 
    Powers lanced up in all directions at Blake. From the front came the barrage from the police line and initial defense. The streets flashed with discharges aimed upwards like tethers, striking Blake at odd angles and ricocheting towards the sky. Then there was the steady fire from open windows—Specials that fired in bursts from still standing buildings, the rooms flashing, converging on Blake like spokes on a wheel. With each of his steps, more Specials came convinced that they could take him down, their numbers swelling. 
 
    Specials who were high-powered, and whose powers had never been challenged by a titan before. Maybe it was arrogance, or maybe pride. Or perhaps bravado and a sense of heroism. Regardless, the closer Blake came to the center, the more Specials that gathered in a confident mob, their powers resembling a fireworks display. 
 
    “It’s brilliant,” Ennia gasped from where we watched on the television. “Cruel, but brilliant.” 
 
    “Oi, what’s that?” asked Slugger. “She looks like she’s about to get swarmed.” 
 
    “She’s drawing out all the powerful Specials. Don’t you understand? Pulling them into one location. Into hearing range.” 
 
    A chill shot down me as I understood Ennia’s point. Just as Blake’s mouth opened wide, a megaphone letting sound escape in all directions. Within him, Siri was singing—and like an enormous horn, he amplified her, forming both her shield and an amplifying speaker. 
 
    The news helicopter in broadcast was too far to hear Siri. But from her position, the reporter spoke quickly into the microphone, her words coming in a rush of excitement. 
 
    “It appears the anomaly has stopped his progression,” she said, shifting her angle to give the camera a view of Blake. Indeed, he had knelt down, bringing his head closer to the ground. To many, it appeared a defensive posture; those who were unaware of it only brought Siri’s song closer.  
 
    “Has he been defeated? Perhaps they have succeeded in taking out his knees, or in draining him!” exclaimed the reporter, her voice triumphant. “Look now, their attacks are slowing, and the anomaly has stopped moving altogether! Specials are leaving their cover to come closer in an advance. Is this the final blow? Truly, the citizens have risen up on this day to protect their homes! Not even the anomaly can stand against the power of the united populace!” 
 
    “She has no idea,” whispered Ennia as all powers on the television ceased. There was an eerie stillness, nothing moving but the drifting of dust clouds and flickering of fires. Only those far enough away from Siri not to hear her continued to flee, their forms forgotten on the edges of the news screen. “Siri just took an entire city!” 
 
    But the reporter had yet to notice. 
 
    “Today, we declare victory against the anomaly! In the history books, will this be referred to General Graucus’ rebellion? One quelled by a single city?” 
 
    “Even if you took down Blake, there are still other titans behind those hills, ya idiot!” shouted Slugger at the television. The reporter paid him no heed, nor did she notice when Blake stirred, a plume of dust erupting around his feet as his mouth closed. Siri’s initial conversion was complete—now, in the next few hours, she would only have to solidify the loyalty of those who resisted her callings. 
 
    The reporter only took heed when the first of the projectiles came for her helicopter. 
 
    Not from Blake, or from the other titans behind the hills, but from the citizens who had fought the titan only moments before. 
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 43, SC 
 
    “We need a battle plan! We can’t just rush in there!” Ennia said, then pointed at Arial and me, where she had stopped us as we moved towards an open portal. “We agreed to that only an hour ago. Lynns said we needed to use all we had been given—we have to prepare a strike! Gather our resources first before it is too late!” 
 
    I clenched my fists at my side as the reporter on the screen continued to chatter away. The volume was on mute, but the words scrolling at the bottom of the screen told us enough about their perspective. 
 
    Entire city experiencing blackouts. The anomaly active once more. 
 
    “Do you see how many Specials she just recruited?” I said. “Every city she visits, she gets stronger. In that one attack, she recruited more Specials than we gained with the Worldwalkers! That was a small city too! Imagine something like New York!” 
 
    “While I agree, we know that she will be staying there for some time,” Ennia said. “It’s her pattern, SC—stop the resistance first with initial song, then complete the conversion with follow-up verses. You saw it at the rehabilitation facility, and again when she took the military. It takes her time if she wants control, and if there’s something we’ve learned about Siri, is she wants complete control. That means we have at least a few hours to plan.” 
 
    I glanced back at the television, where a telescopic lens showed Blake glittering in the center of the smoldering city, his form meshing with the skyscrapers, a rainbow abnormality among the grey and smog. Ennia was right—he wasn’t moving. At least not fast; rather, he walked in slow circles, increasing the range of Siri’s song, rooting and hunting out any Specials that might have escaped the first blast. 
 
    “You’ve got a point,” I conceded, returning. “What do you think we do?” 
 
    At Lola’s command, three Worldwalkers swept away a section of concrete floor. Then Ennia got to work, tracing her fingers along the rough surface. Where they touched, trace amounts of metals in the concrete blended, producing colors at her will. Some converted to iron, which she used to draw a rusty red circle and label it military. Others converted to copper, which became a green circle labelled converted civilians. Carbon took the form of three black dots, each representing a different titan. Then a chalky white from zinc, tinged with other colors at its edges, to represent Blake. 
 
    “Right now, here are Siri’s forces. Of course, there are more in play, but this is what we have to worry about immediately,” said Ennia. “First, the military has departed to attack the European Alliance, presumably as a diversion and to cause chaos. For all intents and purposes, we can consider them removed from the current equation. Siri has spent them on the diversion, and even if she calls them back, it will take time to mobilize.” 
 
    She drew a large electric-blue X with cobalt traces, crossing through the military circle to remove it from the plan. 
 
    “Now that leaves us with the titans, and with the city she just converted. This is where our true problem lies—that to get to Siri, we have to fight through them. And already, each of those sub forces have more firepower than we can muster.” With a finger, she drew a dotted line to connect Siri to each of the titans, then to the city. “But here’s what matters. Siri controls them, she is the nexus point where everything comes together. Without her, eventually, they’ll disperse.” 
 
    “Hey!” Lucio said. “I remember this from history class! We have to cut the head off the snake!” 
 
    “You remember something from history class?” Darian asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, yeah. Do you not? A snake the size of the entire country?” Lucio said, and Arial buried her face in her hands, speaking through her fingers. 
 
    “It was a metaphor, Lucio. There wasn’t any snake; they just drew it on a map to show unification of the country. It was a symbol.” 
 
    “Well, first of all, that’s not how I remember it,” said Lucio, raising one finger, then another. “And second of all, doesn’t seem like that matters, since I got it right. Didn’t I, Ennia?” 
 
    “Technically, yes,” said Ennia, then tapped her finger down on the multicolored dot of Siri and Blake. “It’s trivial. Once we remove Siri, nothing else matters. Her forces collapse and we can leave it to the police and military to clean it up. But they don’t seem to realize that Siri is what has to be defeated, not General Graucus, and not even Blake. Only Siri.” 
 
    “So we need to fight her without fighting the others?” I asked, and Ennia nodded. 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “I could fly some of us up to Blake’s shoulders,” said Arial, but Ennia shook her head. 
 
    “You saw what happened last time you tried that. Siri and Blake are comingled at this point, and she’s able to use him like a shield. We will have to crack him open. And even if you did manage to get onto his shoulders, a hundred freshly converted and high-powered Specials would try to blast you off.” 
 
    “Seems like the only chance we have is to draw her off,” I said. “Separate her from the other forces.” 
 
    “Exactly, divide and conquer,” said Ennia. “Which shouldn’t be difficult. But what is difficult is that we need to do it in a fashion that buys us time. Time to gather our strength, to build our strategy.” 
 
    “Blake is easy enough to draw off, and we could run him in circles.” 
 
    “Sure, but Siri is acting as his brains right now, and she’s a bit more clever,” said Ennia. 
 
    Arial tapped her fingers on the titan dots, thinking, then spoke up. 
 
    “Maybe she is. But maybe it doesn’t matter,” she said, then ran her fingers along her palm. With the Litious, that was where she often drew forth their ability, as she dug her fingernails into her soft skin. The power to neutralize other Specials, at the cost of her own power, and potentially her sanity. “Ennia, you’re the expert on Blending. But from what I understand, enhancing a power changes a person as well. Jeannie didn’t just release his hurricane powers; he became a hurricane. Siri doesn’t just sing to convince people to do her bidding. She has to control them. There’s a mental change too. Which means, Blake will also have undergone that mental change.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you are concluding, but go on,” said Ennia. 
 
    “Well, Blake has always been stubborn, but also subservient to Siri. Now that he’s a titan, though, it’s probably harder for her to control him. And his power is to become diamond, something nearly impossible to change,” said Arial as Ennia’s eyes widened, and she finished her train of thought. 
 
    “Which means that, potentially, once his mind is made up, it’s not going to change. Even with Siri’s song,” Ennia said, and Arial nodded. 
 
    “Siri will find herself along for the ride. Whether she wants to or not.” 
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 44, SC 
 
    The portal opened fifteen miles away from the converted city, but we could still smell the smoke. As Arial flew me closer, the stench only increased—changing from a campfire smell to burning rubber, melted plastic, and ozone. It was still night, and the stars shimmered overhead more than usual, their light obfuscated by the thickness of the smoke.  
 
    But when he appeared, Blake shone like a beacon. 
 
    Every burning fire, every sparkle of lightning in a Special’s hands, and each lamplight that had somehow survived the onslaught shone through him. Glittering off him, each donating a portion of light to his cause. Like Siri’s song to the Specials, Blake called to light, and it elevated him, cementing him in place. 
 
    But it was time for that to end. 
 
    Arial landed unnoticed on one of the surrounding hills. We both held our shirt collars over our faces to block smoke as we looked on the destruction, and her hand found mine in the darkness. Then her voice spoke, hushed to not disturb the silent city, too far away still to hear Siri’s singing. 
 
    “SC, is this what you want?” Arial asked, and I felt her huddle closer towards me. “I understand; we can fight back if you think we have to. But we can also hide. We can make our own lives away from this.” 
 
    The intoxicating energy of the Revitalizer had dissipated, and as we stood there, the draw of her called to me. Maybe we could escape. Just the two of us, with her flight, and run forever. But then I coughed, the smoke entering my lungs through a gap in my collar, reminding me of what Blake had done. And I shook my head. 
 
    “We have to fight, Arial,” I said, then turned to embrace her, my head resting on her shoulder. She sighed, and it lowered my line of sight, and I spoke in a low voice. “Even if we could escape, I don’t know if we could live with this. With the guilt of so many lives lost. I know you couldn’t.”  
 
    For a moment, she hung still. Then I felt her nod. 
 
    “You’re right, I couldn’t. No matter how much I want to,” she said. The she broke the embrace, but took both my hands. Together, we pulled each other close, into a kiss backlit by a burning city. While it lasted, all was forgotten—Siri, Blake, the titans—all wiped from my mind. Only the promise that we would get through this, together.  
 
    “And if there’s anyone who has a chance of setting things right, it’s us,” Arial said, then a smile cracked across her face. “Because between the two of us, I’m the only one who has truly defeated Blake.”  
 
    Then before I could protest, she launched herself into the air. I laughed, watching her leave. Knowing that when this was all over, if this was all over, even if the earth itself turned to ash, I would still have a home.  
 
    Arial returned in a few minutes, carrying a Special from the Worldwalkers. Deep within the Amazon, there were animals who learned to amplify and emulate sounds. Parrots that could mimic and monkeys whose calls could be heard for miles. This Special had inherited those abilities, in the rare form known as a Speaker. Usually, they were used in concerts—for they could emit the sounds of a band far better than any electronic equipment, and filter out any mistakes made by the performers. Political rallies used them as well, where Speakers were carefully trained to cover up any gaffes uttered by a politician. Their selective hearing was just as valuable as their ability to broadcast.  
 
    But today, we only needed to be heard. 
 
    “We’ll need to be closer,” I said, and Arial took our hands. For such a short flight, she could take us both at once. Slowly. With high effort, she lifted us to a skyscraper on the edge of the city, where Arial, the Speaker, and we donned our earmuffs. 
 
    One of the greatest advantages of a Speaker’s power is he doesn’t actually have to hear the sound. In fact, many famous Speakers are completely deaf due to their close proximity of performing artists. In applications of science, this made Speakers crucial to pick up sounds in frequencies above or below that of human hearing. In performances, absorbing the sound waves through their skin gave the Speakers far greater resolution than only two ears. 
 
    Now, it meant that we could approach close enough to Siri’s song, and not truly hear it. Even so, Arial waited behind the Speaker, ready to wrench him away at a moment’s notice if he started broadcast Siri. From what we understood, electrical systems failed to carry Siri’s power—but a Special designed to amplify voices might behave differently. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked, and though I couldn’t even hear my own voice above the buzzing of Ennia’s earmuffs, the Speaker nodded.  
 
    And I threw down my challenge. 
 
    “Blake!” I shouted, and the Speaker amplified, the sound so loud, it blasted a layer of dust off the nearby buildings. “Blake!” 
 
    Hundreds of feet away, the gargantuan diamond figure turned, its glittering eyes upon us. Comprehension did not yet fill them, only curiosity. 
 
    “Blake! This is SC and I’ve come here to give you a message. That no matter how big you become, you’ll never be able to beat me! In fact, I remember when Arial, a mere Flier, beat you.” 
 
    Blake’s face tightened, and though I couldn’t hear it, his throat muscles bulged. Signs of Siri’s singing from within. And I knew she was holding him down to the spot as I continued. 
 
    “It must be embarrassing. To know that even if you become a full titan, you can’t  defeat me. Wow, can you imagine if I was the one who became a titan? You’d be dust by now!” 
 
    Blake twitched, and the slits at his neck twitched again. 
 
    “I bet Siri only chose you because you’re so easy to manipulate. Did she ever say anything like that? Oh Blake, I wish you were stronger, but you’re the best I can get! Imagine if she chose me instead. Or literally anyone else. Wait—I was chosen first I was supposed to be the one in the titan machine. Not you!” 
 
    At that, Blake roared. His knees bent, and he prepared to lunge, but Arial was already pulling us into the sky. She moved slowly, but held down by Siri’s power, Blake moved even slower. 
 
    When he finally lunged, the top of the skyscraper was empty. In his rage, he swiped through it, the building collapsing into dust. By now, Arial had pulled us high above him, and I spoke once more, the Speaker’s voice so loud that we vibrated in the air. 
 
    “You think you’re worthy? You think you can be a titian? Prove it. Come defeat me first, where this all started. Blake, I challenge you back at the rehabilitation facility. Show up at that first arena, if you aren’t scared,” I said, then we ascended higher, outside the reach of his swiping arms, his howls deafened through the earmuffs. 
 
    “Because, deep down, I think we both know it, Blake. That Siri would prefer me over you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 45, SC 
 
    “Hey! He’s moving!” Lucio shouted from his position in front of the television. “He took the bait!” 
 
    We watched as Blake picked up speed, leaving the city and its converted Specials behind. The news helicopters followed—careful to stay out of his range or that of the other titans following close after.  
 
    “Judging by the map, he looks to be moving at least sixty miles per hour,” Ennia said, watching as Blake leapt over a river that she used as a landmark. “How long do you think he will continue at that pace?” 
 
    “I doubt he’ll be stoppin’ to view the countryside,” said Slugger. 
 
    “No time for snacks or naps,” added Lucio. 
 
    I nodded, watching the line on screen that trailed after Blake’s footsteps, the words Anomaly on the move flashing underneath. I’m not sure how Blake knew where our city was relative to his position, but he’d gotten the general direction right. And with his diamond resolve, there would be no breaks. 
 
    “Then we’re fortunate that the convergence was so far away,” said Ennia, tracing her fingers across the map. “If he moves in a direct line—that means no roads, and leaping over lakes, we have almost exactly two days.” 
 
    “That’s assuming we let him get here first, and we don’t meet him somewhere in the middle,” I said, and she nodded.  
 
    “I’d advise that we use all the time we’ve been given. No reason to turn this test in early without double-checking our answers.”  
 
    “So we can make sure we’re using all the tools we’ve been given?” I said, and she flashed a smile. 
 
    “Precisely,” she answered, then produced a notebook with graph paper. One that she kept for scribbling down invention ideas, then working the math out in the margins to determine if they were feasible. Half the pages were missing—if an idea turned out to be inadequate, or thermodynamically improbable, it met the trash in a crumpled ball. But there were still plenty of pages stained by ink, and her eyes shone as she thumbed towards one. “There’s something here I want to try. Something involving you, SC, but it’s going to take time to prepare. I’ll need transport and someone to go with me. Slugger?” 
 
    “Aye, I’m your man. Bodyguard or friend?” 
 
    “A little bit of both,” said Ennia as Arial stepped forwards.  
 
    “There’s an idea I’ve had too. But I’m going to need this couch potato’s help,” she said, pointing at Lucio. 
 
    “Me? Since when have you ever needed me for anything?” 
 
    “Since I’ve needed to steal something. Seems like you’re the expert around here for that, right?” 
 
    Lucio paused, caught between if that was an insult or compliment. Eventually, he decided on compliment. “I’m not the only thief here, but you could say I’m the best,” he said, and stuck out his tongue at Slugger.  
 
    “If it will be two days until battle, I’ll have Rila set up camp in the tunnels,” said Lola. “We brought food and supplies for a week. I’ll be needing a map as well—she’s probably the best person to ask for the preferred location of this battle. That, and we want Candis to help us scout out the city.” 
 
    “I have plenty of maps,” Ennia said. “My library is yours.” 
 
    “Maybe someday we can trade books, when this is over,” said Lola. “I’ve got some rare ones. You wouldn’t believe how old they are.” 
 
    “I might have an idea,” said Ennia, thinking back to one of her books in particular. One that she always kept locked away, and would be bringing with her and Slugger. 
 
    “So that leaves Darian and me,” I said as the others paired off. “How can we best prepare?” 
 
    “That should be obvious,” said Ennia, and Arial nodded. “Out of all of us, you’re holding the greatest weapon we have.” 
 
    “My power isn’t that strong.” I said, and Arial reached out to touch my nose.  
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself that much. We’re talking about the titans you’ve captured. It’s time you learned how to use them.” 
 
    “And what better way to do that, than with a Mimic who can set things right if they go wrong?” said Darian. “By the way, when we’re done here, do you think we’ll be treated like heroes? Get some spa treatments or all-expense-paid vacations?” 
 
    I laughed, then gestured around the subway. 
 
    “Darian, if there’s something that we’ve confirmed since you’ve been gone, it’s that saving people doesn’t come with a nice paycheck.”  
 
    “Well then, consider this work pro bono,” he said, and his eyes darted over to Lola. “That means for free. Her vocabulary is starting to rub off on me.” 
 
    “About time,” Lucio said. “I’m tired of being the only smart one around here!” 
 
    With that, each of us discussed our plans. Each group was to return back as quick as possible, to make sure we were ready for the battle. As the strategy developed, Ennia walked to the diagram on the ground of Siri’s forces, tallying our own on the other side of a dividing line.  
 
    My eyebrows rose as Arial revealed her intentions, then nearly shot off the top of my forehead when Ennia revealed hers. 
 
    “And you think that will actually work?” I asked, studying the drawing that she had made.  
 
    “No promises,” she said, folding the sheet shut. “But if it does, my name gets listed first on the whitepaper.” 
 
    Then she departed, Slugger at her side, and with me coordinating the portal for her to step through. Arial’s left too, though she chose the staircase to the city surface rather than Peregrine’s machine, Lucio trotting after her. Lola and Rila moved onto the train tracks with the Worldwalkers, organizing them and consulting the maps borrowed from Ennia. 
 
    Then Darian and I chose a particularly large subway tunnel, the two of us disappearing into the dark. Or rather, the six of us, counting the orbs kept in check above my shoulder.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 46, Arial 
 
    Arial looked over Lucio’s shoulder through the window of the fast food restaurant to the building beyond. She had never been here—the last time the team had come, she’d been on sentry duty, watching over the city from skyscraper tops for the Instructors’ activity. She was still bitter about that, getting left behind to stare down at boring city streets while the others had taken action. Now it was SC who had been left behind—and she who was driving the plan forwards. 
 
    As soon as Lucio finished eating, of course. 
 
    “Can you believe that all this was only seven dollars?” he’d said, slapping the tray down on the table with a clack. Arial hadn’t even realized he had ordered food—instead, she was using the large fast food restaurant windows to watch the building across the road for activity. Apparently, Lucio had seized on the opportunity to place an order, and had returned with five different sandwiches, fries, and a water cup filled with clear soda. The overwhelming smell of grease oozed upwards as he dumped out the fries, squirting on enough ketchup to nearly turn them to soup. 
 
    “No thanks,” Arial said. “I’m not hungry. And if I eat that, I’ll be sluggish for hours. We need to be awake.” 
 
    “Uh, I didn’t get you any. I mean, I would have, but this is for me.” Lucio said, and ate nearly half a burger in a single bite. “Besides, this is energy, Arial. There’s over two thousand calories right here; that’s a whole day’s worth of energy I can now spend at once.” 
 
    “Just make sure in ten minutes you’re able to move, and not holding the contents of your stomach in.” 
 
    “It’ll help me focus. Soda’s got caffeine in it too. No way I can work memory magic if I’m hungry. You’ll see,” he said, and drew a large slurp from the cup. 
 
    “For the life of me, I don’t understand how you can stay skinny,” Arial said, shaking her head, then turned her attention back to the building. Rehabilitation facility 1C, where SC had once broken in to speak with Lynns. 
 
    “You’re sure you know how to get in?” Arial asked Lucio, and he nodded, swallowing before he could speak. 
 
    “They’ve got a Stickler out there for security. Basically, makes the ground so sticky, you can’t move once you touch it, then they come get you afterwards. Since you’re a Flier, that shouldn’t really matter. We can just zip right over it.” 
 
    “Surprises me then that more students don’t escape,” Arial said, and Lucio shivered. 
 
    “They’ve got their own type of mind control in this facility,” he said. “They’re not like Siri’s students—see, when Siri takes over your mind, you can still think. You’re kinda in control, but your desires are all mixed up. It’s almost like a memory, but not all the way there—which is why I can clean ‘em up to make people normal again. This is something different. These kids—they don’t think.” 
 
    He leaned across the table, speaking in a hushed voice, and a fleck of ketchup on his chin nearly made Arial recoil. 
 
    “I think they might be zombies.” 
 
    “Zombies aren’t real.” Arial said, and Lucio took another bite, this time speaking with his mouth full. 
 
    “They look real to me. Anyways, point is, I can change their memories all day long and it won’t make a difference. There’s nowhere in their heads for them to take root. We’ll need to go after the headmaster instead.” 
 
    “Which is more efficient, since we are going after one person instead of a hundred,” Arial said. 
 
    “So long as the zombies don’t get us,” Lucio said, taking a final bite, then crinkling all the empty wrappers up in a large ball and throwing it into the trash. It missed, and he groaned as he stood to pick it up, Arial eyeing his now bulging stomach. 
 
    “Am I going to be able to fly you in after that?” Arial asked, and Lucio waved her off. 
 
    “I got this, I got this,” he said, and they exited the restaurant. “Okay, the zombie leader looks like a crazy old man. Can’t miss him.” 
 
    “I’m assuming that he’ll be in the front office. These places do have to masquerade as schools, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t know if zombie leaders hang out in front offices,” said Lucio, skeptical. But Arial looped her arm under his, and suddenly, they were hovering a few feet off the ground. They drifted over the spot Lucio had last gotten stuck and onto the school grounds, where Arial let them down softly onto the grass.  
 
    Ahead, the windows were dark, the doors shut tight. Not a soul moved through them, and a chill ran down Arial as they moved forwards, the place seemingly deserted. They neared the front doors, and then she heard it. 
 
    Tik. 
 
    The sound was subtle—so faint, she wasn’t sure if it was a sound at all, or rather some other sense. As if someone had flicked the outside of her skull so slightly, she just barely noticed. But it sounded again—another Tik, and Arial stiffened. 
 
    “You hear that?” she asked, but Lucio only cocked his head. 
 
    “Hear what?”  
 
    “That—that clicking.” 
 
    “Nope!” he said, his eyes darting over the window. “Zombies don’t click.” 
 
    “They’re not—” Arial started, just as the doors of the school thrust wide open. A dozen students exited—but they weren’t walking. Rather, they moved jerkily, their joints snapping into place, their eyes not bothering to look to Lucio and Arial though they headed right towards them. Beside her, Lucio tried to flinch back—but his feet were now stuck to the ground, and just beyond a row of bushes, he could see the Stickler watching them. Lucio shouted, trying to wrench his feet upwards as the students approached, only succeeding in losing a shoe, then a sock, before exposing the bare skin of his foot to stick firmly to the ground. 
 
    Arial had to suppress her own urge to run. They weren’t zombies—but the way they moved was wrong. Inorganic, machine-like, as if she were watching manikins rather than people. Their eyes were unfocused, their expressions slack—and worse, their clothes looked as if they hadn’t been changed in weeks. Stains and holes ran through the fabric, one of the students missing an entire pant leg, almost none of them with shoes. Their hair was ratty, flowing far too long on the boys, with several of them sprouting unkempt facial hair that looked far too patchy to be on purpose. 
 
    And as they moved, each Tik sounded perfectly in time with their footsteps.  
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 47, Arial 
 
    “You are not part of The One,” the first spoke, then Aria’s ears twitched as she realized it wasn’t only the first, but all of them, using the same inflections and speech patterns, their mouths barely moving. Each fourth syllable coincided perfectly with one of the clicks like music on a beat. “You are from the outside. Other minds, poisonous minds. Sullied minds.” 
 
    “Yes—but we come with important news. Things are happening on the outside—things you might not know about?” said Arial, trying to catch one of their eyes. 
 
    “Does she think us ignorant?” came the voices again, a hiss. “She who walks on our ground? Perhaps she needs to learn; her ignorance be cured.” 
 
    “Not ignorant. But there have been developments. We’re from the top, and we were sent here.” 
 
    “Prideful too. Pride is always delicious when broken,” responded the voices, and they took a step forwards. “The first step to group acceptance is humility. That, you will learn quickly.” 
 
    “Arial,” Lucio said, struggling more against the Stickler and only succeeding in gluing his left palm to the ground. “I can’t do anything to change their minds, remember? If they get us, we’re stuck. And I mean more stuck than I am right now!” 
 
    “Lucio, relax,” Arial said. “We just want to have a chat with their leader.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you can work some Litious voo-doo and pull me off here!’ 
 
    “Not yet. I think it’s best if we just go along for now,” Arial said, then steeled herself as the first of the hands reached for her. Hands with long fingernails, and enough dirt between the knuckles that she could scour them for an hour with hot water and dish soap. Worse yet, was the smell—a thick body odor, combined with what must have been days, if not weeks, of no showering. 
 
    She almost gagged, then composed herself before nearly losing control of her emotions again when the filthy hand gripped her wrist. A dry hand, like sandpaper. 
 
    “You’ll come with us, now,” the one leading her said. He pulled, his grip so tight, it started to cut off circulation, and the ground underneath Arial released her feet as the Stickler released his hold. Lucio sprawled out suddenly, his awkward position released and toppling him on his side, two of the others pulling him to his feet. 
 
    “Arial! They’re zombies, I’m telling you! There’s nothing in their heads! Like empty buckets, they probably want our brains to replace their own!” he screeched, struggling, but Arial had stopped listening. Instead, she focused on her breathing to stay calm. They needed to meet the headmaster, and if that meant some of his mindless students were going to take them there personally, that was a benefit. A gross benefit, but still one that played in her favor. 
 
    The boy that led her might once have been cute—if his clothes were not rags, they would have fit him well. He had muscles under those sleeves, and if his eyes weren’t constantly drifting, their greyish-blue could be described as piercing. But now, he looked as if he had spent the last six months under a bridge, and though he was her age, he struck her as much older. It was something about his energy—not the quick-to-arrive boundlessness of youth, but the slow consistency of an adult. The dull, plodding step that failed to waver as it led them inside. 
 
    The outside of the rehabilitation facility had been nothing special—a few neatly trimmed bushes, grass cut shoddily but regularly, and litter swept away. There must have been an independent grounds crew—because the facility’s insides were like stepping into an earthquake zone. 
 
    “It wasn’t like this last time,” Lucio said, the momentary shock making him forget the hands holding his struggling arms, and they walked carefully to find empty tiles among the rubble. 
 
    Backpacks and papers were strewn at random, creating a river of assignments that could only be waded through. Holes lined the drywall—holes from angry fists, and lockers dented from the same. Multiple fluorescent lights had smashed to the ground, leaving a fine powder riddled with footprints, the glass never swept away but simply crunched underfoot. And above all else, there was dirt —as if Arial were walking into the den of an animal, something tunneled away deep into the earth, a cave rather than a building.  
 
    They turned down the hallway, then up a flight of stairs, stopping outside an office with opaque glass. 
 
    “Inside, you walk alone,” said the one holding her wrist, his voice a rasp. “But outside, you walk as we.” 
 
    “I’m sure we will,” Arial answered, shaking him off, then reached out for the doorknob. Just before turning, she stopped—here, the clicking had amplified. Like air slowly heating around her, she hadn’t realized—but now, it throbbed like a heartbeat, its source just beyond that door. Moments before, she had almost turned the knob to the tune of that clicking. Her own words, her own syllables, sliding into the pattern that pervaded around her. 
 
    With purpose, she waited for a gap in the clicks. Then she turned the knob at that precise moment. An exact opposite to the current, a counter to the rhythm. 
 
    Around her, the students flinched back, hissing as if she had struck them. But Arial was already walking into the room, leaving them behind, Lucio so close to her heels that he almost stepped on them. 
 
    They entered a room of clocks. 
 
    At least a hundred lined the walls—each of their own variety. There were souvenir clocks that could be found on vacation, normal school clocks of multiple sizes, even antique clocks that took up prized positions on the shelves. None of them were digital—each analog, and each with a second hand. One that ticked at the exact same moment in time, a precise metronome that rocked the room as a single beat. 
 
    Beyond the clocks, a man sat at the desk—one with a beard that spilled into his lap and deep bags under his eyes. With each tick, he blinked along with a subtle twitch of his finger, tapping on the desk to the beat. But whether he followed the beat, or the beat followed him, Arial did not know. 
 
    When she spoke, it was off rhythm, the effect creating a wrongness in the air. 
 
    “You’ve been slacking in your duties,” she said, walking up to the desk, and slapping down a manilla envelope. “We’ve been sent from the top. From Siri—and you’re to cooperate with us now.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48, Arial 
 
    Arial had never been good at acting, so she stuck to what came from real emotion, words inspired by the truth but changed by their context. In a way, it was similar to how Ennia spoke—to keep her Blending power pure, she couldn’t lie, but could stick to the strict technicalities of the truth. Arial’s method wasn’t as logical—rather, she focused more on the emotion’s source, then let her words be altered last second. 
 
    First, she drew upon the rage of students coerced to live in the filthy rehabilitation facility against their will. It was a familiar anger, one that originated from when Siri had taken control of Arial’s mind and created injustices between the castes of her students. 
 
    “You have failed those who truly matter,” Arial said again, pointing to the manilla folder. Your students, she thought, but spoke another name. “You have failed Siri. Are you truly going to sit there, letting her rot away, when it is entirely within your power to reverse that?” 
 
    “Siri rot away? Last I heard, Siri had escaped her jail cell,” the man returned, the words fumbling through his beard. “It was Siri who left me here to rot. Siri who promised us a part of her plan. We were her pet project—and when she left, no one else cared for us.” 
 
    “And you think that’s an excuse?” Arial asked. 
 
    “Who are you to question me?” the man demanded, and around her, the pressure grew. 
 
    Tik. Tik. Tik. Each one bearing a weight, like waves lapping against her mind, threatening to erode away the layers.  
 
    Arial summoned the determination given to her by Lynns, that which had sprouted from the rock bottom of despair. The realization that she could fight back against the titans. She threw her hair back in indignation, regarding the man as he was to her—a mere obstacle in her path.  
 
    “I’m Siri’s servant, sent here to help. To clean up this mess you have created,” Arial responded, these words aimed as a slap. “And now, I inform you—you’re summoned, at once.” 
 
    “At once, eh? I work on my own time, girl,” the headmaster answered. “And don’t think throwing her name around like that is going to get you anywhere. Siri can’t breach my power, can’t enter my mind like she does with others. My thoughts are orderly, structured, so well-constructed that they are infectious.” He gestured out at the door behind Arial, where the students shuffled their feet. “Every one of them out there is under my control, not hers.” 
 
    “You’re damaging her merchandise and their ability to fight for her. Do you know how many of those students I saw without shoes?” 
 
    The man shrugged, holding his hands up like weighing scales. 
 
    “Do you know how time consuming it is to tie a hundred pairs of shoes? To take a hundred showers? To fit a hundred pairs of clothes? When Siri left, so too did the maintenance I conducted on them. We are an island now, these minds and I. Separate, you see, from the rest of the world. If Siri wants us back, she will damn well have to take us. And I’ve never lost a mind that I have claimed before.” 
 
    The headmaster cracked a smile, the teeth yellowed, some missing. Arial shuddered—perhaps he treated his own body with the same care as the others. In his mind, were they even separate? His mind so split from his body that he was willing to let his flesh deteriorate. 
 
    “Maybe—maybe Siri will!” Arial blurted out, quickly trying to change angles as disgust flooded through her. “As soon as we free her! Do you realize how big the reward will be for that?” 
 
    “Free her?” the man said, the words stealing his attention. “Has Siri gone and gotten herself captured again?” 
 
    “She needs your help. Like I said, you’ll be rewarded. Promoted.” Arial opened the manilla folder, pushing a picture across to him. One zoomed in to Siri on Blake’s shoulder—that out of context, made it appear she was held against her will in a diamond prison. “We need your forces. Your students. Then her plans can start to unfold.” 
 
    Arial bit her tongue, knowing that she had just said the exact wrong thing, but not sure why. Then she saw it in his eyes, because as the headmaster looked over her, he saw weakness.  
 
    “Another botched plan,” he said. Tik, Tik, Tik. “Another time Siri has left me to my own devices without her support. A promotion means nothing to me if I am beholden to her. Here, this is my world. I am king. You cannot rise higher than a king. Now, you are in my kingdom. Intruding upon my lands.” 
 
    He leaned forwards, sneering across the table.  
 
    “I think I’ll take you as a down payment for all that Siri owes me.” 
 
    Tik, Tik, Tik. The clocks doubled in volume, the pressure physically striking her. There was something alluring to it —that despite the dirt and disorder of the outside world, it was always foreseen when the next Tik would come. It was predictable, clean in its own way. Satisfying, to live in that world of perfect order. 
 
    Maybe Arial would close her eyes for a few minutes, and just listen to it. Like a perfectly arranged musical set, each of the notes reacting to the best of her expectations. Maybe— 
 
    But then, Lucio spoke beside her. 
 
    “Arial!” he cried. “Arial, I can’t get in his head. It’s like everything is nailed down in there! Arial, where are you going? No, stop, get back here! Don’t leave me!” 
 
    His voice was distant now, like someone shouting at the end of a tunnel. Arial didn’t even realize she had moved forwards until the headmaster’s hand grazed against her wrist, and he spoke softly to the tune of the clicks. 
 
    “That’s it, child. Come with me, to a world of our own making,” he whispered.  
 
    And it was the fingers that brought her back to reality. The nails chewed so low that blood caked their sides, turning her stomach. The dirt wedged deep in the cracks of knuckles. The remains of the last meal still smeared across their tips.  
 
    Revulsion jerked within, and the first word escaping her quietly but in direct opposition to the Tiks. 
 
    “No,” she whispered, and that gave her strength as it broke his perfect melody, the discordant note clearing her mind. “Maybe Siri’s power nerve broke you, but you’ve never felt mine.” 
 
    Arial bit down on her tongue hard, releasing the power of the Litious in a burst opposite to the Tiks, like two waves crashing together and annihilating. Now that her Litious power was engaged, she could sense the extent of the headmaster’s aura —an oily sludge that permeated the room, oozing out from him like sewage. Oppressive, suffocating. 
 
    And to her power, flammable. 
 
    The headmaster’s power recoiled with a snap, set ablaze by the surge of strength from Arial. He flinched back, his eyes wide, his world dissolving as his power dissipated. There was a resistance as she continued pushing, the natural resistance of his body against external powers. 
 
    But the headmaster had spent years removing the natural barriers to his mind. Focusing instead on strengthening the linkages of his own mind with others, his sense of self no longer centered within his own body. With those linkages severed, for the first time in his memory, he was suddenly completely alone. 
 
    “Now, Lucio!” shouted Arial as the headmaster panicked. He thrust his chair back, toppling as the back two legs caught on the mess behind him, crashing down onto a trash bin and strewing the contents over the office. He flailed, the whites of his eyes showing, pure animalistic instinct replacing consciousness as he blubbered. 
 
    A state that left him completely vulnerable to the memories Lucio injected into his mind. 
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 49, Arial 
 
    The students’ bodies fell to the floor outside the door, knocked unconscious with their tethers to the headmaster severed. Arial held her suppression, the headmaster sweating and twitching on the floor, waiting until Lucio finished. Now that she was in control, the power already defeated, the effort of keeping his power suppressed was minimal. 
 
    “Backstory?” Arial asked, scowling down at the headmaster, averting her eyes from the hands scrabbling at the tiles. 
 
    “Your nickname is Siri’s Angel of Death, and you can even kill zombies,” said Lucio. “Adding in some rumors of other Specials you’ve totally waxed. You are totally badass, you took out Lacit with a jab to the jugular, plus you once defeated Blake in battle.” 
 
    “I actually did defeat Blake in battle.”  
 
    “The best lies are rooted in truth, Arial,” Lucio said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Besides, this is going to be way cooler. Ennia was telling me about some bird that spears its prey on thorns; let’s just say you took some inspiration from nature. Mysterious, dangerous, and with a dark past. You shoot from the hip and don’t look back. The last headmaster to stand against you had his entire zombie horde slaughtered and you laughed while doing it.” 
 
    “Can you just keep it simple?” Arial asked, and Lucio drew back in shock. 
 
    “Simple? That is simple! I had an entire movie planned out for the Fearless Flier and this is just the highlights! The trailer!” 
 
    “Ugh, alright. Just don’t expect me to put on too much of a show. Even if I could act, I just want to get away from this creep.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, the memories will do all the work for you. Just tell him to be prepared and leave a good threat. The rest will take care of itself.” 
 
    Arial nodded, preparing to release the man whose mouth now opened and shut like a fish out of water, but Lucio stopped her. 
 
    “One more thing. If he comes into too close contact with Siri, or any of the other instructors, these memories are going to shatter. Siri’s power blows mine out of the water and think of these memories like wallpaper. It doesn’t take much to tear them down. Though I do have to say,” he puffed out his chest and raised his chin, “these memories are a work of art. I’ve never had a mind opened like this before—usually, it’s like graffiti. You spray what you can on before the cops come, then you run! But here—here, I’ve had a chance to really paint.” 
 
    “So long as it works, then perfect,” said Arial, and Lucio sighed. 
 
    “Not everything is about functionality, Arial,” he said. But then Arial was steeling herself, dropping her suppression slowly in order not to shock the headmaster. Outside the door, the rustlings began, as the students began to awaken.  
 
    *** 
 
    The headmaster gasped; not for air, but for sustenance. For the threads of thought that held him stitched together, and had come unwoven in an instant. Leaving him in broken pieces, a dissected animal on a lab table. 
 
    The darkness receded, and as it did so, he felt his presence expand. Once more, he sensed his children—the little pieces of himself that had been planted in the minds of others. Slowly pushing out their own thoughts while his took up residence in their heads. A parasite that eventually became commander, as the other minds gave way. 
 
    Each of those nodes was as much him as he was, and losing them was worse than a husband losing his wife. A breaking of identity, like living on the fifth story of a building and all the other floors disappearing. Theoretically, over time, those scraps of his mind might be able to heal themselves—to grow independently and spread to others, eventually overcoming the damage. Like a worm or slime mold cut in half, that learned independence. 
 
    But the moments just after the cut were like pouring salt on a slug. 
 
    As he came to, the headmaster became aware of another presence—one that was not part of the whole. Something else, something alien. He recoiled. 
 
    Those outside the whole were tarnished. Ugly little things, fetid, barbaric. Sometimes it took weeks to break them, weeks of living in another’s house before it became his own. He could take this one now to start the process. He could— 
 
    He pulled back as if burned, his eyes shooting open. His legs pushed back on the ground, slamming his head against the wall as he cowered into the corner. Anything to get away from her. 
 
    How had he not connected the dots earlier? How had he not realized just who she was from the instant she had arrived? 
 
    She stared down at him with brown eyes that mocked him with their innocence. Her arms crossed across her chest, her hands thankfully not yet reaching out to claim his life. Her attire spotless, despite traveling through his school—and from the rumors, he knew none of her victims left even a drop of blood behind. That was her calling card, her sign. Even after the most gruesome deaths, the rooms were scrubbed cleaner than before the murder. 
 
    He cringed, forcing himself to look upwards. His mouth dried out, his heart pumping, sweat drenching his shirt. 
 
    When the Angel of Death spoke, the facade of an adolescent girl speaking only added to his terror. That one such as her could do so much damage—and that he had just felt the merest brush of her touch. She had merely waved a hand in his direction, and he had nearly drowned in darkness. 
 
    He shuddered to think what her full attention might bring. 
 
    “You! Are you awake?” she demanded, and he nodded rapidly, his mouth not yet working to speak. 
 
    “Good. Now that you understand just who is in control here, I’m demanding your exact compliance. Understood?” 
 
    “Of—of course,” he managed to mumble. 
 
    “You have one day. Prepare, and be ready to depart at my call. You will draw no attention to yourself, nor will you send the Instructors messages of your actions. The organization has been infiltrated, and you are to trust no one but me. You understand? I give the only orders that you obey.” 
 
    “But how am I to know it is you?” 
 
    “You’ll know,” she said, turning to leave, leaving him in a mess. “Dare disobey this, and you won’t just die once. Every one of your connections will die. Painfully. Then I’ll hunt to the ends of the earth until there is nothing of you left, and the world has been scourged of your presence.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50, SC 
 
    The tunnel Darian and I biked down eventually merged onto a larger set of tracks. The subway we lived in was only half finished by the city—the construction project cut and forgotten long ago. But it still connected to the main subway tunnels, where cars rattled down through all hours of the day, and from there, a tunnel led to the outside. 
 
    We rushed down the active tracks, a mere eighth of a mile until sunlight appeared, then burst into the train yard at the outskirts of the city. Slugger had discovered this area only weeks before, and had promptly named it The Batting Cages. 
 
    Long rows of trains cars, some in use and others in long disrepair, filled the yard. A few boarded-up buildings lined one side of the tracks while the cars on the other provided coverage away from the prying eyes of the city. Within, there was a stretch at least a hundred yards wide and two hundred long left open. Isolated in seclusion, the rest of the city too far away to hear, and any nearby guards only minding the outer fence of the yard. 
 
    Which meant we had a close practice grounds, one that didn’t require taking a bus out of the city. 
 
    Typically, I would have used Peregrine’s portal to take us somewhere distant. Something like a wheat field, or the Pacific island where we hand found Jeannie. But using the portal raised an interesting problem—I needed to use my power to operate them, and after what we were about to do, I didn’t know what shape I would be in afterwards. If I went unconscious, Darian and I would be stuck there. Worse, if I died, he would be stuck there. 
 
    “Look, there’s not going to be anyone better suited to keep you in control than myself. I can mimic your powers. Something goes wrong, and I’ll shut it down,” Darian said. He stood beside me and my tensed shoulders must have given me away. 
 
    “We’re playing with fire here,” I answered, my eyes turning to the boarded-up buildings nearby. “One wrong move, and the city could be toast. Maybe we should move farther away.” 
 
    “This is like flicking matches in the middle of a forest fire, SC. Everything around us already burning. Hell, if we try this and you loose all four titans on the edge of the city, they might just make a good buffer for Blake! But that’s not going to happen, because I’m your safety net.” 
 
    “Then we’re using Jeannie first. The other titans really want out of their cages, I can feel it. But Jeannie is more relaxed. Once you know how I contain him, we can repeat it, and move on to the others.” 
 
    “Daylight’s wasting,” Darian answered. “Let’s go, now or never.” 
 
    I’d improved my skills with Jeannie—every time I used him, handling the spherical pocket of space that was his world became just slightly easier. Similar to learning how to walk, with each step becoming steadier, the wobbling sensation of almost falling eroded away as I became more dexterous. 
 
    “We’re going to crack it open like this,” I said to Darian, and he closed his eyes in concentration. He was feeling out my power, watching with his own ability the ways I maneuvered mine. He might not understand how it worked, or the intricacies of it, but he could repeat it.  
 
    Then blue light and rain poured in a steady stream away from a point above my shoulder, the barest pinprick of an opening still strong enough to match a normal Special. 
 
    “Opening, got it. Now let’s do closing.”  
 
    “Like this,” I said, and smoothed over the hole I had created in Jeannie’s cage. The motion was similar to smushing two pieces of clay back together and eliminating the seam at their center. “Problem is, sometimes you have to stuff the titans back in when they try to escape.” 
 
    “Sounds like they might end up losing a limb if I slam that hole in space shut. Not afraid to cut them to pieces if I have to,” Darian answered, and I nodded. It wouldn’t be that easy, but with two of us, we could contain them. 
 
    “Let’s begin with the Sculptor. Absolutely no idea what his ability is going to be—but might be psychic. Slugger said he mainly reshaped his players, removed the bad from them but kept the good.” I said, and picked his orb out from the rest. This one, I had positioned over the opposite shoulder of Jeannie, and the raging energies within held a different signature than the others. Rather than a pressure, they exerted a single band of energy running down the side, a crisp stripe of power. 
 
    “Well, if it’s a ray that makes people into angels, that may be the best power yet. Giving Blake a conscience works a lot better than beating him to a pulp!” 
 
    “Then let’s find out,” I said, and split the orb right down its seam, keeping the crack as small as possible, aiming towards a rusted train car at the end of the yard. Power flooded out, my senses screaming at the intensity of it, their sensitivity seared away at the edges. This wasn’t like Jeannie, whose power tended to spread out—this was focused, compact. The difference between a blowtorch and a bonfire. 
 
    The air quivered, and there was the sensation like something inches away from my ear. Before the Sculptor could follow his power in escape, I clamped down on the pocket in space. Darian added his power to mine as the titan resisted, and between the two of us, the trap snapped shut. 
 
    My heart raced as I looked towards the train car—something incredibly powerful must have struck it, something so strong that I couldn’t believe the car still stood there unmarred. 
 
    “You feel that?” I asked, checking to make sure I hadn’t imagined it. 
 
    “Feel that? That rocked my bones, SC,” answered Darian. 
 
    “Must have been psychic then, because I don’t see anything.” I said, sighing. “Which is trouble, because we have no way of testing it. And it’s going to all depend on the Sculptor’s intent. If he sees us as jailers, he might just double Blake’s conviction to kill us.” 
 
    “SC—” Darian started, but I turned my attention towards the next orb, frustration eating at me. I could have captured any titans at the convergence, and one of them already was a dud.  
 
    “We’ll try Arial’s titan next,” I said, preparing. But Darian gripped my arm, pointing. 
 
    “No, SC, look!” he said, just as the sound reached me. That of crunching metal, and I turned just in time to see the two halves of the train car split, each end pivoting over the wheels to crunch onto the tracks. We rushed forwards as dust puffed into the air, examining the cut between the cars. 
 
    The area was smooth—like a saw had gone right through the metal then been sanded down. The metal edges glinted, as if they had been originally made that way, showing no sign of deformation. And I knew if I were to tilt the edges back together and push, they would fit together perfectly like puzzle pieces. 
 
    As if an impossibly sharp knife had struck through the metal of the car and continued beyond, for as our eyes kept moving we saw that four train cars behind were also split, until the force dissipated into the open air. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the orb containing the Sculptor, feeling the band of power once again contained in space, and realizing it wasn’t a band at all. Rather, it was an edge. A knife’s edge, pressing up against the trap. 
 
    A blade that just might cut through diamond. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51, SC 
 
    The plant manager titan who Arial had monitored held a power just as difficult to decipher as the Sculptor. In her actual life, the manager was known for her plant’s steady output, the yields on her manufacturing lines higher than any of her competitors’, which set industry records. But since The Sculptor’s power as a titan was only related in spirit to the attributes he displayed as a person, her power might be just as obscure. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked Darian, emboldened by our first discovery. He nodded, focusing on the point in space where the titan resided, his hands already extended, as I cracked the second pocket of space open.  
 
    But the crack refused to form, the pocket in space stretching but not splitting.  
 
    It was as if she were holding it shut on her end—I could feel her raging inside, trying to force her way out, but at the same time blocking the doorway. Like a person pressing against a “pull only” door, making it impossible to open.  
 
    I jerked my power against the pocket again, and this time, it creaked open before snapping shut of its own accord, releasing a deep green light that splattered against the ground.  
 
    “The heck?” I said, staring down at the shimmering coating. It looked almost like a slime, and strangely familiar. Darian reached down, tapping against it, and it thunked like a hollow wall, the exterior already hardened. Despite being the thickness of paper, the layer did not crack or rub away—rather, the gravel beneath remained undisturbed. Darian kicked at it, and not a pebble moved, rather rooting to their spot as if solid concrete.  
 
    “Sticky goo?” he guessed, but my memory had jogged from watching him. I’d seen this power before, or a variation of it—Anton, the physicist, could coat himself in a similar shimmering green. It had served as a shield to him, protecting him until he withdrew it.  
 
    “Protection,” I said, extending my arm and aiming the titan’s power at it. I opened the pocket, but this time, Darian held it closed, preventing me from releasing more of the green light.  
 
    “I’m all for discovery, SC, but maybe see if you can remove that first before spraying it on yourself.” 
 
    “Good call,” I answered, pulling my arm back a little too quickly. Then I opened the pocket in space again, pointing down towards the first batch, coating over it in an expanding puddle. Attempts to scoop the power back up using the same hole in space only resulted in more goop escaping, and once I nearly covered Darian by accident in an erratic stream.  
 
    Next, Darian and I tried to destroy the shimmering green. He slammed down a scrap bar of metal over it until his breath came short, but not even a scuff formed. I even tried throwing a dark orb against it—but the orb merely bounced away, repelled by the shimmering light, something I had never experienced.  
 
    “Okay, so I can’t wear it,” I said, then picked up a plank of scrap wood that was resting on the tracks. “But maybe something else can.” 
 
    After thoroughly coating the wood, both Darian and I tried to crack the green-covered weapon. I used my dark orbs first, then force points to try to snap it, to no avail. Darian washed it in flame for a full minute from a power he had absorbed after ditching the remains of Sialia’s, but the wood refused to even singe. And a few seconds later, when I touched it, the exterior was still cool, as if even heat refused to touch it. 
 
    Next, we wedged the plank in the gap between two rail cars, and I prepared Jeannie’s power. I blasted the might of a hurricane towards it—and though it quivered, and the surface lost its shine, not a splinter of the wood underneath came away damaged.  
 
    “Last test,” I said, preparing the Sculptor’s knife, then releasing it in a cut that gouged the gravel in a straight line towards the board. The plank rattled but held in place—and staring closely, we could see a resultant nick in the green. A chip, from a titan versus titan power, though the wood underneath remained whole.  
 
    “A sword and a shield, then,” I said, then readied the last pocket in space I held. The final titan, one whose power we knew nothing about. “Now let’s we what we have left.” 
 
    I reached to the final orb, pulling it open. The entity inside nearly escaped, trying to squirm through the hole faster than I could react. I slammed it shut, but its fingers already had a grip on the outside edge, trying to wrench itself free. 
 
    “Darian!” I shouted, and he layered his will over mine—but not before an enormous finger escaped, digging into the ground beside me. It raked through gravel, pulverizing it with enough force to turn the rocks to sand, and leaving a trench two feet deep. Darian blasted it with fire, and it recoiled just barely enough that, between the two of us, we could slam the pocket in space shut. 
 
    I panted, looking at the destruction a single finger had just caused—a trench, the side of a train car dented in from where it had flicked against it, and the fading green puddle of light on the ground chipped. My head swam with the effort, and I sat down for a moment, Darian joining me and gripping the side of a railcar for support. 
 
     Within the orb, the titan raged, unable to escape the trap. Each strike against the enclosure was like hearing a man locked away in a basement—his shouts muffled, the door holding him in, but his presence impossible to forget. 
 
    “That felt like some form of super strength,” Darian said as we caught our breaths. 
 
    “Sure looked like super strength,” I answered. “Which means we can’t really use him. He’ll just try to escape.” 
 
    Darian nodded, then flicked a piece of gravel of his shoe. “And I’m just going to take an educated guess here, but when he gets out, he’s not going to be happy.” 
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52, Ennia 
 
     “If we survive this, I might just take up wine-making. As a hobby, not full time,” said Ennia. “I’ve tasted blended wines before, but they’re always novelties. Like agave-crossed grapes, or spicy pepper ones. Nothing that you’d want to go with a meal. Imagine instead if they chased perfection instead of marketing gimmicks?” 
 
    “Oi, you’re a drinker? About the last person I would peg as one,” said Slugger, raising an eyebrow. Ennia was the type of person who would wait for a crosswalk signal to turn green in a deserted city, not the type to break the laws about underage alcohol. 
 
    “You don’t have to be twenty-one in the Amazon. As a matter of fact, my university there is outside of any jurisdictions, so we don’t have a drinking age.” 
 
    “Ya just don’t seem like the partying type.” 
 
    “Party?” asked Ennia, taken aback and a flush coming over her pale skin. “We don’t have parties—it’s about the tastings. The eloquence of it. I’ve never gotten drunk!” 
 
    “Whatever you say, party girl.” 
 
    “We usually spit it out in a bucket!” Ennia protested, then pulled down on her hat as the wind nearly blew it away. Here, she needed the protection, for her pale skin would roast near instantly in the California sun. Together, she and Slugger biked the fine gravel road that traversed between acres of grape vineyards—the cool, dry air eliminating sweat the moment it formed, the breeze carrying with it the scent of flowers.  
 
    They turned down a drive, passing a familiar sign of a spider perched atop a wine bottle’s cork. When their bike tires skidded to a stop, the house matched their memories—a mansion, though in disrepair, the yard left largely unattended and the windows splotched with dirt. An empty lawn chair waited in the front, angled towards the sun, with a collection of cans littered around it.  
 
    Slugger chuckled as they came in closer, noticing the once overgrown and chaotic bushes now resembled squares. There were traces the yard had been mowed, simply not recently, and a few of the front trees had been pruned. And as they neared, a figure stepped from the garage holding shears, a visor shielding his face from the sun. 
 
    “Looks like you’re starting to take care of the place!” said Slugger with a wave, and the man dropped his shears. He squinted at them, then took a long draw from the beer can in his other hand before crunching it and tossing it behind him into the trash. 
 
    “Now that we’re allowed visitors, adds a bit more incentive to be tidy. There’s only two of us, and this place takes a team. It’ll be months before our first lawn party,” said Lee. Behind him, the front door opened, and Dieta stepped out onto the porch. 
 
    Lee and Dieta had been left behind to care for the Arachne estate after the philanthropist’s death. Insanely rich and with a power that showed him potential paths of the future, Arachne had devoted his life to finding titans, with the purpose of using their powers for good in the world. But the Instructors had poisoned him to steal his work—taking the titans he had discovered for themselves. As a last effort before his death, Arachne devised a future in which SC would defeat the Instructors—one where he had given SC the weapon of Jeannie’s power and foretold of the convergence. Dieta and Lee had protected this secret until SC arrived to claim it, locked away on the property for seventeen years—but now, their duty fulfilled, they were free to leave. 
 
    “You’d think after seventeen years, you would have left this place behind,” Slugger said. “I had bet Ennia you would leave, but she knew you’d be back.” 
 
    “I don’t bet,” Ennia corrected, “But, I did suspect. After seventeen years, this would have become your home.” 
 
    “After seventeen years, it’s more like the outside was no longer our home,” said Dieta. “That, and Exterminator travel is closely monitored. Environmental agencies don’t take kindly to me roaming around.” 
 
    “That, plus there’s free wine in the cellar, provided we let the neighbors harvest our grapes,” said Lee, gesturing to the fields “The place is much more accommodating when you can leave, if you want to.” 
 
    “There are plenty who would spend a fortune to live here. We recognize our good fortune,” said Dieta. “Now, tell me—you two are coming back alone. Your friends, and SC, are they all right?” 
 
    “Yes—with your help, we were successful in our mission. Arachne’s vision came true,” said Ennia. “That, and Jeannie wishes to say hi, and tell you that he is happy. But that he’s gone to his true nature—that of the storm.” 
 
    Lee averted his eyes, and Dieta frowned.  
 
    “I had hoped that you might save him,” she said, eyes flicking to the clouds above. 
 
    “We gave him what he wished for,” Ennia answered. “I assure you, it’s what he wanted.” 
 
    “I would have preferred a better goodbye. But, that will suffice,” Dieta answered, and wiped at her eyes. “Now, what brings you here?” 
 
    Lee spoke up, pointing at Slugger with the shears. “I’m assuming it’s not a simple thanks? People your age don’t come by just to say thanks. They come by because they need something.” 
 
    “He’s a smart one, isn’t he?” asked Slugger, and Ennia met Lee’s eye. 
 
    “You’re right. The world is in trouble,” she said. “And we need you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53, SC 
 
    The helicopters couldn’t keep up with Blake—while he trudged on tirelessly across the countryside, his eyes set dead ahead, crashing through buildings, bridges, or anything else in his way, the machines had to stop and refuel. The journalists worked out a seamless schedule, losing no coverage in the fleet of helicopters that buzzed around Blake like flies. When one refueled, another took over. 
 
    Every few hours, this meant a new reporter. With each transition, their jitteriness on camera heightened. For none of them knew exactly what Blake intended to do, or our challenge to him. But they all knew something was approaching.  
 
    Fast. 
 
    “The anomaly’s behavior is distracted,” the first reporter had said as Blake took off running from city. “Sources say he may be scared off—perhaps there was a Special there who managed to crack his tough exterior or threaten his abilities. This is Nate with Power News 7, in hot pursuit, and with a full report as soon as the anomaly stops.” 
 
    But Blake didn’t stop. When the second reporter reached the screen, there was an edge to her voice. 
 
    “Our monitoring has confirmed the anomaly has shown no signs of slowing,” she said, bringing up an on-screen map with the path Blake had taken so far. It squiggled slightly to the left and right to avoid hills, but otherwise plowed straight forwards across the landscape. “Our specialists are theorizing now that the anomaly may have been driven away on a specific vector by a Special. Potential cause is likely a high-powered Special with mental traits, repelling the anomaly in a straight line from the city, perhaps driven away by strong fear emotions. Our next question is, when will this effect wear off? When will it stop? And now, to Matt, our man on the ground, as reports arrive in from the relief efforts.” 
 
    The camera flickered and turned to a reporter with Blake’s destroyed city in the background. Standing on one of the surrounding hills, he checked over his shoulder more often than necessary, jumping when one of the camera crew accidentally dropped a microphone. 
 
    “Twelve hours in, and no contact has been established with the residents,” he said, gesturing behind him where the fires and smoke had turned to a slow smolder. “Instead, barriers have been erected—both of a physical and power-based nature. Blocking Sixth Street stands a wall of ice two feet thick, while the interstate is cut off by a crew of Forcefielders. Anyone who approaches, even those under medical flag, are immediately fired upon by Flamethrowers and the like stationed on the outermost buildings.” 
 
    With that last sentence, there was an eruption on the left hand side of the screen, where an approaching truck met heavy resistance from Specials atop a bridge spanning the city entrance. The truck swerved, narrowly avoiding a wall of fire as it pulled in a U-turn, the driver laying on the horn throughout the maneuver. 
 
    “Hourly, new crews are dispatched to test the resistance,” continued the reporter, gesturing at the truck. “We know there are injured in the city, but repeated attempts at help are turned away. Rather, as we watch, civilians appear to be gathering—forming ranks near the city center. Marching, and through high-zoom lenses, we have identified several of the coordinators. All of them among the city’s highest powered Specials, now leading the others in organized columns. 
 
    “Of the Regulars and low-powered Specials, early in the resistance, they were ushered into shelters. Any discovered are pushed into one of four buildings in the center of the city —and none have been noted departing. Their status is unknown. 
 
    “We fear for their safety—but even more, we fear for the intentions of the building ranks. It’s certain a rebellion is occurring—but for what purpose has yet to be determined.” 
 
    The reporter cut back to his coworkers following Blake, and by the third transition, a new map filled the screen. This time, the line of Blake’s path no longer showed his past, but his projected future as well. 
 
    “Trajectories indicate a single conclusion—that the anomaly is not being pushed away, but rather pulled towards another site. Averaging out his vectors leaves a solid conclusion—that he has a new target. A new city to attack.” 
 
    The reporter turned to the map, expanding it out and pointing directly to the dot on screen that Blake’s path crossed directly through. Our city. 
 
    “An emergency evacuation has been called—no one is to remain inside the city confines. A second contingent of the military is preparing to lay siege —though after the last encounter, our correspondents assure us caution will be used. The anomaly will not be stopped before he arrives. 
 
    “If you are within fifty miles of the city, evacuate now. If you have no way to escape, reach out to our hotline —a militia of local citizens have volunteered to provide transportation. The local authorities are in full compliance to protecting all who will listen.” 
 
    She failed to mention that Roland had sprung into action long before official word had come of the evacuation. His officers were already busy preparing the routes and city busses, initiating departure for those who could not escape themselves, such as elderly homes, and calling in reserves from several counties over. In what should have been a mad scramble filled with traffic congestion and panic, his officers were prepared and coordinated the evacuation with high efficiency. 
 
    Of course, Roland hadn’t been happy when learning that we had lured Blake to him. But for our plan, it was necessary—as well as too late to change. And he had made only one demand of us. 
 
    “When this goes down, it goes down outside of city limits,” he had said. “While I don’t approve, you’ve bought the government time. While Blake is traveling, they can react and prepare.” 
 
    “So can we,” I had said. “And if we fail, Roland, it’s up to you to tell them the nature of the threat. They won’t listen to us. So they’ll have to listen to you before they listen to Siri.” 
 
    Back on screen, the reporter’s voice and expression turned cold. When she spoke, it was with a weight impossible to ignore. 
 
    “This is an emergency, not a drill. Our trajectories indicate eight hours until impact. No one left within city limits is anticipated to survive, or at least, to stay sane. We plead of you—take your loved ones and flee.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54, SC 
 
    “Battles are won and lost on the terrain,” said Rila, pacing the length of the interstate bridge. Behind her was the city skyline, the windows taking on a reddish hue from the setting sun, just enough light left her to finish surveilling the battlefield. 
 
    “We expect Blake to arrive shortly after dawn. That places the sun at our backs, giving us visibility. Imagine fighting a man of diamond when the sun is dancing through him, maybe even magnified at you. But fighting facing the west, we eliminate this possibility. 
 
    “Next, in order to fight the titans, we must put ourselves into their perspective.”  
 
    Rila gestured out beyond the bridge, pointing at each of the attributes. 
 
    “You and I see this—a road that is long, wide, and straight with thick forests on both sides, and the city at least a half mile behind us. Not only that, but notice there, where the road narrows? Two lanes split off from the main, decreasing the width by a quarter. Again, that is what we see. But what will they see?” 
 
    Rila didn’t wait for me to finish, but kept speaking, gesturing to each of the landmarks with the spear that never left her side. 
 
    “First, the road. With it being straight, we have the advantage of visibility—we’ll see them coming from a long way off, and there will be no chance of a surprise. Consider that against if it were curved, or mountains blocked our view, and we were caught unawares. 
 
    “Now, where it narrows, realize this—several titans will be approaching. Consider from their standpoint, they see the prize. That is, they see you, waiting here upon this bridge like a steak dinner on a platter. If what Ennia says is true, then these entities are reduced to base instincts, and upon spotting you will speed up until the road narrows like a funnel—immediately forcing them together, cramming them into each other, and increasing chaos. That is where we strike first, when the space for titans to maneuver rapidly constricts and they jostle amongst themselves. 
 
    “To us, the trees are traversable—we can scurry into them and hide, should we need to. But to titans, those trees are like bushes—hard to search and hard to walk amongst. Certainly they will not stop an angry titan, but neither will they be able to easily march through. That gives us cover—a place to house our armies, where they can attack at a distance far more safely than in open field.” 
 
    “So we lure them in, and attack from the sides?” I said as Rila nodded. 
 
    “A classic pit and fall trap. All the while, with this bridge, we have a perfect spot to command—strong sight lines, and the advantage of height. Here, I am satisfied. Here, we make our stand.” 
 
    “So we’re ready, then?” I asked, looking out over her plans. Already, the air felt electric—and maybe it was my familiarity with the area, but I couldn’t grasp the sense of tactics that came so easily to Rila. To me, fighting here or in the city seemed equitable, this spot advantageous only because of its distance from the city. Plus, there would be less rubble that would come from fighting, or objects for Blake to throw at me. 
 
    “Ready?” Rila laughed. “How have you survived other battles? This is our empty canvas. We still must paint it! But you can rest assured, I found the best canvas there is. I have my traps plotted out. Now all we must do is wait for the painters—and, ah, here, they have arrived.” 
 
    There was a roar, and four flying tigers landed on the bridge beside us. By now, I was acclimated enough with Ennia’s creations that they no longer startled me, but those who rode upon their backs were unfamiliar.  
 
    “SC?” asked the first, his accent French. “We have arrived after a long journey. We received Ennia’s message and came at once, then your friend Darian brought us through the portal. A fine feat of engineering, that portal.”  
 
    When Darian had left us for the Amazon, he’d been unable to grasp the intricacies of my power. While he could mimic it, it was like someone playing an instrument they had only spent a few minutes learning. A chord was possible, maybe even a stuttering melody, but not a full song. Since he had undergone fractonis essentia, where his power had been broken and remade, that had changed. It was this that allowed him to operate the portals now, and even close the pockets of space that the titans inhabited. While not as skilled with my power as me, he was now far closer—assuming he could sample my power in use every few hours to keep it fresh in his mind. 
 
    A second person dismounted a flying tiger, a girl this time, her accent thick Australian. 
 
    “Well, we didn’t just flat-out fly here for a convo, did we? World isn’t going to save itself, let’s get moving!” 
 
    “Kate’s right,” said the first, extending his hand. “By the way, I’m Julien. We’re all from Ennia’s university—been forever since we’ve seen her, though. Hope she shows up soon. Now, let’s get started.”  
 
    Julien pulled out four marbles, placing one in each of his comrades’ open palms as well as his own. The marbles changed in their hands as they blended them as Ennia’s would have done, except into different materials than bone. 
 
    “Steel, jade, mist, and wood,” Julien said as they offered each finished marble to Rila. “Those are the four materials you have to work with, and the top Blenders in the world to make them real. Best of our class, from the best university.” 
 
    “That, I can work with,” answered Rila, unrolling a large sheet of paper, which bore a crude resemblance to the battlefield. “We’re not going to want any travelers through here—the roads are empty now because they’re fleeing in the opposite direction. But you can never underestimate stupidity. Start with the pavement, I have some plans here. Return here in one hour —that’s when we can start with the real modifications. 
 
    “We have until sunrise. By then, I want this place unrecognizable. Move it!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55, SC 
 
    We gathered an hour before midnight, standing on the bridge overpass. Or as Slugger had dubbed, the Catcher’s Mitt. 
 
    “They’ll be coming down here real hot, like a fastball down that interstate, and we’re here to stop ‘em,” he’d explained. The name had stuck—even among the Worldwalkers, several of whom seemed particularly intrigued by the idea of baseball. All of their sports required fields flush with trees, since open spaces were not common in the Amazon. A few had asked him to teach them to play afterwards. 
 
    If there was an afterwards. 
 
    The ranks of Worldwalkers stood at attention behind Rila, Lola, and Darian. Roland stood in front of twenty police officers who had remained in the city, the remainder of their peers and leadership having fled. They’d seen what had happened to the last city Blake had attacked, and of all the police force, these were the few who remained. Who were willing to fight titans to defend their home. 
 
    Beside them, the four Blenders stood, taking a short break from their terraforming efforts. Ennia now took their head and had coordinated the stripe of pavement leading to the Catcher’s Mitt.  
 
    Lee and Dieta stood to the side, as close to the bridge rail as possible—after years of solitude, neither of them were used to crowds again. Particularly not crowds of face-painted warriors carrying spears, accompanied by shuffling policemen. 
 
    But everyone who stood there had something in common: They were waiting, their eyes on me. Expectant. 
 
    My mouth dry, and my hands at my sides where the darkness hid their shaking, I started to speak.  
 
    “We didn’t ask for this,” I stated, looking over at them, all these people uprooted from their homes. “We didn’t start a fight with the Instructors, or attack them first. There was no provocation on our side.” 
 
    I paused, then pointed down the long interstate road, where they would appear with the morning. 
 
    “They did. They are the ones who threaten your family and friends. They are the ones who have already killed so many, and plan to kill many more, all in the name of destroying weakness. Many of you standing here would be sacrificed for that goal of theirs, without a second thought. 
 
    “Already, we’ve been failed by the authorities, who did nothing to stop the Instructors’ plans, but rather enabled them. Where were they when Siri brainwashed hundreds of students to her cause—students that then rose to positions in the government, and allowed those like Lacit to gain power? Maybe they turned a blind eye, or accepted bribes, but there is one thing I can say for certain—they were not here for us.  
 
    “The military, too, has failed us—for they attacked Siri without heeding our warnings, shutting their ears to our objections, and now have only fueled the fire she started. Due to their ignorance, we may have not only have a fight with Siri on our hands, but a war with the European Alliance. The military were absent during the convergence, and they are as good as absent now. I don’t plan on waiting for them to save us—because they are not capable. 
 
    “This leaves us,” I said, and paused, looking out over the crowd. Over the faces bathed in yellowed streetlight, their jaws set in determination. 
 
    “We’re the hope left to the world. We are what stands between Siri and her capturing more Specials to work in her favor. Without us, she would be growing stronger with each passing minute. Without us, she may have already have won. 
 
    “We’re ready to defend our homes. This isn’t the first time—but no matter the outcome, this will be the final time. And I’m not giving up until I’ve breathed my last. 
 
    “If any of you feels different, you can walk away now. But for those who are staying, let Siri hear us now—this is our home! Because we aren’t just defending the city—we are defending the world.” 
 
    I faced the interstate and shouted as loud as I could in her direction. 
 
    “This is our home!” 
 
    And from behind, the ranks of Worldwalkers repeated the phrase, their spear butts slamming down on the concrete. The Blenders joined voices in unison, the sound waves of their voices even seeming to merge together. Police officers added their shouts, and even Dieta and Lee joined the cry. 
 
    My face grew tight, though no one behind me could see. I was rolling the dice with their lives, and if I made one wrong move, we could lose. If I lost this gamble, they wouldn’t see tomorrow. 
 
    I shifted, my thoughts turning towards Arial. It had been over a day since I’d heard from her—and though I knew she would take time, I’d expected her and Lucio to at least sleep in the subway. But they hadn’t returned, nor sent messages. I’d have to trust that she’d arrive in time—and with the news stations broadcasting Blake’s every move, his arrival would be impossible to miss. 
 
    She and Lucio should be able to care for themselves. But the rehabilitation facilities were dangerous, and if something had happened to them, it was too late now to act. I couldn’t go searching the city with Blake just over the horizon.  
 
    I turned back to the ranks, nodding and doing my best to fill my expression with confidence. 
 
    “Siri’s not going to know what hit her,” I said to them. “Now get some sleep, rest up. Every one of you needs to be in prime shape. Be back here an hour before dawn, ready to fight.” 
 
    Those on the bridge broke up, all except for the Blenders, who resumed their work below. Of all of us, they alone would be awake the entire night preparing. 
 
    As I departed, I pushed the thoughts of Lucio and Arial from my mind. If something had happened, our only option was to rescue them later.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56, Arial 
 
    Arial shuddered, washing her hands for the third time that hour to remove any traces of the Headmaster’s grime. Even though she and Lucio had already converted another rehabilitation facility, the sensation still clung to her skin like a bitter aftertaste. The second facility had been far easier than the first—the leader there had an acute emotional power that both let her sense her students’ thoughts and administer short bursts of pain and fear. 
 
    While far less effective than Siri’s brainwashing, the Pavlovian shocks for thoughts deemed unacceptable to the Instructors’ mission slowly unified the student body as a fighting force. Simply thinking of revolution within school walls brought a quick zap of pain—and over the months, those zaps become so typical that they were felt on the subconscious level. Slowly, the students were guided in the right way of thinking, until they followed their leader with a blind fanaticism. 
 
    But by corrupting their leader’s memories, and giving her the same details as he had broadcasted to the headmaster of the last facility, Lucio claimed her entire flock in under twenty minutes. They too waited for Arial’s call, whether it would come day or night. 
 
    Now, Lucio and Arial stood outside the third building on her list—if it could be called a building at all. Rather, it looked like a construction site. 
 
    Giant mounds of dirt littered the schoolgrounds, some over twenty feet tall. A thin pathway wove between the hills to a doorway lined in caked mud, and had the entrance been hidden, Arial would have taken the entire lot to be a landfill. The single-story building barely poked out from the earth, a few shingles showing in the sun, a window scrubbed clean at the top for a lookout, and a few other subtle hints that there was a complete structure, only buried.  
 
    “Facility 1B,” Arial said, double-checking the address then moving forwards to scrub away at a half buried sign. Beneath, the lettering confirmed her suspicions. “The Orphanage Facility.” 
 
    “I’m an orphan; how come they didn’t send me to this one?” Lucio asked. 
 
    “Would you have preferred they did?” Arial asked, looking out over the dirt and wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “Can’t say; we haven’t been inside yet,” Lucio said. “It’s not like Siri’s was a party.” 
 
    “Fair,” Arial answered. “But something tells me many of these orphans that go in here don’t come out. I’m thinking this may have been more of a last resort.” 
 
    She reached out, knocking on the door, only to be greeted with silence. Then she turned the handle, pushing with Lucio’s help, the door carving a path through a mound of dirt behind it.  
 
    Inside, it was dark—the hallway lights above smashed in and the windows plastered over with a thick substance resembling gelatin. The dirt piled a foot above the ground level, the surface hard after thousands of footsteps compacted it into place. To their left and right were the open doors of classrooms, and far ahead, a closed double door. But both Arial and Lucio’s attention was stolen by the pathway they would certainly be taking. 
 
    Ten feet ahead of them, the floor gave way to the gaping maw of a cavern—a tunnel that dove deep into darkness. The same gelatinous substance from the windows plastered against the sides, holding the tunnel together—and as Arial strained her eyes, she could see it faintly glowed green. Squinting, only the faint green glow was visible at the tunnel’s end. 
 
    “We going in that?” Lucio asked, staring into the eerie hole. Arial swallowed, steeling herself. As a Flier, there was nothing she hated more than cramped underground spaces. Her power was rendered useless there, the confines of space preventing her launching away or darting around enemies. Down there, she would be like a Regular, if it weren’t for her Litious abilities. 
 
    Against every instinct she had, Arial answered as she took her first steps into the hole, the hair on the back of her neck standing straight up. 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The tunnel wove down into the earth, tall enough that they never had to stoop, and just wide enough they could walk side by side. With every step, Arial’s unease increased, and she caught herself scrubbing at her fingernails to ease her nerves. Lucio was quieter than normal, eying the glowing walls with uncertainty and speaking in a whisper. 
 
    “What makes it glow like that? Do you—do you think that’s ectoplasm?” he asked, nudging closer and pushing her against the wall. 
 
    “Ghosts aren’t real, Lucio,” Arial answered, shouldering him back. 
 
    “Says the person who has met a Transient with me,” he retorted, and extended a cautious finger to the goo before quickly pulling it back. Ahead, the green light grew stronger, and Arial’s throat tightened as a cavern formed. She and Lucio reached the entrance, stopping just before it as her skin crawled. 
 
    Dozens of gelatin lumps scattered on the ground in front of her, each the size of speedbumps, some of them pressed up against the cavern walls. There was a smell to the place, an earthen mustiness that made Arial dizzy. Cautiously, she took a step forward, and Lucio nearly jumped into her arms as a voice rang out from the other side of the cavern. 
 
    “Have more of my babies arrived? Come, my children, to your Queen—it is time for you to rest.” 
 
    There are times when powers can change the appearance of their wielders, particularly when they are strong—and the woman before them barely appeared human. Two antenna stretched from the sides of her head while red-striped markings covered her from cheek to shoulder bones. When she spoke, it was with the clicking of mandibles, and as she moved, the motions were jerky. Alien, Arial realized, then corrected herself. Bug like. 
 
    “Get this over with,” Arial hissed to Lucio. “I want to get out of here fast.” 
 
    “Transmitting memories now,” he answered, shifting beside her. Arial racked her schooling for the power this woman must have, identifying her as a Pherome—those who could control the thoughts and wills of others through scents. Often, high-powered ones took on other traits of bugs—like the burrowing, goop on the walls, and in this case, her appearance. 
 
    “Done,” Lucio whispered as the woman spoke again, recognition now filling her eyes. 
 
    “Has the awakening arrived, then? We have been resting ever since my children built this home for us. But now, we transform—long have we awaited in our cocoons for this moment.” 
 
    The Queen shifted, and a small puff of dust rose from her hair to spread through the room, barely visible to Arial. “Good, let’s get out of here. We can wait for them on the surface,” she whispered to Lucio, turning. 
 
    But behind them, where there had once been a doorway, there was now only the green gelatin. Arial whirled on the Queen, who watched her with uncannily still eyes. 
 
    “By Siri’s authority, I demand that you release us from here,” Arial said, and the Queen clicked disapprovingly. 
 
    “The process of awakening is gentle,” the Queen answered as one of the mounds of gelatin directly in front of Arial started to stir. “There can be no openings for my pheromones to escape during the transition. This cavern is sealed—now we, too, are in the cocoon. It may take hours, it make take days. 
 
    “And soon, very soon, we shall awaken and make our way to the surface. As a colony.” 
 
    Then more of the mounds began to stir as Arial held back her impulse to vomit. Scanning the room, she saw no other paths to escape. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57, SC 
 
    We didn’t see Blake arrive at dawn. We felt him. 
 
    Standing on the bridge amplified the vibrations—as each of his footfalls beat like earthquake waves through the bedrock, some reached one side of the bridge first, thrumming up the anchor point. A split second later, the remainder of the waves reached the second anchor point, rushing across the expanse to meet in discordant notes under our feet. The bridge groaned, its structural components grating, while pebbles skittered across its surface. 
 
    “You can’t be complaining already,” I said to the concrete as it shivered. “Both of us are going to be lucky to make it out of here in one piece. This is only just beginning.” 
 
    In response, the bridge shuddered again under my palms as I leaned out over its guardrail to view the interstate below. Or what used to be the interstate. 
 
    The first glints of sunlight had just peeked in from behind us, and I drew in a breath of the chilled morning air as Ennia’s Blenders’ work appeared from the darkness. 
 
    The jade revealed itself first —the sunlight catching against the smooth green surface and reflecting back into my eyes. Enormous triangles of asphalt were cut away and angled upwards like spikes, stakes as tall as powerlines that challenged any who approached. Their edges razor sharp, their tips serrated like chipped arrow heads, their bases rooted deep into the stone under the interstate.  
 
    Steel wire ran between the spires, as thick as my wrist and barbed to catch on exposed surfaces. Only hours before, that wire had been natural vines hanging from trees—but at a Blender’s touch, it turned into the toughest steel known to man. Tripwires ran deep into the forests on either side, and a spiderweb of cabling crisscrossed the branches high above. Lining the sides of the interstate, entire trees were now steel—their branches intertwined to prevent titans from using them as bats, and intended to slow and progression into the forests if the Worldwalkers had to flee. 
 
    Enormous manhole covers of wood covered the few untouched regions of road. The wood was strong enough to carry our Specials, but weak enough to collapse under the lightest titan foot. Pits pockmarked the area underneath, vast swaths of the soil convinced to become air. More wood bundled at the bottom, rock convinced to become sappy oak and pine in enormous mounds that would act like glue. 
 
    Then there were Ennia’s contraptions—had I not known what to look for, I would have missed the telltale signs of ligaments twisting through the chaos. Of the hints of bunched muscles that showed red against the jade, or the bone-white supports that braced the other structures. But there was one aspect of Ennia’s work that was impossible to ignore—the enormous cross beam of bone and ligament twenty yards in front of us, made from six tree trunks twisted together and laid flat, their ends anchored deep into the rock. A thick band of muscle connected to the center, pulsing slightly, Ennia running several final checks along its surface. Four Worldwalkers were dispatched to obey her every word, and they stood at attention, waiting for her command. 
 
    Above in the treetops, a threading of light unspooled from one hanging lantern to another, rapidly approaching from down the road. Then Candis appeared, somersaulting onto a lookout platform built just for her, and blowing hard on a whistle, giving us a warning that everyone expected. 
 
    The ground shook again, and this time, the metal wire shrieked as it stretched. Jade spires grated, but held. One of the manhole covers danced atop its pit. Everything jostled, from grains of sand to gargantuan steel trees. 
 
    Except for the waiting humans, who stood stock still. Watching, waiting, as Blake appeared at the end of the interstate. 
 
    The interstate curved far down the road, and his head whipped around the bend first. My breath caught as his fingers crunched into the asphalt, gripping for a handle as he turned, preventing him from losing speed. Once again, I was struck by the sheer size of him. 
 
    An unbreakable man with momentum. One that I had been unable to stop when he had been my size, not hundreds of times larger. 
 
    Then Blake’s eyes narrowed—despite the distance, his face was large enough to make his emotions obvious. He skidded to a stop, his chest rising and falling as he panted. The helicopters shortly behind him circled away, staying far outside his reach. 
 
    I knew why he had stopped. Because I stood atop the bridge, at the center of the chaos below. I had summoned a dark orb, one I placed directly in front of the rising sun, cutting off the rays of light.  
 
    Announcing my presence. Throwing down a challenge. 
 
    One impossible for him to miss. 
 
    Blake howled, and the trees bent beside him. With a stomp of his foot, I nearly toppled off the front of the bridge. Then he was running again, gaining speed as I shouted below. 
 
    “Ennia! It’s time to give Blake our warm welcome!” 
 
    Ennia was already prepared. The muscle attached to center of the long beam of bone and tendon had contracted, bending it into a crescent. At her command, the four Worldwalkers loaded a shaft of hardened steel and bone into the device, tipped with jade, and threaded through an eyehole that Ennia currently stared down. An eyehole with sights atop it, that she had tuned the night before with varying distances. 
 
    “Now!” she shouted, throwing down a hand. At once, the muscle released. The beam snapped back straight, pushing all its pent-up energy into the loaded shaft, the Worldwalkers diving for cover. 
 
    The living crossbow fired, launching a projectile as large as a telephone pole directly into the center of the battlefield. It threaded through jade and steel, moving so fast that I was lucky to see a blur. Ennia’s aim proved true, and it smashed into Blake’s chest with the impact of a meteorite. Jade and bone met diamond in an explosion, just above where his heart should have been. 
 
    The resulting crack declared that the battle had begun. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58, SC 
 
    The crossbow had not been intended to kill Blake. Of course, we had hoped that the battle might be over that easily —that a single shot would crack Blake’s exterior, eliminating him on impact, and exposing Siri for us to attack. 
 
    But diamond is harder than jade—and while Ennia and her Blenders could try to coat the tips of the shafts with diamond, it was none of their specialties. In the time to create a single arrowhead from the material, she could create a hundred from bone. And their night of working was too short to waste.  
 
    As much as time had been our friend in Blake's cross-country travel, it had also been our enemy. Given enough time, there were far more weapons we could have created, or Specials we could have gathered, which would have leveled the odds of defeating Blake. Given preparation, the military could also match up to him. But time was a resource that had run out startlingly fast. And we no longer had the privilege of squandering it. 
 
    Now, a shimmering green starburst from the shattered crossbow bolt caught the rays of light from dawn, adding their own hue to the rainbow effect of Blake’s exterior. His right hand had fallen back to the ground, digging deep into the asphalt, his other fist clenched. Before he could move, there was a second thrum as Ennia released another arrow, this one shattering directly right where his rotary cuff should be. She was testing his response to the impacts, searching for weak spots around his joints. But there was a second reason to her aiming choice, of the incredibly precise target where his joint should be located. 
 
    That she was calibrating the machine. 
 
    In the dead of night, Ennia had begun this process – striking down glowing disk targets out of the air thrown by Slugger. But the humidity and temperature changes of the coming dawn had altered her aim, and Ennia knew she needed the crossbow to be dead accurate for what was coming. 
 
    She made a small adjustment to the crosshairs she used for aiming, turning a tiny screw to barely move the focal point. The action was complicated by the additional trembling brought on by Blake’s footsteps, threatening to throw her machine out of calibration. Weaker waves passing through the ground, like the pitter-patter of rain compared to hail as the other titans approached, their forms starting to show far behind Blake. 
 
    Ennia’s next arrow slammed square into Blake’s forehead, sending green powder fluttering around him like a smashed moth. Again, she made an adjustment to her crosshairs, the tiniest of changes, as her assistants reloaded the machine. The muscle cords tightened, drawing back the next projectile. Each impact having the secondary effect of slowing Blake down for the other titans to gain on him, guiding them all to the choke point at the same time. 
 
    This time, she aimed for the very tip of Blake’s pinky to test her accuracy, but after three prior strikes, he was ready. He snagged the arrow out of the air with the same speed he had demonstrated at the convergence. With a howl, he hurled the shaft back towards us—but this was why Ennia had chosen an crossbow instead of a catapult. 
 
    The weight imbalance of the arrow shattered bone as it left Blake’s fingertips, sending the tip careening into our jade fortifications and the splinters of bone to chime off the steel trees. At her design, the arrows had been made to break to prevent this very scenario—whereas a rock projectile could have given the Catcher’s Mitt an entirely new meaning as a fastball from Blake swept me off the bridge. 
 
    Blake straightened, his eyes set as he started to walk once more, his toes clutching the road surface. Four more arrows fired and struck him—each with the intention of slowing him down. Of bringing him backwards, tying the titans together. For both Blake and us knew Ennia would run out of arrows—and when she did, that he would be free to charge forwards. 
 
    Ennia’s plan came to fruition as the titans bunched together down the road, a mess of flailing limbs as the trees hemmed them in from both sides, with the choke point made impossibly small by our modifications. They scrabbled forwards, both following Blake and driven by the same ambition to pass him. Vines and metal intertwined around frost, and while Blake’s diamond could cut through them, they slowed his progression. The three lesser titans pushed in on him from the sides as they ground to a halt, and Blake dug his heels in with frustration, stopping them like a cork through a bottleneck, then opening his mouth wide as he prepared the attack from Siri that we anticipated. 
 
    Ennia had considered making earmuffs for everyone in our army. But time again had been the limiting factor, and there wouldn’t be enough to go around to everyone. Even if she had been able to give everyone a pair, it would eliminate our ability to communicate and coordinate attacks. With Roland’s power, we could still send out messages—but a single well-placed strike from Blake that eliminated him would take down our entire communications network.  
 
    Forgoing our sense of hearing to avoid Siri’s song created just as great a danger as keeping it. By cutting off our ears, Siri still dealt us a terrible blow. 
 
    Neither of the resulting options were attractive—either to clog our ears and lose communication, or to risk brainwashing under Siri. 
 
    Until Ennia posited a third opportunity. 
 
    “Blake acts like an amplifier,” Ennia had said as we prepared for battle. “Think of him like a tuba or trumpet, and Siri is shouting into one end. Whatever she sings is reverberated up through his vocal cords, then directed and focused to be louder. This is how she took an entire city with Blake—by better directing her voice, and using him as a shield to prevent Specials from attacking her as she sang. 
 
    “When we decided how to defeat the titans, we agreed to divide Siri’s forces. Now it’s time we split her away from her armies.” 
 
    Ennia held up a hand to her neck, tapping her throat. 
 
    “You want to cut off Blake’s head?” Slugger asked. “If that happens, don’t you think we’ve already won?” 
 
    “Removing Blake’s head actually might make her louder, depending upon the acoustics. No, I want to silence Siri, and I know what just might do the trick. In the ocean, there is a specific type of organism called a pufferfish. When stimulated, this fish inflates in size to far larger than it should be. Also in nature, there are natural sound insulators, parts of your body that resemble sound-blocking foam. Even your bones, under high magnification, have spongy textures that we can use.  
 
    “Using these technologies, it’s time that Siri’s song takes a rest.” 
 
    On the battlefield, Ennia centered her calibrated sights on Blake’s widening mouth. After being capable of hitting the tip of his pinky, a wide open orifice formed a target impossible to miss. 
 
    In addition to the array of kinetic arrows, Ennia devised three special designs, the first of which her Worldwalker helpers already loaded into the crossbow. Modeled after hollow goose feathers, it held large reservoirs of two different types of liquid, each contained in their own tubelike compartment. When the Worldwalkers cleared away, Ennia fired. 
 
    Blake’s diamond uvula rang like a bell as the arrowhead struck it, the compartments shattering on impact and releasing a stream of chemicals down his throat. 
 
    “Epoxies are chemicals that, when mixed together, harden almost instantly,” Ennia had explain while planning. “That’s our first payload—to drench Siri in them. We could use poison or an acid, but we don’t want Siri to be driven to escape. Rather, we want her glued to the insides of Blake, where she can’t leave.”  
 
    The song we expected out of Blake’s mouth turned to a shriek as the chemicals struck home. But before he or Siri could react, the second payload was already in flight and heading towards his open mouth. The one Ennia had named the pufferfish. 
 
    Both spiny and slimy, it trailed a cord behind it as it sailed through the air. It too met its home, and the Worldwalkers at the other end of the cord pulled in a sharp yank. There was a crack and the slimeball rapidly inflated at the back of Blake’s throat like an airbag, the liquid sealing off Siri down below. 
 
    Then came the third projectile, another round of epoxy that layered on top of the slimeball, hardening into a shield almost instantly and sealing the concoction deep in his windpipe. 
 
    “The last one is for good measure,” Ennia had said. “A safety to prevent Blake from coughing the pufferfish up. It’s already too chewy and wedged in too deep for him to shake it loose, but with the epoxy, there is no way that’s coming free. 
 
    “Which means Siri is immobilized within him. If any sound escapes, it will be a muffle at best. Not only that, but if Blake needs air, this might just asphyxiate him.”  
 
    Blake’s eyes as he shut his mouth were not those of someone panicked by suffocation. Rather, they were filled with rage as he pushed forwards once more, trying to swim through the mess of titans towards us. Again the choke point stopped him, and he lashed out, before doing something none of us had anticipated. 
 
    Seizing the titan at his side by the neck, he hurled him directly towards us in a flailing ball of metal. 
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 59, SC 
 
    I’m no stranger to lethal projectiles.  
 
    Ever since the rehabilitation facility, I’ve had more than my fair share of high velocity flying objects whipping straight towards me. Cars careening through the air, bricks scattered like shotgun blasts of ceramic, and dumpsters turning end over end like enormous dominoes. I've had close calls with flying debris, entire sections of wall collapse on me, or manhole covers slung my way like quarters. 
 
    But none of these remotely compared to a titan flung at top speed. The sheer magnitude dwarfed every one of my previous experiences. 
 
    In moments, the flailing metal body obscured nearly the entirety of my field of vision, the details growing larger with each instant. Each vein of metal, like ore coaxed raw out of rock, twisting in upon each other in sinewy bunches. The joints were of steel, the eyebrows arched in surprise of copper, the fingernails of titanium. Our preparations were only for ground assaults, but Blake managed to launch the titan three-quarters of the way toward us, slamming down just before it reached Ennia. 
 
    The metal giant crashed through the defensive spiderweb of steel cords, the strands snapping to the cadence of microwave popcorn. Each pop whipped a cable with enough force to cut straight through a person, an instant death from the whiplash. But to the titan, this only scored grooves in his metallic skin, each snap accompanied by a clang and a slight discoloration of his surface. Like a car door that had been keyed down the side, stripping away the paint to reveal solid metal beneath. 
 
    A spire of jade poked through the titan’s bicep from his landing, the tip breaking off to embed itself into a lump of copper. A handful of wire hair fell away, and a small dent deformed one of his nostrils. But any damage from our battlements was only cosmetic—any real damage came from the strength of Blake’s throw, stunning the titan temporarily in the crash of its metal meeting road. Our defenses only inconvenienced the creature, and it groaned, the sound like that of reluctant train wheels starting to spin or a motor unused for decades slowly revving up to speed. 
 
    Ennia released a freshly loaded arrow as the metal titan sat up, catching him point-blank in the midsection. The jade pierced through, the bone sticking out like a porcupine quill, quivering as the titan rumbled. An enormous hand snapped the arrowhead off, its attention turning to Ennia, and it raised a clenched fist like an enormous sledgehammer. Ennia leapt back—her team of Worldwalkers already fleeing, a tiger waiting behind her dashing forwards to sweep her away.  
 
    The fist missed her by feet, rough steel whipping past the tiger’s haunches and slamming onto the crossbow contraption. Muscle fibers under high tension contracted, balling up on either end of the bow as the crossbeam exploded, the force within releasing with a crack. Bone shards embedded themselves into the titan’s face, sticking out of the metal skin like cactus needles, as he turned his attention towards the bridge. 
 
    On the bridge top, I was only strides away from the titan. Three steps before those hammerlike steel fists would come down upon me, crushing me into a puddle on the concrete. Eyes filled with rage met mine as his rusting joints started to move—but while we had not expected a titan to bypass our battlements so easily, we were still prepared. 
 
    Two dark orbs formed in my hands, and by the completion of his first step, I’d launched them across the gap between us. Each aimed for his eyes, one striking true just where the pupil should be, the other missing and embedding into his cheek. Both exploded from inside, peeling away his metallic skin like an orange, smoke billowing outwards as his head reared back. One hand clasped over his still streaming face, the eye behind it now a hole, while the other raised high in a streak that would snap the bridge in two. But before I could move, Rila’s voice shouted out from beside me. 
 
    “Now! Full power, now!” 
 
    And our weapon within the forest snapped into action. 
 
    Four treehouses hid among the metallic tree branches, shielded with thick plating with a hole drilled into the center. Each harbored three Deathguards, silent and staring through the gap, awaiting the signal. At Rila’s word, they fired.  
 
    It’s difficult to describe the power of a Deathguard. It’s the childhood fear of the night. The fear of prey just before the predator’s jaws come snapping closed. The nullification of life force, the eradication of a being, the wiping away all evidence of an entity’s legacy. 
 
    The Deathguard’s powers combined into braided streamers of darkness, lancing out towards the metallic titan. But it was a different sort of darkness—not like my orbs, which sucked in sunlight. Rather, the Deathguard’s powers were as if the rays of dawn avoided them entirely, fleeing them, unwilling to touch their source. 
 
    Each of the streamers caught a different part of the titan. Two struck his knees, as a dark black rust filmed over the metallic surface, spreading up to his thigh and down to his ankles. The other two caught him on the shoulder blades, sending him stumbling backwards—and while his knees did not buckle, they did lock, moving sluggishly like old machine parts. 
 
    As he took a stiff step back, his foot crashed through a wooden manhole cover prepared exactly for this purpose, the thin layer only a veneer. The night before, one of Ennia’s Blenders had coaxed the stone and soil underneath into air—sublimating it away layer by layer like dry ice, until only a massive column of nothingness remained. A trap, and deep enough for the titan’s foot to never reach bottom. 
 
    For a normal person, that sort of fall would have snapped an ankle at minimum, as well as tearing ligaments in the kneecap or even breaking a femur. But for the titan, his leg crinkled slightly as it slid into the gap, his weight finding no support until the hole swallowed him to the hip. Two of Roland’s officers rushed forwards from under the bridge, Quakers, each with the ability to shake earth. In the police force, they were employed for crowd control, as a skilled Quaker could shake the streets without affecting the buildings on either side. Unsteady footing, along with the nausea that followed, meant even the most persistent riots would fall apart in minutes. For a Quaker, usually the most difficult aspect was preventing the ground from splitting or changing shape. 
 
    But for our needs, their role was easy—they only had to seal a crack. 
 
    At the officers’ command, the hole closed in around the titan’s leg, sealing him in like quicksand. Embedded rebar poles dug into the titan’s hamstrings like thorns under the earth, angled barbs that kept him from wrenching free—though with the angle of his other leg splayed out on the road, getting enough leverage to yank it free even without the barb would require him to scrabble on all fours. 
 
    With time, he could have wiggled free. But time was no longer on his side, as the Deathguards prepared for Rila’s command of another assault. He lashed out with arms glinting in the sun, yanking a jade spire free of the asphalt and swinging it like an enormous baton, clearing out the area immediately around him. He could easily have hurled the spire at me—at the short distance, my power might not be able to react fast enough to absorb the blow. As the jade baton whooshed around again, carrying a trail of barb wire and debris, I backed away, preparing a square shield of darkness in my mind. 
 
    But the titan’s focus no longer rested on me—rather, panic had seized him. Titans are bound strong with nature, and fight or flight responses are drilled into the instincts of the natural world. Now, the feeling of being trapped, of being hunted, seized control of his mind. His wild movements to push us away, his screams meant to frighten us off, his yanking at a leg that refused to come free all results of those primal instincts. 
 
    From her position, Rila gave the signal, dropping her raised hand to point at the struggling titan’s throat with a sharp whistle. 
 
    The combined power of twelve Deathguards streamed towards the titan’s jugular —dark waves of power that converged on the metal, tracking the thrashing target like laser pointers. Where they had struck before, the metal had fogged over, but here, under their combined powers, steel flaked away in massive chunks the size of car doors. The titan screamed, its voice raspy as it disintegrated into mangled bits of copper, iron, steel, and other alloys that mounded into pile of black snow. Its throat chipped away, becoming narrower with each second, like the trunk of an enormous tree attacked with an army of hatchets. 
 
    In desperation, the titan tracked one of the streamers back to its source in the forest, where the dark power streamed between trees of steel. He hurled the jade baton at the protective enclosure, the stone uprooting trees and crashing them over each other. Abruptly, the source of Deathguard power cut off, accompanied by shrieks as the reinforced treehouse holding three Specials fell to the ground. Shrieks were replaced by groans when the treehouse hit, and already the titan held a fresh chunk of asphalt in his hand, winding up to throw at the dislodged target. 
 
    “Stop!” demanded Rila, rushing forwards. But the titan paid her no heed—putting all his remaining weight behind the throw, the kinetic energy of the asphalt collapsing the reinforced box like crinkled tin foil. The groans within stopped, the shrieks cut away, and all within the shielding turned still as three Deathguards were eliminated in a single blow.  
 
    Fury filled Rila’s face as she brandished her spear, running forward to face the metallic titan, her size that of an ant in comparison. With a battle roar, one of Ennia’s tigers rushed up behind her, and Rila vaulted onto its back without losing momentum, the two leaping into the air. Rila’s spear leveled at the titan’s face, her warpaint now streamed with sweat and tears, her cry a challenge. The titan opened its mouth, revealing rows of serrated teeth, preparing to snap down on her the instant she came within range.  
 
    But Rila was not only of this world—as a Transient, she also belonged to the other side, the twin shadow of our reality. As the titan’s teeth smashed together, sparks flying from molars of flint, they closed upon air alone as Rila turned ghost. 
 
    If anything within the titan’s cranium was soft, Rila punctured it—her spear tip darted in and out of reality like a sewing machine through fabric. The end flickered through the open eye socket and cheek that my orbs had left, the tip glistening as it sought any sort of purchase. Both the titan’s hands clamped down over its forehead, titanium fingernails trying to peel away the metal to attack her within—but there was nothing to attack. And all the while, the remaining Deathguards renewed their onslaught, driven on by Rila’s charge, throwing all their power into the streamers, until only a core of metal vertebrae remained of the titan’s throat. A spine of dark hardened iron, with all the other elements, burned away. 
 
    Rila appeared before it, raising her spear once more, then throwing it with all of her might. It clanked against the metal, just as another surge from the Deathguards pounded the steel. There was a crack, the titan’s remaining eye turning glassy as its head rolled off its shoulders, crashing to the ground and rolling away among the rubble of our battlements. 
 
    Rila raised her fist in a scream of defiance, and from around us, all others joined in the war call. The Worldwalkers, the Blenders, and the police screaming at the body that slumped and toppled like a collapsed building. All shouting, except for the crushed treehouse, as flat as a coin on the forest floor. 
 
    But the cries fell silent as the dust settled—for behind him, three other figures loomed in the wreckage. The other titans and Blake approached as a pack. Together, not one by one, their forms blotting out the sky. 
 
    Their way through our defenses paved by the first titan’s destruction. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60, SC 
 
    “Divide,” Ennia had said during planning, splitting her hands to emphasize the point. “Divide, divide, divide. First we separate Siri off from the main force. Then we separate Blake, as well as the remaining titans.” 
 
    “Oi, it’s going to take our entire firepower to eliminate just one of the baddies,” Slugger had said, leaning over the mock battlefield that Ennia had drawn on the bridge top. Four toy action figures stood there, each resembling the titans coming down the funnel, with Blake significantly larger than the others. 
 
    “You’re right, but we don’t have to eliminate them. We just have to stall them while the concentration of our forces defeat Blake,” Ennia said. “Think about it—how many Specials would you need just to run one of the titans off on a loop? Keep them occupied, poke them, but never get close enough to risk damage?” 
 
    “The ole pickle, eh?” said Slugger. “Keep ‘em running back and forth. But then what? Can’t do that forever. Blake just trotted across the country like it was a brisk morning jog. They’ll last longer than we will if we’re just dancin’ around ‘em.” 
 
    “We don’t need forever,” Ennia said, then turned her gaze on me. “We just need long enough to dispatch Blake. Then we’ll turn our power on them one by one. If this works, none of them will be able to resist—even Blake’s diamond skin.” 
 
    “Oi, what makes Blake so special anyway?” Slugger asked, pointing at the action figures scattered on the ground. “Why’d he end up larger than the rest? They’re all titans, aren’t they? He’s not even a real titan, he’s like a fake one. Shouldn’t he be weakest? Instead, he’s turned into mega titan or something.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that—and I think I have an answer,” said Ennia after a moment of pondering. “And it has to do with Blending. When I blend something, I change its essence by convincing it to become something else. When someone changes to a titan, they change their essence in a very similar process. 
 
    “But most people don’t want to lose their identities. Most don’t want to become titans, but the force of nature within them eventually overrides their free will. Blake, however, was different. 
 
    “I postulate that Blake wanted to become a titan with every fiber of his being—most likely, so he could better serve Siri, who had implanted the idea of becoming stronger in his mind. Or simply out of jealousy for SC being chosen. While the other titans have some internal resistance, and their transition to titan may have been half-hearted, Blake rushed into the change. He willed it, and therefore travelled farther down that path than any of the others—at least any that we’ve seen.” 
 
    “So basically what you’re saying is that the craziness in him makes him stronger?” Slugger asked. 
 
    “Physically, yes,” Ennia said. “Mentally, and emotionally, I doubt we’ll see the same effect. His change came from a single desire of will. It follows that his spirit, too, would be bent upon a single purpose—and that all nuances would be lost.” 
 
    Back on the battlefield, Blake swept the sharpened side of his hand through the remainder of the metal titan, cleaving away an entire arm. The he stepped atop the carcass, the metal screeching under his weight, towering into the sky and looking down on the bridge. The metallic titan had fallen only a few strides away from me, and Blake’s height brought him above the treetops, his furious stare embodying the singularity of purpose that Ennia described. The sole reason he had crossed hundreds of miles of country. 
 
    To destroy me. 
 
    Behind Blake, the other titans moved forwards—two of them, one a frosted tower of ice and running water, with breath like a brewing blizzard. The second, a tangle of vines and tree trunks, of weeds run amok as if abandoned for centuries, with thorns as long and sharp as swords. The lesser titans followed Blake’s line of sight, and I shivered as the focus of all three honed in on me. Snowflakes began to whir in a circular pattern above the frost titan, his power gathering in a freezing column that stretched towards the sky, mushrooming above to cast us in darkness. And the Vibrant titan plowed roots deep into the ground, as the weeds growing in cracks underfoot began to twitch as they raced towards the bridge. 
 
    Then Roland’s voice boomed through my mind, as well as everyone else’s in the vicinity, as he used his Communicator abilities. 
 
    Worldwalkers, the Vibrant—handle him like you would cut through the Amazon itself. Officers, to the Winter mammoth—this is no different than scraping off ice from your windshield. Ready, let’s move! 
 
    The Worldwalkers sprang into action, one at the lead howling like a wolf as he charged out of the woods. Twisting vines of their own spiraled up against the vibrant, lashing out from where they had hidden in the trees, striking him across the face and pulling his attention towards them. Blasts of high pressure water cut away at his roots, stripping bark off his surface to dig into the soft wood beyond. Two tigers roared from the air, circling around his head like flies, their riders hurling down lances of light that singed at the leaves, eliciting the sound of cracked wood as the Vibrant turned faster than his tree trunk legs could handle. 
 
    To the other side, fire blossomed out of the forest, Roland’s flamethrowers peppering the snowy side of the giant with fireballs that sizzled away in the ice. An arc of lightning followed, boiling any streaming water that it touched, while a Hurricaner whipped away the growing frost vortex as the titan’s attention turned. From the ground, the two Quakers rolled the concrete under each of its steps, preventing any even footing, and keeping it always slightly off balance. Around the titan, light unspooled as Candis flew from treetop to treetop, bobbing between lanterns and drawing the titan’s attention. 
 
    Both titans took the bait. The Vibrant slithered to the trees, its feet and arms growing long branches that let it glide along the overhead canopy to strike at those below. The frost giant followed the roaring flames as Candis and Roland’s officers retreated up the road, hurling enormous balls of ice at them in retaliation, its aim just barely off from poor footing. With both of their attentions diverted, there was left only the glistening mountain of diamond in front of me. 
 
    “We never did get to fight at the rehabilitation facility, Blake! To test which one of us would have been the Upper,” I shouted up at him, squaring my stance on the bridge. Behind me, Lee touched down on a flying tiger, his presence as an Amplifier spreading over the bridge. “Since then, one of us has gotten a far stronger than the other.” 
 
    The dark orbs I always kept at the ready winked out, exploding as I released my control. And instead, I reached around me, extending my power in all directions, then growled up at him. 
 
     “And that someone isn’t you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 61, SC 
 
    As Lee approached, my perception of reality changed. 
 
    Only once before had I used my power around Lee, back when we were rescuing Jeannie. As an Amplifier, Lee naturally enhanced the other powers around him, making them stronger. But the ways that he enhanced them were never straightforward and often came with drawbacks. Just like electrical amplifiers, there was distortion—and that distortion had cost his previous employer, Arachne, his life. 
 
    For me, that distortion meant no dark orbs—space simply wouldn’t collapse that small when I was affected by Lee. My control over minute details changed, the loss of dexterity over my power like trying to write an essay while wearing oven mitts. Force points were still possible, though they behaved differently than normal, and the finesse to move them according to my will evaporated. In handling small items, I was simply too clumsy. 
 
    But where my control of small objects shriveled away, my sensing abilities magnified. The world clamored to be heard, my power reaching farther than it ever had before, pulsing out in waves as every piece of matter, down to the smallest grains of sand, jostled for my attention with their minute gravitational pulls. 
 
    There was the bridge underneath me, the concrete bending space around it, each of the heavier rebar rods threaded through the center solidifying its grasp. The trees, their gravitational texture like boiling water, space bubbling up between trunks then downwards at their roots. The bodies of my friends around me, their beating hearts sending ripples as they slightly contracted and expanded. And there was Blake, his massive frame not only warping space but commanding it—his presence second only to spatial well of Earth itself below him. 
 
    Pushing my perceptive powers against him, I found the microcracks in his exterior, areas where Ennia’s arrows had shattered. Tiny, but still present, like capillaries among a core of otherwise solid diamond. I discovered the patterns in the rough topography over his sky—the repetitions between spikes and barbs, the way that they expanded out in circular patterns like drill bits used in digging machinery. Space about him shimmered—his nature as a titan fighting even against gravity itself, seeking to contest the pull that dragged all matter home. 
 
    Deep within him, there was a void—a secondary force similar to his own, another obfuscation of space. Siri, locked away right where his heart should be, in a small cavern now filled with Ennia’s epoxy. Standing still, the chemicals latching her in place, her eyes drilling through Blake’s semi-clear exterior leering at me. 
 
    These sensations came in a rush, an elation, like suddenly gaining razor-sharp vision after years of glasses. But it wasn’t for sensing the battlefield, nor Blake, nor Siri that I had brought Lee. 
 
    Rather, it was for what we had hidden beneath the bridge in the dead of night, in preparation for the fight. 
 
    “Get ready!” I shouted, planting my feet wide. Then I pushed my perception downwards, into the knot of dark strands that flowed through reality. To the heart of Peregrine’s machine.  
 
    Once owned by Siri, it was the work of a teleporter—each of the doorways a rift through space, connected by a tunnel that existed between our world and that other side. Emulating his own ability and creating portals to the ends of the earth.  
 
    At first, the machine had been daunting—taking hours for us to understand how to connect different tunnels like a switchboard, or even how to determine which tunnel would run where. With Lola’s help, I’d grasped the concept of the machine and how to maneuver its parts. With practice, I’d learned to move doorways, dragging the portals along as they spooled a dark umbilical cord back to their nexus. For the portals were simply tears and folds in space, and with my power, I shaped space itself. 
 
    Even with my experience, the complexity of the machine demanded my full attention—moving a single door took focus, trying to separate out the individual strands of tunnels turned into a puzzle. Like a mechanic working on a car engine he’d never seen before, I had moved with caution—unaware which parts might affect the whole, or if I were tangling the strands of spatial tunnels together. 
 
    But with Lee, everything changed. 
 
    The entire schematic burst into my mind, each of its intricacies becoming part of my perception. My consciousness flooded down the spatial tubes—experiencing each of their distant locations simultaneously, their extremities shouting from the endpoints like the end of a telephone. The heat of the Sahara Desert, the freezing winds of the Arctic, the depths of the Pacific Ocean, and more—each wrapped up into its own pinprick. At the center, the way the cords spiraled around themselves made intuitive sense, all the individual pieces adding together to reach a whole. 
 
    In my mind, I separated out the eight strands that we had prepared earlier, when we had moved the machine underneath the bridge. Each led to two doorways, some of the ends close, and others running far off into the distance. But all of them had one endpoint in the row of eight doors that waited under the bridge, both silent and still until my consciousness brushed them. Now they shivered in anticipation, matching the beating of my own heart. 
 
    Then they began to move as I seized control over them, each becoming an extension of my limbs as I whipped them into the space between myself and Blake. Just as I could control my ten fingers independently, so too could I move each of the doorways—the sensation akin to how an octopus must feel with each of its tentacles.  
 
    “It’s time we finished this,” I said as Blake began to charge. “Time to realize you’re no more special than any of us.” 
 
    And I threw the first door open, releasing the power that awaited within. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 62, SC 
 
    Peregrine’s machine gave me titan-size boxing gloves. And my first strike needed to buy me space. 
 
    The first doorway whipped in front of Blake’s path, and its endpoint had not been wired to another door—rather, I’d spliced it off to the pocket in space I had left securely beneath the bridge. There, the Sculptor lay waiting, confined by his prison—and I cracked open the walls of his prison, his power rushing down the tunnel and out through the open door, bursting out like water out of the end of a firehose. 
 
    In front of me, the air blurred—from this distance, far easier to see than up close, a ripple broke out from the portal in an expanding wave. It moved in deadly silence, nearly invisible until the instant it struck Blake’s diamond chest and the entirety of the Sculptor’s pent-up power focused upon that one point. A knife blade slamming directly into Blake’s heart. 
 
    The crack was deafening, the sound wave so powerful that the trees shook, enough to stop Blake’s momentum like a linebacker hitting a brick wall. Diamond dust fell down like shimmering rain, catching the sunlight to form a cloud of luminescence. A thin but unmistakable seam had formed from Blake’s shoulder to his side, where the blow cut on a diagonal. A blemish in Blake’s armor—not a microcrack, but something significant enough to be visible to the human eye. Noticeable damage. 
 
    A sign that even as a titan, his exoskeleton was not impenetrable. 
 
    Blake raised a finger to the gouge, wiping away the diamond dust as if it were blood, and tried to howl—but his windpipe already was silenced from Ennia’s pufferfish. Instead, the giant of diamond leaned over me, his mouth open in silent rage, his teeth gnashing on sounds that didn’t exist. 
 
    But I didn’t let Blake recover—instead, I maneuvered my second doorway out of the eight, angling it for a strike from the side. I released it, opening the power to its full extent, this ability far more familiar to me than the others. Releasing Jeannie’s storm. 
 
    The fury of a hurricane streamed through the doorway—a vortex of rain and hail in a waterjet capable of cutting through solid blocks of steel. It blasted into the cut, lopping off the tip of one of Blake’s fingers that covered the wound, then seeking to widen the gap. The impact turned Blake to the side like a left hook—but not before a lightning strike with the combined power of an entire thunderstorm struck him, the flash enough to blind, aimed directly at the seam. The sheer power of it ripped the air to ozone while setting hair on end with electrical charge for miles. 
 
    And Blake’s exterior armor shattered. 
 
    It wasn’t his entire chest—rather, a plate of it, a thin fragment like a shard of glass. More diamond waited underneath, more material to blast away—but this was tangible damage. 
 
    And with the power of titans at my disposal, I could chip away at Blake for hours. 
 
    Both Jeannie and the Sculptor had to rest—consecutive shots of titan power took time to rebuild and recharge as they filled their pockets in space with more energy. But they were only two of eight doors—and as Blake gripped a tower of jade to hurl at me, I released the third door—this time, pointing it at myself. 
 
    Green goop flooded over the surface of the concrete bridge, coating it from end to end in a glowing sheet that hardened in an instant. Beside me, Lee pulled at the straps of a mosquito net, raising it in a dome around us. Darian leapt from the other end of the bridge to inside the netting, joining me to support my control over the titans. Then I sprayed the goop over the net, the portal whipping left and right like a printer as the mesh caught the slime, solidifying the goop in a transparent barrier. The barrier turned opaque, and difficult to see through—but I saw with gravity now, and that stretched beyond the shield. 
 
    I sensed Blake hurl the jade spike with all his strength, and the projectile crashed over the bridge, shattering upon the protective shield in a boom that sounded like thunder from above. Not a crack covered the barrier, the thin layer holding as a fortress against his next attack. 
 
    And I released door four. 
 
    Door four split into four different tunnels through space, each of them trailing back to the metal box treehouses holding the Deathguards. One of those tunnels was now closed, butted up against the flattened steel—but three of them were active, and the remaining nine Deathguards poured their power in through the portal, creating a beam of Death itself. It shrieked as it escaped the door in concentrated power, glancing off the back of Blake’s shoulder as I attacked him from behind, the diamond diffusing Death like it would light. 
 
    Death streamers bounced away from Blake as our own soldiers dove for cover, but the majority of the power dug into the crystal in dark veins. Where it touched, diamond began the transformation back to graphite, turning from hard layers of crystallized carbon to soft pencil lead. The beam of Death worked its way into his shoulder blade, slicing diamond away like a grinder—slow, but ablating and removing substance. Blake whirled as Death found purchase, the beam leaving a trail of gray graphite across his body, and snatched the doorway out of the air like an annoying fly. 
 
    While Blake couldn’t crumple the connection, neither could the portal escape his grasp. Then Deathguard’s power blasted into his fist, turning it into a disco ball that spread darkness instead of light in all directions, the streamers screaming in all directions. 
 
    Trees died the instant that death touched them. A fleeing Worldwalker’s arm was struck by a ray and fell to his side, the skin instantly greying. A titan howled in the distance, struck by the radiation. And I snapped the portal door shut before it could do any more damage, cutting off the Deathguards just as Blake opened a hand layered in graphite. The skin appeared charred and badly burned, and sheets of charcoal fell off, leaving that fist substantially smaller than the other. 
 
    Doors five and six I opened simultaneously, their ends powered by teams gathered over a mile away from the battle.  
 
    Most the attacks before this had been direct strikes—the goal to weaken Blake by damaging him. But now, as the titans were recharging, we needed something else to keep him at bay. No amount of Specials firing through those doors could match the raw power of something like Jeannie or the Sculptor. 
 
    Instead, these teams were designed to slow Blake down. 
 
    Four Laserets from Roland’s police force blasted through one, a total of eight beams, one from each hand, that danced across Blake in a light show. Against Blake, even powerful lasers were useless—they’d only bounce around him, reflecting but causing little to no damage. So instead of trying to slice pieces of him away, the Laserets focused on his eyes—the beams crisscrossing right at the pupil points in an effort to blind him. Blake’s eyelids slammed shut—but these, too, were of clear diamond, and they only enhanced the light’s scattering effect, his head swinging around wildly to try to evade the tracking beams, his hands lashing out at attackers hidden behind the portal door.  
 
    The seventh door was a risk, a gamble; the only door with powers that were not devoted to a physical aspect. Rather, every psychological Special we could find waited at a room on the other end, their powers at the ready. There were the Intimidators from the Amazon—those whose glare could freeze an opponent like a mouse staring into the jaws of a lion. The Paralytics and Drowsers, their powers inherited from the variety of medicinal plants of their homeland. Then came the Emotives employed by Roland—who could broadcast their own feelings out onto Blake, and were currently focused on hopelessness and sadness, their own eyes streaming with tears as the emotions consumed them. Usually, these types of powers were used in confessions or interrogations, and even the strongest of criminals would break from emotional forces surging from within them.  
 
    Lucio should have led that contingent of a dozen psychological powers—but since Arial had not returned, neither had he. I shook my head to ward off the thoughts of worry—wherever they were, anywhere was likely safer than this battlefield. 
 
    Any normal person would have crumbled under the psychological pressure—as all their worst anxieties sprang to the surface, their fears realized, their willpower too sapped to fight back as sleep and lethargy attacked at the same time. But even before Blake’s transformation, Lucio had difficulty cracking into his memories—the thoughts were too far corrupted from Siri’s influence, then annealed by his time in a mental ward. There, other Specials had tried to revive Blake—but without knowing the nature of Siri’s power, had only worsened his condition, solidifying it. Trapping her power under layers of her own, tying the knot tighter with their interference rather than unraveling it. 
 
    Now, Blake’s mind had hardened along with his body—the psychic wave passing directly through him without his notice, his concern only for the lasers that still blasted away at his face. His thoughts were so crystallized that no amount of psychological power could alter them. When the lasers stopped, and the mental attack continued, he spared the open portal not even a glance. Yet the outer layers of dread started to reach me, despite being at the very edge of their range. The faint whisperings of inadequacy and worthlessness called to my attention and threatened to undermine the fight.  
 
    Historically, those feelings were enough to turn the tide of a battle. To infect an enemy with a poison far more potent than a single physical attack could muster. And before that same poison could infect our own troops, I slid the psychological door shut—if Blake was immune, the only damage it would cause was to ourselves. 
 
    By now, the titan’s powers were replenished. And I repeated the cycle once more. 
 
    The Sculptor, with his invisible blade that scored deep into the diamond. Then the strike of Jeannie’s lightning and hail, chipping away the weakened segments. Deathguards next, eroding over the segment like a sandblaster. Green goop to strengthen our fortifications, or avoid the inevitable attack, or temporarily lock one of Blake’s limbs in place. Then blinding laser lights, as the other powers recovered. 
 
    Strike. Shield. Distract.  
 
    A chunk of diamond the size of a car door sloughed off, clinking to the ground. 
 
    Strike. Shield. Distract. 
 
    This time, two entire fingers, sounding like shattering glass. 
 
    And again—each time, taking off just a small potion, as Blake’s body turned shapeless. His diamond skin attempted to seal over the patches, but with each strike, less material rushed to fill the gaps. It flowed too slow to erase our blows, and if it regenerated, far slower than that. 
 
    Slowly, he lost mass, his size diminishing. As we ground away at him, each strike taking just a little bit more diamond away. Scraping off a small portion of his power, whittling him down. 
 
    Until there would be nothing left.

  

 
   
     Chapter 63, SC 
 
    After eight cycles, Blake’s size was halved. His chest heaved, his features sharpened as the diamond flowed into blades, his clogged throat blocked the screams of rage he hurled at me with each unsuccessful attack. So far, the green protective shield had held strong—a few thick cracks running through the seams, which I’d patched every time he’d become distracted.  
 
    Against me, Blake would win. But against me, an army of Specials, and multiple harnessed titans, even he would fall. 
 
    And with each chip of him I blasted away, I drove that realization home. Permeating the crystal of his stubborn mind with one inevitable conclusion.  
 
    That he would lose. 
 
    To Blake, losing was incomprehensible. Unthinkable. He had become the greatest version of himself, stronger than anyone had thought possible. Likely, the strongest Special to exist in history. And yet, he was still losing to the same enemy from his previous state. Me—a low class Special, a bottom, and certainly not a titan. 
 
    That thought brought new energy to his attacks, as diamond’s equivalent of adrenaline flushed through him and he lunged forwards. His shoulder lowered, cracking into the reinforced bridge just as I switched from the Sculptor’s power to Jeannie’s. But he closed the distance in a blink, so fast that Jeannie’s lightning shot went wide, flying over his forehead to scatter into the sky.  
 
    Diamond and the green shield ground together, the sound muted through the barrier but still deafening enough to make me clap my hands over my ears. Like a pliers trying to split open my enclosure, as Blake’s crystalline hands closed over the green bubble, his fingers started to clench. 
 
    “Darian!” I shouted to where he stood next to me. “Give me some help here! Keep Blake busy, blast away!” 
 
    I arranged the charged titan portals around Blake’s head, his eyes squinting down towards us, blurred through the combination of diamond and green.  
 
    “Give me the reins,” Darian answered, cracking his knuckles, the sound mirroring the first deep crack that broke through the shielded enclosure. With my power, I threw the two dark strands leading to the portals over to Darian, who caught them and ripped the doorways open. From one, Deathguard power poured outwards over Blake’s skull, slowly eating away at it. From the other, the dizzying lights played over his eyes, trying to distract him. 
 
    But Blake only redoubled his efforts and squeezed harder as a second crack joined the first, flecks of green sparks showering down around us as the shield faltered. To my right, Lee gulped and took a swig of a flask from his pocket, then took a second, longer swig as another crack formed.  
 
    I turned my attention to the third portal door and ripped it open, calling the protective titan within. Then I blasted green goop over our already reinforced shell, not caring if it spread over Blake’s hands. Like amber crystallizing over an insect, it flowed over us, filling in the gaps, doubling the layers that had held us safe. Simultaneously, it wedged between the cracks in Blake’s fingers, gluing his hands down to our shield—and therefore, him down to the bridge. 
 
    Darian continued blasting with the two open doorways on either side of Blake’s head, but without the titans to back them up, the Deathguards were only a nuisance to Blake. The Sculptor and Jeannie were still recovering—and even if they didn’t, Darian was there to help me seal titans away, not open them to the world. If he was the one operating the titan orbs, they’d easily pass his grasp. Even with his enhanced Mimic abilities, he couldn’t fully control a titan like I could. 
 
    “SC!” Darian shouted, as Blake lunged forwards again, this time with his head. His hands were only feet away and still trying to crush us, only the centimeter-thick shell preventing us from turning to pulp under his fingertips. His mouth opened wide, his arms drawing him closer, until his teeth clamped down over the green bubble, his head angling to bring his molars to the front as Darian cried out again, “SC, we’re a walnut and he’s a nutcracker!” 
 
    Blake clamped down as the green goop turned from a hose of protectant to a trickle as the titan’s power within dwindled. Where there had been cracks before, there was a sound like a cannon blast, as our entire shell formed a seam down the center. We were close enough to stare down his throat, to see Ennia’s contraption still lodged in there and cutting off Siri. For his saliva to condense on the outer edge of our shell and drip through the widening gap. For me to count the dozens of teeth that would soon punch through the layer. 
 
    But we had prepared for this. 
 
    “Through the portal!” I shouted, just as Blake clamped down again, the seam splitting wide. To the edge, I threw open the seventh doorway that I controlled—one that led to a quarter mile up the road. One leading to just inside the city limit, where the evacuated buildings began. 
 
    Slugger jumped through first, landing on the rooftop where the endpoint waited, a ten-story apartment building facing out towards the bridge. I followed, pulling Lee with me, as we rolled over tanning chairs and grills set out for the tenants. I sprang to my feet, turning my eyes to Blake in the distance, his figure hunched over and still gnawing on the enclosure we had been inside moments before. 
 
    “We have to get back there! To press the advantage!” I shouted over the sound of grinding still coming through the portal doorway. But as soon as the words left my mouth, the green protection gave way—and instead of shattering into shards, it exploded, the failure pulverizing the shielding into green powder the billowed away from Blake. 
 
    Some of it covered him, coating him in a layer over the darkened diamond from the Deathguards. 
 
    Some rushed in a cloud that puffed away in the wind. 
 
    But the majority was blown out of the easiest escape path—pressurized through the hole present in the center of the enclosure. Our portal, still held open, blasted the glowing green dust into the sky, so concentrated, it flashed in the sunlight as it plumed up around our location in a small mushroom cloud. 
 
    Blake’s hands slammed down on the bridge as he searched through the remains for our bodies, the bridge’s concrete finally giving away without protection, any of our Specials left in the area fleeing. He slammed his fist down again, then once more, fury consuming him as his prize eluded him. That we had escaped. 
 
    Then his gaze rose—drawn by the plume of green in the distance. His eyes narrowed, his lip turned into a snarl, his attention focused on me one more. Then he charged again, recovering in an instant as we still scrambled to our positions on the rooftop.  
 
    I reached out with my power, searching for the knot of portals to fight him off. But those were now a quarter of a mile away, the tangle of spatial tunnels too far for my power to maneuver.  
 
    And Darian’s face turned white as he came to the same conclusion as me—that this next round would be without Peregrine’s machine, or the titans held within.

  

 
   
     Chapter 64, SC 
 
    Blake leapt over the bridge remains, crossing the gap between us with alarming speed. With no embattlements or barriers to slow him down, and the majority of our army handling the other titans that still rampaged in the distance, his path to us was clear.  
 
    Ennia tried to snag his foot in a lasso made of tendon from parts left over from her crossbow, but the material snapped before Blake could even notice. When he was halfway to us, Darian, Lee, and I had barely managed to form a shoulder to shoulder defensive formation. Instead of a wall, we felt like standing matchsticks up against an oncoming sledgehammer. 
 
    When he was close enough to start making out details, I swept the portal door around for us to escape. But on the other side, there was only the rubble of the bridge, crammed up against the portal exit. In that direction, there would be no escape. To our left and right were only the swift drops of the apartment building’s sides, while behind us, the remainder of the city. 
 
    “Darian, you have any rapid movement powers stashed away?” I asked as the tanning chairs around us began to shake, and a pair of tongs rattled off a grill to clang onto the floor. 
 
    “Wanted to be as strong as I could to control titans, so I cleared myself all out for your power,” he said. “Besides your abilities, I’m running on empty.”  
 
    “If you’re all about gravity, how about you just float us on down?” said Lee, taking another heavy sip of his flask.  
 
    “Doesn’t work like that,” I said. “Trying to fly feels like trying to climb up a rope you’re holding up with your other hand.” 
 
    “Whelp,” Lee said, taking another sip, realizing the flask was empty, and throwing it off the roof. “I guess I’m about to die thirsty.” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said, bristling, and praying that the city behind us was truly evacuated as Blake’s steps thundered down upon us. 
 
    “SC, you got a plan?” Darian asked as I squared my shoulders. 
 
    “Not a good one.” I answered as Blake towered over us. I gritted my teeth, steeling myself, waiting until the last instant. Until he was so close, I could see the individual scratches on his exterior, as well as the dark shape of Siri hidden deep in his chest. I waited one more heartbeat as he bore down on us, then reached to the pocket of space where I held the final titan. This titan, I had left both connected to a door and on my person—to be used only in emergency. 
 
    I shook it violently twice like a bottle of soda, feeling the pressure build as the being within stirred. Then I opened it wide, with no concern of closing it after. 
 
    The titan within rocketed out from the point in space, unfolding to massive size, now matching Blake after we had removed so much diamond. Where there was only air a second before, a figure of pure muscle now tumbled, crashing into Blake in a whirlwind of limbs. 
 
    The titan had not two arms, but six—each bursting with muscle disproportionate to the rest of his body and giving him the appearance of a crab. Two seized Blake’s shoulders tight while the other four began pummeling at his sides, each fist a blur. His legs thrashed behind him as both slammed down to the ground in a wrestling match where every move shook the city. The sudden appearance caught Blake by surprise, and he struggled to break away while the titan was only interested in smashing anything that appeared before him. Since the convergence, the strength titan had been trapped, his fury growing—and now, each rapid punch from his fists were the only release. No part of him cared about the knuckles that shattered against diamond, nor how his teeth that snapped over Blake’s nose broke on impact.  
 
    The fighting titans were so close that I could feel the puffs of wind coming from each punch—the blood from split knuckles flecking up over us, and the strength titan’s shouts from the thrill of the fight vibrating in my lungs. 
 
    “Run! We need to get back to the battleground!” I shouted to Darian and Lee, heading towards the rooftop doorway. My hand found the clasp and I wrenched at it—only for the mechanism to click in place against the lock, the door refusing to budge. In desperation, I summoned a dark orb, using the ashes from one of the grills as a starting mass. 
 
    But the ashes only quivered in place, refusing to join together into a dark orb. Far away, there was an explosion and a flash, the windows of the building next to us exploding outwards from the force. I cursed, looking to Lee, realizing what had just happened. 
 
    “Can’t you turn your Amplifier power off?” I shouted over the brawl. 
 
    “I can turn it up, but not off,” he yelled back. “So long as I’m close, it’s here. Involuntary.” 
 
    I stared down at my hands, my thoughts turning. With Lee so close, I wouldn’t be able to create dark orbs. Without a dark orb, we couldn’t blast through the doorway. 
 
    The other titans were still linked to the portals, which meant I had left them behind at the battleground. There they would remain, trapped, unless I or someone else who could manipulate space came to fetch them. All except for the strength titan, who was now outside of my control. 
 
    Which meant we now had no powers that could blast through the door. 
 
    Darian joined me and together we slammed our shoulders against the metal, trying to break out. To get to the stairway, where we could descend and make our way back to the battleground and recover the other titans. At full speed, I could get there in under two minutes. 
 
    But with the door blocking our path, we were stuck. 
 
    Below, the battle raged on. The strength titan roared as Blake rolled, trapping one of his arms in a lock. Then Blake sliced it off at the elbow with a swipe of the razor-sharp edge of his hand. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 65, SC 
 
    “If we’re stuck with amplified powers, we’re going to use them!” I decided, looking out over the building’s edge. Two of the strength titan’s hands were now squeezing around Blake’s neck while kneeling on his chest, the stranglehold utterly useless against the diamond neck, while his remaining three hands continued to pummel Blake’s body. The majority of the punches ricocheted off—but some landed where the Sculptor’s cuts and Jeannie’s strikes had already weakened the crystal. Pieces chipped off, stealing away at his Blake’s size—but not nearly as quick as pieces of flesh stripped off the strength titan. And as we watched, Blake’s arm threaded up the strength titan’s collarbone, the bladed edge angling towards the exposed throat. 
 
    “Blake’s weakened. The longer we keep the strength titan around, the better,” I said, and directed a force point towards Blake’s side. “So we’re keeping him alive. Let’s see how Blake likes this one.” 
 
    With Lee, force points weren’t nearly as accurate—but they carried far more strength. As Blake tensed, preparing to slice the strength titan’s head straight from his shoulders, I threw my power at the ground right next to them. Instead of a precise point, it was more like splashing a bucket of water below, infecting the entire area. But it had the intended effect. 
 
    The strength titan lurched sideways as the change in gravity pulled at him, Blake’s hand missing his neck and only slicing off an ear with the sudden movement. The strength titan’s arms still clenched around Blake’s neck and he dragged the diamond giant with him, rolling across the road and slamming into the building next door. Bricks collapsed over them, flying in all directions as they thrashed, the strength titan taking advantage of the opportunity to scuttle around Blake’s torso and seize him from behind. His arms changed position, from strangle to choke hold, his other hands still pummeling away at Blake’s side. Then Blake rolled, crushing the other titan under his back—held immobile by the arms and facing the sky. 
 
    “Why do all these titans have to be idiots? Lynns seemed to be the only one with an ounce of intelligence,” Darian said, staring down at the two. Blake had started rolling back and forth, and had Blake had normal skin, this wouldn’t have posed a problem—but with his sharpened diamond exterior, each movement sliced into the strength titan, creating fresh cuts where blood oozed out. Already, the strength titan looked a shade paler than when the fight had begun minutes before, his blood rapidly draining with every second. “He’s not going to last long at this rate. We need a new plan, and fast.” 
 
    “We do,” I said, throwing another force point down to throw Blake off balance, as his elbow crushed where the strength titan’s head had been a moment before. Twice now, I’d saved the titan’s life, and the battle was still moving in the wrong direction. Blake threw his head backwards, a nasty diamond spike protruding from the back about to drill through the strong titan’s skull, but another one of my force points turned the blow from a death blow to a glancing hit. 
 
    But there was something else I noticed, as I tugged the force point to the side to spin the two titans. Out in the distance, a nudging against the very edge of my power—something I never would have been able to sense without Lee’s presence. 
 
    The edges of Peregrine’s machine, the knot of interwoven strands I had previously controlled. And with them, the titans. 
 
    “Keep them fighting!” I said to Darian, the idea rapidly forming in my mind.  
 
    “No way I can target them like you have, but I’ll stir the pot,” Darian answered. As Blake turned to attack, Darian threw down a point the made both titans stumble—giving neither the advantage, but preventing Blake from striking. And as he did so, I turned my attention back to the distant battleground. 
 
    I could barely see the bridge remains where we stood—but when I reached out with my power, tracing the one portal’s tube like an umbilical cord to the source, the machine was there. It was stilled now, none of the parts moving, waiting to be piloted once more. 
 
    Gingerly, carefully, I sorted through the tunnels. The sensation was like untangling a bowl of pasta with foot-long chopsticks, my motions clumsy and difficult to control. But I didn’t need to control all of Peregrine’s machine—the vast majority of it was tubing and portals that led into the distance, or the connections to the Special teams who had helped keep Blake at bay. No, I only needed access to the titans and special teams—and those were the few strands that looped back in on themselves, the doors left floating from our battle, making them easier to grasp. 
 
    And I started to pull. 
 
    From this far, the force I could exert on them was miniscule. They started slow, lazily drifting towards us, then slowly accelerating. 
 
    “Come on,” I whispered, closing my eyes to divert my full attention to the moving portals, trying to block out the sounds of the battle below as Darian cursed. 
 
    “Two arms down off the brawler!” he said. “Whatever you’re doing, SC, make it quick.” 
 
    “I just need a minute, keep stalling.” 
 
    “We don’t have a minute.” 
 
    “Then get me what you can.” 
 
    Below, there was another crash as a second building fell, its ground floor and support structure completely eliminated. A flash followed as an electrical transformer blew, then Darian was cursing again.  
 
    “I can’t see anything; there’s dust anywhere. Wait, no—Blake’s holding on to something. It’s—it’s a metal telephone pole. This isn’t good; he’s armed.” 
 
    There was a whomp from below, followed by an animalistic scream, then the sliding of car tires over pavement as Darian threw down a series of force points. 
 
    “Three arms out of six left now,” he announced as I concentrated. The portals were becoming more corporeal in my mind, easier to manipulate as they continued to speed up and came within better range. 
 
    Whomp. 
 
    “Two arms out of six. SC, what’s our status here?” 
 
    Then two more whomps as the scream cut off. The ground shook, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw an enormous object flying—the remains of the strength titan, launched out of the city in a mangled mess that was out of the fight, 
 
    “No arms,” breathed Darian. “Our time is up, SC.” 
 
    “What more can you buy us?” 
 
    “Ten seconds. What do we have?” 
 
    But I didn’t answer. The portals were still racing towards us. In time, they’d arrive. But not in ten seconds. 
 
    So far, they’d only made it halfway. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 66, SC 
 
    We’d stopped the convergence, I thought as I realized the portals were too far to save us. We’d silenced Siri to prevent her from recruiting more Specials. Blake, while still far stronger than any normal Special, was cracked and wounded, reduced to rags. The military would be able to finish him off, and Ennia would be able to warn them about Siri. 
 
    We’d accomplished our mission. We’d stopped both the cascades of doom and destruction that had threatened the world in the last few days. Without us, continents would currently be charred. Entire cities would be enslaved. Only the strongest Specials would have any hope for a future, and the remainder would be lucky to have any future at all. They’d likely be dead. 
 
    Maybe Arial was right—that some of us would have to die in fighting Blake. But if it was a few of our deaths versus millions, maybe our deaths were worth it. 
 
    I shook my head, thinking on the statement. 
 
    They absolutely were worth it. I’d rather die than live in the world Blake created. 
 
    Once again, Blake’s form loomed over us, exposing the extensive damage covering his body. Entire chunks were now missing out of his skin like shark bites. An eye had shattered, only a few shards remaining, hanging to the edges like pieces of a stained glass window. Had his face shown any emotion, it would have been triumph—but there were too many disfigurements to read. His nose was now shortened to a nub. His teeth cracked and missing. An entire quarter of his jaw was now hanging to the side, ready to fall off with one more strike. His skin, once spiked, was pockmarked and splatted with ash, dirt, and blood. 
 
    It had taken several titans and an army of Specials to reduce him to this state. Alone, and especially without my dark orbs, there wouldn’t be much farther I could take him. 
 
    “Look at you!” I shouted to him as he raised what remained of his hands. They looked more like stumps now, the fingers broken away at the knuckles, leaving little more than nubs at the ends. “You think you’ve won? You’ve lost. Go ahead and kill me, but we won. After this, you’ll be reduced to rubble. Dust. Then they’ll lock Siri up again, for good this time. This was our trap, and you fell for it.” 
 
    Blake paused, his fists raised. Then he spoke, the words barely understandable through fraying gaps in Ennia’s barriers. 
 
    “You die, I win,” he said, the words a low rumble. “All that matters.” 
 
    “That’s not what Siri thinks,” I shouted up. “You failed her.” 
 
    “Siri want you dead too,” came the answer. And I was reminded of Ennia’s explanation, that Blake’s thoughts were so crystallized in place, he could only hold basic desires. 
 
    In his mind, maybe he had won. But that didn’t matter, because it didn’t match reality. 
 
    Blake brought his fists down like twin hammers towards the apartment rooftop, in the final blow that would end our rivalry. That would destroy not only me, but also Darian and Lee, as well as every floor below us. Our friends would be lucky to find any trace of remains after the crushing impact. 
 
    I raised my chin, then threw my hands into the air. All I had to work with was force points and uncontrollable explosions, but I would still fight. My final action would be weakening Blake, making the job easier on my friends after I had gone. Beside me, Darian joined in my shouting, raising his hands as well, a slight rainbow light glowing around him as he stretched the limits of his power. Even Lee joined in, though whether his power added anything, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    For an instant, we were locking in place as Blake’s fists descended. 
 
    Then the air around Blake’s face exploded. 
 
    Flames erupted on one cheek, the colors dancing in the cracks, blowing away the hanging jaw. A concussive wave struck his forehead, damaged diamond chipping off. Lightning sparked through his teeth as the ground trembled, throwing him off balance. And his arms faltered instead of striking down on us, as he threw them out to the sides for balance. 
 
    “I thought you said you didn’t have any more powers?” I whispered to Darian, who pointed at Lee. 
 
    “Don’t look at me; anything like that came from him!” 
 
    “I’d have to be drunk to think the three of us did that,” said Lee as Blake stumbled, and he pointed to the streets. “Look for yourselves.” 
 
    We leaned over the edge, just as a second barrage hit Blake, the impact blowing him back. Fresh, these powers would have no effect upon him. But in his condition, they were enough to make him stumble. 
 
    A contingent of Specials marched in lockstep, each moving at the exact same pace, their motions coordinated down to the split second. At their head was a man with a beard down to his chest, heavyset and leading the charge. He raised a hand, and a barrage of powers blasted at Blake in unison, each originating from his followers. Who, on closer inspection, were our age and dressed in clothes that had been reduced to rags. And if I concentrated, I could just barely hear a tik at each of their clockwork footfalls. 
 
    The second wave hit Blake, and he stumbled again, turning his attention towards them. But an instant later, another barrage came from the opposite direction—and turning, I saw another group of Specials. This time, completely disorganized, a horde that ran over each other like ants over food. They blasted away at uneven intervals, their intent matching, but their movements anything but coordinated. Behind them trailed a slime, seeping out of their shoes, clothes, and hair. 
 
    Before Blake could focus on them, a third group followed up from behind. These moved in a rough blob—if any of them strayed, they flinched before quickly moving back to the center. Like a school of fish intent upon staying together, and not leaving the herd. 
 
    Together, all three directions fired on Blake, each with just enough power to chip away at his skin. As I stared, mouth open at the newcomers, two figures alighted beside me on the rooftop. 
 
    “Give him hell!” shouted Lucio, raising a fist as he stumbled over the fallen tongs from the apartment grill. Then the second figure embraced me, my body still taut from the expected immediate death. 
 
    “Sorry, we got hung up, in the grossest way imaginable.” Arial said, brushing dust off of herself, and streaks of dirt permanently ingrained into her shoes. “This should count as fashionably late to the party.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 67, SC 
 
    When Blake rounded on one group of rehabilitation students, the other two fired at his back and sides. If he charged, they scattered into the nearby buildings, hiding until his attention wavered. None of them came close enough for his flagging form to catch them, instead ebbing and flowing like the tide. 
 
    And in each of those moments, the portal doors that I had summoned drew closer, bringing with them the titans. 
 
    Beside me, Arial squinted down at Blake, speaking. 
 
    “Not so bright and shiny anymore, is he?” she asked, and I nodded.  
 
    “Ennia’s plans worked. Well, almost worked. I thought—I thought right here would be my last breath.” 
 
    “Now, I wouldn’t let that happen,” said Arial with a smile and tapping my nose. “We’re getting out of this one alive. All of us.” 
 
    Most of us, I thought, as the image of the downed Deathguards filled my mind. Then there were the others still fighting the remaining titans—every minute it took longer to defeat Blake was another minute they were at risk. The approaching portals were visible now, dark squares rushing over the road, and as they arrived, I reached a hand out, pulling their contents through to my grasp, to hold the spatial pockets containing the titans.  
 
    I rolled my shoulders, setting each of the three titans around me. For this attack, I wanted them at my side, so there would be no risk of separation. It was time for the final strike. 
 
    Time to end Blake. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Can you bring me in closer?” I asked Arial, pointing to another rooftop. She leapt into the air, her movements more jittery than normal from Lee’s close presence, as if she wore rockets for shoes. Then she lifted me, gliding to the rooftop next door, this one an industrial building covered with a tribe of air-conditioning units. Darian arrived a moment later, using his Mimic power follow and taking a rough landing that stumbled to a stop just before the ledge. 
 
     We were only twenty feet from where Blake stood, his shoulders level with us. I prepared my power, checking over the pockets in space, sensing the internal pressure from the titans. Then I aimed my first blow, releasing the Sculptor’s power within in a concentrated punch downwards. 
 
    The invisible blast slammed into Blake’s knee, buckling it backwards with a sharp snap. An instant later, I followed up with Jeannie’s lightning strike, obliterating the weakened joint in a puff of diamond powder. The severed calf tipped over like a felled tree, crashing down to the ground and flattening a parked van beneath it. Blake slipped sideways, falling to his other knee, all support on his right side eliminated. 
 
    A flurry of blasts followed from the rehabilitation facility students as they advanced, taking off a chip here or a chunk there of Blake. Like ants ripping apart a corpse a bite at a time, their combined efforts holding him down as my titans recharged. The rehabilitation facility students were trained, after all—by Siri herself, to be as strong as they could be, chosen often for their strong powers.  
 
    Now, they were fulfilling her commandment to them. Her rule she had instilled over and over again. 
 
    To be good citizens. 
 
    “It’s over, Blake,” I shouted from the rooftop as I took aim again, his eyes glaring upwards with hatred. “Stand down. If you surrender here, maybe we can find a way to change you back.” 
 
    In answer, he swiped upwards towards us, but from his knees, he couldn’t reach our rooftop. I blasted again with the Sculptor, this time catching his elbow, sending a forearm spinning away into the city where it pierced halfway up a building. Jeannie’s lightning strike came next, aimed at his still operational leg, disabling it with a crunch. Blake’s power was finally too exhausted to repair the cracks, the diamond increasingly inheriting the fragility of glass. He fell further, held up now by only stumps, his one arm pushed down in front of him to prop him up, swaying as more waves of attacks came from around him. 
 
    “Take me down there,” I told Arial, and she flew me to the crumbling street, setting me down in front of Blake’s struggling form, her arm on my back in case he lashed out. 
 
    “You were given every chance,” I said to Blake with a step. “We gave you every option to turn back. I feel no guilt in this, no remorse. I’m not the one who destroyed you, Blake—you did. You and Siri.” 
 
    He growled, the noise suppressed, then swiped again at me. But I was faster, and his final limb fell to the ground as Jeannie’s lightning lit up the street. I walked forwards towards his body, more now a lump of diamond with a head. And I aimed my final blow. 
 
    In response, he bared his teeth, snarling. 
 
    The Sculptor’s blade caught him in the throat. 
 
    Blake’s head didn’t go flying—instead, it shattered into a thousand small pieces. The amount of energy imparted upon it too much to bear, creating tensile and compressive forces locked in a battle within the diamond crystal. Like his thoughts and his mind, Blake’s physical being was stressed to the point of snapping, where all it took was a final push. 
 
    The last expression Blake wore was disbelief. An incapability of understanding that I, someone far lesser, had carved him apart. The rehabilitation facility students swarmed what was left—clawing away at the diamond, picking it apart, digging in to uncover the figure embedded beneath. 
 
    I don’t think Blake died at that moment—I think that his head was only the representation of his consciousness. His stumps of limbs still moved, he still curled in a way to protect Siri. I think that his spirit was embedded into the very diamond itself, that the only way to destroy it would be to grind it into the dust. 
 
    The rehabilitation facility students were happy to oblige, chipping away at him, sanding him down. The chunks coming off him grew larger and larger as his power faded, and as the cracks permeated deeper into his core.  
 
    Only when they broke through his chest, to the cavern within, did I realize our mistake. 
 
    As Siri’s voice sang out, free of her cage, in a single word that bore the entirety of her will. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 68, SC 
 
    The word seized the crowd as if they were splashed with cold water, freezing them in their tracks as the psychic wave rolled over them. Several fell, their minds unable to handle the mental assaults from so many directions, their consciousness worn too thin. The rest quivered, taut as guitar strings, their leaders at the rehabilitation facility pushing them forwards while Siri pushed them back. 
 
    The word seized me as well and I was caught mid-step, my heart even slowing at her command. The titans in their orbs stilled, their pressure to escape to the outside lessening. For an instant, the only movement was the dust swirling through the air from the destruction. 
 
    “Stop!” Siri repeated, and a second layer of the command lashed over us, a band squeezing us tight. My blood vessels constricted, my breath caught, and my thoughts moved so slow that it would be faster to speak them. In that moment, there was nothing more that wanted than to cease being. To take the command to its utmost literal definition, to freeze as a statue for all eternity. For my body to become stone, as for a flashing instant jealousy poured through me of Blake’s power. To turn to diamond, immortalized and frozen, never to move again. 
 
    But then, static sounded at the ends of my consciousness. Where my skin had turned unnaturally cold, it now warmed. My heart ticked back into steady motion as I seized a gulping breath. Beside me, Arial began to shake as she clenched her fists, her fingernails digging so deep into her palms that blood trickled over her knuckles. 
 
    “I can’t hold this long, SC,” came her strained words, and another wave of warmth came over me. “The only reason I can only do it at all is because she’s holding so many under her control. Her power is stretched thin. Hurry. Act.” 
 
    Her will poured over me, the nullification of Siri’s power, just enough to clear my mind. Slowly, I raised my hand, my arm several times its normal weight, my muscles resisting. Spotting Siri among the crowd, I took aim—selecting the Sculptor for a strike that would cut her in half. From this perspective, I should be able to fire directly between two of the rehabilitation facility students, and the remains of Blake would form a backboard. No one besides Siri would be hurt. 
 
    I tapped my power, throwing open the Sculptor’s pocket in space, crying out as I pushed through the remains of Siri’s power. 
 
    And nothing happened. 
 
    It was like clicking a lighter and no spark appearing. Turning a car key and the engine turning but not starting. The pocket in space refusing to crack open, as realization flooded through me. 
 
    The same mechanism from Arial that stopped Siri’s power also blocked my own. Arial’s ability from the Litious not only suppressed Siri—but also me, covering the area like a blanket.  
 
    So long as Arial staved Siri off, my power would be blocked. And the moment Arial removed her influence, I’d be frozen once more. Even if I somehow managed to push through Siri, the titan’s within their orbs were placated by her command. The Sculptor’s blow might not come at my calling.  
 
    “Back,” I whispered to Arial, dragging a foot behind me, then another, each the weight of concrete blocks. “I can’t attack. Retreat.” 
 
    Arial grimaced, joining me. Unable to fly us away while fighting away Siri, as Siri’s next words rolled over the city, her singsong voice echoing through the still streets.  
 
    “Only one shall survive, 
 
    Only the very best, 
 
    The last one to be alive, 
 
    Has passed this final test.” 
 
    Her words resonated as the crowd bristled. Though they didn’t seize my mind as it seized theirs, I felt the emotions that came with her words. 
 
    The desire to prove myself. To eliminate those on my left and right, to cement my own worth. To pull forth the powers of the titans, and obliterate everyone there—even Arial. Then to present myself before Siri, to win her praise. 
 
    Subconsciously, I almost opened one of the spatial pockets where titans now raged at Siri’s new words, stopping myself at the last instant. Ahead of us, the crowd of Specials turned to face each other, powers starting to ignite. A dozen of them facing Arial and me, sizing us up, preparing to launch an attack. Flame licked over their fingers, lightning sparked in the air about them, and the earth trembled at their call. 
 
    But before they could strike, a voice called out from behind us, accompanied by the sound of running footsteps. 
 
    “Not so fast!” shouted Lucio, raising a hand that held something dark and roiling. “I’m the one around here that writes the scripts! This is what you call a climactic turning point!” 
 
    Lucio hurled the object in his hand, and it cracked past my ear, whizzing to the epicenter of the students. The moment it cracked open against Blake’s remains, I recognized it, the memories jogged from when I had first met Jeannie on his island. 
 
    As a storm titan, Jeannie held far more power over nature than other Specials, to the point where he could control massive storms. Where some teenagers might collect baseball cards, or keep a pet hidden from their parents, Jeannie had collected storms. Trapping them with his power, calling them down out of the sky, and solidifying them into spheres as large as a fist, where they raged on in his display case. 
 
    Lucio had stolen at least one of them. Keeping it secret from us, since he knew either Arial or me would scold him for his sticky fingers.  
 
    The power of an entire storm compacted down millions of times from its original size broke through Jeannie’s retaining wall—clouds exploding outwards, wind howling, lightning erupting into the sky. Blowing the Specials surrounding Siri back in all directions like bowling pins. Instantly slamming everyone present with sheets of rain and hail, as more and more of the storm poured out, a hurricane unspooling in seconds. 
 
    And most importantly, it produced sound so deafening that no voice could carry through it. 
 
    Not even Siri’s. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 69, SC 
 
    Siri’s attention wavered. Her power trembled. Her spell cracked.  
 
    Arial dropped her own ability as the resistance against it evaporated, stumbling forwards against a force severely weakened. Several of the Specials around us looked up, dazed, while others still cast distrusting glances at each other. For a moment, the hostility was replaced by bewilderment and uncertainty. As if they were at the crux of a sporting match, cheering on their team for a goal, and the players instead decided to enjoy tea on the field instead. 
 
    That moment wouldn’t last long, I knew. We only had seconds to act in the maelstrom, rain and thunder trying to steal away my attention. My power went out to the titans in their confines, but they still raged, thrashing against the sides of their container. I could use them, but in that state, they’d be difficult to control or to jam back into their pockets in space. If Siri cut me off at any time in the process, any cracked pockets would rip open, and there would be no containing them again. A titan in human form I could capture, as I had to surround them with mass, then draw space up around them. But a large titan would be impossible, simply because my power could not extend that large in a net around them.  
 
    That left the Deathguards, whose power I could unleash and end Siri where stood. But the rehabilitation facility students were still scattered around her, and the Deathguard beams were not precise, especially around the remains of Blake’s diamond shell. There would be innocent casualties, and maybe it was worth the risk, to end it here. As I prepared, my power fumbling over the connection to the portal, a hand tugged at my elbow. 
 
    Lucio stood there, hair plastered to the sides of his face from rain, his eyes bright with excitement. He pointed towards himself, then at me, then at Siri—shouting in the gale, but his words drowned out by the storm, unable to cross the two foot gap to my ears. But he didn’t need words—I understood his meaning. 
 
    I changed my focus from the portal leading to the Deathguards to the one holding psychology-based Specials. I angled the doorway towards Siri, the movement much harder this far away from the center of Peregrine’s machine, and with Siri’s partial hold still exerted over me. Lucio leapt in front of the door, facing the waiting Specials as I wrenched the door open. He blasted a single memory into their minds before diving away—the image of Siri alone in the rain, battered by the storm, overlaid with a large red “X”. Their target—so that when they unleashed their power, it would all be directed at her. 
 
    Within the doorway, the psychic attacks began, and I could sense them just on the edge of my mind’s periphery. Like traces of thought, or wisps of dreams, as they flooded past. 
 
    There were the NightTerrors, who could resurrect an individual’s worst fears and memories in front of them—and in those, I sensed the confines of a jail cell, the pressing in walls, the confines with no escape. The Emotives, with waves of hopelessness and powerlessness, carrying with them the fear of failure. That the battle was already lost, and always had been. There never was anything she could have done, and she was already caught in a cage within Blake. Any other cage would be no different. Next were Dullers, slowing thoughts and reactions, making the world seem like a series of passing pictures rather than a video, staccato in its motion and difficult to interpret. Then the Paralytics, the Intimidators, and more, all rushing in a barrage against Siri’s mind. 
 
    A mind that, unlike Blake’s, was not constructed of crystal. While more resistant to attacks as a titan, Siri still could be changed. And a shriek sounded from Blake’s center as the psychic Specials did to Siri what she had done to so many others—stealing her own mind from her. Breaking her down into raw emotion, stripping away her humanity and her free will. 
 
    Most would completely shatter beneath that assault. Siri cracked. 
 
    Rainbow light much like Darian’s fractonis essentia wisped around her. Her cries were those of one in pain, but not broken. She shook in the rain as Lucio targeted her weakened state with memories highlighting just how alone she was. That when everyone she had ever met was manipulated by her, crafted into a tool by her, there were none left to stand by her. 
 
    I moved forwards, leaving the portal to stream psychic powers on its own, feeling them ripple around me as I advanced. Siri’s figure tightened, her eyes falling on me but unseeing, the maelstrom both in her mind and in the physical world neutering her ability to fight back. I prepared a dark orb to strike, then paused. 
 
    I could kill her easily. She was constrained, held back, her power eliminated. But there was something so piteous about her—abandoned by all, her world crumbling around her, her shrieks so thin through the rain. Helpless, even. I still could do it, I still would do it, but this was different than a death in a battle. This was a mercy killing. 
 
    And a second thought stopped me—did Siri deserve mercy after all whose minds she had stolen? After she had tried to kill me and my friends multiple times, tried to let Arial break her neck, and used others with no regard to their own futures. Without her, any of the rehabilitation students would have had a chance at a normal life. Maybe even Blake might have turned around without her prodding. 
 
    All these, Siri ruined without a second thought. 
 
    I knew Siri’s worst fear. I still felt it being broadcast by the NightTerrors next to me as they kept her immobile. Confinement, the walls of a jail cell, the separation from a world she believed was her own. 
 
    And I had all the ingredients in front of me to make it reality.  
 
    Around her, the remains of Blake formed the mass source that I needed. I raised my arms in the raging storm, calling out the remains of her loyal servant, and feeling the material of his diamond shell responding. I started to shift the space around them as anchor points, then pulled the fabric of reality apart, shifting its shape into a pocket. One that fit perfectly around Siri. 
 
    Raising it in a swoop, I clasped it shut around her, her scream cut off like a radio with its cord yanked out of the wall. Where she had been, there remained only the cracked concrete, dented and broken from Blake’s weight. Her body disappeared, along with that of Blake. 
 
    In her place was a minor distortion in space—a pocket that only I could see. One that, without my help, no one else could find. 
 
    The ultimate prison.  
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 70, SC 
 
    The clouds thinned, the storm still carried by its momentum to dilute itself in outward expansion. The sky broke apart to allow blue among the angry purple. The rain slowed from a deluge to the pitter patter of a fading summer storm. The remains of dust in the air were absorbed and filtered out by the rain drops. The streaks of blood on the ground from the clashing of titans diluted to nothingness. Even the last chips of diamond were carried away by the rivulets of water, swept down into the drainpipes and into the sewers, settling down to be covered by layer upon layer of muck. 
 
    By the time the sun bore through the clouds, my heaving chest had stilled. The rehabilitation facility students fidgeted in place, unsure how to act after so long of taking direct mental orders from others. And I simply stared at the place Siri had been, the realization slowly rooting in my mind. 
 
    That Siri had finally gotten what she wanted—a world that only she could control. Though this one far smaller than she had wished. The wrong world. 
 
    And she was gone. 
 
    Two hands seized mine, pulling me out of my stupor, whipping me around faster than my thoughts could react. Arial beamed, her hazel eyes catching the sunlight glinting through the clouds, her normally bushy hair sopping wet and flattened against the side of her head. 
 
    “We did it,” she whispered. “You, me, everybody, us—we did it.” 
 
    Then louder, shouting for all to hear, her voice ringing out through the city. 
 
    “We did it!” 
 
    Darian raised a hand with a shout, joined an instant later by Lucio. Atop the building, Lee released a slurred scream of joy. And in the streets, even the rehabilitation students clapped and shouted—their faces confused but following the cheer. 
 
    Then Arial’s lips were on mine as she jumped in a circle, the celebration seizing us, the rush so great that I didn’t realize we had leapt into the air until we cleared the building tops. The wind rushed through my ears as she threw her head back and laughed, the low clouds parting for us to pass, and we kissed again above them. Then she held me outwards, and for a moment, I felt no fear—completely trusting her as we drifted far above the ground. And she spoke. 
 
    “There’s still work to do,” she said, angling her head towards the two dust clouds in the distance. The titans that still roamed, herded around by Specials in circles while we had finished off Blake. We rocketed off in that direction, though I noticed her flight was even more jerky than normal. Just as fast, but with far less control. Every time her attention lifted, there was a steady decline towards the ground, like a plane with its nose tilted slightly downwards to a landing, and hitting small patches of turbulence. 
 
    We found the first titan easily, the frost titan, corralled by Roland’s police. “Don’t get too cocky at the end,” Arial said, setting me down before taking off to fetch Lee and Darian. “We’ve won; take this part cautiously.” 
 
    And with Ennia’s direction, we were careful—in what she called a “controlled explosion.” 
 
    “Flamethrowers, to the sides!” Ennia shouted, and Roland’s voice sounded through our minds. Lola, Rila, positions! 
 
    They had led the titan to the start of our battlements, herding it by attacking and retreating. In the past half hour, Ennia’s Blenders had repaired the damage from Blake, rebuilding the jade spikes and barbed wire. At her command, the Flamethrowers faded away, fleeing before the stomping legs of ice. Hundreds of their strikes had left melted trails through the giant’s torso, though these formed mainly cosmetic and surface wounds. As a rule, they hadn’t dare come close enough to do any real damage. 
 
    Now, that changed. 
 
    With its targets fleeing, the winter giant howled with the force of a blizzard, ice crystallizing over the embattlements before it. Squinting, it searched for a new opponent just as Lola popped into existence from the other side. She held a flare, waving the flashing red sparks to attract the titan’s attention, then hurling the stick at its face. The sparks barely made it half the distance—but that was enough to draw the titan’s eye, and it shuffled toward her, leaving mounds of snow in its wake.  
 
    The titan opened a fist, the fingers crackling as icicles fell away, icy wind gathering as it prepared to strike. As the blast formed, ice lancing out towards Lola with enough force to split steel, she winked out of existence. Ice fragments struck only asphalt, and an instant later, Rila appeared twenty feet behind her. 
 
    “Best you can do?” she challenged, gesturing with her spear in one hand and another flare in the other. Like Lola, she threw the flare as the titan stepped forwards, blasting as she too disappeared. Seconds later, Lola materialized another length behind Rila, baiting the titan forwards again. Slowly, they reeled it in, until it reached the center of our preparations. The jade spikes chipping bits of ice away, the still wire tangling him, reducing his mobility while dealing minor damage. 
 
    As soon as the titan reached position, we struck simultaneously. My titan portals slammed into him like punches, the attacks from flamethrowers in the woods biting his skin like mosquito bites, the combined efforts of other Specials a distraction. Compared to Blake, the titan fell far faster—unable to keep up with the onslaught, its ice melting away to form a puddle underneath, eventually revealing a blue figure, unconscious on the road, with clumps of ice still formed around him. 
 
    Soon, too, he disappeared as I wrapped him up in a pocket in space. Separating him away from the battlefield, as the next titan arrived. 
 
    Then the process repeated, my collection of titan orbs growing. Until no titans remained standing. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 71, SC 
 
    We gathered in the subway, watching the news and nursing our wounds. 
 
    “Tensions continue to fizzle as the General Graucus’ forces have halted,” said the reporter on screen, zooming in on the shining light barges that carried his troops. There was a flotilla of them, hovering a few feet above the ocean, paused as the Watermancers and Windstreamers at its back edge stopped blasting their powers. Just a few hours earlier, they’d been skimming across the water at speeds far faster than a boat could manage, with General Graucus at their head.  
 
    But now, the Specials scratched at their heads, staring out over the waves and backing away from the rafts’ edges. Several had erected shelters for shade, while Flamethrowers teamed up with Lightwielders to build contraptions for distilling water. In the fervor that had seized them to march, necessities such as freshwater, food, and shelter had been forgotten. Siri’s song had bypassed years of military protocol and training, driving their focus to the enemy alone, to act without planning. To strike without thought of reaction, to live as if there were no tomorrow. 
 
    As Siri’s song faded from them, her power locked away within a spatial prison, the hangover set in. The realization came that they were halfway across the ocean and about to throw the match on the gasoline puddle of international war. That act hours before had seemed like patriotism, but as the individuality of their thoughts returned, looked strangely like treason. Like waking up from a nightmare but in reverse. 
 
    “General Graucus looks to be stirring,” continued the reporter, zooming in on him. The square lines of Graucus’ jaw had seemed to soften at sea and sunburn torched one side of his face. Until now, he’d been staring in the direction of the far off shore over the waves, the salt crusting his otherwise perfect uniform. Unaware of the force that had gathered in wait for him on the European Alliance side, ready to blast his flotilla to pieces, with the express permission of his own country. The president had stated there would be no reprimands for any attack upon Graucus, in the interest of preserving peace. Perhaps that would have been enough to prevent war, but if General Graucus somehow slipped through the lines and his forces made their way to a city to attack innocents, no diplomacy could prevent the fallout. 
 
    But now, Graucus turned, dragging his eyes away from the distance. The whites were bloodshot from the battle within himself, his decision finally made. He raised a hand, pivoting his body and pointing back in the direction from where they had came.  
 
    “What’s this? They appear to be returning,” said the reporter as the ships started to move once more. Trudging home, far less energetic now than before. And as soon as the news team sensed the danger had passed, the cameras flicked off—turning to a new reporter in front of a new scene.  
 
    That of our battlements and the scarred city entrance beyond. 
 
    “It’s unlike anything we have ever seen,” the new reporter said through the microphone. Over the past few hours, they’d built up the courage to walk the now deserted battlefield. Picking their way through the rubble, tiptoeing among the shattered jade and steel tree limbs, flecks of diamond piercing through the soles of their shoes.  
 
    The reporter pointed to his hair and continued. “Back before this was grey, I covered the infamous Incendiary Wars. Entire fields turned to ash, buildings charred to dust. But this—this is different. This resembles creation more than destruction. This here is Blender work, and by the looks of it, there must have been hundreds of them.” 
 
    From where we watched, Ennia smiled. “Or just a few well-educated, specialized ones,” she commented as the reporter continued. 
 
    “Not only that, but there is no trace of the anomaly. He appears to have vanished, along with the other three giants. We had visuals on him at his approach—before we realized there was a resistance of a sort. In the predawn, the road looked no different—it wasn’t until the first powers started flying that we could react. But after some time, the crystal giant took off into the city—then never returned. Just disappeared, as the other three were destroyed by the resistance.” 
 
    The reporter shook his head. 
 
    “Some of his crystal material is still here, and I’m sure the defenders put up a strong fight, but nothing I’ve seen could stand up against that giant.” 
 
    “And the defenders now, where have they gone?” asked a news anchor hidden safely behind his desk, and whose image showed in the lower right hand corner of the screen. 
 
    “That’s one of the strangest parts of all this,” answered the reporter. “We have visuals on them destroying the smaller giants—but then, before we could approach, they entered this forest at my back. Now, the woods may look large from this angle, but its only a few acres. In a helicopter, we can see everything that goes in, and everything that goes out.” 
 
    “And? Are they to be congratulated? Awarded?” 
 
    “They entered, but no one came out! Somehow they disappeared among the trees. There must be a Teleporter or similar among them—but to move that many people, that fast, would require a strong one indeed. The only one with a remote possibility of performing that action is registered to the city, but was reported missing several months back.” 
 
    “Perhaps to fight?” 
 
    “More likely on the run. Busted as part of a schooling system found to be mistreating their students. If I was a betting man, Tom, I’d think he was somehow involved.” 
 
    “Just not in the way you think,” I said, leaning back into a couch cushion older than me. We’d been careful to remove all traces of Peregrine’s machine before the news had arrived, which was simple enough considering that vast majority of it besides the doorways was already invisible. 
 
    “And it is far easier to take people through the other side than to teleport them,” commented Lola. “But they’re not far off.” 
 
    On screen, the anchor asked another question, as the reporter panned over the remains of Ennia’s crossbow, one of the strands of muscle that had not yet succumbed to spoilage in the hot sun still twitching.  
 
    “These vigilante defenders—if they’re missing now, do you expect them to return? To claim a prize? Or can they be identified?” 
 
    “In all of our footage, they’re unrecognizable. Covered in facial paint like warriors. They were prepared for a fight, and dare I say it, I suspect they may have been some sort of a cult. One even carried a ceremonial spear! Another explanation, however, is that they do not wish to be found. 
 
    “In my mind, I question their motives. Perhaps these fighters were somehow implicit? After all, they appear to have defeated the anomaly, when our own military failed so spectacularly. They were prepared, and the anomaly traveled across hundreds of miles of countryside to meet them here at this very location. Perhaps in the coming days, we will uncover guilt. Maybe they were the very ones to unleash the anomaly in the first place. 
 
    “Or perhaps, they are simply heroes. In which case, from the bottom of my heart, I thank them. They spared untold amounts of disaster. We owe them thanks, whoever they are.” 
 
    The reporter continued to pick his way through the rubble, then cast a glance at ruined bridge. Green protective coating still covered it but was rapidly fading away. He frowned, and the anchor prodded again. 
 
    “Something else on the scene? A new detail?” the anchor asked, but the reporter shook his head. 
 
    “Our footage has already been released to the public. But that was all taken by specific angles and spliced together, showing incredibly powerful abilities striking the anomaly, driving it back. From those angles, it appears that multiple high-powered Specials joined in the fight. That they teamed up to destroy him. 
 
    “But you weren’t there, watching it, like we were. These attacks, they had a coordination to them. A graceful movement, in sync with a single person on that bridge.” 
 
    An image flashed on the screen, one of a snarling figure, his face coated with paint, his hands extending as the brilliant blue light of lightning flashed off camera. A figure that looked so starkly different, that it took a full five seconds to realize it was me. 
 
    “Badass, SC,” Slugger said, tossing down a soda. 
 
    “Sounds conspiratorial,” chimed in the anchor. “We’ve seen enough miracles for one day, haven’t we? Do we need to make new wild claims?” 
 
    “Like I said, you weren’t there,” the reporter continued, scratching his neck and pulling at the tips of his grey hair. “But from my angle, every one of those blasts of power came from him. Surges that I would be fearful to see from a high-powered special once, and not fired off over and over.”  
 
    He shifted, turning his eyes from the bridge to where Blake had fought. 
 
    “If this is true, that one individual was what defeated the anomaly. Which means he is stronger than something an order of magnitude above anything we’ve ever seen before. 
 
    “There is some comfort in the anomaly, because its form was obvious. We could see it coming miles away. We can rationalize its power due to its size. 
 
    “But this individual? If I’m correct, Tom —and perhaps I’m not. Perhaps I’m crazy. But if I am, knowing this threatens to make my grey hair fall out. That individual walks among us, somehow escaping detection. He could sit next to you on the train, and none of us would be any the wiser. And what if there are more than one?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 72, SC 
 
    “These all are from college?” my mother said, pressing a hand over her chest. “How on earth are we going to feed them?”  
 
    “Oi, that’s not a problem,” shouted Slugger, pushing a train of five shopping carts stuffed to the brim with food. Lucio struggled with another behind him, the wheels catching at every opportunity on the bumpy concrete, his single cart far heavier than Slugger’s six. It’d been Lucio’s idea—the moment he realized that the city’s power had gone out, and that all the food in grocery store freezers was about to hit room temperature, spoiling within the next few hours. Which meant I wouldn’t be reprimanding him for stealing it.  
 
    Even Roland turned a blind eye to the food’s source as it arrived partially thawed. Without us, those stores would be lucky to still be standing, and workers would have had to clear out the spoiled product anyway on return. Lucio had been so agitated at the thought of so much free food going to waste that, if we had forbidden it, I suspect he would have disappeared for several hours to save what he could by directly consuming it himself. 
 
    It was time to celebrate. Celebrating Blake’s defeat, Siri’s demise, and the downfall of the Instructors. With Sialia and Lionel gone, their leadership was in shambles —someone would likely pick up the pieces, but without knowledge of how to create and find titans, they would be a shadow of their past. We were also celebrating an end of an era, as we prepared to move out of the subway. 
 
    “You can’t stay here anymore,” Roland had said as we stepped through from the other side, Lola opening it up at the subway entrance. 
 
    “We just saved the city—more than the city, and you’re about to evict him?” Arial demanded. “Since when did you decide to enforce trespassing laws?” 
 
    “I’ve been lax on you, but that’s not the point. This isn’t my decision and I won’t force you. But I will highly advise it,” answered Roland, gesturing to the empty streets around him as we started to descend. “You don’t realize the scrutiny of national media. This isn’t a local event—this has people scared and it has attracted attention from every corner of the world. This is like Rome again but on a far greater scale, since they took far more footage of the titans this time. The government was caught flat-footed, and now they have to save face. The easiest way to do that is to pin blame on someone, and you’re foolish if you think they can’t find a way to spin this in a way that makes it your fault. 
 
    “The hammer is about to drop. This city is going to be torn apart from top to bottom, no stone unturned, until they have someone to blame.” 
 
    “We’ve hidden here just fine before. The Instructors never found us, I’ve protected the area with my power, and you forget about my mother’s ability to hide us,” I countered. “I’d like to see them try.” 
 
    “Sure, you’ve hidden well from local authorities. Or from the Instructors, who never gave you the respect you deserved. If they had, today would have turned out differently. But these are highly confidential government agencies we are talking about. You don’t want to know about some of the Specials that they employ. I assure you, your little hideout wouldn’t last fifteen minutes under their microscope. 
 
    “Not just that, but the aid of officers came with a price. Many of my officers would die for you after that battle, but those very same officers would likely share your secrets after three beers. They don’t mean harm, but people talk. Secrets don’t stay hidden in groups this large, even with proper discipline.  
 
    “Once people start looking, you will be found. I give you two days until that occurs. And that’s because it will take that long for the authorities to sort out the mess left behind by the rehabilitation facilities, as well as to find homes for those children. Secret’s out, SC.” 
 
    I grimaced as more people arrived in the subway. Roland was right—it would only take one of them to reveal our position. Then agents could arrive in our sleep when we were defenseless. Or they could pick us off one by one in the streets, cornering us in alleyways when our backs were turned. Would one of us one day never make it home, and disappear forever? 
 
    “And where do you suggest we go?” I asked, shaking my head. After all we had done to protect the city, and the country, we were still on the run. 
 
    “That, I can’t tell you. I’ll be under as much scrutiny as you if they figure out the hand I played in this, so anything I do to help will be traced back to you. All except for one thing, of course. I’d been meaning to get you this earlier—few know the story of Siri, or the Instructors, and what you’ve done to push them back. I do, and this is my own personal way of saying thanks. Just don’t let anyone know it was me, if you get caught. They’re as close as can be to authentic, and they’re in the system—if you get arrested, they’ll scan as if they’re real. 
 
    “I took the liberty of changing up your name. In case there was any connection.” 
 
    Roland pulled out a folder, handing it over to me. I opened it, Arial craning over my shoulder to read. 
 
    Sebastian Christopher Adams: Telekinetic 
 
    This certificate asserts testing and citizenship of the above Special, as well as affirming all fees and approvals are completed. Such individual is licensed for power usage and has been approved for relocation at will without further approvals, pending current laws affecting second-degree powers.” 
 
    The document continued on with several pages of legalese, and I shuffled through the papers, pulling up the next. 
 
    One for Lucio. Another for Lola, and for Darian, and for Slugger. A fake second identity for Arial, then another for my mother.  
 
    “With these, you can go anywhere. Strictly speaking, you’re legal,” said Roland as my throat closed up. “Show them to the authorities and they’ll let you right through.” 
 
    For the first time in my life, I officially belonged. I still had to hide the true nature of my power, but with these, I could still show I had a power. Initially, that had been one of the major reasons I had been taken to the rehabilitation facility—my inability to provide papers. With my power, there would be no attaining these otherwise without bringing undue attention, and potentially being snapped up by the government for the uniqueness of my abilities. I’d probably become one of the agents that Roland had mentioned earlier—rare powers like mine were too precious to waste. 
 
    This was the first major step towards a normal life. Towards belonging, without constantly having to look back over my shoulder. 
 
    “This—this means more than you know,” I managed to say, clutching them and turning to hide the water gathering in my eyes. “I’ll always be thankful.” 
 
    “As will we, SC,” said Roland, patting me on the back. “And I hope you know, those papers mean you can easily apply for a Special-oriented career when you are older. In my department, there will always be an open position.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 73, SC 
 
    Slugger donned a cooking apron and manned a grill that one of the police officers had brought from home, swapping techniques with them. 
 
    “Look, you want a burger that’s fluffy? Light?” Slugger said, then brushed his finger against one of the raw patties that sizzled on the grate. “Zero weight right now. It’s actually trying to float, but stuck to the grill. When it’s done, it’ll be like biting into a cloud.” 
 
    Lucio, so full from having stuffed down more pastries, burgers, and ice cream than he could count, slouched on the couch with several Worldwalkers and Candis surrounding him. They sat open mouthed as he broadcasted false memories to them, his first audience for a movie he had been working on since the battle concluded. 
 
    “In five years, you bet there is going to be a major film about this,” Lucio had said right after the victory. “And who better to direct it than a key witness? That, and I may have gotten some footage!” He had brandished a camcorder, and Arial’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “While we were fighting, you were recording?” she demanded, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Hey, you looked like you had it handled. Besides, I was there for the important part.” 
 
    “Are our faces in that footage? Are people going to recognize us?” she followed up, looking to the tape. 
 
    “Of course not!” Lucio said, sliding the camcorder behind his back beyond her reach and holding it tight. “I wouldn’t even call it footage. I mean, maybe I didn’t record any at all! My finger might have been in front of the lens. Never really know until you look!” 
 
    We all knew that the memory card was likely stuffed full. But since we were celebrating, that would be a problem for another day.  
 
    Darian, Rila, and Lola gathered among the Worldwalkers, who intermingled with several police officers. One of the officers was demonstrating a chokehold on another to the Worldwalker warriors, who leaned in with interest. 
 
    “When we train, we learn a variety of martial arts beyond just powers,” the officer said, while his companion’s face started to turn red. “Skills and techniques from all over the world. You would be surprised how well they sometimes work on Specials—plenty of powers are near useless at close range.” 
 
    “We have our own techniques and forms,” Rila said, studying the officer’s technique. “But we are also aware of their shortcomings. You could teach us these, so we could better defend our lands?” 
 
    “Me? No, I’m just intermediate. But there are plenty of masters who would be willing, especially if you pitch it as a tropical vacation!” said the officer. “I’ll make sure to get you their information.” 
 
    Rila nodded, watching as the next move was demonstrated. Beside her, Darian’s and Lola’s hands were clasped together, and they smiled as I passed. 
 
    Ennia and her Blenders had gathered beyond them in a circle, playing a game with fifty glass marbles, with rules that seemed to consist of changing as many as possible to their own blending material. The little glass balls shimmered, switching back and forth from mist to bone to jade to steel, each of the Blenders intent on controlling the mound. Steel feinted to one side, with jade and cloud surging to meet it, and bone took advantage of the vacuum to sweep through and claim a full half of the board. 
 
    They laughed when Ennia swept up the marbles, claiming her win—the laughter of old friends. For a moment, it struck me how Ennia had friends outside of us. Students from her university, where she had paused her studies to help us defeat the instructors. And now that we had won, she’d likely be returning to them. 
 
    As I finished making my rounds, a hand took mine, and I turned to see Arial. She smiled, laughing as she looked into my eyes, gesturing to everyone around us. 
 
    “Looks like Lynns was right: you made it. We made it,” she said, nodding at each of the groups. I returned the smile, suddenly aware of just how exhausted I was from the battle and last few days. The battle was over—but as Roland had said, many of our troubles still remained. 
 
    “What about now, though?” I asked, my mind turning ahead to the next few days. We’d need to completely clear out of the subway. I’d already explained this to my mother, and she’d accepted the excuse about this being to move closer to a college campus. After all, my mother was wonderful at hiding information from others—and by the way she avoided watching the news on the television, or asking the visiting police too many questions, that skill extended to her own mind. I think she always had an inkling of what was occurring with us, but also was able to turn her eyes in another direction. From now on, that wouldn’t be a problem. We wouldn’t have to sneak out anymore, because there would be no reason for leaving.  
 
    “You could maybe move in with us?” Arial offered, but I shook my head, laughing. 
 
    “Your father would have a meltdown. And you couldn’t fit everyone,” I answered, and she didn’t challenge the statement. “Besides, I think Roland is right. I think I may need to clear out for a while.” 
 
    “Well, college is coming up. Actual college, not what you’ve been telling your mother,” Arial said. “You probably won’t have to wait long until then. We can figure something out.” 
 
    “What, find another sewer?” I laughed and squeezed her shoulder. “That might be a joke, but we don’t have any money. We can’t just go buy or rent a spot big enough for all of us. Maybe one of us could swing it, but not the family. We’re going to have to figure something out and we only have two days to do it or we’re homeless.” 
 
    “Homeless?” came a sudden voice from behind us and I jumped, turning to see Lee. “What’s this nonsense I hear about being homeless? Of all the problems you have solved in the past year, this is by far the easiest.” 
 
    

  

 
   
     Chapter 74 
 
    It only took us six hours to move. The most difficult part of moving is packing, transportation, and unpacking—and when we could just line up portals, leading from our old bedrooms to our new ones, any belongings just had to be pushed through the hole. And with our financial situation, our belongings were limited, making for an easy switch. All except for Lucio, who had mounds of unreturned rented movies and books under his bed, a large collection of camera equipment with questionable origins, and enough candy bar wrappers wedged in the corner between dresser and wall to coat an entire room. At my mother’s command, everything entering the new house was to be clean and organized—which meant Lucio’s space took a full two hours extra effort. 
 
    But by the time night fell, the subway we had called home was scrubbed clean. Any furniture was either removed or taken to the dump, most of it so worn down from the yard sales where we had bought it that it was falling apart. A few stains remained on the concrete from when I had returned home bloody after battles, but they were scarce, and Ennia had previously eradicated most to prevent my mother from noticing. If anything, we left the subway cleaner than we had found it—no longer did litter collect in the corners, and thanks to my mother’s efforts, most of the dust was held at bay. I think I’ll always remember the cool, damp smell of the tunnels—and it will always remind me of friendship and home. 
 
    But when we stepped out of the portal into the sunny hills of California, with Lee and Dieta awaiting us in front of their mansion with the doors thrown wide open, any second thoughts about leaving the subway behind were quickly washed away. 
 
    “This is where we will be living?” gasped my mother as sunshine bathed her face, staring up at the monstrosity of a house. “This—this is like royalty.” 
 
    “Don’t let the size deceive you,” called Dieta. “There’s plenty that needs to be fixed up, and unkempt. Consider that your rent; there’s an entire wing that’s been blocked off over fifteen years. It’s a dump.” 
 
    “We’ll have it sparkling in no time,” my mother said, shaking her head and squinting over the vineyards. “Never in my life did I expect to live like this.”  
 
    And in the beginning, my mother didn’t question how it was possible. But as the months rolled by, I suspect she learned more and more from conversations with Dieta, until the story of our past unwound. Still, she would avoid it in conversation—but often there was another degree of knowing in her eyes, or she would catch the meaning of comments or jokes dropped by Lucio in reference to our past battles. 
 
    As for the Instructors, all was quiet. No emergencies demanded our attention, aside from a water leak while helping Dieta and Lee restore the house. Slugger and Lucio still chased each other in a whirlwind with jabs and punches, and we were enrolled in a high school a few miles away. But change was still in the air—high school was over halfway complete for us, and the question of college loomed on the horizon. 
 
    The promise of normalcy came with that—that we might be able to enjoy a life not constantly plagued by villains. There would always be adventure, but now we could choose it. And the first step in choosing it was learning when to turn away, when to put down the sword. 
 
    And after those months of quiet, I found the burden of carrying titans around with me growing heavier. One mishap or overlook on my part, and they could be released again for destruction. So long as I carried them, I’d be responsible—both for the destruction they might cause, and for my choice of whether to use them any time a new disaster showed on the news. But, as Arial assured me, I’d already done my part. The rest of the world would have to learn how to survive without our intervention. 
 
    The benefit of keeping the titans in spatial pockets was I was the only one who could open them. With Lucio’s help, I’d learned from Jeannie’s containment of storms how to make them stand alone—crystallizing their prisons into glasslike orbs so I didn’t have to carry them with me. If I looked closely enough, I could see their figures within, surrounded by whirling storms of their power.  
 
    Jeannie’s orb I kept—after all, I had promised to release him regularly to hurricane over the Pacific, to be the storm in a place he could harm no one. But the others I packed away, carrying them with me the next time I released Jeannie. And from the shores of the island where we had found him, I cast the titans into the roiling waves of the storm, the orbs pulled out to sea and sinking into its depths. Even if they were found, someone would have to use my power to unlock them. And I’d never met someone else capable of that besides Darian. 
 
    As I left them behind, a great weight rose off of me. I smiled easier, I laughed again. I stopped listening for signs of disturbance requiring my intervention, of villains gone rogue. Wrinkles fell away from my mother’s face, as if my own stress was contagious. And I followed the lives of my friends, as they started their own adventures. Lucio was slated to enter into film school the next year, and already had a mound of ideas prepared. Candis followed him there—Lucio had quickly seized on her ability to reach even the most difficult angles for filming, and after reviewing her work, the school had given her small scholarship. Slugger’s unique accent caught the ear of a sports broadcaster, and he had already been promised an internship—as well as meeting all the baseball players at the local teams.  
 
    When Arial visited, we spent long days exploring the countryside, her flying us over the roaming fields, sometimes traveling as far as the mountains near the sea. Without the constant barrage of villains, each date with her was like discovering our relationship on a new level, understanding the bits and pieces we never had been able to explore. Giving us more time to think about each other, as opposed to how to survive the next battle. 
 
    I still had yet to determine what direction I wanted to take my life. College loomed quickly; Arial had been accepted into a college along the coast, about fifty miles in distance from our new home. She’d been pressuring me to apply, but I wasn’t so sure yet if college was for me. I needed some time to recover, though maybe the next year, I would join her. I was in no rush. 
 
    After all, she would only be a short flight away. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lucio 
 
    Lucio looked out over SC and Slugger playing catch in the fields below, Arial joining them to form a triangle game in the air. Ever since SC had dropped the titans in the ocean, the change over him had been instantaneous. Before SC had found him, Lucio’s upbringing had not been typical—but he’d seen from movies how a happy family should look, and how someone SC’s age shouldn’t look burdened at every turn. Finally, SC looked the part—for the first time, he could relax. Could be normal. 
 
    Yes, thought Lucio. Having SC throw the titans into the ocean had been the right decision. 
 
    And as he watched from his bedroom window, Lucio’s hand trailed over to the felt-lined box he had stolen from Jeannie. Inside were the collection of Jeannie’s storms, one of which he had broken in the fight against Siri. But on closer inspection, there were more than just storms in that box. Extra orbs had been added. 
 
    Lucio squinted, picking them up, examining them one by one. The tiny figures within just visible, each containing more power than dozens of Specials. Too powerful, Lucio knew, to put to waste beneath the waves. 
 
    SC’s laugh below confirmed Lucio’s decision to implant the memory. Maybe in the future, they’d need the titans again. Maybe Lucio would have to pull them out from underneath his bed if there was ever another threat. 
 
    But for now, SC would never have to know. He could live the normal life of a teenager, unaware of the power at his fingertips should the world ever call on him again. 
 
    And that was the best gift Lucio could give him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue —Lynns 
 
     “You there! What are you doing? This area is restricted!” 
 
    The two men paused as the soldier approached, a baton in her hand and eying them suspiciously. It had only been a few hours since the anomaly had been defeated and now special forces crawled over the area, picking through the remains of the battle for clues of what had really happened for the source of the anomaly, or for those who had mysteriously defeated it.  
 
    These two had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. Soldiers and journalists had inspected every inch of this road, as well as the surrounding woods, and yet these two nonchalantly strolled down the broken road as if they were on an evening walk. Completely oblivious, she thought, to the world around them. 
 
    “I know,” the skinny one answered, flashing her a smile. It was, after all, a true statement. “But if you’ll excuse us, we’re just passing through. We wouldn’t want to interfere, of course. We never do.” 
 
    “Passing through to where?” she asked, her eyes narrowed. “Where are you coming from? There was an evacuation order over the whole city.” 
 
    The man shrugged, raising his shoulders while clutching a small leather-bound book at his side. “We must have missed it. We’re often overlooked, we mainly keep to ourselves. Just came out here to see what all of the commotion was about.” 
 
    “You stayed at home during all of this?” the soldier asked, gesturing to the wrecked battlefield. 
 
    “Ah, we don’t really live in the city. Don’t really live anywhere, you see. Like I said, just passing through.” 
 
    He raised his eyes up to meet hers, and she shivered, feeling as if something had pushed through her. A specter, a chillness that flashed through her mind from those all-too-dark pupils. She shifted, breaking the gaze, then called over two of her subordinates. Regardless of where these men came from, or where they were going, they needed to be cleared of the area while evidence was collected. 
 
    The two subordinates escorted the men off the premises, and the soldier shook her head. Clueless, they were. They knew nothing about the situation they were in. In her mind, she shuffled through the pictures of those she had been told to arrest on sight—and those two didn’t remotely match any of them. One too old, the other too fat. Then she returned to her duties, watching from afar as they crossed the yellow tape, and continued on down the road. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lynns paused just before sundown, taking out his journal while Cane prepared dinner. He inspected the pages, reading over them a final time, ensuring there were no errors in the ink. A habit more than anything, because he already knew there would be no mistakes. Rather, he wanted to read the story one last time. Of all his recordings, this was one of his favorites. 
 
    Then he turned the book on its side, and carefully, using the same font as so many books before this one, he titled it. Then he pulled a length of ribbon from his pocket, knotting it around the pages to keep it shut, and departed into the woods at the side of the road. Cane watched him depart, knowing better than to ask his direction.  
 
    Lynns always knew where he was going. 
 
    He picked through the undergrowth, his feet sure on the uneven ground, keeping a steady pace for a full mile off the road. As light fell, he caught sight of the cavern—an abandoned mine built into the side of a hill. A small operation, left because the ore deposits were insufficient, and quite shallow compared to most mines. A rusted gate creaked over its mouth, and it offered no resistance as he pushed it open, the lock having been cut away long ago. Then Lynns stepped into the darkness, crouching and making his way downwards. Needing no light, nor sense of touch to guide him—only his memory. 
 
    Two minutes later, as the tunnel constricted, there was a fork. To the right, Lynns knew, were pools of methane and toxic gasses. Over the years, they’d claimed more than their fair share of reckless explorers, and he avoided them, taking the path to the left. That opened up into a small cavern, and he ran his hand along the wall, searching for the seam in the stone that he had drilled out long ago. With a slight push, the rock popped open, revealing a cabinet behind. 
 
    If there was any light, he would have seen a dozen other bound journals staring back at him, organized by title, each with the same font on their edge. All were covered in rock dust in varying degrees of thickness, but all in pristine condition. 
 
    One of his many deposits around the world, each carrying his wealth of knowledge. His recordings of history as he watched from afar, never intervening. 
 
    Almost never. 
 
    A gap awaited him between the books—one perfectly sized for the journal he now carried. Had it been a page more, it wouldn’t have fit—but now, it slid in place perfectly, his fingers gingerly pushing it onto the shelf with the care a mother might putting her child to bed. He smiled, touching the spine one last time, then sliding the cabinet shut. Hiding his trove of knowledge with its precious new addition. 
 
    Then he departed, leaving the book behind him, its pages waiting for the next reader. 
 
    A Gift From The Stars, it read, its words entering into a slumber. 
 
    For this story had ended—and if it should ever continue, Lynns would need a new title. 
 
    End of the Star Child Series 
 
    I hope you enjoyed reading as much as I enjoyed writing.  I’m working on more series that you are going to love.  Join me in the next adventure by reading my Heaven Fall series below, with many similar themes to Star Child. 
 
    Best, Leo 
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    Chapter 1: Draysky 
 
     Draysky met his first ritebald when he was eighteen. His grandmother’s stories were true. 
 
    “Ritebalds are the devourers of souls,” she whispered, the firelight from the wood stove’s last few embers illuminating her face, casting light into even the deepest wrinkles on her brow. Draysky and his sister, Aila, huddled closer to her, as much as for heat as for their furtive glances toward the dark window shutters at the end of the room.  
 
    “It is the brightest souls that draw them—the essences, the emotions that course through you, from your anger to your joy. The ritebald senses those, it feeds upon them. To a ritebald, laughter is opening bread, and tears are a dessert.” 
 
    Her breath frosted as she leaned backward, her eyes flitting to the crack under the door. No shadow masked the wooden paneling to announce Draysky’s father’s return. Sometimes, she knew, he would brave the cold to smoke, his eyes closed as he leaned against the doorframe. The ridges do not need help killing your lungs, she would chide him if discovered, swatting away the hand-rolled vaporweed from his mouth. But the vaporweed brought sleep, and on the nights Draysky’s grandmother failed to catch him, Draysky never heard the pacing that started hours before dawn. 
 
    “Emotion—that is what gives sustenance to a ritebald. And who has stronger emotions than children? With one nail, they slice your spirit open from neck to navel, then they pluck the soul right out. Sometimes, afterward, the heart still beats, and the chest still breathes, but the body is empty. Even a worm has more soul than a ritebald husk.” 
 
    “What… what do they look like?” Aila asked, her hands wringing through mittens stitched together from the shreds of their father’s old trousers. Two years younger than Draysky, this was her first telling of the ritebald, and Draysky wished the question had died in her throat. 
 
    “Like devils,” his grandmother hissed, lowering her voice and leaning forward as if the ritebalds themselves were listening. “Their skin stony, like ridged armor, tipped with ever wet blood. Their breath like sulfurous spoiled meat, their teeth the only part of them that they keep clean. Sharp, pristine, bigger than your fists! Their hands are clawed, more like wolves than humans. And their howl… Well, it’s said that if you hear their howl, it is already too late for you. They have started their hunt, and they won’t stop until they find you soul.” 
 
    Aila’s eyes grew wide while she simultaneously tried to cover them with the mittens, though she peered through the holes in the fabric. Above the wood stove coals, a pot of water finally started to boil, and their grandmother ladled out tea to fill three cups. It would strengthen their bones, she claimed. The bitterer the better. But Draysky drank it for warmth, holding the cup between his hands, his skin covering as much of the clay as possible.  
 
    With that heat, as the fire flared slightly brighter and his grandmother removed the pot, he found the courage to ask a question. One that had formed in his mind earlier while the sun was still shining, and the light cast doubt on the monsters that felt too real in the darkness.  
 
    “But if the ritebald eat human souls, wouldn’t that make them human?” he asked, a slight note of rebellion in his voice. “If they search for emotion, it’s because they want some for themselves, right?” 
 
    His grandmother cracked a slow smile, her eyes shining, an expression that sent him huddling back into his coat. Denial or insistence from her would be expected, something that he could argue with. But this was agreement. 
 
    “Ah, Draysky, always trying to poke a hole in my story,” she said, sipping down the start of her tea. “Yes, you are right. One could say that the ritebald may be even more human than we, in the same way one might call a drunk more passionate than an artist. They are perversions of emotions. They are rage, or bliss, or desolation. They are the very bit that makes us human, and yet too much of it. Something that makes them not human at all.” 
 
    “What happens if they come to get us?” Aila asked, her voice thin and panicked. 
 
    “That is why we have the Keepers’ protection,” their grandmother responded. “We work for the Keepers, and the Keepers keep the ritebald away. Never forget that. That is the Keepers’ covenant; their charge to keep the ritebald contained. Otherwise, the ritebald would prevail. And you would never be the same.” 
 
    Their grandmother checked the shadow under the door again once more, then started to prepare us for bed, bundling us in enough blankets that somehow felt like they offered meaningful protection. Deep into the night afterward, Draysky would stare at the ceiling, fingering the simple knotted pendant around his neck, wondering just how much truth there was to his grandmother’s stories. How much had been exaggerated, enhanced by time, added on to scare him into completing his chores. 
 
    But when he met his first ritebald, he learned that her stories were but a shadow of the truth. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 2: Draysky 
 
    Draysky’s father worked in the ridges, as his father had done, and as Draysky one day would as well. 
 
    From the doorstep of their stone cottage, the Kriskian Mountains loomed over them, casting their home into shadow in the early evening as the sun slid behind the peaks. At night, cold air rushed down the slopes, whistling through the mining outpost and driving flakes of snow onto the stone streets. Stone not from construction, but from the shale that flowed down the mountain like a river, perpetually threatening to submerge their homes as it accumulated. Every spring, Draysky’s father jacked the house higher with a crew of ridgers, raising the floor two to three feet above the rock, then laying another few layers of stonework under the thatching to heighten the roof. And each year, the abandoned homes of those who died in the ridges receded, until they were as buried as their owners. 
 
    It was the shale that caused the ridge collapses, building up until the struts could no longer bear the weight and snapped like twigs, closing off the already neglected trails to the top of the mountains. It was the shale that ground into the thick dust that lodged into the ridgers’ lungs, giving them the hacking cough that plagued their thirties, and the wheezing seizures that claimed many in their forties. And it was the shale that drove them to dig deeper, to search for the source, the crystals sprouting from underground that were born by the mountains themselves.  
 
    “Care for your sister while I’m gone,” his father would say each morning, as he prepared to depart to the mountaintop. Outside, in the square near our home, twenty-three other workers would gather, yawning in the brisk morning air with their hands tucked into their armpits for warmth. Next to them would be two Keepers, their white uniforms blending in with the snow. These were similar to robes but with deep pockets running around the waist, fastened by a padlock about their neck. Because the ridgers had to trek outside the defenses of the outpost, on the winding trails to the mountaintops, the Keepers guided them. To ensure none of the wilderness attacked them, and none of the ridgers ran off into it between shifts. And more importantly, to monitor that the collection of crystal was proceeding on pace.  
 
    “Line up!” barked one Keeper as Draysky watched mere weeks before being recruited for ridging. The lock around this one’s neck was constructed from hardened fabric. Runes lined the sleeve of his coat, written in gold lettering that sparkled against the morning sun, and the snow around his feet had melted into a puddle as he waited. He cursed as the men slowly moved to fill their positions, shaking his head and raising his voice over the crowd.  
 
    “There are six more days to the month. Six more work days for eight day’s worth of crystal, or the firewood is coming in short.”  
 
    “Rocks be dry! Grinder ain’t spittin’!” complained one of the ridgers from the front, and the Keeper walked over to the man, tugging at the lip of a white glove on his right hand. A pretty thing, too delicate to be out climbing the mountain, with runes stitched into the fabric above the knuckles.  
 
    “Could you repeat that?” the Keeper requested, and the ridger met his eyes. At least twenty years of age separated them, the Keeper young enough to be just starting in the mines, while the ridger’s dusted arms testified to decades of work. 
 
    “Rocks be dry, Oliver. Ain’t no crystal in the veins. Might as well be diggin in powder snow.”  
 
    Oliver’s gloved hand slapped across the man’s face before he could blink, the cold air adding the sting as the miner stumbled backwards. The ridger cried out as the velvet fingers pulled away, clawing underneath his eyes to where four black marks spread, growing over the skin like a rash of death. After a moment of panic he fell into the snow, facedown, his chest heaving, his screams turning to moans. Above him, the Keeper cleaned the glove with a small cloth as he spoke with a voice of steel, taking special care not to damage the white fabric. 
 
    “Each day, we watch over you and shield you from the dangers of the wilderness. Our protection extends to your wives and children who wait for your return. We provide you with food and water, and firewood for warmth. In return, you pick the ridge. When you pick slower, the goods come slower, and our kindnesses turn harder to reach.  When the crystal comes in gaps, so too might our protection. 
 
    “Now, you are down one man, yet you must still provide eight days out of six. It’s storm season, so may all the heavens forbid we lose a day. For your sake, I pray we do not. Now, march. March and rake and pick.”  
 
    They left, the ridgers casting looks back at their fallen companion, whose wife ran out into the snow to help. For the next two days, he never left his bed, and for the next week, his eye was swollen shut, so much so that he nearly fell down the mountain path from loss of depth perception. Even then, it was with Draysky’s own mother’s help that he regained his sight, using her knowledge of herbs as the unofficial outpost healer to restore what the Keepers had taken. 
 
    The ridgers pulled up ten percent short of eight days, and the rations came in halved along with the firewood. Draysky’s grandmother stretched them thin with soups and rice she had stockpiled away for the occasion, but stomachs are harder to fool than minds. During those weeks, the bones on Draysky’s face became sharper, and he felt his stomach curl inward when he slept on his back, his ribs poking through the coarse blankets. So too did the ridgers’ faces become gaunt, and the streets were quiet, as all conserved their energy for the next day behind the pickaxe.  
 
    But the Keepers watched on. And Oliver’s face lost no fat.  
 
    Draysky lived on the southern side of the town, farthest from the mountains and wilderness, and closest to the main road. Should a ridger wish to escape without paying his debts, he faced foraging upon his own far enough from the town then doubling back to the road, or running the gambit through the Keepers’ quarters. Of course, if he was a debtless man, he could walk free.  
 
    But Draysky had learned early that no men here were debtless. Not even the Keepers.  
 
    His father had taught that to him long before, when he was only ten. 
 
     “You see this, Draysky?” he said one day, holding up a sliver of crystal smaller than a splinter. The dark brown rock glittered, almost metallic, its sheen making it hard to focus on any features. “This is where your pappi goes in the mountains. This little bit, this fingernail chip, isn’t great quality—not enough for even the Keepers to sniff it out when I returned. Still, outside of our outpost, in one of the cities, it would sell for enough to feed us for a day. But there are Keepers between here and there, and I have my debts.”  
 
    “Mum says we’ll pay those back one day,” Draysky said, and his father’s mouth tightened. Together, they sat on the roof of their home, where Draysky had spent the day patching up the holes from the last snowstorm. After his shift, his father helped polish it up, and Draysky knew he would be tired. Last week, Draysky had laid the thatching on too thin, and his father stayed up half the night fixing it to ensure the snow wouldn’t fall through. This time, he’d made sure his lashes were tight, and the covering thick, and his father had been pleased.  
 
    “Ah, your mother is a doctor, Draysky. She sees this as a sickness, one that can be cured. But I’ll tell you this—there are good years and bad years in the Ridge. In the good years, we make enough to save, and I do better than your mother. In the bad years, there are more injuries, and she does better than I do. But there’s always something waiting. A new pickaxe is needed, the mine admittance fees go up, or someone can’t pay your mother for treatment and she has to forward the supplies herself. And the Keepers, well, they think their fate is worse than ours, since we’re ignorant of the rest of the kingdom. As if they watch over dogs too stupid to know their kennels are outside in the cold, and fight over table scraps because they have never tasted a true meal.”  
 
    “The Keepers look pretty satisfied,” Draysky said, turning his head toward the Keeper quarters. At the center, there was the tavern where his mother refused to let his sister work for spare chits. He would often hear songs pouring out through its windows late into the night. Sometimes as early as dawn the Keepers would leave, stumbling to guide the ridgers through the wilderness with alcohol heavy on their breath. Those were the days his mother bit her nails to the nub, watching from the window as his father climbed the mountainside.  
 
    Afraid that the ritebald might attack that day. Or just as bad, that the Keeper might enter a drunken rage.  
 
    “Ah, yes. But you see, the Keepers come from somewhere other than our outpost. They’ll never want you to know, but they’re servants as well. You watch, when the Silver Keeper arrives, how deep they bow and how quickly they scurry. They are angry when we do not treat them the same, and that is not the attitude of a strong man. They demand respect, but they do not earn it. Remember, Draysky, respect is an effect, not the cause, of a man’s ability. The type of man who turns his cheek into a blow when life strikes him.”  
 
    “Why don’t the Keepers just go home then?” asked Draysky, and his father fished in his pocket, pulling out his vaporweed smokes and chewing on the end of one.  
 
    “Because they’re in debt, too. The Keepers didn’t come here of their own choice. Truth is, they screwed up back at home. Got sent here to watch over us. Then they take our crystal and transport it, paying their debt off piece by piece until they can return.”  
 
    “At least they’re better than the ritebald,” said Draysky as he shivered again.  
 
    “Ah, don’t know about that, son. At least the ritebald kill you quickly.”  But he stared off towards the Kriskian Mountains, and the barest glimmer peeked through his eyes. “But still, we hope and we save. That you and your sister might lead better lives than our own.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3: Draysky 
 
    Starting at age twelve, Draysky made lighters. 
 
    At sixteen, each member of the family would enter the trade that would keep them from starving the winter. His sister went on to become a doctor, and Draysky would become a ridger, like his father and the vast majority of the outpost. But until then, they earned what they could with the tasks they could perform.  
 
    For Draysky, every vaporweed smoker knew his name, even some of the Keepers, because Draysky made the best lighters in the outpost.  
 
    “Four chits each,” Draysky said, watching as Aleman wiped his nose on a handkerchief, then folded it into his pocket. Aleman’s face was red, and his breath reeked of alcohol, but he wasn’t drunk. Draysky had never seen the man drunk, nor had he ever seen him sober. Instead, he seemed to perpetually exist in the area in between. Which was wise, considering he dealt with the Keepers as the owner of the tavern—too little alcohol and he’d lose his mind, too much and he’d lose his temper.  
 
    “Was three last week,” complained Aleman, leaning up against the house next to Draysky’s. “And I can hop down the road two doors. Just about every boy in this village sells lighters, Draysky.”  
 
    “And theirs burn the smokes before you can pull a draft,” Draysky responded from his porch steps, his back a little straighter than it needed to be. “Besides, theirs only last a day at best.”  
 
    Behind Draysky, his grandmother’s eyes drilled into his back from the shutters. Last week she’d lashed out at him after she’d caught him selling his lighters for only three tin chits, her words sharp as she pulled the hair just beside his ear, making him wince.  
 
    “I didn’t teach you to make quality lighters for you to sell yourself short!” she had scolded. “No, those lighters are a family secret, and they will pay if they want them. Know your worth, Draysky. They will try to convince you that you’re worth less than you are. In that moment, you’re in the palm of their hands, because they can always barter you farther down.”  
 
    “Three and a half,” countered Aleman from the porch. “If I raise my own price too high, no one will buy them.”  
 
    “Everyone knows my lighters burn vaporweed slower,” claimed Draysky, putting out a finger for each point he made. “Smokes cost more than lighters. If they want to stretch their smokes, they’ll pay. Besides, you had no trouble last month when I sold them for four.”  
 
    “Last month was a good month in the mines,” countered Aleman. “They could afford it then.”  
 
    “Four. Or I’m keeping them until you come back for five chits,” stated Draysky, and he looked up, his eyes meeting Aleman’s. They changed color with the seasons, just like the rest of the ridgers, sliding toward green in the summer, or blue in the spring months. But this was winter, and winter brought with it the misty grey of cold steel.  
 
    The words hung in the air, and Draysky felt himself turn rigid, like a puppet, stuck between his watching grandmother and the pondering Aleman. Of the two, he knew which he feared more. For only one of them told stories of ritebald in the night.  
 
    “Four,” grumbled Aleman, reaching for his purse and thrusting Draysky twenty chits, nearly spilling them onto the porch where they could bounce into the snow and rock. The coins were stone, with only a small sliver of metal set into the rock. That metal was the only piece of them that bore worth, but the stone setting kept it from slipping through the fabric of pockets. With a knife, the sliver could be pried out, and many a miner had gone to the gallows for trying to fool the Keepers with hollow chits, no more valuable than the shale underfoot. 
 
    In return, Draysky reached inside his coat, pulling out the five lighters he had created that last afternoon. Each was wood, carved down from a dry stick, approximately the size of his ring finger. A single hole drilled into the tip, extending down the center of the shaft, and Aleman inspected one, holding it up to the fading sunlight. Then he held his thumb over the bottom, his forearm muscles flexing as tightened his grip around the cylinder. 
 
    As if he were squeezing it out from the center, a tiny flame sparked out of the hole, smaller than the nail on Draysky’s pinky. Aleman ran his finger over the fire, and Draysky knew from experience the warmth he’d feel. Not hot, but warm—just enough to set paper afire, or a pile of leaves, after holding it in place for a few seconds. The flame bud was colored dull red, with no trace of yellow or orange, and held steady despite the mountain’s winter wind. 
 
    Coolfire, his grandmother had called it. And as Aleman held a smoke up to the edge of the lighter, the flame slid over to ignite the end, lazily climbing into the smoke. He puffed, and even with sharp inhalation the fire burned slow, refusing to alter its color from the same dull red. The result was a purer drag, with less ash and burn, and one that lasted longer. The same amount of vaporweed would go twice as far, and with twice the effects. 
 
    “How’s about a hundred chits right now, if you teach me how you make these?” asked Aleman. “How long did this take you, all afternoon? You could earn five times that much in a moment, boy. Think of the dinner that would fill your belly. I’ll even throw in a dinner from the tavern, eh? Some warm stew, thick and hearty, not that watery soup you’re used to.” 
 
    Draysky’s stomach growled, and he sniffed, able to pick out the smell that wafted over from the north side of the outpost. It was meat, he knew, either from the wilderness that only Keepers would risk, or traded. Not the starving rabbits his father showed him to trap at the outpost edge, or the occasional bird that fluttered too close when he had shale in his hands. 
 
    “Not for sale,” answered Draysky, his watering mouth betraying him, and Aleman sighed, his fingers stroking the knotted cord around his neck while he thought. 
 
    “Suit yourself, suit yourself. But know if you change your mind, I’ll be waiting. Next time you shiver yourself to sleep without a dinner, remember that.” 
 
    “And next time you want some lighters, you remember where to find them, Aleman,” said Draysky. “Don’t believe anyone else that says they make them like me. A hint of yellow, and they’re bad. Might as well burn bark instead of vaporgrass.” 
 
    “Might as well, eh? Well I’ll pass these along to the Keepers, with your name behind it. May heaven’s hands guide you, Draysky.” 
 
    “And you as well,” Draysky answered, then waited for Aleman to leave. Glancing left and right, he took a single chit, then darted to the well at the edge of his family’s house. He dropped it, hearing the satisfying splash as it touched the bottom, then gathered the remaining nineteen into his pouch. His grandmother would be using them for their dinner, and the extra chit per lighter meant she could afford tea as well as providing enough food to go around. Like every budding teenage boy, his appetite grew as rapidly as his size, and he leapt at the chance to make lighters as a means to swell their dinners. 
 
    Before sharing with him the secret of coolfire, Draysky’s grandmother had watched him make standard lighters for six months. 
 
    “No, you see this?” she would chastise after an afternoon whittling wood into the proper cylindrical shape, holding up a stick with a slight bend, “What’s wrong with this?” 
 
    “It isn’t straight?” he asked, as she shook it in front of his face as if she were about to beat him with it. 
 
    “No!” she cried, “It has a knot in it, see right here? A knot is going to trap everything up, it is like a river trying to loop uphill. You need good wood, not knotty wood. Go on, try it, see how it works.” 
 
    Clasping the lighter in his hand, Draysky had squeezed. At first, nothing appeared at the drilled end - then a spurt of fire leapt out, yellow and orange, before receding back into the hole. 
 
    “Unpredictable, poor craftsmanship. Like a bow that shoots a different distance every time. No, no, we shan’t tarnish the family name today. Now, show me again how you make them? The best way to learn is to teach, pretend I know nothing at all. Maybe I’ll teach you a trick if you’ve mastered them.” 
 
    Draysky followed his grandmother to the makeshift workbench at the back of the house, a plank of wood straddling two mounds of shale. When he spoke, he regurgitated the lesson she had given him many times before, down to her tone and syllable emphasis, the cadence burned into his memory. 
 
    “We must make a home for fire. Somewhere it belongs, somewhere it is safe. For fire to burn, it requires fuel, something to consume. So we seek that for which it is most hungry, the heart of the log, and provide it as offering. This is why we core the center of the wood.” 
 
    Draysky selected a log from a small stack near his feet, each about twice as thick as his arm, and cut clean with a saw to show the grain. Turning it up on its side, he exposed the rings, then reached for a tool at the end of the workbench. A hand drill with a circular bit that he placed on the very center of the log and began to turn. It would take him fifteen minutes to drive the bit deep enough to core the log to a fist’s depth, and he spoke as he twisted the tool’s handle, a small pile of sawdust gathering as the serrated edge dug into wood. 
 
    “Here, the core of the wood is the tree’s life force, the essence of what makes it a tree. It is what burns hottest in the hearth, and what we use to lure fire into the world. Anything less means the fire may refuse to come entirely, or that the flame only burns in a smolder.” 
 
    Despite the cold, a small trickle of sweat moved down Draysky’s brow, and under his grandmother’s eye he removed the cylinder from the heart of the log. The rest of the wood he cast aside- it would serve as firewood, the majority of it intact, and would not go to waste beneath the shale. Then Draysky took up a smaller bit, one intended to drill a pilot hole in the center, and aligned it atop the fresh cylinder. 
 
    “Now, here is where the fire shall live, at the very center of the core. The wood chars from the inside out, as the fire consumes, until all that is left is ash. Here, at the center, is where we direct the focus.” 
 
    He twisted until the hole was complete, then set the cylinder aside. Already, it looked much like the lighter he had given Aleman, apart from one small detail. And he pulled out a mortar and pestle from underneath the plank, along with a small pouch hanging from a nail driven into its side. Four flower petals he pulled from the pouch, each red, dropping them into the mortar and starting to grind them. The pestle was old, having belonged to his grandmother before him, and already was stained yellow from countless uses beforehand. 
 
    “The petals of the raydrop flower, crushed to a powder and mixed with water. We choose the raydrop because it follows the sun in its arc across the sky, staring longingly into its own fire. From this flower, we pull a piece of the fire, that which gives our rune sustenance.” 
 
    Clipped to the side of the plank was a fine-tipped brush, and Draysky wet it with his tongue before dipping the bristles into the paste. He could taste the flower, sweet and light, almost warm, as if he were tasting sunshine itself. Then he marked four runes on the base of the cylinder, all identical, each pointing inward to the center where the fire was to be born. 
 
    “Rise,” he said, reading the rune, two vertical lines connected by a horizontal loop across the bottom. Then he closed his eyes, breathing on it, willing a piece of himself into the runes. “The command now infused with the will of heaven.” 
 
    Then he squeezed the lighter, feeling the sunshine beneath his palm, and the will of the rune. They tingled with just enough warmth against his skin that he could almost sense their shape, then yellow fire leapt out of the end of the lighter, burning steady, the sides of the hole from where it sprang slowly charring as the wood was consumed. 
 
    “Ah, how you have learned, Draysky. You make your grandmother proud. And now, you learn coolfire—a new rune with a new method. A secret I remember from my own grandmother.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 4: Draysky 
 
    It seemed that the nightmares came on the coldest nights. When the firewood ration wasn’t enough to keep frost from growing around the stove. When Draysky slept in layers, and his shivers racked his very being. He was not unique in these terrors—they seemed shared by his sister, and often seemed to pass on the same nights.  
 
    A sign that a ritebald was near, his grandmother claimed. 
 
    For Draysky, the only way to cure these nightmares was to sneak outside, even though his grandmother would smack him if she discovered him in the dead of night. But the alternative was fitful sleep, sliding in and out of terror and breathing so rapidly that his lungs threatened to burst. Never had he been able to put the fleeting sensation into words, but when she grew older, his sister captured them. 
 
    “Gnashing,” Aila said, after a particularly sleepless night, when both had seen the other’s wide eyes in the darkness. “Chewing, almost—grinding. And hot, so hot.” 
 
    Taking two pieces of shale, she started rubbing them together, and Draysky shivered as the rock grated and a stream of dust slithered upward like smoke between them.  
 
    “Like this, but more. A torrent of this, more than there are raindrops in the sky.” 
 
    For her and the others, the dreams stopped there. None of them seemed to remember what came next—that sinking feeling as the wailing began. The screams that reached out through the darkness, thousands upon thousands of them, fear and desperation etched into the voices. Then there was the heat. A warmth that grew unbearably hot, causing Draysky to sweat through his shirt. 
 
    And when he awoke, he embraced the cold, rushing outside without a shirt, but always with at least two layers of socks. Because while the air turned frigid, the shale burned him. Perhaps it was so cold that the soles of his feet could no longer register the difference between extremities. When he tripped and fell, and his hands plummeted to the rock, he heard the screaming rushing through his fingertips and into his bones, as if his soul resonated with it. He’d climb on his workbench then, separating himself from the ground, closing his eyes and spreading his hands wide into the wind. 
 
    With deep breaths, the sensation receded, and he welcomed the cold around him. He drew it in, imagining snow that snuffed out everything in existence in one giant blanket. The air bit at his lungs, and his fingers stiffened as he embraced the feeling, clenching his teeth and turning still. In those moments, it was as if he became the cold, all else forgotten. The sensation, while never forgotten, would become as normal as breathing.  
 
    While fleeing his home, Draysky sometimes saw his blurred reflection in the ice. His eyes tinted a dark, reddish brown, as if they had meshed with night itself. But always when he returned, they flashed eggshell, as if his irises had lost the battle with their white surroundings. The light grey of winter’s touch. 
 
    It was on one of these nights that the ritebald nearly found Draysky. He had stood on his workbench, pulling in so much cold he thought that his lips had turned to ice, his hair forming a helmet of frozen snow. When he opened his eyes the world seemed clear, lit by the twinkling of the stars, each note of the howling wind whispering its tune to him, his shivers long forgotten. 
 
    But then he heard the nightmare once again. 
 
    The sound of gravel, of gnashing rock. Distant, but approaching. Growing more urgent with each passing second. He stood stock still, like a scarecrow, his muscles tightening. He willed the snow over him, to hide him and blend him into his surroundings, surrendering his ears and toes to the cold as sacrifice to ward off the burning heat. 
 
    Gnash, gnash, gnash, sounded the shale, and he quivered. With each moment, it grew louder, approaching from behind him as he dared not turn. He heard the heavy breathing, imagined the jaws lined with rows of teeth widening behind him. His pupils flickered down to see the shadow extending before his feet. They paused for an instant, short horns curling up from the sides of its head. 
 
    Then he jumped as a whisper came with breath so hot the speaker should have been chewing coals. 
 
    “Don’t move.” 
 
    Draysky nearly bolted, his feet twitching just as a rough finger latched onto his forearm. The scream welled within his throat, but the wind only howled louder before he could swallow it down. Those were fingers, not claws, made rough by leather gloves, not the skin of some beast. As slowly as possible, he turned, his spine cracking as if it were made of ice, and met the eyes of the Keeper behind him, large and glaring beneath his hood. A hood with two flaps which had given his shadow the appearance of horns, hastily left up from where they should be around his ears. 
 
    “Do you see it?” the Keeper whispered, his hand on an axe at his side, gripping the wood so tight it might break. Draysky squinted, then shook his head, goosebumps leaping across his skin as his connection with the night dissipated. The Keeper pulled a knife from his belt, and pressed it into Draysky’s hand, wrapping his fingers around the hilt. 
 
    “Won’t do us much good, if it turns back,” the Keeper said. “But it wouldn’t like that knife’s blade, not one bit. Might buy you a few more seconds.”  
 
    More crunching approached from behind, and another Keeper joined them, this one with a long spear. Dark metal was lashed to the tip, the weapon almost primitive, and he held it pointing out past Draysky into the darkness. Toward the shale, his jaw set, mouth locked in a snarl to obscure the fear in his eyes.  
 
    “What in all the heavens have we here?” he hissed. “What’re you trying to do, boy? Bait them in? I’ve seen stupid, but even amongst you ridgers, this... this outdoes it. You know how close he passed by? I can still feel it, even, out here somewhere. Like an extra layer of cold on the night.” 
 
    In the distance, a chorus of wolves erupted, and Draysky drew in a sharp breath. The cold became unbearable now, no longer his friend and protector. He found himself almost wishing for the heat of the shale to return. Beside him, the Keepers seemed to relax, and the first spoke, his voice still low but more audacious. 
 
    “A lucky night—I’m thinking it found another meal.” 
 
    “Aye, I’d hate to come by that one after it’s had its fill,” responded the second. “Real nasty feel to it. Now, we’re just going to stand here for another two minutes, until I can’t even catch a whiff of ice magic coming off the damn thing. Got it?” 
 
    Draysky nodded, but had started to shake, the shivers coursing through his body. The wind cut through him now. With no shirt to protect him, and his body heat already low, two minutes seemed an eternity. Below, under the workbench, he knew there was a lighter, but with the Keepers staring into his back, he dared not bend down. Instead, he shifted slightly closer to them, where he could feel the heat of their cloaks. The runes glowed dimly across their surface in a dull red, flickering as they fought the cold, but the heat only seemed to bring back enough life to his limbs to strip away the numbness, almost worsening the pain. 
 
    “Would have taken at least five of us to fight that one off,” announced the second Keeper, his voice back to normal. He rounded on Draysky. “Now what were you thinking? Out here, luring it in. Do you want to die?” 
 
    “Of course not,” stammered Draysky, and he leapt down from the workbench, landing in the shale with a crunch. 
 
    “‘Of course not,’ he says,” mocked the Keeper. “Then what was it you were doing out here, eh?” 
 
    “Just had to get out–” started Draysky. 
 
    “Out? You were thinking of making a run for it? Fancied your chances in the wilderness? No wonder you had the ritebald hungry.” 
 
    “No, not like that–” Draysky began, then he saw a flash as the butt of the spear leapt upward like a club, smashing into his nose. He felt the bone break and cried out, holding his hand to the blood which even seemed cold, his eyes welling up with tears that froze before they reached the ground. The Keeper kicked him, sending him sprawling into the shale, scattering it underneath him. 
 
    “I ain’t about to lose my life due to some knotted ridger boy, not for a second,” said the Keeper, as Draysky pushed against the ground to rise back to his feet. But a boot came down on his tricep, pinning it to the shale, splaying his forearm out as his fingers scrabbled against the side of the workbench, searching for the lighter he knew was close by. Instead he grasped at shale, the burning sensation leaping up his arm once more as he bit back a scream. Then it was all around him—the gnashing filling his ears, the shale like laying upon a raging fire. Instinctually, he called to the cold once more, pleading with it for relief. 
 
    “Ridgers have such short memories,” the Keeper spat. “We’re charged to protect you, you hear? And you’re charged to work. You never forget that, because the moment you do, you’re dead. You understand?”                
 
    Draysky nodded, gritting his teeth into the shale as the cold entered him once again, pushing back against the heat. The nightmares fleeing beyond an icy shell that permeated Draysky to his bone.  
 
    “Then here’s something to remind you, in case you have trouble in the future,” the Keeper growled, and he dug the dark tip of his spear into Draysky’s forearm.  
 
    Draysky had cut himself before. Once, while preparing lighters, he’d nearly sawed through his own finger, taking his mother an hour of stitch work to reconnect the flesh. Another time, he’d stepped on a loose nail that slashed through the sole of his foot, giving him a cut that took a month to heal, alternating between infection and scab.  
 
    But this cut was unlike any he had ever received.  
 
    The blade burned into his skin, and he screamed, shrieking into the shale. It was as if it had been dipped in poison or acid, the cut driving through his muscle to emerge on the other side. He thrashed, but the Keeper pushed his weight down further, completing the cut all the way from wrist to elbow, searing the memory into Draysky’s consciousness. Beneath him, the shale screamed back, the heat welling up once more in response to the cut as if it were drawn to it, brothers with the pain.  
 
    “That’s enough, Lionel,” said the first Keeper, pulling the second away as Draysky panted, the lighter rolling from his grip.  
 
    “Stupid, and with no guts at all,” said Lionel. “You’d think I’d have cut off his leg.”  
 
    “He’s scared half to death,” said the first. “You’ve made your point. Besides, screaming like that on a night like tonight—only one thing that might bring.”  
 
    “Aye. And I ain’t going to be here to see it. Think I’m catching a whiff of it once more,” said Lionel, then he took Draysky by the belt loop and collar. Kicking open the door, he threw him inside, and Draysky rolled twice on the cold floor before coming to a halt. The two Keepers crunched away, the shale calling out to him.  
 
    Gnash, gnash, gnash.  
 
    Above, his grandmother’s eyes stared down at him, and her palm slapped hard against his cheek.  
 
    “What were you thinking?” she hissed in the darkness. “Trying to summon both the Keepers and the ritebald? Insanity, absolute insanity.”  
 
    “I was trying to get away from the nightmares,” he said, still shaking from the cold.  
 
    “Nightmares happen up in your head,” she responded, and tapped his forehead. “And stay up in your head. But what you did tonight is how you lose your head.”  
 
    She left then and was quickly replaced by his mother and sister. His mother tutted when she saw the gash in his arm, and he flinched as he looked at it, afraid at what he might see. But the cut had barely broken through the skin. As cuts went, it registered barely more than a scratch.  
 
    “Draysky, whatever were you doing? You must keep safe, you can’t be leaving the house at night. Imagine if they had done worse. I don’t think it needs stitches, but your sister needs to practice. We will take the cautious route,” said his mother, pulling out a bone needle and thread. Small runes dotted over the needle, which had been passed down to her by Draysky’s grandmother in a case the size of his palm. Three had occupied the five slots, and his mother cried for two days when one of them snapped after a patient jerked away. Now, she placed it into his sister’s hand after tying thread onto the end. Then she cleaned the wound, scraping out any shale dust that had entered and wiping away any welling blood.  
 
    “As we practiced with fruit peels,” his mother said, guiding his sister’s wrist, and the needle pricked into Draysky’s skin. He grimaced, but held still, as his mother spoke. “And the numbing agent, so he doesn’t move.”  
 
    But from the other room, Draysky’s grandmother spoke up. “If he were a Keeper, or if a patient endangers themselves, then you would numb the wound first. We don’t numb for idiocy!”  
 
    Draysky’s mother sighed and turned to his sister. “Two herbs suffice for numbing, but we would only want to use one here. Which is it?” 
 
    “Frostroot,” recited Aila, her eyes squinting in the darkness as she threaded the needle. “It’s weaker and wears off quickly, but it has less of a chance of putting the patient to sleep.”  
 
    “Correct. And for you, Draysky, it is sometimes best to feel pain. When we silence it, our bodies lie to us; they claim there is no damage. Remember that trade, keep your body truthful. Pain always has a meaning.”  
 
    The last sentence, she spoke with weight, and he sensed what she meant. As the Keeper had said, something to remind you. So too, was she leaving him with pain for him to remember.  
 
    After ten stitches over the deepest part, his sister tied the string off, returning the needle to the case. For three days after, Draysky laid sick and feverish in bed, the cut on his arm burning hot and requiring fresh bandages often. His mother drained it and washed it, questioning his sister about the techniques she had used and inspecting the knots and thread. From the doorway to his room, his grandmother’s brow knitted together, and she retrieved the needle case, mumbling and staring at the tiny grooves in the bone surface. She cleaned each needle, using the other tips to scratch the runes fresh, working deep into the night while Draysky tossed and turned.  
 
    But on the third day, he rose shakily to his feet, as the sickness left him with nothing but memories and a scar. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 5: Draysky 
 
    The Skiltons wept when the Keepers took their eldest away. But they were tears of joy.  
 
    Draysky had known Sune, because his grandmother had known Sune. Few escaped her watchful eye, and when she noticed another that could produce lighters nearly as fine as her own, she’d taken immediate interest. The skill had secured Sune respect among the ridgers far beyond his age as well, and when the spring came to drive away the bitterest of the winds, the outpost held its breath as the Silver Keeper rode into the square.  
 
    His horse’s shoes announced his arrival, the iron clanging on the shale. When it was dark enough, the sparks from their strikes would be visible, like golden coins falling about his royal presence. The Silver Keeper always brought gifts with him—letters, sweets for the children, fresh fabric for clothes, and spices. When he smiled, his teeth were as white as the snowbanks, and his golden hair fell in waves about his shoulders that reminded Draysky of sunshine. Never did he come quietly, and his shouting voice accompanied by sparks flying above his head drew in the attention of any in the streets. 
 
     To him, the Keepers would bow, their eyes upon the silver lock that clasped on the chain around his neck. That day no ridgers worked the shale, the town shops closed, and even the most basic work was forbidden. The cooking would be completed the night before, the firewood already cut and stacked, and no one swept the excess shale that coated the maintained stone paths throughout the outpost. A day of rest, the Keepers called it.  
 
    A day without pay, as the ridgers knew it.  
 
    “Who here knows the most important resource of the kingdom?” the Silver Keeper asked, as every soul in the outpost gathered in the square. Under order of the lower Keepers, the ridgers had scrubbed as much of the shale dust from themselves as possible, though their forearms and fingers still bore the brown stains that lingered past even the most thorough washings. Women and children wore their best clothes, which for many simply meant fresh patches were sewn on earlier that week, and my grandmother had passed around a bottle of polish for shoes she had made from crushed bark, acting more as a thick paint to hide holes than an embellishment.  
 
    The ridgers looked on in silence, turning toward the mountain as a shale slide started in the distance, a plume of dust puffing up the ridge. One or two times a day a slide large enough to be heard from the outpost occurred, the type that was supposed to be read and avoided by the Keepers. Slides this large meant a crushing death for anyone in its wake, and only four years before a particularly large slide had wiped out an entire shift of workers. Their bones had never been found, the shale stacking atop them, the mountain consuming them, the rocks grinding them to pulp as they were sucked under.  
 
    The ridgers’ eyes were as stony as the shale when they turned back to the Silver Keeper, the lower Keepers at the edges of the crowd shifting to place their hands on their weapons. None of the ridgers were permitted steel weapons, and their pickaxes had been left at home, but the shale at their feet provided an unlimited source of projectiles.  
 
    “I said, who here knows the most important resource in the kingdom?” repeated the Silver Keeper, placing a hand on his belt, the already strained pin hole threatening to rip. A ring glinted on his index finger, and he ran his thumb along its side, where a series of runes glowed for a brief second. The air warmed then, changing from frigid to merely cold, as if the sun had peeked out from a bank of clouds. Just enough that the ridgers no longer had to cluster together, and the thoughts of their home hearths left from the forefront of their mind.  
 
    “You,” continued the Silver Keeper, pointing at a man at the edge of the crowd, one whose dust stains were darker than nearly all the others while being a foot shorter. “What do you think?”  
 
    The man chewed and spit, a clump of vaporweed staining the snow, and Draysky stiffened from his place alongside Aila at the other end of the square. Smoking vaporweed had mild calming effects, but chewing produced recklessness, a disregard for caution. A ridger that chewed vaporweed brought home more crystal than anyone else, because he was willing to seek the deepest shale on the most unstable days. The outpost called ridgers that chewed raporweed moonlighters—because rarely would they make it through a few lunar cycles.  
 
     The man grunted, then stood. While he had appeared a foot shorter than the others before, he was now two feet taller, and the Silver Keeper’s eyes widened as the ridger walked forward. No shoes were on his feet, his soles worn far tougher than any leather, and his toenails were black. His pickaxe dangled from his left hand, one that was specially made for his size, and his name was carved into the handle, though it was unlikely that anyone could forget its owner.  
 
    Rasmeth.  
 
    “Crystal,” growled Rasmeth as he reached the front of the group, his steps slow and deliberate, standing just five feet in front of the Silver Keeper. Voice as low as a shale slide, his figure dwarfed the mountain behind him.  
 
    Ahem. “No,” corrected the Silver Keeper, his voice less confident than it had been a minute before. He checked the positions of the lesser Keepers at his left and right. Rasmeth stood unblinking before him, the shale scars on the back of his head glinting. “To the kingdom, the greatest resource is our people. It is you! That is why we send you the Keepers to protect you, and the supplies for your general store, and care–”  
 
    Rasmeth raised a hand, only three fingers remaining, the stumps of his pinky and ring finger particularly stained by the dust. He’d lost those to a shale slide, one that had killed three members of his shift and maimed the others badly enough to put them to bed for two weeks. Rasmeth had returned to the mountain the very next day.  
 
    The Silver Keeper’s voice died away as Rasmeth spoke, cutting him off.  
 
    “Our lives are traded for the crystal. The crystal is sent to the kingdom,” he jerked his head back towards the mountain, then spit a wad of vaporweed again, this time dangerously close to the Silver Keeper’s feet. “If we are so valuable, why do they not send us instead of crystal?”  
 
    Behind him, the ridgers murmured, the warmer air stirring them as the Silver Keeper spoke, his voice coming weakly, almost squeakily, compared to Rasmeth’s.  
 
    “The kingdom invests in you! It awaits the day for paid off debts, for when you will be welcomed with open arms! We train you in mining to help you with this. We send you firewood and supplies in the winters, we–”  
 
    “You lie,” Rasmeth said as one of the lesser Keepers stepped forward, unsheathing a sword as the crowd’s murmuring turned to shouting. Quicker than Draysky’s eyes could follow, Rasmeth’s grip tightened on his pickaxe, and he raised it above his shoulder, as if the Keeper were simply more shale to split. Then, where a pleasant heat had existed before, a blaze roared up between the two men, throwing Rasmeth back into the ridgers, his pickaxe flying far overhead and crunching into the shale mounds at the edge of the outpost. Smoke rose off his charred shirt, now more of a vest with the sleeves burned away. He roared from where he lay on the ground, his leg still, pushing himself up on one arm while the other jutted at an odd angle, bits of white and red breaking the skin near the elbow. But a shrieking voice overcame him, one that was so loud it dropped several of the children to their knees, and echoed back from the mountain.  
 
    “None shall raise their arms against a Keeper!” The Silver Keeper stepped forward, his eyes blazing as much from fear as from anger, as the ring on his finger split and crumbled to dust. “To do so is death! Down, down, and back away, or I shall raise the very fires of hell against you! Dare you test me, knotted ones? I will level you to ash, then scatter your remains into the wind.”  
 
    Two Keepers now shielded him from the front, and Rasmeth roared again, this time in pain. The Silver Keeper ran his thumb across another ring, the runes glowing, and Rasmeth’s voice quieted. His mouth still opened and shut, but no longer did it produce a roar. Now it seemed as if it traveled a great ways, no louder than thunder in the far distance.  
 
    “I came to you with good tidings, and this is how you receive them? Perhaps I should turn back and bring word to the kingdom of your disobedience and insolence! So much we have done for you, to be received as thus. But no, no! I am a merciful Keeper, and I offer not punishment, but the raising of one of your own to higher status. The chance to move from a mere knotted citizen to an owner of a lock. The forgiveness of a debt, an open-armed welcome. Do you not thank me for this opportunity? Would you strike the hand that feeds you?”  
 
    A baby cried, and a child too old for tears tried to hide his sobbing as the crowd collectively stepped back. Then Aleman stepped forward, dropping into a deep bow before the Silver Keeper, keeping his eyes low.  
 
    “We thank you, mighty Keeper!” he said to him, then turned back to the still stunned crowd, raising his hands for them to join him. And so the voices did, disjointed, without gusto or harmony.  
 
    “What is that?” asked the Silver Keeper, cupping his hand to his ear. His thumb strayed back to the rings, and the crowd reacted, shouting a thank you that was as much in defiance as defense. A smile crept across the Silver Keeper’s face, and he nodded.  
 
    “As you should. As I was saying, before our most rude interruption, the kingdom values its people, even the knotted who have not advanced to wield magic. And today, I recognize one among you. Sune Skilton, will you come forward?”  
 
    The crowd turned in on itself, rippling out from the center like a stone dropped into a pond, looking to where one boy with barely stained hands froze, a chisel on a rope slanted across his shoulders. At his belt was the handle of a pickax, but no head yet attached—he’d still need to chisel his way through two more months of rocks to earn that, and had already spent two months chiseling to earn the shaft. A decade back, six months had been required to earn each, the apprenticeship lasting a full year for the fresh ridger to learn the personality of the mountain before climbing into its depths. But short numbers of ridgers meant higher production demands each, and less time spent chiseling, which produced only half the yield of a full ridger.  
 
    “Don’t be shy, boy, don’t be shy!” cried the Silver Keeper, his voice carrying over the still subdued shouts of Rasmeth. “Word has traveled of your deeds, all the way back to the royal palace! A finer runemaker, they say, cannot be found on the north side of the Alsi River!”  
 
    Draysky’s grandmother snorted, not bothering to hide the sound, though Aila coughed to cover it up.  
 
    “That’s because no one else dares live north of the Alsi,” his grandmother croaked, the muttering crowd obscuring her as they pushed Sune forward. “I’ve seen his work. Not terrible, but neither is he a strong student.”  
 
    When Sune reached the front, the Silver Keeper took his right hand, pulling it forward and holding tight. Then he raised his voice in triumph, a beaming smile across his face, and pride infusing his words.  
 
    “The Keepers always seek more to join their order! Today, I declare you, Sune, an apprentice of the Keepers. Your family will receive a stipend until your return, though when you are finished, I suspect you will wish to continue service. One does not simply brush the edge of heaven and dive back into the dirt, no he does not. A great future awaits you, Sune, and may your family be proud!”  
 
    He dragged Sune’s hand through the air, forming the same rune that Draysky used on his rudimentary lighters, this time scaled to the size of a large book. A trail of red light followed his index finger, a dull glow that hovered in the air, shimmering as the rune completed. A small burst of fire flared outward a few inches from the rune, maintaining its shape before dissipating into the air, the flash of heat just enough to warm Draysky’s face.  
 
    “Under the Keepers, he will learn to harness his power,” said the Silver Keeper as Sune’s mother cried, the others around her casting jealous glances in her direction. The stipend would be enough for his father to leave the Ridge, and Sune would no longer have to risk his life on the mountain every day. Her only son and her husband both protected in a stroke of luck. 
 
    The Keeper ran his fingers along the cord on Sune’s neck, finding the knot and holding it out for all to see. “When he returns, this shall be a lock. No longer will he be knotted!” 
 
    A carriage came within the day for Sune, as soon as he had packed his belongings. Red carpet rolled out from the cabin, untouched by dust, and the Silver Keeper himself ushered him inside, the smell of a fresh roasted bird wafting out from within. Draysky’s mouth watered as he watched the carriage pass, turning away from his work clearing shale from his house siding. There were spices his nose could not recognize; something sharp and tangy, like a fruit that was not quite ripe. As his stomach growled, his grandmother huffed, her eyes narrowing and a scowl crossing her face as the cart passed.  
 
    Draysky never saw Sune return to the outpost, but the letters came twice a year, along with the stipend. Smoke always poured from his family’s chimney, their firewood stacked high, the stains slowly fading from his father’s arms. And sometimes, as he repaired the rooftop thatching atop his house, staring south past the Alsi, to where the mountains became hills and the snow turned to grass, Draysky wondered if Sune had found another outpost. If he had become a Keeper there, and brought their people a better life. 
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