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CHAPTER I

1

Fire, air, earth and water. The four elements were waging war on each other in Cassie's mind and body. Red hot raging fires were making strange shapes which closely resembled all the signs of the Zodiac. Hurricanes were blowing large chunks of earth around while a storm was causing a flood. Familiar voices were calling out Cassie's name. Large blurry images appeared and disappeared in the flood waters. These images were all from her memories of Driven City, the journey and the battles on the main road, the tender moments she shared with Axton, and the opponents she'd fought in the Zodiac Games. Axton and Gusta's faces appeared in the fire. The sound of the hurricanes turned into high-pitched screams. All the voices that were screaming sounded like Gusta. In the middle of this storm of chaos, Cassie saw herself being devoured over and over again by all four elements. Spots of white light began appearing on her body until her entire body was glowing. 

Axton and Gusta tried everything they could think of to wake her up. They had no idea of the nightmarish chaos that she was going through in her mind. Fearing that she might be dying, both were in tears as they tried to wake her. Her body began shaking as waves of multicolored light began moving all over her body. Having seen her fire powers, Axton wasn't sure if whatever was happening to her might make the powers inside her go crazy and set him on fire and he didn't care. He held on to her and kept kissing her on her forehead as he begged her to wake up.

In her mind, Cassie saw her glowing white body slowly starting to change colors. The colors kept changing faster and faster until her body became a multicolored blur. The elemental chaos storm around her grew worse. Flames from the fire began forming a circle around her before they vanished into her body. Air and small chunks of earth swirled around her before they also vanished into her body. A swirling whirlpool formed in the flood waters until streams of water rose out of it and vanished into her body. 

Gusta panicked when she saw how dirt started to form on Cassie's legs. A strong gust of wind came out of nowhere and blew the dirt from her legs. Axton and Gusta didn't know what was going on but neither was going to leave her side, no matter what supernatural dangers they may have to face. Water began dripping out of her forearms. It started out as a few drops dripping out of small glowing blue spots on her forearms. The spots glowed brighter as the drops turned into thin streams of water. Her eyes began glowing red. They could see the glow through her eyelids. The glow became small red flames that burned above her eyes. The two flames joined together to form a bigger flame which then vanished in a bright red flash. The fear that she might be busy dying and the uncertainty of what all the powers inside of her were going to do next made Axton and Gusta feel helpless. Both of them continued trying to wake her up. His tears dripped on her cheek as he leaned closer and kissed her on her forehead. Gusta held on to her hand and kept squeezing it.

In her mind, Cassie saw how the elemental chaos storm started to subside. The raging fire grew smaller first followed by the other three elements. Four glowing white balls of light appeared above her body. One by one, each of the four elements were sucked into one of the four balls of light. Three of the four balls of light began changing color as they rotated faster and faster around her body. The ball with fire in it glowed red and flew into her head. The blue water ball and the green earth ball flew into her hands before the white air ball flew into her chest. All the signs of the Zodiac appeared in a big glowing circle around her.

Axton wiped the tears from his eyes, gently lifted Cassie's head and begged her to wake up. Gusta leaned closer, lifted both of Cassie's hands, held them against her chin and told her that she could beat whatever was going on inside of her. She felt two of Cassie's fingers twitching against her chin and Axton saw four tiny multicolored glowing spots appear on her forehead. Cassie gasped as she regained consciousness and opened her glowing eyes. Axton lifted her upper body, hugged her and begged her to say something. Gusta tried to speak but all her sobbing made it impossible to understand a single word she said. Cassie managed to say their names before she lost consciousness again. Axton was telling her to hang on and how much he loved her when he felt how her upper body went limp in his arms. He and Gusta both panicked and feared she was busy slipping away. They checked her vital signs and both breathed a quiet sigh of relief when they felt that she still had a pulse. Gusta got up and leaned closer to touch her face. She almost fell when her foot slipped down one step. She looked down and saw that the stairs were covered in Thadius' blood. When Axton saw this, he got up and started picking Cassie up. He told Gusta to go up the stairs and to make sure there weren't any more Elms Cops waiting for them up there. Gun in hand, she stepped on Thadius' body as she rushed up the stairs. With Cassie in his arms, Axton kept whispering to her how much he loved her as he started carrying her up the stairs. He felt her whole body start to tremble in his arms. He hoped that this was a sign that she was going to wake up again. Little did he know that this was only a sign that all the Aries powers that she'd had and all the Zodiac powers that she'd siphoned from Thadius' body were still busy merging with her mind and body.
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IN ONE OF THE SIDE streets, a worker was in tears as he tried to revive a female worker who had been badly wounded during the battle for the city. To him, she wasn't just another nameless co-worker whom he had worked with every day. Although neither of them had ever admitted it to each other, the two were in love. His calls for help didn't go unanswered. A group of six workers came running down the side street when they heard him. This was but one of the many small groups of workers who were searching the city's streets for injured survivors and who were putting out the fires that were starting during the rebellion.

One of these groups had just finished putting out a fire in a building in the middle of the city. They had managed to rescue three workers who'd been trapped inside the building during the fire. 

Another group came out of one of the side streets and froze when they saw the extent of the carnage on the main street. A strong breeze sent a few of the spent shell casings rolling across the street, but this didn't draw a single member of that group's attention away from the dead bodies in the street and on the sidewalks. The bodies of the dead Elms Cops that they saw reminded them that they had won the battle for Death Angeles. The bodies of their dead fellow workers reminded them all of how brave the workers had been who had lost their lives to fight for their freedom. 

Workers of all Grades worked together to search for and help the injured. Many of the groups gathered in the main street, close to the city's entrance gate. They split up into many small groups. One group was going to guard the entrance gate during the night and all the other groups were either going to continue searching for more injured workers or gather and prepare enough food so that everyone could have a meal in the morning. As the workers split up into small groups and began heading back down the city streets, many of the workers ripped off their Grade cards and threw them away. 
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IT WAS THE MIDDLE OF the night. Hours had passed since Cassie siphoned Thadius' powers. Lying on big red towels with the Elms family logo on them on the floor of one of the upstairs bathrooms, Cassie was still slipping in and out of consciousness. Axton and Gusta had lost count of how many times they'd thought she was going to snap out of it and stay conscious. They didn't give up hope that she was going to fight through whatever was going on inside of her and wake up. Axton kept talking to her, hoping she would somehow hear his voice and that their love would make her fight harder to wake up. Gusta's eyes were bloodshot from all the crying. She whispered silently, begging her sister to wake up. She started listening to how Axton began describing to Cassie how wonderful their life together on the outside was going to be. He told her how hard he was going to work to make sure they had a decent home, no matter where they decided to settle down and start over. He told her that they would have a big fruit and vegetable garden, and that he would hunt for meat. Gusta started adding a few words after every sentence he spoke to say how she would also contribute to their new home. 

In Cassie's mind, she saw herself floating and falling as the color of her body kept changing from one color to the next. All she saw around her as she fell was pitch black darkness. She still heard many voices. Among all the voices, she could hear Axton's voice telling her how much he loved her, Gusta's voice telling her to keep fighting, Thadius' voice telling her she was weak, and Hobart's voice telling her she was going to die. Her body stopped falling and hovered in the darkness as the voices started to fade away. Two big oval shaped glowing frames appeared out of nowhere. The black and the white dragons that she'd seen in her mind before appeared above her. The white dragon flew down to the frame on her right and the black dragon flew down to the one on her left. When the black dragon spread its wings and breathed out red fire as images began appearing in the frame beneath it. Every image that appeared in this frame was a memory of one of Cassie's fails. These images changed so quickly from one to the next, but every image reminded her of a failure in her journey. One of the images that haunted her the most was an image of Berin's face. Blood started dripping from her hands as images of random faces appeared of people whom she had fought and killed during the journey. When the white dragon let out a deafening roar and breathed out bright white fire, images began appearing in the frame beneath it of all her victories. Between the random faces of all the people whom she had saved and liberated, Axton and Gusta's faces kept appearing repeatedly. Both dragons breathed more fire as they started to flap their wings. The frames started to grow bigger as they started closing in on her. Both frames curved until they joined together, forming a wide tube around her. The images kept changing faster and faster as the tube grew narrower. The images suddenly disappeared along with the dragons and there was a bright red flash of light before everything around her turned pitch black and she saw herself falling again.
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HOBART WAS FAST ASLEEP in his bed. He was in the middle of a dream in which he was using his earth powers to kill workers who didn't want to kneel before him. To most people, seeing so much violence and bloodshed in a dream would make them wake up screaming. Not Hobart. He was smiling in his sleep and enjoying the carnage. 

Outside his bedroom, three of his guards came running towards his bedroom door. All three of them rushed to get to the door but froze when they reached it. Out of breath, they looked at each other, pointed at each other and whispered at each other to knock on the door. Clearly there was some sort of emergency, but all three of them were too scared to wake their ruler. The fear of what Hobart might do to them if they took too long to inform him of the emergency made one of the guards push the other two out of the way. He took a deep breath, raised his shaking hand and knocked on the door. The three could hear the anger in their ruler's voice when he woke up. He yelled a few threats and profane insults before he opened the door. The guards bowed their heads, begged for his forgiveness and told him that something was wrong with Josephine. He grabbed the nearest guard by the throat and demanded to know what was wrong with her. Another guard told him that they heard her screaming in her room and it sounded as if she was going crazy. Hobart punched two of the guards, pushed the third one out of the way and began running to Josephine's room.

Inside Josephine's room, it sounded as if she had completely lost her mind. She was crying and screaming hysterically. Hobart burst into the room and ran to her bed. He kept saying her name as he tried to calm her down, but he froze when he heard what she was screaming. Between her sobs, her screams and the strange demonic growling sounds she made, he could hear her screaming their children's names. He pulled the curtain back and tried to get onto the bed next to her, but she clawed at him. When he tried to grab hold of her wrists, she grabbed him by the hands and almost crushed his fingers as she yelled at him that all their children were dead. She stopped screaming and started sobbing uncontrollably when she let go of his hands. Hobart stepped back from the bed and shook his head. He didn't want to believe her. The first thought in his mind was that all the dark magic, relics and spells had driven her completely out of her mind. To him, what she was screaming made her sound like a howling mad lunatic. Unbeknownst to him, thanks to all her dark powers and all the evil entities that were inside of her, she had been having visions. Not visions of the future or visions of what was happening in the physical world. Her visions came straight out of hell. In her nightmarish visions, she'd seen all three of their children burning in hell. Thadius, Conroy and Milda were all in the sea of fire. She heard their screams and saw how they were being mercilessly tortured and torn apart over and over again by hideous demons. With all of the dark entities inside of her, seeing where her children's souls were killed the last shred of humanity she had left in her. 
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DAWN WAS LESS THAN two hours away. Virtually all of the groups of workers were still busy looking for and helping their fellow workers in the city streets. None of them wanted to rest until they were sure they'd found and helped all the workers who'd been injured during the battle for the city. Two female workers entered Thadius' house. Neither of them knew what to expect to find inside their former ruler's home. Seeing the inside of his home made them realize that they had been nothing more than slaves their entire lives. They thought of all the years they'd worked so hard, followed the laws, never questioned their ruler, and lived like prisoners in the city while Thadius had been living like a king. After searching for any survivors on the first floor, they began making their way up the stairs. Both of them froze when they found Thadius' body. Their hearts were racing and neither of them knew what to say as they stared at it. Here was the body of the man who they had feared their entire lives. The man who'd used his Zodiac powers to kill disobedient workers in public. Seeing his body made them realize that he wasn't as powerful and untouchable as they'd thought he was. Both of the women slowly started to make their way up that flight of stairs. Neither of them dared to take their eyes off of the body. Neither of them dared to say it but both of them thought that it was too good to be true. They feared that, at any moment, he was going to lift his head and kill them with his powers. They held each other by the hand as they stepped over the body and continued up the stairs.

Cassie was still unconscious. Gusta was starting to fear that her sister might be dying right in front of them. When she heard how Axton spoke to Cassie as if she was already conscious, she blocked that negative thought out of her mind and continued to try and wake her up. The two workers heard Axton's voice as they slowly approached the bathroom. They both feared that there might be hearing a Elms Cop. The two raised their handguns and slowly stepped closer to the bathroom door. Their hands were shaking. They feared for their lives but they weren't going to risk the life of a single other worker by letting any Elms Cops survive. The bravest of the two workers ran into the bathroom first, stopped right in front of the three Runners and pointed her gun at them. She saw Axton and Gusta in uniforms but when she saw Cassie, she recognized her. Axton and Gusta used their bodies as shields to protect Cassie as both of them yelled at the worker not to shoot. The worker was about to pull the trigger when she remembered where she'd seen Cassie before. She had been one of the workers who had been in front of Thadius' house, shooting at him. She remembered seeing Cassie and her companions attack the Elms Cops and go into the house after Thadius. The second worker entered the bathroom and aimed at Axton's head. Her friend grabbed the gun out of her hand and the two began arguing with each other. Axton got up and tried to stop the argument. At first, neither of the women heard a word he said. They were too busy yelling at each other. Gusta also got up and tried to get the women's attention. Axton had heard enough. He didn't want to waste any more time with these two women while the woman he loved could be busy dying on the floor. He whistled loudly until both women stopped arguing and looked at him. He pointed at Cassie and told them that she was the one who killed Thadius. Gusta added that they weren't Elms Cops and that they only wore the uniforms to get into the city and rescue Cassie. The two women gasped when they saw the multicolored lights flickering and moving through Cassie's body. Staring at the woman who killed their former ruler, neither of them hesitated to offer their assistance. Axton thanked them and sat back down next to Cassie. One of the women took Gusta by the hand just as she was about to turn her back on them. She pulled Gusta towards the door and told her that they had to find them something else to wear because if they stayed in those hated uniforms, another worker might see them and start shooting. Gusta hesitated. She didn't want to leave her sister's side. After telling the women that she didn't want to go look for clothing and come back to find her sister dead, the women said they would bring the clothes to them. Gusta thanked them and rushed back to Cassie's side. 

A short while later, the women returned carrying two blankets and various items of clothing straight out of Thadius' closets. They put everything on the floor next to Axton and told him where he could find them if he needed anything for Cassie. He and Gusta thanked the women as they left. Cassie began talking in her sleep when Axton covered her with one of the blankets. At first it sounded like gibberish to them until they heard her saying their names. On their knees, both of them tried everything they could think of to wake her up.

In Cassie's mind, she saw herself falling through layers of different colored lights. Every color grew brighter until they all turned white. Black shapeless masses appeared beneath her. Every black mass turned into one of the Zodiac signs. Each sign shattered like glass as she fell through each and every one of them.

Axton and Gusta saw Cassie's eyes start to glow as dim glowing spots appeared on the blanket over her. Each glowing spot briefly turned into one of the Zodiac signs before they all disappeared. Cassie's eyes stopped glowing as she opened them and let out a long loud scream. Axton and Gusta were in tears as they did everything they could think of to try and keep her awake. Every inch of Cassie's body was hurting. Through her pain and tears, she couldn't stop herself from smiling when she looked at Axton and Gusta. To her, it felt as if she had been in a coma and hadn't seen them for years. Her tears felt as if they were burning her face as she tried to lift her head and they rolled down her cheeks. Axton cradled her head in his hands and kissed her on her forehead. Gusta held on to her sister's hand and stuttered as she tried to say everything that was on her mind all at once. Both of them stopped speaking when Cassie opened her mouth. Her bottom lip started to quiver and the flood of emotions was so immense that the first words she spoke to them were, “Thank you,” and “I love you.”

––––––––
[image: image]


6

DAWN. ALL OF THE WORKERS were tired and sore from searching the city's streets and buildings for survivors. Some felt like they would do anything for a big bowl of slop and a quiet place to sleep for a few hours. None of them complained or left their groups. They were all determined to keep searching until they had found every other worker, injured or dead. 

Cassie was sitting on the floor with her back against the wall next to the bathtub. Dressed in a pair of black trousers, a black shirt and a long black jacket. Axton was already dressed and was waiting outside the bathroom so that Gusta could get dressed. The two sisters couldn't stop talking to each other as Gusta took off the uniform and tossed it into the dustbin next to the toilet. As she looked through the pile of clothes for anything that didn't have a Elms family logo on it, she spoke about some of the challenges and dangers she and Axton faced while they were searching for her. Cassie spoke of everything that happened to her while she was Thadius' prisoner. By the time she started talking about her powers and the games, Gusta was fully dressed. She felt disgusted with herself. Wearing the fancy clothes of a member of the ruling family made her feel dirty, and that's why she and Axton didn't want to tell Cassie whose clothes they were wearing. They knew that if they told her, she would probably tear the clothes from her body. Gusta let Axton back into the bathroom. They sat down on the floor in front of Cassie and spoke to her about the strange things that happened to her body while she was unconscious. Cassie told them about some of the things she'd seen in her mind and how her body felt. When she started talking about attacking Gold Diego, they quickly tried to change the topic. Neither of them felt that she was going to be ready for another battle any time soon. She tried to convince them that she was feeling much better. When she tried to get up and fell back down, multicolored lights briefly glowed on random parts of her body. Axton and Gusta panicked. They thought she might lose consciousness again. Touching her hands and face, they both begged her to stay conscious. The dizziness Cassie felt was nothing compared to the different sensations she felt all over her body. It felt to her as if all four elements were moving around inside of her. She tried to hide the pain, but they knew her well enough to see past the brave face she was putting on. Axton told her that Gold Diego and the remaining members of the Elms family weren't going anywhere, and that she would be ready for another battle when whatever was going on inside of her stopped hurting her and making her weak. Just like her sister, Gusta put on a brave face and fought back the tears when she told her that attacking Gold Diego while she was in such a weakened state would be a suicide mission, no matter what powers she had. Cassie knew they were right. It didn't matter how badly she wanted to bring the rule of the Elms family to an end. She paused for a moment, looked at them and humbly nodded as she held out her hands. They helped her to get up. Her legs felt like jelly beneath her. They had to assist her as she started walking towards the door. It took them ten minutes to help her out of the bathroom and down the stairs. The first thing they noticed on the stairs was that Thadius' body was gone. When they reached the bottom of the stairs and made their way to the front door, they saw how the workers were still busy gathering the dead bodies in the main street. The bodies of the dead workers were on the sidewalk on one side of the street and that of the Elms Cops on the other. Seeing all the workers from different Grades working together reminded the Runners that everything they had left behind in Driven City, every risk, every mistake, and every sacrifice they'd made wasn't for nothing. Axton and Gusta wanted to help her out the door but she insisted that she wanted to try to walk on her own. When they let go of her, she struggled to keep her balance. She could feel her legs shaking beneath her. Axton stood behind her, ready to catch her if her legs gave way beneath her. She could still feel all four elements moving around inside of her body as she stepped out the front door. She slowly started making her way down the steps. As Axton and Gusta followed close behind her, they were the first ones to notice the gory sight in the street close to the corner of the house. Sitting upright with his upper body duct taped to a trash can, Thadius' body was on display for everyone to see. Some of the workers who were passing by stopped and looked at the body. A few mocked it, others spat on it and some even kicked it. When Cassie saw the body, she stopped at the bottom of the steps. She was so busy staring at the body that she didn't notice how some of the workers stopped and stared at her. Some pointed at her and whispered to the other workers in their groups. Many of them couldn't believe that someone who appeared so weak and who didn't look like much of a fighter was the one who had fought and killed the mighty Thadius Elms. 

Cassie looked back at Axton and Gusta before she continued walking. The two were clueless as to where she wanted to go as they followed her. The workers who had seen or heard of Cassie's powers were too afraid to approach her. The few who did approach her were the ones who'd only heard that she was the one who'd killed Thadius. They thanked her. Some started crying because they couldn't believe their heartless ruler was finally dead.  When she continued walking, Axton asked her where she wanted to go to. She told him that she wanted to walk around a few blocks to see if there were people who needed help with treating the injured or collecting the dead bodies. Axton and Gusta tried to convince her that their help wasn't needed and that she wasn't in any condition to be doing anything like that. Of all the workers who'd heard what she'd said, one ran up to Cassie and offered to drive her around a few blocks to see if there were workers who needed a extra helping hand to attend to the injured and the dead. She was about to tell him that she didn't mind walking when she felt the four elements moving around inside of her body. Her palms started to glow and multicolored waves of light began flickering and moving through her body. When she looked at her palms, she could see dark moving shapes through the glow. Both of these dark shapes began forming the different Zodiac signs. Axton and Gusta started to panic. They thought she was going to faint and collapse right there in the middle of the street. Gusta grabbed her by the upper arm and Axton grabbed her from behind. With his arms around her waist, he held her tightly against his body and begged her to try and stay conscious. Some of the workers stepped back in fear when they saw her glow while others stepped closer and stared at her in awe. Cassie also thought that she was going to faint. The level of pain and discomfort the elements caused in her varied from one part of her body to the next. Through the pain, she could feel how the powers were making her stronger. The glow slowly started to fade until it disappeared completely. Axton, Gusta and five of the workers all spoke simultaneously. All of them were asking her how she felt and if she needed to lie down. She assured them all that she was feeling well enough to go help the workers. 
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HOBART WAS SITTING at his desk in his study with a bottle of red wine in front of him and a glass in his hand. Everything that had been on the desk earlier was scattered on the floor. He was close to tears as he drank and quietly whispered to himself that his children were alright. He was thinking up a bunch of possible excuses as to why none of his children answers his calls. Of all the excuses he thought of, the one he tried to convince
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