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Prologue 




Rain crashed down upon the slanted roof of the small wooden house tucked safely behind the forest and the foothills. There, nestled in the seat of the Rocky Mountains, torrential rain was a rare occurrence before dawn; yet on this particular April morning, dark gray storm clouds obscured the pale sunrise. Inside the cabin, a young woman sat quietly in the dim light that filtered in from a small, sooty window. Wrapped in a scratchy blanket on a plain wooden chair, her bare legs tucked beneath her, she watched the fat droplets rolling down the window. As her eyes darted across the glass, the drops of water appeared to move in synchronized patterns along with them, dancing across the window, leaving delicate trails of swirling water streaming behind them. 

She shuddered slightly from the draft coming through the window and pulled the rough blanket closer around her bare arms; the fire she had lit the night before was mostly embers now, and, with no electricity in the house, the pouring rain made for a frigid morning. Thunder rumbled somewhere in the distance as a fork of lightning splintered across the dark sky. It glinted against her sapphire irises, exposing a slight case of heterochromia that only revealed itself in just the right light, for one of her eyes was just a shade darker than the other – so deep in hue, it was nearly purple. The color claimed a striking contrast to her pale skin and raven black hair, which tumbled below her shoulders in long cascades. 

The young woman absentmindedly fingered the jewel at her throat as she glanced at the calendar nailed to the wall across the room. It had been just over three years since she had awoken in this house, without any idea or indication of where – or who – she was. She had only the clothes on her back and a small, indigo pendant around her neck that was the exact same shade as her peculiarly colored eyes. 

She grimaced as she remembered that day, which had felt like a dream within a dream – a lasting remnant from the deep and troubled sleep that had plagued her just before she awoke, all alone, in an unfamiliar bed. Head splitting, she had stumbled around the strange house in a heavy fog, searching in vain for a telephone. But as she clutched the walls to steady herself, desperate for some fragment of a memory to return, a chilling thought occurred to her: she had no idea who to call. 

The cabin itself housed no clues. Save for some timeworn rugs and antique furniture, it was completely empty. There were no photos or any decoration of any kind hanging from the bare, paneled walls – the dark austerity of which made the modest house feel even smaller than it was. Strangely, however, the cabin did not feel as though it had been abandoned, or even neglected; only a thin layer of dust covered the bare floors and the few pieces of furniture within. The quilt atop the four-post bed was only slightly moth-eaten, and there was even a working well outside with clean, running water – to the young woman’s relief. 

As she stepped outside to survey the cabin’s surroundings, the sun was so bright she had to shield her face. It felt as though it had been days since she last saw the light of day; her hollow stomach seemed to agree. When her vision finally focused, she saw dozens of obsidian eyes etched into the snow-white bark of the grove of trees surrounding the cottage. She gave a start; the sight – or rather, the feeling as though she was being watched – was unsettling at first. But then a familiar word came to her. 

Aspens, she remembered. 

Both cheered and reassured that she could place a name to them, that some memories from before that day had persisted beyond whatever ordeal she had lived through, she took their namesake as her own as she began the daunting task of re-entering the world, alone. 

No one ever came to claim the house, so Aspen continued to shelter herself there, grateful for the refuge and concealment; for even though her memories had not returned, there was one key instinct that forced its way through the fog from the moment she opened her eyes: Don’t attract attention. Don’t let them find you. It was a feeling that emanated from her very bones, chilling her from the inside out, and if she knew only one thing in this world, she understood inherently that the feeling was not paranoia, but fact. 

Aspen started, abruptly pulled back to the present as a bright streak of purple-white lightning splintered across the sky, momentarily transforming the dark forest into stark silhouettes of gray and white. The foreboding eyes of the aspen trees watched her through the curtains of rain, reminding her that however lonely she may have felt, she was never truly alone. 

As she shivered again from the cold draft seeping through the window, the embers in the fireplace behind her glowed brighter. 





Chapter 1 




I looked up at the gray sky warily. I was by no means a materialistic person, but of the three earthly things I loved in this world, my smooth, soft, brown leather jacket was one of them, and rain was not something that paired well with conditioned leather. Still, it was cold and damp outside – something I’ve never tolerated well – and it was the only jacket I had. With one last pleading glance upward, I locked the front door of the log cabin that I had called home for the last three years, then walked around to the side of the house, just past the shoulder-high pile of firewood I kept stocked through the spring. 

There, I greeted my second beloved item, which was leaning beside the neatly stacked logs: a 1969 Honda inline-four-cylinder CB750 motorcycle, which my only friend, Evelyn, had gifted me a couple winters back. Her husband had passed away a long time ago, and, at seventy-one years old, with no family of her own, she and I had forged a natural bond over the years. She was also my closest neighbor; though at three miles away – up a winding, two-lane county road – “close” was a bit of a stretch. 

I took a moment to admire my cherished motorcycle, its fresh coat of blue paint catching the light from the parting clouds, the chrome on the twin exhaust freshly buffed and shining. I strapped on my vintage steel WWII helmet as I straddled the bike, then punted the kickstand, the electric start roaring to life. 

Safely tucking my third and most cherished possession – my blue sapphire necklace – into my shirt, I zipped up my leather jacket all the way to my chin and revved the engine. All 736 cubic centimeters thundered to life as I shot away from the house, making my way up the winding back road that led to Evelyn’s. My hair flew behind me as I tore past towering evergreens that sheltered lush foliage. I breathed in the smell of wet earth and ionized air and pulled just a bit more on the throttle. The forest was a green and brown blur as I flew past it. 

In the city, I always drove at exactly five miles below the speed limit to avoid being pulled over and having an officer ask for identification. But on this particular drizzly April morning, I felt free to fly across the smooth, damp asphalt while the rest of the world remained sleeping in their warm, dry beds. I was heading over to cut more kindling for Evelyn’s fireplace; I knew she’d appreciate the crackling of a warm fire on a cold day, and since she also lived all alone, I reasoned, she could probably use the extra help. 

The fact of the matter is, I just didn’t want to be alone that morning. But sometimes the mere acknowledgement of loneliness is harder than the feeling itself. 

I pulled off the road and made my way up Evelyn’s winding driveway. It was early, just before 6:00 a.m., so I cut the engine and walked my bike the last third of the way up, leaning it against the side of the faded green shed beside her house. I opened the shed door and grabbed a rusted axe, hoisting it over my shoulder with a grunt, then walked over to the big stump where I had stockpiled the logs I’d cut the month before. My sturdy boots squished in the rain-soaked grass, but thankfully the clouds were clearing and the morning was slowly beginning to warm by the dim light of the late-waking sun. Taking one of the logs and carefully balancing it on the stump, I pulled the axe behind my head and swung down, hearing the satisfactory thunk as it easily hocked through what was now two halves of a log. I stood one of the halves on the stump again – thunk! – and repeated the process. 

Chopping kindling was demanding work, but I loved doing it. It gave me a sense of purpose. Of meaning. Hell, it gave me something to do. When you have a false identity, a past you can’t remember, and you’re living off the grid, life can be unrelentingly dull. I possessed no identification of any kind. Because of that, I couldn’t open a utility account for either electricity or gas. Neither could I have a bank account or a telephone. The cabin I lived in, whoever it belonged to, didn’t receive any mail and no one ever came along asking for rent, thank goodness. I did have bills, though. And while it’s not exactly easy to get a job without a Social Security card, after the great bike-borrowing fiasco of 2016, I quickly learned that any food or supplies I needed would have to be paid for. Evelyn had taught me that lesson the long-winded way. 

I pulled a shard of wood from my hair, blowing the long, black strands away from my face. I’d have given anything to go to work that morning, but Gina had forbidden me from coming in once she’d realized I’d worked eleven days straight without a day off. She just didn’t understand. More than money, the restaurant provided me with some semblance of normalcy, of socializing – even if it was in a strictly-limited capacity. Apart from Evelyn, I had no friends, no one to talk to or confide in or pal around with. It’s not that I was unpleasant or off-putting – at least, not to my knowledge – and yes, I possessed a rather overwhelming disinclination to be around others. Despite that small detail, even if I had allowed myself the indulgence of fostering another friendship, anything that I shared about myself would just be a lie, which felt like a lousy and unfair thing to do. When you’re a person who hates being dishonest, living a lie is a perpetual state of cognitive dissonance. Hence my desire to simply not let anyone in; having no friends meant having no one to lie to. It also meant having no one to hide from. 

After an hour or so of splitting wood, my hands were cold and raw. I glanced toward the house but there were no lights on yet. The pile I had accumulated was big enough to provide Evelyn kindling for the month. I carried the pieces of wood over to the porch, trying my best to stack them as close to the front door as possible without making too much noise. When I was done, I walked back down the driveway towards my bike, tugging at a splinter in my finger. I had a list of items I was saving money for, but conceded to myself – with a hint of sullenness – that gloves would have to be added to that growing list. 

I sighed heavily. I was feeling anxious – that uninvited, disconcerting kind of dread that would sometimes rear its ugly, unfounded head. I had barely slept at all the night before, which was by no means a rare occurrence, but that morning I felt unreasonably tense. I was desperately seeking something to distract myself with, but Evelyn was still asleep, I was formally banned from work for the day, and the library wouldn’t be open for another two hours. 

When I reached my motorcycle at the end of Evelyn’s gravel driveway, I stood there for a moment with my eyes closed, taking a few deep breaths of fresh air to center myself. The thought of going back home to the relentless silence seemed unbearable, so I strapped on my helmet and decided to just ride, with no particular destination in mind. The air was crisp with the smell of fresh rain and the clouds were parting to reveal glimpses of the pale early morning sky. I took the road that wound tightly above Evelyn’s house and the surrounding hills, slightly more cautious on the throttle than before. My chest still felt tight but the lively wind whipping around me, the clean smell of the forest, and the gorgeous views of the mountains lifted my spirits. The curves of the road coiled around and between the undulating hills, and my bike and I swayed along with them. I approached a hard curve and leaned left, the motorcycle tilting with me. The exhilaration from the ride momentarily replaced some of my anxiety, and, for the briefest moment, I felt exultant. 

Then everything happened at once. My eyes filled with blinding white light as a deafening blare filled my ears and an acrid, burning stench filled my nose. A semi-truck was careening down the mountain straight toward me, and it wasn’t slowing. My head swiveled around wildly, looking for an escape; the road was narrow, and the steep, rocky hillside prevented any escape to my right. As the truck veered into my lane, I knew I had nowhere to go. So, I did the only thing I could do: I slammed on my brakes – which only made matters worse. The back wheel immediately locked up, sending the bike skidding across the asphalt until it slid out from under me, throwing me to the ground. I slid two bike lengths across the road, barely registering the pain tearing across the entire right side of my body. Skidding to a stinging stop, I looked up in horror. The glaring headlights from the truck were almost upon me. I shielded my face, doing all that I could not to squeeze my eyes shut, knowing that this was the end. 

As abruptly as it came, the truck’s horn was suddenly replaced with another ear-splitting noise as a howling gust of wind came barreling down the narrow cut of road, scattering dirt and debris in all directions. My hair blew around me wildly, slapping against my stinging cheeks as I took in the impossibility that had just materialized before my very eyes: a twenty-foot tall tornado – one that very much seemed to appear out of nowhere – was raging toward me. The force of it was staggering; and yet, as I cowered there in the street – curled up in the fetal position, bracing myself to be swallowed by the ferocious gale – I somehow remained rooted to my spot. 

I watched in wide-eyed terror as the tornado tore past me, hitting the front corner of the semi-truck with such might that, for the briefest moment, it teetered preposterously on only its left-side wheels… Then, it slammed to the ground with a terrible screech, spraying bright orange sparks across the asphalt. The truck skidded half a dozen yards on its side, its momentum rapidly dampened by the force of the raging wind, before coming to a smoking halt barely a bike’s length in front of me. 

In the span of a single, ragged breath, the tornado vanished and the wind was still. All was quiet once again, save for my heart slamming wildly in my ears. I scrambled to my feet, pain searing through my body. The truck, the skid marks, the trees and my fallen bike all spun around my throbbing head as the ground lurched violently beneath me. 

Then my knees buckled, and the world went black. 





Chapter 2 




Seconds passed, perhaps minutes. 

I groaned, squinting my eyes against the intense morning sun, and lifted my head with effort. It felt heavy. Every limb felt heavy. Propping myself up on bruised elbows, I blearily took stock of myself. My heartbeat sounded like crashing ocean waves in my ears. I reached for my necklace instinctively. Still safe. I wiggled my toes in my boots, relieved that they moved. 

I sat up slowly, wincing from the pain in my right side. My jeans were torn and streaked with blood. My beloved leather jacket was shredded from gravel but in one piece, and had thankfully protected most of the skin on my arms. My knuckles were bleeding on both hands and my right wrist was throbbing painfully. I gingerly opened and closed my fist; it hurt – badly. When I took a shaky breath, the ribs on my right side seethed with pain. Mercifully, the helmet Evelyn had gifted me was still resting on my pounding head. I shuddered to think of what my fate might have been had I not been wearing it. 

I looked around me. My bike lay on its side in the road several feet away. The right mirror had been knocked off and I could see streaks of blue paint scraped across the asphalt. But my throat caught when I saw the truck, lying on its left side, hydraulic fluid seeping across the street, smoke still trailing from the brakes. The front windshield was completely shattered and lay in hundreds of blue fragments that glittered across the road. I could make out the driver, slumped against the left side of the cabin, his limp body parallel to the street. There was blood, but I couldn’t tell how much. I stood up – very cautiously and slowly this time – and took as deep a breath as I could without causing my ribs to spasm. Then I took a shaky step, and then another. My heart was banging against my chest and I was gripped with fear at the thought of what I might find in the cabin of that truck. 

Holding my breath, I approached the cabin from the front, where the windshield had blown out. Crouching to get closer, I peered inside and let out a relieved sob when I saw the man was strapped in and seemingly in one piece. He was unconscious; his forehead was cut fairly deeply but he was breathing. I surveyed the cabin of the truck. It had a CB radio, which had been knocked from its stand on the dash but otherwise appeared to be in one piece. Wheezing with effort, I reached down beneath the dashboard for the receiver, which was dangling by its coil. I didn’t know who to call but I knew I had to radio someone to come help him. 

Don’t attract attention. Don’t let them find you. 

The admonition seared through my head and my hand stopped dead in its tracks. The man let out a small groan and moved his head slightly. His eyes fluttered and my stomach wrenched with fear. Before I could make a move, I heard the sound of a distant car approaching. 

Too many questions, you’ll be endangered. 

I staggered back away from the truck and stumbled to my bike. Using all my strength, I hoisted it back up, grunting from the pain in my side, and somehow managed to mount it. It was by sheer willpower, and a good dash of luck, that I didn’t immediately topple off the other side. I turned the key, which was still in the ignition, and it stalled, sputtered, coughed, then finally roared to life. I took one last look over my shoulder as an old brown Corolla with a mismatched red hood approached the scene. It was then that I knew that the truck driver would be okay. Wrenching the throttle back without another glance behind me, I tore away as quickly as I could. 

*** 

I can’t tell you how I made it home. I honestly don’t remember anything but blurs of trees and searing pain. But somehow, I found myself back at my cabin. I haphazardly leaned the bike against the side of the house and took off my helmet. The green paint was cleanly scraped off one side and there was a small dent in it from what was probably a rock in the road. It vaguely registered in my mind that that could have been my skull. I tossed the helmet in the grass near the bike, feeling queasy. 

As I stumbled over to the well behind the house, it occurred to me that I had left the right mirror lying in the road at the accident and, in my delirium, was rather irritated at myself for forgetting to grab it. It took much more effort than it should have to turn on the generator connected to the well pump, but eventually it roared to life. After hitting my head as hard as I did, the deafening noise of the machine was almost unbearable; I clamped my hands over my ears and stumbled back to the cabin. 

Groaning, I limped through the back door into the kitchen, tossing my threadbare jacket on a chair by the table, and fumbled through the drawer full of junk until I found scissors. Sinking to the cold linoleum floor, I peeled off my boots, my ribs protesting with pain, and set to work cutting off the remainder of my shredded jeans, which were matted to my skin with dried blood. I grimaced, wondering how bad it would be once I washed the blood away. Leaving the bloody shreds of denim on the floor, I stood up precariously, steadying myself on the kitchen table, then made my way to the bathroom using the walls for support. Cradling my right hand, I used my left hand to turn on the water to the cast iron clawfoot tub in the middle of the bathroom and peeled off the remainder of my clothes while it filled. Normally, I would try to heat the water in the fireplace before climbing into an otherwise-frigid bath, but at that moment I had neither the strength nor the mindset for that. 

My head was throbbing and the tiny room felt as though it were spinning. I leaned heavily on the bathroom sink and looked at my scraped face in the mirror, idly wondering if I had a concussion. I tilted forward to examine my pupils, trying to determine whether or not they were the same size. Strangely, my darker eye, the right one, seemed even more purple than usual. As I peered closer to look at it, my iris flashed – a bright purple, almost-ultraviolent glint. Much like a sun’s ray catching a polished river stone. But there were no bright rays of light coming through the tiny, dirty window set high on the wall behind me. I blinked twice, shaking my head, then winced. 

God, I must have a concussion, I thought grimly. 

The tub was nearly full by that point so I twisted the squeaky faucet closed. I dipped my bloody knuckles in the water and grimaced at the glacial temperature. Gingerly, I raised my leg and hoisted myself into the tub, gasping from the cold. I looked down, surveying the multiple bruises purpling beneath my skin, convincing myself that a cold bath would be therapeutic. As I slid into the freezing water, goosebumps erupted across my flesh but I welcomed the ensuing numbness. The tub became red and murky as the dried blood and dirt from my abrasions dissolved in the water. 

As I sank deeper into the tub, my thoughts drifted to the day that Evelyn had given me the motorcycle. It was more than two years ago on a winter morning that had felt as frigid as that bathwater; the snow had been relentless for days and was accumulating in deep, white drifts against the cabin. Even by Colorado standards, it was unbearably cold. At that time, I hadn’t admitted to her that I possessed no mode of transportation, save for my overused feet – one of which was boring an actual hole through the right toe of my tattered boot. Like the snow piling outside my windows, the guilt of not visiting Evelyn for a week was weighing heavily on my mind, creating an intense conflict of interest vis-a-vis my deep aversion to the cold. That struggle of moral principle vs. deep, feet-numbing snow was what ultimately brought me to rather desperate measures. 

Two and a half hours after making up my mind to venture out into the icy tundra, I found myself on Evelyn’s doorstep shivering like a frost-nipped leaf, sheepishly averting direct eye-contact while admitting to her that, yes, I had borrowed a rusty, abandoned bicycle that I’d found leaning against a light post just outside of town in order to avoid walking the whole way to her house. Much to my chagrin, I had managed to make it nearly halfway up the partially plowed road before I realized that the battered single-speed bicycle was not going to make it through the two-foot snow drifts. Ergo, I concluded my miserable story while pretending to examine the brass numbers nailed to the left side of Evelyn’s front door, I unceremoniously deserted it in the ditch and trudged the rest of the way to her house. In the blizzard. Without gloves. Or a hat. 

Her eyes narrowed to nothing more than slits as she regarded the icicles in my hair, the holes in my boots, and my frozen fingers, which were ineffectually stuffed into my damp jacket pockets. Despite being slightly stooped and at least a head shorter than me, I confess that there were certain moments, over the years, where I was a little bit scared of Evelyn. This was absolutely one of those moments. 

I squirmed awkwardly, sincerely fearing for an instant that she might hit me over my snow-dusted head with a rolling pin. Thankfully, she instead yanked me inside and wordlessly handed me a thick blanket from the couch. I wrapped it around my wet shoulders, obediently following her around the house as she began lecturing me about stealing, gesticulating enthusiastically as she spoke: Doesn’t matter if the bike looked abandoned, the owner might very well have come back to find it missing and been beside themselves – and how mad she was that I’d been walking all over the place like some poor frost-bitten vagrant, and demanding, as an aside, for me to fetch that Tupperware, it’s too high on the shelf… Damn builder making everything in this place fit for a professional basketball player… 

She poured me a steaming cup of tea as she continued her harangue, and I sipped it appreciatively, warming my fingers on the hot mug. Eventually we made our way out to her garage where she marched over to a large lumpy item with a dirty sheet resting on top of it. She tugged off the covering, sending a cloud of dust into the air. Coughing, I looked through the falling haze of years-old microparticles to find a slightly rusted, paint chipped, vintage motorcycle. I knew nothing about bikes at the time but even in its slight state of disrepair, I thought it was simply magnificent. My throat caught. 

She peered at me through a bit of a stink-eye. “This was my Donald’s and now it’s yours. Don’t want anything for it, save for you to return that bicycle from exactly where you got it.” For many months afterward, I would continue to get earfuls about having taken that damn bicycle, even though the bike was faithfully returned to its previously-abandoned spot with a letter thoroughly detailing how sorry I was. To this day, the bike – and the tattered remnants of that note – are still leaning against the exact same light post where I first found it. 

Evelyn walked over to the bike’s handlebars where a drab green, metal helmet was hanging. She took it in her hands, tenderly regarding it for a moment, then turned to press the helmet into mine with the stark admonition: “This was my father’s, from the War, before it passed to my husband. I always told Don that if he ever left home without a helmet and survived the trip back, I’d kill him myself.” 

It was then, in that musty garage, that my eyes overflowed, partially from the motes of dust still hovering in the air, but mostly because it was the kindest thing I could remember anyone having done for me. I hugged her tightly and she muttered something gruffly into my neck about renewing the registration for me and lending me her winter boots for the return trip. 

*** 

Shivering in the tub, I couldn’t help but smile at the old memory. Then I immediately grimaced. Evelyn knew I didn’t have a driver’s license and she didn’t like it one bit, but I’d always promised her that I would be extremely careful while riding – which would usually incite some sort of half-satisfied grunt in response. 

She’s going to kill me, I fretted, all at once aware of the fact that I couldn’t feel my toes. 

When I opened my eyes to survey myself once again, my blood-drained, white fingertips were wrinkled and my muscles were appreciatively numb. The sudden urge to sleep overwhelmed my sluggish senses, so I reached for a towel with my left hand, the one that hurt less to move, and gently wrapped myself in it. Not bothering to drain the bloody bathwater, I stepped into a pair of old slippers and shuffled out to the living room, where I slumped into the old sunken sofa in front of the fireplace. The fire from the night before was almost completely out, save for a couple of hot coals. My teeth chattering, I curled up under nothing but the damp towel, too worn out to reach for the wool blanket on the far end of the sofa. 

As I faded into a long, fitful sleep, I dreamt that the coals of the fireplace suddenly roared to life and could almost feel the comforting warmth wash over my battered body. 





Chapter 3 




Some indeterminate amount of time later, I awoke with a start to a shrill, high-pitched noise. 

“Oh, my Lord!” Evelyn wailed upon seeing me. I looked up at her from the couch through bleary eyes. She stood at the foot of the sofa in a brightly-flowered dress, both hands to her mouth. Her normally impeccably styled, steel-gray hair was rather disheveled, thrown into a loose bun at the nape of her neck and unruly strands of hair framed her distraught face. Her eyes were wide and anxious as she knelt down next to me. 

“Child, I have been worried sick,” she fussed as she brushed my hair from my face to get a better look at me. “I saw on the news that there was a motorcycle accident on the county road, but the motorcyclist fled before help could be called.” She deftly put her hand against my head and peered intently into each of my eyes as she spoke. “Naturally my first thought was that it might have been you, so I came here immediately – all the while telling myself that I was just being paranoid – only to find your backdoor unlocked, bloody clothes strewn all over the kitchen, and no answer when I called your name!” Her voice was becoming increasingly shriller as she spoke. “Thank God you aren’t dead! Good Lord above, why didn’t you come to me?” 

I mumbled something incoherent in response. My head felt like it had been stuffed with sawdust. 

She took a seat on the edge of the couch and carefully took my chin in her hands, surveying my scratched-up face with a worried frown. “We need to get you to the hospital, sweets.” 

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I slurred, struggling to sit up. The right side of my body spasmed in pain. I slumped over pathetically, trying to downplay the situation by shooting Evelyn what was supposed to be a comforting smile. “It looks worse than it is, really.” 

She looked at me with frustration and pain in her eyes, knowing from experience that I’d never let her take me somewhere where they would ask for my ID. I never explained my situation to her in its entirety – no known family, zero memory of any aspect of my life before waking up in that cabin, not possessing a single scrap of identification, as well as having a deep and inexplicable instinct to avoid attracting attention – but she knew enough. Despite her inquisitive nature, in general she tried not to pry about these sensitive subjects, and we usually maintained a comfortable balance between a trusting friendship and tacit respect of certain boundaries. 

This was not one of those days. 

In that moment, I honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if she had attempted to pick me up and carry me to the doctor herself. I anchored myself more firmly to the couch, just in case. She sighed in exasperation. 

“What time is it?” I asked groggily. 

“Two in the afternoon,” she replied. “Friday,” she added, likely grasping my compromised state of mind. 

My eyes bulged and I gasped, struggling to gather the towel closer around me so I could get off the couch. “Oh god, I’m late for work! Gina will kill me, I’ve gotta—” 

Evelyn placed a surprisingly firm hand against my shoulder, causing me to wince. “You will do no such thing!” she commanded, her grip unyielding. “You will sit right here on this couch while I get you a warm robe and some medicine. How you managed to make a fire is beyond me, but I will be the one to tend to that now.” 

I glanced at the crackling fireplace, confused. I didn’t remember making a fire. 

She continued without pausing. “I’ll call the restaurant from my house when I go to get supplies for you and let Gina know you fell and sprained your wrist badly. Judging by the swelling” she nodded to my wrist, “that’s not too far off.” 

I started to protest but she shot me a look so frightening it would have put even Attila the Hun in his place. 

“Yes, ma’am,” I mumbled. 

She patted my arm gently. “Come now. Remember, I used to be a nurse. Let’s see how much of you we have to put back together.” 

She carefully helped me off the couch, again surprising me with her fortitude, and slowly walked me to the bedroom where she fetched me my green flannel robe from the bedpost and gently helped me into it. My muscles and joints had tightened badly since the accident and moving any part of my body felt excruciating. 

Evelyn’s impromptu, yet thorough, medical examination yielded: a minor concussion, bruised ribs on the right side, a sprained right wrist, road rash on the entire right side of my body including a deeper laceration on my hip from an embedded chunk of gravel, a wide variety of cuts and scrapes, and an assortment of eggplant-purple bruises which blossomed across most of my torso and hip. She tsk-ed and muttered to herself every time she discovered a new trauma to my body. Most of it was about the various supplies she would need to retrieve, but I heard some choice words about truck drivers as well. 

My throat suddenly felt tight. “Is he okay?” I asked. 

“Who…? Oh, the idiot who nearly killed you? He’s fine. Was on the news this morning with a band-aid on his forehead. Spewing some nonsense about burnt-out brakes and a tornado that came out of nowhere, but no one in the nearby neighborhoods, including yours truly, experienced any wind gusts. No doubt he was just drunk and making excuses, the no-good louse.” 

I frowned, but as she started prodding at my ribs again, the pain distracted me from my wandering thoughts. 

“You must have left the generator on all night,” she remarked, carefully inspecting my swollen wrist in her hands. “It was sputtering like the dickens when I pulled up so I shut it off. I’ll bring a few extra gallons of gasoline with me later today. Do you still keep the canisters behind the well?” 

I nodded meekly. 

After checking every inch of me twice for injuries and lecturing me three more times about seeing a doctor, Evelyn gently tucked me back in on the couch. She added two more logs to the fireplace, then left to get gauze, supplies, gas, and medicine from her place, “reassuring” me that she would let the restaurant know on my behalf that I wouldn’t be in for at least two weeks. She said that last part with an audible note of authority, underscored with a hint of well-intentioned menace. I knew better than to argue, but my heart sank. 

How the hell am I supposed to go without income for that long? I fretted as I settled into a deep sleep filled with various distressing nightmares about tornadoes, haunted fireplaces, and one particularly aggravating, recurring dream about coconuts falling on my head. 





Chapter 4 




The first three days under Nurse Evelyn’s care passed as a foggy blur. I spent most of those seventy-two hours sleeping, and the remaining hours in so much discomfort from my injuries that I wished I were sleeping. Even after the bruises faded and my joints loosened up a bit, the worst of it was actually the road rash, which felt like severe burns all up and down my legs and the entire right side of my body. Despite my protests, Evelyn cared for me relentlessly. She changed the gauze on my legs twice a day and had a constant supply of balms and ice packs, as well as soup and sandwiches, which she made at her place and carted over to mine in her old brick red Buick. Had I not been fed such a steady stream of sleep-inducing painkillers, I would have been overwhelmed with gratitude and guilt. I don’t know what I would have done without her during that time, and several times I inelegantly tried to tell her so. 

“Nonsense,” she would reply, brushing me off. “It’s just what you do when you love someone.” 

After the first few days, I was finally able to convince Evelyn to go home and rest for a while. Her eyes were tired and I knew she had to have been worn out, despite the fact that she betrayed no indication that she was. She eventually relented, but only after filling a large cooler with ice and enough food for a small militia, as well as lining up every bottle of medicine I might possibly need, arranged according to pain type, in a neat line on an end table placed within an exact arm’s length of the couch where I was camping out. She also left me a long-range walkie-talkie she had found while digging through her attic, scolding herself under her breath for not thinking of it earlier. 

I reassured her repeatedly that I would absolutely not leave, and that if I needed anything at all, I would immediately call her on the walkie-talkie, no matter what. After checking my gauze one last time and reminding me for the third time to keep my door locked after she left, she finally made her way for the door. 

“I left you a pile of books from the library on the kitchen table, enough to keep you reading for at least the next month – so you’ll be less inclined to go out and get more books yourself.” She gave me a pointed look. “I’ll be back first thing tomorrow morning. If you need anything at all—” 

“I promise I’ll call you!” I grinned, waving the red walkie-talkie in the air from the couch. I did everything I could not to grimace from the sudden spasm of pain along my right side as I did so. Had I so much as raised an eyebrow peculiarly, I knew she’d insist on staying another week. 

Grunting, but seemingly satisfied for the moment, she pulled on her rain jacket and stepped outside into the drizzling gray, giving me one last hard-nosed squint through the window before she stepped into her car. I chuckled to myself. 

To be honest, I’d really enjoyed having Evelyn’s company during those three days. It was the most time I had ever remembered spending with another person. During the hours I wasn’t sleeping, she had brought over her hand-crank radio, providing us with short-lived intervals of oldies music, the names of every song and band she recited by heart. We played War with an old deck of cards and talked and laughed until I winced and then she scolded me for laughing, even though it was usually because of something funny she herself had said. Without her, the house was silent again, and the loneliness I had grown so accustomed to came thundering back, more intrusive than before. 

I sighed. I wasn’t used to being idle; for three years I constantly kept myself busy as a way to ensure everything was taken care of – who else would handle the chores and responsibilities if not for me? – but also because keeping myself occupied prevented the anxiety from creeping in. It was during quiet moments such as these where my mind raced, asking questions about things which I resigned myself to believing I would never find answers to. 

My eyes watered for the briefest moment as I sat on that unsightly, sagging couch feeling sorry for myself. 

“That’s enough,” I said aloud. “This is just a minor setback. Things will be back to normal in no time.” 

Not in the mood for solitaire, I got up from the couch unsteadily, using the armrest as support, and walked into the kitchen to find the large pile of books Evelyn had left. I shuffled through the titles with my good hand, many of which I had already read: East of Eden, Jane Eyre, An Anthology of Hans Christian Andersen, To Kill a Mockingbird. There was a guidebook on motorcycles that I hadn’t read before, but the thought of reading it made a lump form in my throat. 

Who knows when I’ll ride again, I lamented to myself. I didn’t even know what kind of repairs the bike needed yet. Evelyn insisted I not look at it until I was better healed but assured me that most of the damage that she observed looked fairly superficial. I took her word on it, knowing that if I went out to check for myself, I’d end up sitting on the muddy ground struggling to control a wrench with a sprained wrist, which is most definitely something she would kill me for if she caught me. 

Taking my attention back to the mountain of books on the table, a tattered textbook caught my eye: An Overview of Medieval Europe. I picked it up and thumbed through the chapters, rather awkwardly with my bulky wrist brace. As I skimmed the pages, which had been highlighted and heavily notated in the margins, a pamphlet fell out of the book and onto the table. The front page read: 

________ 

Free Course Audit – limited spaces left 

Auditing a course allows a student to take a class without the benefit of a grade or credit for a course.  An A&S undergraduate student who audits a course does so for the purposes of self-enrichment and academic exploration.   The course is offered ONLY on a space-available basis with the approvals of both the instructor of the course and an academic dean in the College of Arts & Science.  Available courses: 

ANTH 3391-Archaeology of Prehistoric Europe 

ENGL 3003-Historical Survey of British Literatures I 

HIST 2109-Introduction to Medieval History 

HIST 3461-Introduction to East Asia In the Imperial Age 

HIST 3613-History of the Crusades 

SPAN 3503-Pre-Modern Spanish Culture and Thought 

__________ 

The rest of the pamphlet had information on the classes, enrollment support, and a campus map. It was for the major university in town, a world-renowned tech school that pumped out droves of accomplished engineers, chemists, and mathematicians every year. It never occurred to me that they would have a Liberal Arts program as well. 

I stared at the booklet, feeling absolutely dimwitted. I had always fantasized about going to college but there were three fairly insurmountable obstacles in my way: One, I didn’t have the money. Two, I didn’t know my real name or any of the other mandatory information. Three, I wasn’t aware of any prior school enrollment I might have completed and to my knowledge, I didn’t possess SAT scores that I could present as part of the application process. It never even crossed my mind that I could simply attend college classes unofficially. Granted, I knew I wouldn’t take the formal steps of obtaining approvals from both the instructor and an academic dean, since I didn’t actually attend the University… but according to this booklet, the classes were large, so who would notice if I unobtrusively sat in the back of the lecture hall, taking notes for my own – how did they put it? – I glanced back down at the front page: Self-enrichment and academic exploration. 

I grinned ecstatically, giddy at the prospect that I might be able to attend full college courses, for free, unregistered and unnoticed. The things I could learn! I sat down at the kitchen table and skimmed the course descriptions. I stopped at HIST 2109 - Introduction to Medieval History, for which the textbook on my kitchen table was required reading: 

Course Catalog Description: Europe from the decline of Rome to early Renaissance. Politics, institutions, society, economy, and culture of the Middle Ages. 

Class Description: This lecture course begins with the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and covers such topics as the development of Christianity, the Muslim invasions, the Merovingians, the Carolingian empire, the Crusades, the making of England and France, the German Empire, the Spanish Reconquista, the Hundred Years War, and the Black Death. It ends with the Renaissance. Political, Military and Religious history is the major focus of this course. 

Textbook: An Overview of Medieval Europe. 

Class Times: MWF, 6:00-6:50pm 

I glanced at the calendar on the wall. Monday, April 9th. That meant there would be a class tonight, and I already had the book for supplemental reading. I was pretty sure Spring semester had started sometime in mid-January, so I would have already missed over two months of classes. But what would that matter? I wouldn’t be able to turn in any exams, anyway. I could still attend in time to hear about the Crusades. And, Gina only ever needed me at the restaurant from early morning to 3:00 p.m. for the breakfast and lunch shifts, so I could keep attending even after I went back to work the week after next. The timing was perfect. 

Maybe after this class finishes, I could find a summer lecture on the Renaissance! I thought excitedly. And then the Age of Reason! What happened after the Enlightenment? The Industrial Revolution? I wasn’t exactly sure how I knew that information, but the realization that somewhere deep down, I had certain memories from my life before made me feel even more elated. I hurried back over to the end table by the couch, fumbling to pick up the walkie-talkie Evelyn left me. I pressed the button on the left side and called into it excitedly, “Evelyn? Are you there?” 

Half a second later, she answered, her voice slightly shrill, “Aspen? What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 

Oops. “I’m completely okay,” I answered quickly, “Everything is great. I was wondering if I could ask you for one quick favor?” 

“Anything,” she answered. “Tell me.” 

“Could you drive me to the university tonight? Around 5:30? There’s a class I’d like to attend.” 

After a slight pause, the grin almost audible in her voice, she replied, “I’ll bring extra pencils.” 





Chapter 5 




Evelyn came back around five o’clock that evening with a thermos of tomato soup and a few warm grilled cheese sandwiches wrapped in foil. As promised, she also brought about a dozen sharpened number-two pencils. I raised an eyebrow questioningly. 

“You can never be too prepared!” she said brightly, tucking them back into her purse, next to a small writing pad, a fresh pack of tissues, and a gold tube of lipstick. 

I ate as quickly as I could, all too happy to deprive her of the opportunity to chide me to eat more. I cleared our plates with my good hand, ignoring her protests for me to rest, then hurried to the bedroom to grab my backpack. Earlier that afternoon I had dumped out my restaurant uniform – a white, button-up shirt, black dress pants and a green apron, which was in dire need of a good washing – and re-packed it with An Overview of Medieval Europe, an old spiral notebook, and a few mismatched pens I had amassed from around the house. 

The backpack was bright red, which I had specifically chosen for its attention-grabbing color a couple years back since its main purpose was for carrying my things on my back while riding my motorcycle. Being highly-visible was a good safety technique on a bike, but a part of me couldn’t help but wish it was a little less conspicuous for this occasion. 

You’re being paranoid, I scolded myself. There are hundreds of students in this class. 

I wrestled my hair into a high ponytail – a hard enough feat to accomplish with two good hands – and surveyed myself in the mirror. It was a warm evening but I chose soft black leggings to cover the remaining bandages on my legs and a blue, long-sleeved blouse that hid the bruises on my arms and was comfortably loose around my ribs. It was pretty, I conceded, but not ostentatious. Satisfied enough with my reflection, I carefully slung my backpack over my left shoulder. 

Here we go, I thought, feeling only a twinge of nervousness. 

Emerging from my room a moment later, I walked over to Evelyn who was still sitting at the kitchen table. “All set!” I announced. 

She surveyed my bandaged wrist and the residual scuffs on my face but simply smiled and said, “You look just like a typical University student. Except far prettier.” With a wink, she stood up, straightened the chiffon scarf on her head, then gestured to the Buick outside. “Your brick red chariot awaits!” 

*** 

After naïvely wandering around the east side of campus for quite some time (in our defense, it was a sprawling campus with dozens of different buildings, and some of the building names were rather obscured by various overgrown flora), we finally found the right lecture hall at ten past the hour. Hastily taped to the right of the heavy mahogany doors was a sign that read “HIST 2109, Dr. Borstein”. 

Flustered and breathless, I cautiously, and with effort, cracked open the heavy door and peeked through, observing a cavernous auditorium with three sections of theater-style seating, divided by two narrow aisles. Most of the seats were already occupied. The professor, a bearded man in his early seventies, sporting a hackneyed brown tweed jacket and stark white hair that was in slight disarray, stood at the front of the room. Far below us, already well into his lecture, he had an impressively stentorian voice. I quickly scanned the room and spotted two empty seats about a third of the way down on the far-right side and motioned for Evelyn to follow me. 

She squeezed in behind me through the double doors as I did my best to be quiet and discreet. Naturally, the door forcefully slammed shut behind us, making a preposterously loud BANG. 

It echoed thunderously through the great hall like cannon fire. Evelyn, wide-eyed and sheepish, made a wild I-didn’t-do-it gesture as every single head in the room spun around in unison, straining to see what the sudden racket was. My face felt as though it had turned a deeper shade of crimson than my backpack. The fluorescent lights in the ceiling flickered, making the entire scene even more dramatic. 

The professor cleared his throat crossly, obviously annoyed by the interruption. I bowed my head in shame and made a beeline for the two open seats, stammering apologies to all of the toes I clumsily trampled. 

“Aiden,” the professor addressed a dark-haired man sitting in the front row, who at that moment also happened to be staring at the maladroit buffoon – a.k.a., me – clamoring to get to a seat in the back of the auditorium. Hearing his name, Aiden turned back towards the professor. 

“Yes, Doctor Borstein?” 

“Please remind me to bring a screwdriver and a can of WD-40 before our next class. If the department won’t fix that damned door, then I will.” I saw the back of Aiden’s head nod as he leaned over in his seat to jot down the note. He looked older than the rest of the students by several years. 

One of the Teaching Assistants, I figured. 

Professor Borstein raised his voice. “If it would please the class, we’ll continue on with the Siege of Constantinople, which marked the culmination of the Fourth Crusade…” 

I slunk down in my seat. Evelyn plopped down next to me, chortling like a school girl. I raised a questioning eyebrow at her but she just shrugged, flashing me a big grin. 

“If I had known the professor would be this good-looking,” she whispered, “I’d have crashed this course a long time ago.” 

I stared at her incredulously, my own heart still racing from the fresh humiliation. She, on the other hand, seemed positively unruffled. I looked around at the other students, but the rest of the class had mercifully gone back to taking notes or surreptitiously surfing through social media on their laptops. One guy hid a comic book in his open textbook. I glanced down toward the front of the class, where Aiden again twisted around to glance over his shoulder. 

Probably at the loose hinges of that supernaturally-heavy door, I thought, my face flushing yet again. 

“…therefore, the sack of Constantinople is a major turning point in medieval history. The Crusaders' decision to attack the world's largest Christian city was unprecedented and directly accelerated the collapse of Christendom in the east,” Professor Borstein’s booming voice lulled me out of my chagrin. 

I pulled out my notebook and began scribbling notes. I tried to move my sprained wrist as little as possible to keep it from hurting, but nursing it made it impossible for me to be able to capture everything. To my right, Evelyn’s pencils and writing pad remained untouched in her purse, on her lap, upon which she rested her elbows. She had her chin balanced on her fists, appearing entranced by the lecture. Or perhaps the lecturer, I thought with a smirk as I quickly scrawled in slapdash letters: Facilitated the expansion of Islam into Europe. 

After thirty or so minutes of Professor Borstein’s uninterrupted oration on the Fourth Crusade and its lasting ramifications, I took a break from writing, idly hoping that there was still some un-melted ice in the cooler Evelyn left in my kitchen. Rubbing my tender wrist, I looked around the room contentedly. I knew I wouldn’t be able to take the next exam or collect any credits, since I wasn’t actually enrolled in the class, but sitting in that room of similarly-aged students, learning, taking notes like the rest of them… there was just something inexplicably satisfying about feeling… well, normal. I wondered if they felt as lucky to be there as I did. I wondered whether they lived in dorms, with friends, or perhaps at home with their parents. I wondered what it would be like to go home to my family, switch on the lights in the living room and talk about what I learned over dinner with my parents. My chest tightened at the concept, so distant and foreign compared to my own situation. 

“…That’s all for today, class. Today’s takeaway is this: The Crusaders' decision to attack the world's largest Christian city was controversial and unprecedented. Relations between the Catholic and Orthodox churches were catastrophically damaged for many centuries afterwards… This will be on the exam!” he added pointedly. The other students began bustling about noisily, shuffling notebooks and gathering belongings. 

“Do not forget that after today I will be out for the next two weeks,” Professor Borstein spoke over the dispersing students, “and my Associate Professor, Aiden Lawson, will be taking over in my absence.” 

Oh, so not a T.A. after all, I noted to myself. 

Yelling now, over the noise, he hurriedly added, “Everything we’ve discussed since the last exam up to this point will be on Exam Two, which Aiden will proctor at the end of next week!” 

Conceding to the bedlam of departing students, he threw his hands up and began gathering his notes from the podium. I turned towards Evelyn to say something, but she was gone. Looking around worriedly, I spotted her deftly maneuvering between students, her peach-colored scarf distinguishing the one head moving towards the Professor, and not the exits. I watched in mild amusement as she approached him, her body language indicating she was already smitten with the man. But I have to admit, from his wide, toothy grin and close proximity to her as they spoke, the feeling didn’t appear to be one-sided. 

I shook my head, chuckling quietly to myself as I started putting my notebook and pens back in my bag. I slung it over my shoulder and stood up, my bandaged legs stiff from sitting still for so long, and glanced back down at the front of the lecture hall. Professor Borstein was handing Evelyn a slip of paper. I had started to turn away and head out the door to meet her outside when my eye caught the Associate Professor’s. Aiden was standing at the front of the room, turned in my direction and staring right at me, his expression cool and penetrating. His dark eyes didn’t move from mine when our gazes met. He looked… perturbed. 

We stood for a moment, eyes locked from across the auditorium. His expression didn’t relax. Confused and ill-at-ease, I broke eye contact, ducking my head and hurriedly joining the ranks of stragglers leaving the auditorium. I had the urge to turn around to check whether he was still watching, but something told me to keep moving, and so I did. 





Chapter 6 




I had no idea that undergraduate classes could be so fascinating,” Evelyn effused on the ride home. “Robert – Doctor Borstein, that is – is a brilliantly-gifted orator. It’s such a shame that he’ll be in Brussels for that Medieval lecture series for the next two weeks.” 

I glanced at her from the passenger seat; she looked genuinely despondent at the notion., so I patted her arm sympathetically. 

“Do you mind taking me back on Wednesday night, even though he won’t be teaching?” I asked, trying to hide my slight amusement. 

“Oh, not at all, sweets, I’m just so glad you’re asking for help,” she replied in an affectionate tone, then immediately continued, “I wonder if I might bring you to my place for a short time tomorrow, if you’re not too tired, so you can remind me how to log into my AOL account? Robert and I exchanged phone and email information and for the life of me, I cannot remember how to get into my email.” 

“I’d be glad to,” I smiled. I had shown her a handful of times before but I suspected this fourth time might be the charm. We pulled into my driveway. 

“Do you need anything at all?” Evelyn asked as I reached to open the door. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like some company?” 

“I’m fine, really, thank you. I’m actually feeling a little tired,” I admitted. 

We made plans for the next morning (hot breakfast at her place followed by an email lesson), then I got out of the car and carefully walked up my unpaved gravel driveway. My battered motorcycle was leaning against the side of the house, one mirror plainly missing. It was a sad and lonely sight, indeed. I promised myself I’d survey the damage tomorrow, preparing myself just as much for the emotional toil as the physical. 

I stood on the front porch waving goodbye as Evelyn drove away. The sun was setting behind the hills, tingeing the darkening sky orange. The Aspen trees out front cast long, spindly shadows across the side of the cabin. I unlocked the front door, gawkily dropped my backpack to the floor and, in doing so, nearly knocked over the large flashlight I kept on a small table near the entrance. Muttering, I steadied the table and tiredly walked over to the fireplace where I squatted in front of it, arranging a few pieces of kindling wood around some crumpled-up balls of newspaper. I lit a long match from the box on the mantle and placed it in the middle of the pile, dexterously blowing the nascent flame until it caught on the kindling. When the small pieces of wood were sufficiently alight, I added a few large logs and sat on the floor for a moment, watching the yellow flames hungrily engulf the dry firewood. It wasn’t very cold inside but I appreciated the companionship of the fire, the light it brought to a darkening house. 

I sat on the floor with my legs outstretched, thinking about the class, the sack of Constantinople, the fortunate students with ordinary lives who filled the lecture hall; I thought about Evelyn’s new friend, Professor Borstein and smiled, looking forward to helping her get her email account set up. (Again.) My thoughts drifted to Aiden, Borstein’s Associate Professor; his dark wavy hair, his penetrating dark eyes, the way he stared at me, through me, as though something about me bothered him. Is tardiness a capital offense at that school? Why else would he seem so disturbed? I frowned in consternation, scowling at the gentle flickers dancing in the fireplace. …It couldn’t have been me… Could it? 

Abruptly, the fire surged and grew intensely hot, its white flames blazing nearly blue from the sudden onslaught of heat. I jumped back, startled. In an instant, the fire promptly subsided, low-burning and orange again. 

What the hell? I marveled in bemusement. 

Sitting upright, I knit my eyebrows together in concentration, staring intently at the fireplace. Aiden’s face again flashed in my mind and the fire suddenly roared to life once more, lashing and heaving, sending tall plumes of white-hot flames wildly erupting from the fireplace. I yelped and stumbled backwards, shielding my face from the immense heat and light. Whimpering, I squeezed my eyes shut. 

A moment passed. Then another. My back pressed against the couch, hands still positioned defensively in front of my face, I forced my eyes open, expecting the entire living room to be engulfed in flames. But the room was… completely normal. The fire remained confined to the fireplace, burning low and unruffled. If not for the heavy scorch marks on either side of the fireplace that left the surrounding bricks charred and blackened, I would have thought I had completely lost my mind. 

I scrambled to my feet and stumbled as fast as I could to the kitchen. I grabbed one of the large buckets from under the sink that was filled with water; then I raced back to the living room, water sloshing over the sides of the heavy bucket, and hurled its full contents onto the fire. The dying flames let out an angry hiss as furls of smoke escaped from under the flue. For several minutes I stood there, clutching the empty bucket to my chest in the darkened room, panting heavily, waiting to see if the fire would reignite. 

It didn’t. Slowly I let out my breath… 

Then I darted. I let the bucket clatter to the floor, grabbed the emergency flashlight from the front entryway since I was too afraid to light one of the kerosene lanterns, and hurried away from the fireplace and into my bedroom, where I sat huddled under my comforter, gripping the lit flashlight for dear life for the better part of the night. It wasn’t until sometime before dawn that I slipped into a nightmare-addled sleep. 





Chapter 7 




I was startled awake by Evelyn’s increasingly agitated rapping on the front door. Groggily, I attempted to wrestle free of the tangled sheets, poking my disheveled head out the side of the covers to see yellow morning sunlight streaming through the large bedroom window. My alarm was on the floor near the other side of the room, as if violently thrown. Cursing at myself, I flung the covers away, sending the large flashlight clattering to the floor, then jumped out of bed, hobbled only slightly by my remaining cuts and bruises. The knocking was fairly thunderous by that point, and I grimly imagined Evelyn preparing to bring out the battering ram. On my way to the door, I tripped over the bucket on the floor, cursing as I kicked it into a far corner of the living room with a loud clang. 

I must have been a sight for sore eyes when I finally opened the door: disheveled hair poking in all directions from the sheets’ static, one pajama leg hiked up to the knee, dark circles under both eyes. Evelyn’s facial expression contorted into a peculiar combination of concern, reproach, confusion, and – was she stifling a laugh? 

“Are you… hungover?” she asked, the concern in her voice genuine. 

“I – what? No! I—” I stopped myself, suddenly feeling very self-conscious about telling her the truth. What exactly would I say? Well, you see, Evelyn, I was sitting in front of the fireplace last night when it suddenly exploded as though I had doused it with gasoline, except I did nothing of the sort. And then, before nearly burning down my living room yet again, it died back down like nothing happened. So I’m pretty sure I either have malevolent poltergeists, or I’ve turned into a hallucinating lunatic. Or both. 

I looked up, realizing an awkward silence had passed. Evelyn was looking at me expectantly, some of the humor in her expression replaced by worry. 

“I stayed up really late last night, reading the next few chapters that come after the Crusades,” I lied. “I must have slept through the alarm.” Or thrown it across the room in a comatose stupor, I thought sulkily. 

The concern seemed to disappear from Evelyn’s expression as she sighed, half in relief, half in giddiness. 

“Wasn’t Robert’s lecture just marvelous?” she gushed. “I know he was detailing the barbaric sack of a city, but it just felt so…inspirational!” 

She let herself in, untying the pale pink scarf from her head as she walked over to the couch to sit and continue fawning over the class. I hurried back to my room to change into my day clothes, half-listening as she enthused over the charming banter she and Dr. Borstein exchanged after his inspiring lecture. I grabbed some faded jeans and a turquoise t-shirt from the dresser at the foot of my bed, pulling the shirt over my head with one hand. My wrist was a lot better, but still tender, especially after frantically hauling a heavy bucket of water through the house the night before. I’d secretly considered approaching Gina about the possibility of returning to work before the end of the week, especially if I could get my bike in working order. I wouldn’t mention that to Evelyn just yet, though. 

As I walked into my bathroom, Evelyn’s voice faded away. I splashed cold water on my face, quickly tore a brush through my bed-tousled hair and brushed my teeth with my left hand. I glanced in the mirror, noting the lingering scratches on my cheek, the dark circles under my eyes, and my irises, looking even more mismatched than usual. I sighed, resigning myself to my current unglamorous state, then turned away to meet Evelyn in the living room. She was standing with her back toward me, inspecting the blackened brick frame surrounding the fireplace. 

“What in the world happened here?” she asked, gesturing to the scorch marks on either side of the fireplace. “I don’t remember seeing these burns here yesterday.” 

I paused, half-wanting to tell her the truth, half-worrying she might have me institutionalized if I did. 

“Oh, that? That’s been there a while. It’s just from when I, uh, loaded a few too many logs in there. It looks worse than it was.” She opened her mouth to reply but I quickly continued. “I don’t ever put that many logs in there at the same time anymore and I bought a fire extinguisher for emergencies.” Better not forget to pick up a fire extinguisher the next time you’re in town, I thought with a grimace. 

She peered at me closely and I swallowed, immediately regretting the lie, but said nothing more on the subject. 

“Come on,” she said finally, “I’ve got chocolate chip flapjack batter waiting for us.” 

*** 

After a breakfast of pancakes and scrambled eggs, which I scarfed down greedily, we washed the dishes (well, she washed and I dried them with one hand), and then I spent the better part of the morning patiently showing Evelyn how to open up a browser window, log into her email account, and compose a new message. I didn’t have a computer at my own house, of course, but I spent plenty of time using the library computers for research and surfing, and thus considered myself fairly internet-savvy – at least for this basic tutorial. 

“Okay,” I said tiredly, standing behind her as she sat in front of an old Macintosh desktop computer, which was perched on a small oak desk in the corner of her living room. “I wrote down your new password – ‘Constantinople’, capital C – on this sticky note. Just keep it next to your computer for safe-keeping, I don’t think you have to be too worried about any major security breaches here.” I grinned at my own joke. She wrinkled her nose. 

“Okay, so, from your inbox – that’s this view with all the emails you’ve received – you have to click ‘Compose’. That button’s here, top left.” 

“I don’t know why it doesn’t just open up automatically,” she muttered. The blue light from the monitor reflected on her reading glasses as she adjusted them on her nose. 

“Because you might not want to write an email,” I repeated myself from earlier that morning. “You might want to read one first. Anyway, once the new email is opened, you go here, in the ‘To’ field, and type in Professor Borstein’s email address.” 

She positioned her index fingers above the keyboard and hunted down the keys, one at a time. Click, click… click. I looked around her living room while she did that. The walls were painted a pale pink. There were a couple of brown velour love seats and a wicker rocking chair, all loaded with mismatched pillows of varying pastel colors. White floating shelves with lace doilies housed various tchotchkes and photos, most of her and her late husband, Donald, in their various travels. It had been a long time since his passing – eight years, she had told me. I was glad she’d found the chance to make a new companion in Professor Borstein. 

“How do I make this squiggly ‘a’ symbol again?” she asked, furrowing her eyebrows at the keyboard. 

“Hold down Shift – this key here – and then press the number two,” I instructed. “Not the two on your number pad, the two here, above the Q and W.” 

“Why in the world would they put two characters on one button?” she lamented grumpily. 

It continued like that for a couple more hours. But by late morning, she was reading and composing emails like a champion. I left her at her desk deep in concentration, hunting-and-pecking what I knew would eventually be a rich and captivating letter to her new friend, Robert. 

“I’m walking home, Evelyn!” I called from the front door. “Thank you again for breakfast! I’ll ring you on the walkie-talkie if anything comes up.” No answer. I chuckled and zipped up my leather jacket. “See you Wednesday night!” I hollered. I heard an acknowledging grunt come from the corner. 

Carefully shutting the door behind me as I inspected the pile of kindling by the door, I stuffed my hands in my pockets and began my three-mile walk home. The weather was crisp and beautiful, the sky a lovely robin’s egg blue. I hummed to myself, thrilled at the chance for some fresh air and exercise. As I strolled along, I did everything I could to push memories of the previous night from my mind. Instead, I thought about my motorcycle, and how I had the entire afternoon ahead of me to fix her up. I thought about work, how nice it would be to go back to the restaurant and have a bit of normalcy return. I thought about Wednesday night’s upcoming class, but I most definitely did not think of Aiden or his vexing stares. 

I walked along the winding back road that led from Evelyn’s house to mine, carefree and content, imagining how, very soon, things would once again be quiet and ordinary and uneventful. 

I could not have been more wrong. 





Chapter 8 




I spent all of Tuesday afternoon working on my bike. To my profound relief, it did only seem to have relatively superficial damage as Evelyn had already assured me, most of which I was able to repair, though my wrist made the work more challenging than usual. I hammered and smoothed out a couple dents to the fuel tank, sanded and meticulously touched up the scraped paint on the body, buffed out the scratches on the chrome exhaust as much as possible, and made a makeshift replacement side-mirror using the mirror from a makeup compact, a ruler, and some duct tape. It didn’t look pretty but it would work fine until I could make it to an auto parts store for a proper replacement. I labored until dusk, stopping only for bathroom breaks and to make a peanut butter sandwich with stale bread. By the time I was done, I was drenched in sweat, dirt, grease, and crumbs. 

In the dimming light of the sunset, I wiped my hands on a dirty towel, admiring my handiwork. Apart from the MacGyver-style mirror, the bike almost looked as if it hadn’t been in an accident nearly a week before. I turned the key in the ignition and revved the engine. It roared to life, without sputtering or protest. 

I’m not sure when or how I learned to drive in my previous life, but in this life, it was surprisingly easy to get the hang of riding. Shortly after Evelyn had gifted me her late husband’s bike, I had picked up a copy of Motorcycles for Morons at the town library and, after stalling the bike twice and dropping it once (maybe twice), it was fairly smooth sailing from there. Now, after two years, it had simply become second nature for me. As for repairing it – that had taken a bit more trial and error over the years. 

I smiled, rather satisfied with myself, then shut off the engine and walked the bike back over to its place beside the pile of logs I kept stacked on the side of the house. There, I reached down to pick up my helmet from the grass. I had buffed out the dent and scratches etched in the side but left the paint unretouched – I would need to hunt down that specific shade of army green at the hardware store. I looped it by the strap over the handlebars before walking back to the front of the house, taking one last look at the sky to the west. There must have been smoke in the air because the sunset was a dazzling array of gold, pink, and orange, bathing the nearby hills in bright rosy alpenglow. Slivers of crepuscular rays shone between fluffy rolling clouds, creating a patchwork of light and shadow on the hills below. I smiled tightly. I may not have known how I had found my way to Colorado, whether I had been born there or eventually chose to move there, but the dazzling evening skies often made me grateful to live there regardless. 

Inside the darkening cabin, I grabbed a gallon jug of water from the kitchen counter and gulped directly from it. Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I crinkled my nose at the dirty bandages wrapped around my wrist and began unraveling them as I walked to the bathroom. I dropped them in the trash and then took a match from the medicine cabinet to light a small kerosene lantern sitting on the sink. I hesitated for a moment, then struck it against the side of the matchbox, wincing as it ignited to a perfectly ordinary flame. You are being ridiculous, I chided myself, forcing my trembling hand to light the lantern. It too glowed ablaze in a perfectly ordinary way. When the flame didn’t explode in wild, white-hot forks of fire as the fireplace had, I relaxed slightly and carefully set the lantern on the floor at the far end of the bathtub. It cast a warm orange glow across the bathroom’s white-tiled walls. 

I then stripped off my filthy clothes while the deep bathtub filled with cold water. One thing I was not quite ready to do was mess with that fireplace again, so I resigned myself to taking another ice-cold bath instead of first heating the water by the lukewarm bucketful. When the tub was nearly full, I twisted the faucet shut, took a moment to prepare myself, and then slunk down into the freezing bath, gasping at the onslaught of cold against my skin. My teeth started chattering before I was halfway in. 

Just imagine it’s a nice, warm bath, I said to myself soothingly, pinching my eyes shut. The water is hot and luxurious; it’s so warm that it’s steaming and fogging up the window and mirror… I smiled, envisioning just that, and after a few moments I could almost feel the water warming up… except, I suddenly realized… the water was warming up. My eyes shot open. The bathwater – which was cold well water that came from the cold ground, pumped into cold pipes that emptied into my cold cast iron bathtub – the bathwater that just moments ago was freezing… was now hot. Steaming, though thankfully not scaldingly, hot. 

My eyes widened in disbelief. My first, very pressing instinct, was to immediately leap out of that bathtub and run naked from my house. But my second, more reasonable thought was, I can’t remember the last time I took a hot bath. So, still questioning my own sanity, I allowed myself to sink deeper into the tub and let the luxurious hot water soak over my tight, knotted shoulders. I cautiously waved my left hand back and forth in the water, testing to see if it was heating up further – being boiled alive was most definitely not on the evening’s agenda – but the water seemed to be holding constant at a rather perfect temperature. 

And so, I did what any sweaty, grimy, slightly-damaged person who had been laboriously hunched over a bike for six hours would do: I sat in that hot bath for over an hour, unabashedly enjoying every relaxing, therapeutic minute of it. 

*** 

Wednesday morning I awoke early, firmly resolved to reestablish some much-needed normalcy back into my life. Standing outside the house, my right wrist newly-wrapped with fresh bandages, I tied my long hair back in a low ponytail, checked that my helmet was adjusted snugly, and took off on my bike, headed straight for the restaurant. 

I’d been feeling terrible about missing so many days of work; Gina was the only reason I had any money – or a job – to begin with. Three years ago, when I realized I couldn’t continue mooching off my neighbor or forage for mushrooms in the forest, I finally conceded that it was time to get a job. Not an easy task when you don’t have a last name. So, initially – very cautiously – I began taking on odd jobs in the neighborhoods close to town; raking, shoveling, cleaning out gutters, and so on. One of the houses belonged to Gina. After a few weeks of doing various chores and housework for her while she spent fourteen-hour days at the restaurant, she eventually offered me a job there, first as an extra hand in the kitchen, and then as a waitress. She asked reassuringly few questions and paid me in cash. I liked the job fine and was more than happy to work as many days as I could. Particularly after a week of bizarre events and obligatory captivity in my own oppressive house, I was desperate to get back to work. I felt as though both my wallet and my sanity depended on it. 

It was a chilly but uneventful twenty-minute ride into town, with very few cars on the road – to my relief. I wasn’t necessarily afraid to get back on my bike after the accident, but I wasn’t quite ready to face rush-hour traffic, either. I parked on the sidewalk just outside the large front window of the diner and took off my helmet, shaking out my hair from the elastic hairband. I glanced at my watch – a few minutes before six. 

I pushed through the door and the bell dinged, summoning Gina from the kitchen. She was a large woman in her late forties, with shoulder-length, gray-streaked brown hair that she always wore pulled back in a messy bun. Ever the straight-shooter with a mouth like a sailor, she was tough, but her customers, and I, adored her. This morning she was wearing a canary-yellow shirt underneath a flour-dusted white apron, her signature blue pen tucked behind her ear and a dish towel slung hastily over her shoulder. 

“Aspen!” she exclaimed, “Your neighbor told me not to expect you for another week! You doin’ okay, honey? We were all worried about you.” She gave me a tight hug. I winced slightly. 

“I’m still having a bit of trouble with my wrist,” I answered honestly, “but I’d really like to come back to work and help however I can, if you need me?” 

She laughed. “Sweetheart, I would take you with two broken arms. This place just isn’t the same without you. Just do whatever you can, and don’t overwork yourself.” She looked me over a bit more carefully then and I shifted self-consciously. “Evelyn, is that her name? She told me you had a nasty fall on your wrist. Looks like you nicked your face a bit, too. You alright?” 

I mumbled some vague response as I followed Gina back into the kitchen, hanging my jacket and red backpack on the coat hooks by her office. I pulled my apron from my pack and tied it around my waist, then pulled my hair up into a messy knot, blowing loose black strands of hair from my face. Horace, the cook, waved a batter-covered spatula from behind the stove. 

“I thought I’d never see that pretty face again!” he called, winking playfully. 

I blushed and waved back, already beginning to forget the oddities from the last week. I fell right into helping Gina mix together some batter for buttermilk biscuits, then whipped up a bowl of fresh cinnamon-honey butter. When we finished, she gave me two steaming biscuits from the oven, slathered with butter. I ate them greedily, then helped her set up the front of the restaurant, placing fresh pink carnations on each tabletop and wiping down menus and chairs with a clean rag and a bottle of Windex. 

“I’ve been havin’ my niece, Dana, pop in and help this week during the busy times,” Gina mentioned while writing the day’s breakfast specials on the board: Biscuits and Gravy, Pineapple Upside-Down Flapjacks, and Gina’s “X-tra Spicy” 3-pepper Omelet. “Luckily it hasn’t been that busy because that child has broken more plates and spilled more coffee in a week than I ever thought possible.” 

“I’m really sorry about that,” I said, feeling a pang of guilt for being away for so long. 

“Sorry?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at me. “You haven’t missed a day of work in nearly three years. And here you are, back a week early, with a sprained arm. No honey, nothin’ to be sorry about. I’m just glad I’ll have fewer plates to replace going forward. You remember what I said and take it easy today. Head home early if you need, I’ll still pay you for the whole day. Oh, that reminds me.” She stood up, straightening the chalkboard next to the front door, “I owe you some cash from the week before last. I went ahead and added a little extra, knowin’ you might be hurtin’ for some money after your accident.” 

I tried to protest but she waved me away dismissively as she headed to her office in the back of the restaurant. Still, I felt a huge relief, knowing I would have some cash in-hand again. I looked at my watch, 6:59 a.m., then headed to the front door where I flipped the sign on the door from CLOSED to OPEN, ready for the early-morning breakfast rush. Gina’s was well-known around town and even Wednesday mornings pulled in an impressive crowd. The first couple hours of the day were a little stressful; I wasn’t able to carry a tray with my right hand so I had to make more trips than usual, and some of the heavier plates needed to be carried out by Gina, though she seemed all too happy to help. I caught a few eye-rolls and exasperated sighs when food took longer than usual to make it to the table. My regulars were happy to see me, though, and were more than patient. They were also far more generous than usual. 

Might be from pity, I thought dryly, futilely trying to scrub a customer’s spilled side of hollandaise sauce from the front of my white button-up shirt. 

One regular customer, a slightly eccentric old man and avid reciter of off-color jokes named Harold (who once incurred my stony silence for two weeks after trying to pinch my bottom), left me $20 on a $10 tab. When I came back to give him his change, he just winked at me and nudged my hand away. Chuckling, I shook my head as I watched his brown and yellow plaid jacket leave the restaurant, knowing he’d be back for his usual plate of poached eggs and a single buckwheat pancake tomorrow morning. 

“Hello? Sweetheart?” A guy at the next booth over was waving his hand at me. I’d seen him in the restaurant a few times before. He’d left me his number a couple times, but it always ended up crumpled in the garbage. 

I gritted my teeth as I turned to face him. “Yes?” 

“I asked for orange juice like a half hour ago,” he remarked, smirking. His two buddies across the booth were snickering. 

“I’m sorry about that – I’ll go grab you some,” I answered, suddenly remembering that another table had asked for the same thing ten minutes ago. 

“Naw, don’t worry about it. We’re heading out in a minute anyway. Actually, I wanted to ask you if you were up for doing something later? Maybe grab a beer or something?” 

I regarded him warily. He was an oaf, but I had to admit he was a good-looking oaf. 

“Are you uh, old enough to drink…?” he asked, his swagger quickly dissipating. His friends were practically squirming as they tried not to laugh. 

“I’m twenty-two,” I lied. Well, almost twenty-three, since the birthday I had conveniently chosen for myself was coming up next week. I briefly wondered if I had made myself too old. 

“Great! So-o, what do you say? Wanna grab a drink? Shoot some pool? I can pick you up your place. Do you live around here?” 

I forced back a sigh. Nope, I live twenty minutes outside of town, alone and without a working furnace, a squatter in a mountain hut that isn’t mine. I had grown to hate these kinds of persistent lines of questioning at the restaurant. They were what had made me dread small talk in general. 

“Sorry, I can’t,” I replied briskly. “Let me go get you your check.” 

I walked away hurriedly as his friends burst out laughing. 

“Dude, burn!” 

My face felt hot as I quickly printed out their ticket at the cash register. What else could I have said? 

Eyes down, I dropped their check at the table and quickly hurried off without another word, heading back to the kitchen to grab a beverage for my other juice-bereft customer. 

The rest of the shift was much slower after the breakfast crowd dispersed. In-between refilling coffee or rolling silverware, I read the next chapter of An Overview of Medieval Europe to prepare for that evening’s class. Gina had returned to her office in the back to make some phone calls, so I was manning the front on my own. As I leaned over the host stand, skimming the section on William the Conqueror, the bell chimed from the top of the door. I looked up from the page as a middle-aged man in a brown hat and overcoat entered the restaurant, then set the book down, quickly gathering a menu and reaching into the wicker basket I had just filled to pull out some clean napkin-wrapped silverware. 

“Will anyone else be joining you this afternoon, sir?” I asked. 

“No, just me.” He replied curtly. 

He didn’t say anything as I led him to a corner booth at the far end of the dining area. Once he sat down, I set the menu and silverware down in front of him as he removed his hat, carefully placing it beside him in the booth. He had thinning hair and wore metal-rimmed glasses that sat high on the narrow bridge of his nose. 

“Could I get you something to drink?” I offered. 

“Coffee. Black. I don’t need any food, thank you.” He slid the menu towards me, then reached into his pocket to retrieve a small book, not making eye contact with me during any of the interaction. 

I nodded stiffly, taking the menu from the table. I returned a moment later with his cup of black coffee and the check. He took the coffee without looking up from his book and I shrugged as I walked away, perfectly happy to avoid small-talk. For the last hour of my shift I only had two tables, a nice elderly couple that usually came in for a late lunch together, and the churlish man at the booth, who took tiny sips of his black coffee as he read his book, dismissively waving away refills. A few times I thought I saw him staring at me over the top of his book, but I brushed it off. I was used to the occasional odd customer. 

At 2:45 p.m., side-work done and all tabs collected, save for Mr. Friendly’s pending dollar-thirty-nine, Gina sent me home. I thanked her profusely for her help that day, she winked and thanked me for returning early and not shattering a pile of dishes. Then I stuffed my apron back in my bag, and deposited the wad of cash from last week’s wages and today’s tips into my jacket pocket. As I waved goodbye to Gina and Horace and headed out the front door, I again felt the man’s eyes on the back of my neck and I bristled, in part from discomfort but mostly from annoyance. I didn’t give him the satisfaction of looking back as I slung my bag over my shoulder and headed out the door. 

It was only when I pulled away on my motorcycle that I noticed the brown Corolla with a mismatched red hood parked on the far side of the restaurant. 





Chapter 9 




That evening, I slumped into my seat near the back of the lecture hall, a full ten minutes early. I had wanted to be absolutely sure that I wouldn’t be late again and cause another scene. 

My mood was sour. I had told myself that afternoon that there are undoubtedly multiple brown Corollas that existed in the world and there was no need to jump to conclusions when I saw one parked at the restaurant earlier that day. But, I also reasoned with myself, it looked like the same model year, and had a hood painted the exact same mottled shade of red as the one that pulled up to the site of the accident just over a week ago. Was the creepy man in the restaurant the same one who witnessed the aftermath of the crash? If so, was that a coincidence or was he following me? As benign as it all seemed on the surface, I just could not shake the strange feeling I had about it. 

On top of that, Evelyn had been cross with me when I stopped by her house earlier that afternoon to say hi and let her know I would be able to drive myself to class that night. When I confessed to her that I had already returned to work, she pressed her mouth into a very thin line, folded her arms, and said nothing. That was her signature move which indicated that a sharp-tongued lecture was on the horizon; maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but it was brewing, and I would hear about it. 

And of course, while I was excited to be in class again, I was also anxious about seeing the Associate Professor, Aiden. For whatever reason, he seemed genuinely offended by my presence at the last class and I could only hope that he would pay me no mind today. I didn’t want to cause any problems or attract attention; I just wanted to experience, albeit artificially, some semblance of a normal life. Attending his class allowed me to experience the closest thing I could equate to “normalcy” in quite some time. However, sitting and stewing in the empty lecture hall only seemed to make me feel worse, so I tried to distract myself from my gloom by thinking about something positive. 

The highlight of my day had been stopping by the thrift store after work and finding a brand-new black leather jacket, with tags, for only $10. Since my old one was shredded from being dragged across the rough asphalt, I gladly bought it. Then, thanks to the extra tips I had received that day, I was able to splurge and buy myself a new helmet: a metallic silver, full-face motorcycle helmet, which would be much better at protecting my head and face in case of future confrontations with trucks. I loved the vintage helmet Evelyn had let me use for the past two years, but the accident made me realize that while it might be good for avoiding shrapnel, it wasn’t particularly suitable for clashes with asphalt. I rode home after the trip, feeling exhilarated and also grateful, now that my face was properly shielded from gravel and the occasional dive-bombing insect. I absentmindedly patted the top of my new helmet, which was sitting on the empty seat next to me. 

I need to find the right shade of green paint so I can fix Evelyn’s helmet this week, I reminded myself. 

I was leaning over my notebook to write a memo about that when the side door to the lecture hall banged shut. Aiden entered, briskly crossing to the center of the room where he set down some books and papers on a low table next to the podium. He was wearing a white button-up shirt tucked into black slacks, his dark curls falling into his eyes as he bent over to organize the papers. 

Other students had begun trickling in. He looked up, surveying the room, and immediately his eyes fell on me. When he saw me, he actually scowled. Unnerved by his glare, I quickly bent over my notebook, pretending to scrawl some note to myself. Who is this guy? I wondered, trying to remember if he was perhaps a disgruntled customer from the restaurant. But I couldn’t place his face. I had never seen him before Monday night. 

I slumped further down in my seat, glancing up to see him speaking with a male student at the front of the classroom. Aiden wasn’t glaring at him at all; in fact, he seemed perfectly pleasant, chatting with the student amicably. 

Maybe he’s some kind of misogynist, I thought grimly. 

“Okay everyone,” he called to the bustling lecture hall. The students quieted down. “I know some of you scored lower than you would have liked on the multiple-choice section of the last exam, so I’m going to open this class with a short pop quiz. If I call on you for an answer and you get it right, let me know your Student ID and I’ll mark you down for one point of extra credit on the next exam.” 

The guy to my left leaned over and whispered to me, “Oh thank God, I bombed that last test so badly.” 

I looked over at him, perplexed. “I’m… sorry to hear that?” 

Aiden’s voice thankfully interrupted the one-sided conversation. “Okay, first question, straight from the last-assigned chapter in the textbook. What year was the Norman Invasion of England?” His eyes briefly scanned the room, then he pointed to a girl in a pink hoodie near the front of the room. “Do you know the answer?” 

I strained to hear her reply. 

“Yes, very good!” he said, approvingly. “For those of you in the back, she answered correctly with the year 1066. What’s your student number, miss?” He jotted it down while she recited it to him. 

Okay, so, seemingly polite and pleasant to both men and women, I noted sullenly. 

Aiden asked another question, then called on a man in the back to answer. The guy next to me – who smelled vaguely of stale cigarettes and overly-applied body spray – started talking to me again. “So, I don’t think I’ve ever really seen you around campus. Do you maybe, I don’t know, want to meet up some time to study or… something?” 

“I, uh, live off-campus,” I answered, jarred by his abrupt question. 

“You back there, in the black jacket,” I heard Aiden call. A lump formed in my throat as I realized he was staring directly at me. Students were turning around to look over their shoulders. The now-silent guy to my left conspicuously started leaning as far away from me as he could. 

“I-I’m sorry,” I stammered. “What was the question?” 

“Yes, perhaps if you chatted less with your neighbors you might be more inclined to hear the questions I pose to you,” he replied frostily, and my face flushed hotly. “The question was, ‘Who led the Norman conquest of England?’” 

My throat was tight so I tried to clear it before speaking. “Um, that would be William the Conqueror.” 

He frowned slightly, then asked, “What other name was William the Conqueror known by?” 

“Duke William of Normandy? Um, the Second, I believe?” 

“Yes, that’s correct,” he conceded, and I could almost hear a faint note of disappointment in his voice. “I believe that merits two extra credit points on your next exam. What’s your Student ID?” 

I faltered, trying to smooth my face from the inward panic I felt. “I…I’m not sure what it is. C-Could I maybe email it to you later?” 

“What’s your name?” he asked briskly, “I’ll just note that instead.” 

I felt a hundred sets of eyes on me as my heartbeat thudded loudly in my ears. His frown deepened as the class started rustling in the awkward silence. The lights dimmed momentarily, then brightened again. I could hear the students around me murmuring. 

“Come see me after class,” he instructed; his dark eyes felt as though they were boring straight into mine. I managed a nod. 

He continued with his lecture then, presumably on the High Middle-Ages of England. I had stopped listening. All I wanted to do was sneak out the back door, but I felt paralyzed, frozen to my chair. If I tried to leave then, in the middle of the lecture, it would only draw more attention to myself. So, I remained in my seat, attempting to be as inconspicuous as possible. Luckily, the neighbor to my left was now thankfully quiet. The moment Aiden dismissed the class, I shot up, bag already packed, and attempted to fade into the crowd as I made a beeline straight for the back door. 

“Miss? Miss!” I heard Aiden call after me. “You, with the red backpack. Please come down to the front.” I gritted my teeth and slowly turned around. He was staring right at me. I knew if I ran then, I’d have an entire class of students drawing wild assumptions about me. Bolting like a crazy person would attract a lot more attention to myself than simply telling Aiden the truth in private, that I was just some nobody illicitly sitting in on his lecture to learn about the Middle Ages. Maybe I could still attend a different class on campus in the future without being noticed, if I only have to avoid being seen by one disgruntled teacher versus half an auditorium of gawking, gossiping students… 

So, with immense resignation, I did the only thing I thought I could do: I trudged down the steps towards the front of the class as the rest of the students shuffled past me to the exits. Aiden was organizing his papers and stuffing them back in his leather messenger bag. A couple of other students stopped to speak with him before leaving, so I stood helplessly by the front row, waiting anxiously. I furtively eyed the exits, wishing that I could somehow make a run for it. 

When all the students had dispersed and the room was empty, Aiden motioned me over to where he was standing near the podium. He had his notebook out and pen in hand, his sleeves rolled up past his forearms. He looked to his notebook, rather than at me, when he first spoke. 

“I’m sorry for putting you on the spot earlier,” he said, his flat voice somewhat undercutting the apology. “I understand it can be overwhelming to speak in front of a crowd.” 

I said nothing. He looked up from his notebook then, raising an eyebrow at me slightly. 

“Anyway, if you could either tell me your student ID or your name, I can note your extra points and you can be free to go.” 

I stared at the floor, clutching the strap of my red backpack in one hand while cradling my helmet in the other. 

“I’m – I’m really sorry,” I mumbled finally. “I’m actually not enrolled in this class.” His eyes narrowed. I pressed my lips together and said nothing more. 

“Then I think it’s probably even more pertinent that you provide me with both your name and your student identification number,” he replied stonily. 

My chest tightened. I was quite literally living my worst nightmare. The fluorescent can lights in the lecture hall flickered again, humming loudly when they re-illuminated. He glanced up at them, his brow furrowing deeper. When he again looked at me, his dark eyes were coldly scanning mine. I looked away, certain that the mismatched color of my eyes was even more obvious beneath the bright fluorescent lights. I swallowed. My mouth was suddenly very dry. 

“I’m not actually a student here,” I confessed, my voice catching in my parched throat. 

He was openly glaring at me now, contempt written across his face. My heart was thudding – his reaction seemed… wrong. Finding out that a student was attending your class unofficially might warrant sternness, displeasure, perhaps irritability, but contempt? I took a step backwards. My instincts were screaming at me to leave. 

He cocked his head slightly. “Why would a person who’s not even enrolled in this university be attending an introductory-level Medieval Studies class?” he asked menacingly, his eyes so dark they were nearly black. 

I took another step backwards. Something was wrong. Very wrong. Blood rushed to my ears and I was besieged with fear; fear of being discovered, fear of being taken. Taken? 

Don’t attract attention. Don’t let them find you. 

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to calm myself. 

Aiden’s hand gripped my shoulder and my eyes burst open. The CFL bulbs just above us suddenly grew brighter, washing the front of the room in radiating white light, bleaching out the details of everything around us. The humming of the fluorescent lights grew louder until, without warning, the bulbs themselves exploded in loud, successive pops, showering fragments of broken glass around us. 

The front of the room was now completely dark; the only sounds were our own ragged breaths. My tear-filled eyes caught Aiden’s for the briefest of moments. 

Then I ran. 





Chapter 10 




I burst through my front door and immediately slammed it shut behind me, slumping heavily against it. My hair and jacket were soaked from riding home in the rain. Hot tears were burning in my eyes. 

What the hell just happened? 

Tossing my wet helmet on the couch, I remained crouched against the door, my head resting in my knees. The storm clouds obscured the setting sun and the house was cold and dark. But I didn’t move from my place. Breathing deeply to avoid hyperventilating, I tried to regain my composure while piecing my fragmented thoughts together. 

I barely had a moment to do so when three sharp bangs sounded against the door. I was so startled I nearly fell over. 

That’s not Evelyn. 

Panicked, I crawled across the floor to the kitchen, not wanting to be seen through the window, and reached my hand up over the countertop, blindly feeling for it… 

BANG. BANG. BANG. 

Got it! My fingers closed around the cold handle of the cast iron frying pan resting on the counter by the sink. I stood up and clutched it in my right hand, ignoring the tenderness in my wrist. As I walked back, I didn’t bother to look through the window as I threw the front door wide open; I already knew who it would be. 

Aiden stood there, drenched, rain dripping from his dark hair and onto his furious face. He had no jacket and his shirt was sopping wet, clinging to his skin. I clenched the frying pan at my side tighter. 

“Who do you think you are?” he shouted at me from the front porch. “I haven’t bothered anyone! I haven’t broken any rules! And you people think you can just follow me around for the rest of my life? Send spies to watch me?” He was visibly shaking with anger. 

My jaw dropped; I stood there for a moment, gaping at him. The man was completely out of his mind, and here I was, three miles away from my nearest neighbor, with only cookware to protect me. 

I spoke very carefully then, trying to keep my voice steady. The rain was falling even harder now and I had to raise my voice to be heard over the noise. 

“Look,” I started, “I’m really sorry that I was in your class without being enrolled in the college, I truly am…” His eyes flashed angrily so I hastily continued. “But I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about. No one sent me – I had a book, from the library, it had a pamphlet about auditing classes…” 

His eyebrows narrowed, his glare replaced by a perplexed look. I kept going, praying that the truth would be placating enough. 

“Anyway, I-I can’t afford to go to school, and I already had the required textbook from the library – that’s the only reason I chose Professor Borstein’s class from the list. I just wanted to learn something new. I meant no harm at all, I swear.” I quickly added, “And I’ll never come to your class again, I-I promise.” 

Aiden’s entire body seemed to slump slightly. He ran a hand through his wet hair, starting to turn away from me as if to go, then circled back. In the dim light, I could see his dark eyes taking me in, searching for something. They stopped at the frying pan I was gripping in my hand. Suddenly, he laughed. Loudly. That startled me more than his previous outburst. I stared at him, positively flummoxed. 

He pursed his mouth together, perhaps in a moment of self-awareness, then shook his head slightly. I waited expectantly, still clutching the cast iron pan. 

“Why would an Electromancer use a frying pan for self-defense?” he asked, almost as if to himself. 

“What did you call me?” I asked, confused by the abrupt change in his demeanor. But he wasn’t listening to me anymore. 

He spun on his heel and walked away, retreating back into the evening and the rain storm. From just past the front porch, he turned around and called back to me, his voice barely audible over the sound of the rain, “Please forgive me, I thought you were someone else.” As he turned away, he threw up his hands and added, “By all means, attend my class. Just don’t blow any more fuses.” 

With that, he walked back to his Jeep and sped away without another look back. 

*** 

Thursday morning, I was awakened by the persistent shrill beeps of my alarm clock. I hit the button groggily and looked over, regarding the time with blurry vision. 5:01 a.m. I had barely slept the night before. Sitting up in bed, disheveled hair falling over my face and shoulders, I put my head in my hands. The world around me was falling apart and I had no idea how to stitch everything back together. Aiden had thought I was a spy – a spy for whom? The U.S. Government? Some foreign agency? 

I heaved myself out of bed and pulled on leggings and a black tank top. I continued to get ready for work on autopilot – wash face, comb hair, brush teeth – hardly registering what I was doing. 

‘Electromancer’ – What did that mean? 

I rode to work in a stupor, and the rest of the day wasn’t much clearer. Miraculously, it was a slow morning and, save for mixing up a few tables’ checks and dropping a platter of muffins to the floor, passed otherwise without incident. There were no strange men in the corner, no apoplectic associate professors, no freak tornadoes, demon fires, or exploding lights. The day was so blissfully normal, in fact, that when my shift was over at three, I didn’t want to leave the restaurant. 

“Do you need any help with anything, Gina?” I asked, lingering in the doorway of her office. 

She looked up at me, blue pen tucked behind her ear and purple reading glasses balanced on the tip of her nose. 

“Oh, thanks, honey. But I don’t think so. I have a lot of paperwork and orders to finish.” 

“Is there anything I can do?” I pressed. 

She surveyed the mess of papers obscuring the top of her desk. “One day I’ll have you help me sort through this mess, but that involves me first learnin’ my own system. See you tomorrow mornin’?” 

I forced a smile. “Yep, bright and early as always.” 

*** 

I trudged up the steps of my front porch and fumbled around my jacket pocket for the key. A note was taped to the doorframe. I plucked it off, hastily unfolding it as a small knot formed in my stomach. 




Jane – 

(Forgive me - I don’t know your name so I’ve started calling you Jane in my head.) I don’t have the words to tell you how sorry I am. My deplorable behavior last night was inexcusable. Would you do me the tremendous honor of giving me the chance to explain myself tomorrow night at 7pm, at the French Bistro on 6th Street? 

Sincerely, Genuinely, and Really (again) Apologetically, 

Aiden 




I stared at the piece of paper in my hand after reading through it twice. Is this guy crazy? I fumed. He follows me to my house, accuses me of being some kind of spy, abruptly leaves, and then... I glanced at the paper again. …Asks me out on a date!? I crumpled up the note and hurled it at the pile of wood next to the cabin. 

“I thought you might do that,” a voice said from behind me. I whirled around. Aiden was leaning against the column on the side of the porch, about ten feet away. He took a tentative step forward, his hands held in front of him in what I supposed was meant to be some sort of gesture of peace and goodwill. 

“What the hell—” I sputtered wildly. 

“Please,” he entreated. “Just hear me out. I know what you are.” 

What I am? My eyes narrowed furiously. 

“I know you must be frustrated and confused, and I think I can help you with some of the questions you probably have. We don’t have to talk here. We can go to a coffee shop, drive separately. Just… Just give me one chance to make up for last night. If you never want to see me again after today, I swear I won’t bother you again.” 

I stared at him blankly, too stunned and furious to think of a retort. I started to reach behind me for the front door but his words echoed in my head: I know what you are. 

Without favoring him with an explanation, I went back inside the house and grabbed a sticky pad from the kitchen, quickly scrawling what I hoped would be a legible note to Evelyn. Emerging from the house a minute later, I emphatically slapped the lime-green piece of paper squarely on the doorframe. 

“My neighbor checks on me often and knows where we’re headed, Mr. Aiden Lawson, Associate University Professor.” Unless she’s still mad and doesn’t stop by for a few days, I gulped. 

“You get ten minutes,” I added, brushing past him. 

“I might need a little more time than that!” he called, quickly jogging after me. 





Chapter 11 




A half hour later I was glowering at Aiden over my steaming cup of herbal tea. I’d chosen a coffee shop on the edge of town that was always busy, all hours of the day, just in case he was indeed crazy (which I was fairly certain by that point that he was). He followed me there in his Jeep and wordlessly waited in line with me to buy coffee, his tight gray t-shirt and jeans making him look starkly different from the associate professor I was used to seeing in the lecture hall. 

I stomped over to a small table tucked away in the far corner of the coffee shop, where I plopped down in my seat. Following suit, he sat across from me and proceeded to ignore the drink in front of him, visibly uncomfortable. I certainly wasn’t going to offer any words of reassurance or encouragement. 

“I don’t know where to begin,” he started, fumbling to find the words. “I guess I should start by explaining why I reacted to you the way I did.” 

“That does seem like a good place to start,” I remarked dryly, sipping my tea. 

“I used to be part of this… community,” he began. “Actually, not a community so much as a cult… But I didn’t understand that in the beginning,” he added quickly. “Once I realized what it was, I left. Well, I attempted to leave. It turns out they don’t take too kindly to members who opt out of the organization. Because of that, I’ve been laying low and trying not to attract attention. I’ve heard rumors – nothing substantiated – but stories of former members being tracked down and… reacquired. Apparently against their will.” 

He looked down at his hands, which were clasped in front him tightly. 

“And you thought that I was one of those people?” I asked incredulously. “You thought I was trying to – what? Spy on you? Why on Earth would you think that?” 

He looked at me, taken aback. 

“You really have no idea? You don’t know… what you are?” 

“Why do you keep saying that?” I snapped. “‘What’ I am – like I’m… like I’m some kind of thing?” 

He glanced over at the nearby tables, then lowered his voice. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be offensive. I’m just surprised. When we were in the lecture hall together, and you got upset—” I glared at him. “I’m sorry, when I upset you,” he amended. “Did you not realize what you were doing? Was that unintentional?” 

I continued to stare at him, unwilling to contribute further to the already-baffling conversation. 

He sighed. “The lights – that was you. You did that.” 

“I didn’t do anything,” I shot back. 

“But you did. I sensed your ability from the moment you entered the classroom. That’s why I thought you were one of them.” I was probably gaping at him at this point, so he quickly added, “I sensed you because—” He looked around again and lowered his voice even further. “Because I have certain abilities too.” 

I stood up at this point, having heard enough. 

“You know what, Aiden, I’m sure you’re a very nice man, but this is a bizarre conversation and I think I’d like to go home now.” I started to walk away, but he grabbed my wrist. I eyed his hand angrily and he let go immediately, making an appeasing gesture. 

“Wait. Please. Just watch,” he said imploringly, pulling a silver cigarette lighter from his pocket. He motioned for me to sit down, and I did so tentatively, though I made sure to note exactly where my closest exit was. 

He flipped open the lid and lit it, producing a totally-ordinary, blue-orange flame. I was getting ready to make some sarcastic comment about the purpose of lighters when the flame suddenly jumped from the lighter and into his open palm. My eyes widened and I firmly clamped my mouth shut to stop myself from yelping. As I watched in disbelief, the flame morphed into a marble-sized, fiery ball in his hand, hovered for a moment, then abruptly disappeared. 

“Oh, come on! That was YOU in my fireplace?” I hissed, leaning across the table. 

“What?” he asked, confused. 

“Monday night, my fireplace erupted into my living room for no reason – twice! That must have been you!” 

“No, it wasn’t! I’ve only been to your house the two times, and I certainly didn’t touch your fireplace.” 

I sat back in my seat, dazed. “So, what you’re saying is… that was me? And the lights were me? The bathwater… the tornado…” My voice trailed off as the substance of my own words hit me. 

“Wait. Hang on.” It was Aiden’s turn to be dumbfounded. “Are you telling me you can manipulate Electricity and Fire… and Water? And Wind?” His expression was inscrutable. 

“I think so…” I answered numbly, closing my eyes and rubbing my temples. This is insane. 

Aiden was silent. I looked up. He was sitting back in his chair, looking at me as though I had just fallen through a hole in the ceiling. 

“What?” I asked, irritably. “You just told me you’re like me. So why are you looking at me like I’m some kind of alien?” 

“We need to test something,” Aiden said, standing up. “Will you come with me?” He extended his hand. 

I looked up at him warily. His deep brown eyes seemed clear and intelligent, certainly not crazed or wild like those I might expect to belong to a deranged lunatic. And his expression was gentle. I had no reason in the world to feel safe with this man, and yet I did. Or maybe my judgment had become rusty after so many years of avoiding human interaction. Either way, I was intrigued. 

With a resigned huff, I stood up, though I very pointedly didn’t take his hand. While at 5’6” I was by no means short in stature, Aiden was still taller than me by about half a foot. He could certainly overpower me if he wanted to. We stood there, cautiously regarding one another for a moment. 

“What’s your name?” he asked quietly. 

I bit my lip, fighting with myself. After a long moment, I looked up at him and said, “Maybe you can help me figure that out.” 

*** 

We stood in the forest, a few miles away from my cabin. I had taken off my jacket and left it with my bike, which was several yards away. The warm sun felt good on my bare shoulders, especially after having so much rain in the days prior. My riding boots sunk into the damp ground with each step. Aiden was standing a few feet in front of me, facing me. 

“We already know you can manipulate Electricity,” he said. “I witnessed that myself. You also say you heated cold water to hot, manipulated the fire in your living room fireplace and,” he shook his head, seemingly in disbelief, “brought forth a tornado?” 

I blushed. Hearing the words materialized out loud made it all sound ridiculous. “I didn’t ‘bring forth’ a tornado,” I objected. “I was almost in an accident, and this huge gust of wind came barreling in from out of nowhere…” 

“And it was strong enough to knock over a truck, then disappeared abruptly.” 

I didn’t have an answer for that. 

He smiled reassuringly. “I’m not saying I don’t believe you, Aspen. I’m saying exactly the opposite. I’ll explain everything in a moment. For now, I have a confession, which is that I don’t exactly know how to do what I’m about to tell you to do.” 

I must have looked crestfallen. He cleared his throat quickly and continued, “I was acquainted with a number of Terramancers once. People who can move the earth,” he clarified, seeing my expression. “One of them, James, wasn’t a terribly powerful Terramancer – they usually tend to exhibit weaker abilities than the rest of us – but I did watch him perform some interesting tricks. Now, what I want you to do is get close to the ground and put your hand on it.” 

Feeling idiotic, I crouched down and pressed my hand into the grass and dirt. “Like this?” 

“Yes,” he answered. “And well… I guess the only advice I can give you is based on what I do when I manipulate Fire, since I am no Earth-mover.” He cleared his throat again. He seemed nervous. “Try to envision the ground below you. Have an image of it very clearly in your mind – clear away all other thoughts. Don’t worry about looking foolish, or about succeeding or failing. Forget the feeling of the breeze, or the clothes on your body. Push away any other thoughts, any senses or incoming information that might distract you.” 

“Does that include the sound of your voice?” I asked wryly. 

He rolled his eyes and ignored me. “Just imagine the earth beneath you and nothing else.” 

I sighed, trying to clear my head as he instructed. My fingertips pressed into the soil, and I imagined the soft, earthy ground below, giving way to rocks and harder layers of dirt and sediment. I pressed my hand down, harder. Nothing happened. 

What the hell am I doing? I raged at myself. This is idiotic. Not to mention totally reckless and embarrassing. 

I was about to say something to Aiden when the ground beneath me shifted suddenly, and I nearly lost my balance. I felt a vibration, then a rumble, then, as I looked up at Aiden in alarm, the ground abruptly fell from underneath me. I screamed, grabbing at anything I could reach for as my body lurched downward. Suddenly, something closed tightly around my left wrist. I looked up wildly as Aiden helped pull me out of the chasm I had dropped into. 

Frantically, I hoisted myself back onto the chasm’s ledge with his help. From the safety of solid ground, I looked over my shoulder, panting. Behind me was a six-foot deep hole, its opening a yard across. High mounds of dirt and rocks rested on either side of the hole from where the ground was violently pushed outwards. Aiden was sitting on the grass in front of me, still gripping my wrist. I gazed up at him, unable to muster a word of thanks. 

“You’re a Pentamancer.” He stated flatly, his face unreadable. 

“I’m a – a what?” I asked breathlessly, pulling myself up to a sitting position. 

He let go of my wrist and leaned back, his legs spread out in front of him. He looked down at the ground as he spoke. 

“Most of us – Elementalists – can manipulate only one element. A small handful are able to exert some control over a secondary element. Electromancers are the rarest of Elementalists. It’s very difficult to control Electricity…” he eyed me warily. “So, when you walked into the classroom that first day, and the lights flickered when you were embarrassed, I immediately knew what you were, and I was afraid.” 

His words made my breath catch in my chest. 

“But you are no Electromancer, Aspen. You just proved that you can manipulate all five elements. What you’re able to do hasn’t been seen in… in centuries.” 

My heart stopped. 

“There must be some mistake,” I said, standing. “That – that had to have been a sinkhole. The lights – I’m sure it was just a power surge…” 

“And the bathtub? The fireplace?” He pressed. “The tornado?” 

I took a step backwards. 

“Who are you?” Aiden asked softly, rising to his feet. He took a step towards me. 

I shook my head, trying to clear it. This is too much. 

“I have to go,” I said, turning to leave. “There has to be some sort of mistake. I’m a nobody. And I don’t want this!” 

Aiden didn’t follow me as I ran back to my bike. Helmet strapped on, I looked over my shoulder to see him standing in the same spot in the clearing a few yards away, watching me. I punted the kickstand and pulled the throttle, tearing away from the forest, from the six-foot hole in the ground, from Aiden, the man who could play with Fire. 

Once I got back to my house, the green sticky note was gone, so I went to Evelyn’s to let her know I was fine. 

When I pulled into her driveway ten minutes later, there was already another car parked there. 

It was a brown Corolla with a red hood. 





Chapter 12 




I burst through Evelyn’s door without knocking, immediately expecting the worst. 

“Evelyn?” I called frantically. 

“In here, dear!” her voice drifted from the living room, sounding perfectly calm. 

I whipped around the corner and nearly did a double-take when I saw the scene in the living room. There was Evelyn, in a calf-length, flower-patterned blue dress, sitting comfortably in her rocking chair, holding a cup of tea on a saucer. Across from her, on the edge of the couch, sat the man from the restaurant, his brown hat resting beside him on the cushion. He too, balanced a cup of tea on his knee. They were… laughing. It took all I had to compose my face into something that I hoped resembled a blank expression. 

“Aspen, dear, Mr. Strauss was just telling me about the fascinating conversation you two had the other day.” 

I looked from her to him, saying nothing. Mr. Strauss, if that was indeed his name, had a serene expression on his face, with a touch of smugness to his smile. I swallowed. Evelyn looked so fragile in that chair, her gray hair showing more white streaks than I remembered seeing before, her small frame making the chair she sat in seem bigger than it was. The nearest neighbor was miles away, and given our distance from town, if I called for help, it would take at least fifteen minutes for the police to arrive. I realized then that I needed to play along with whatever sick game this stranger was playing, if only to ensure the situation in Evelyn’s home remained civil. 

The man smiled at me as he stood up, showing small, perfectly-straight white teeth. He looked to be somewhere in his early-fifties, with pasty-white skin. He wasn’t tall, standing only a couple of inches taller than me. I slowly approached him as he offered his hand to shake mine. Gingerly, I took it, letting go again as quickly as I could. The skin on his hand was soft and clammy. 

“Aspen, it’s so nice to see you again.” He enthused, looking me square in the eye through his metal-rimmed glasses. “I was just telling your sweet neighbor about our talk yesterday, and how serendipitous it was that we met the way we did.” 

I forced a smile. “Oh yes, it certainly was serendipitous.” 

Evelyn spoke up. “Aspen, he says you mentioned to him that you don’t have any identification. I have to admit, I was a little surprised to hear that you shared that particular piece of information with him.” 

I glanced at Mr. Strauss, who had sat down again and was staring at me over his teacup, intently. 

“But then he told me that this is exactly the sort of thing he routinely deals with in his line of business, and that he can help you.” 

“Yep, that’s right,” I replied mechanically, still standing. My eyes didn’t move from Mr. Strauss as I spoke. “He was at the restaurant yesterday and we had a nice, long conversation about that.” 

He nodded genially. “I was just reiterating to Evelyn how happy I am to help you. My company often engages with kind folks such as yourself from all different walks of life, who, for various reasons, may not have all the tools they need to succeed in this world.” Evelyn was watching him, nodding thoughtfully. “Sometimes it’s an immigration issue, or simply a matter of misplacing important documents. Regardless of the reason, we don’t admonish or judge.” He looked right at me then, each of his following words deliberately chosen. “We completely understand that sometimes things just happen, and though we may not be in control of all situations, it’s certainly not our fault.” 

He sipped his tea, pleasantly. 

“So that means you can help her get a driver’s license?” Evelyn asked eagerly. 

“Oh certainly. A driver’s license, social security card. And it’s all done through perfectly legitimate channels. Aspen will no longer feel as though she’s trapped on the outskirts of society with no way in.” 

My body tensed when he spoke my name. I wanted to lunge at this strange man who entered Evelyn’s home so cavalierly, spewing blatant lies as he sipped tea from her fine china. 

“I’m so glad you stopped by, Mr. Strauss,” I replied with forced graciousness. “Though I wonder why you came to my neighbor’s house instead of mine?” 

“Oh, well if you remember, you mentioned yesterday that you had no phone at your house and said that if I were to stop by and you didn’t answer, I should leave a message with your neighbor.” The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. He then directed his sycophantic smile over to Evelyn, raising his teacup slightly. “And Ms. Messner was just so curious to hear about our discussion, she graciously invited me in for tea and we’ve just been chatting away for the better part of the afternoon.” 

He glanced at his watch as if he didn’t know exactly what time it was. “Oh my, we certainly have been sitting for some time! I really must be going. Ms. Messner. Thank you so much for your hospitality.” He stood to go, and Evelyn started to stand as well. 

“Don’t trouble yourself, Evelyn. I’m happy to escort Mr. Strauss to the door.” I said firmly, positioning myself between them. 

“Oh, thank you, dear. I’ve been wanting to check my emails all day. It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Strauss!” she called over my shoulder, smiling amiably. 

Strauss tipped his hat over the wispy hairs atop his head and headed for the front door. I followed close behind. Once there, he reached into his pocket and presented a glossy white card. 

“My director has asked me to give you this,” he said, handing me the card. 

I didn’t look at it. 

He went on in a lowered voice, his plastered smile fading slightly. “You’ve been attracting some attention, Aspen. We very much look forward to speaking with you further.” With a wan smile, he added, “I do apologize for having to lie to your neighbor regarding the nature of my visit; I hope you’ll forgive us for that transgression.” 

“I don’t care what you want with me,” I hissed furiously, “but if you ever come around Evelyn’s house again, I swear I’ll kill you.” 

My own words startled me. I had never spoken to anyone like that in my life. But I knew even then that I had meant what I said. 

Strauss raised an eyebrow, then chuckled to himself. “You have great spirit in you, Aspen. I look forward to seeing you again very soon.” He placed a special emphasis on the last two words. 

He took his jacket from the coat hanger, tipped his hat to me again, then walked back to his ugly brown car. I glared through the screen until the car was out of sight. 

When I walked back to the living room, Evelyn was spiritedly replying to another one of Professor Borstein’s lengthy emails. Picking up the small ottoman by the rocking chair, I placed it next to her chair at the desk and took a seat. 

“I never thought I’d find romance again, at my age,” she chortled, her eyes twinkling, still glued to the screen. “Robert says he’s counting the days until he returns from the conference and promises his first stop will be to take me to dinner. I haven’t been on a date in over twenty years!” 

Though a brick still lay heavy in my stomach, I couldn’t help but smile at her titillation. After a moment, she peeled herself away from the computer, removing her reading glasses to turn and look at me. 

“I have to admit, I really was surprised to hear that you shared your situation with Mr. Strauss, but it does sound like a wonderful opportunity for you to finally be able to take control of your life. With a driver’s license and social security card, you’ll be able to work anywhere you want. You’ll be able to have electricity in your home. I won’t have to feel terrible guilt about giving you a motorcycle to ride without a driver’s license!” she chuckled, and I could see that Strauss’s lies, no matter how vile and transparent to me, had brought some sort of comfort to her. 

I patted her arm and forced a happy expression on my face. 

“I’m sorry I was cross at you for going back to work yesterday,” she said, taking my hand in hers. “I cannot imagine how dreary and frustrating it must feel to be holed up in your home, to feel like you don’t have a place in the world.” Her eyes shone with emotion. 

“It’s okay,” I said, squeezing her hand reassuringly. “You were just looking out for me, like always. Thank you for showing me what it’s like to have a family.” 

She looked away from me then, as if she were struggling with something. When she turned to look at me again, her eyes were pooling with tears. But before I could say anything, she smiled tightly, then reached forward to pull me into a surprisingly firm hug. She whispered in my ear, “I love you, Aspen. Don’t you ever forget that.” 

*** 

Back at my house, I sat in the dark living room in front of a fireplace filled with cold, unlit logs. I stared at it intently for ten minutes, visualizing what I wanted in superfluous detail, willing the fire to roar to life. Nothing happened. Discouraged, I tried to remember the exact words that Aiden used earlier. Most of us – Elementalists – can manipulate only one element. 

“Manipulate,” he had said. Not ‘create.’ Not ‘will into existence.’ Maybe the element has to exist in some form before I can affect it further, I thought, remembering how, on the day of the accident, there was already a breeze before I created the windstorm. I stood up, stretching my shoulders, which were tense from the day I had had, and reached for the box of long matches sitting on the mantle. Removing one, I struck it on the side of the box. A small flame sparked to life, dancing on the tip of the match. I focused on it, feeling its warmth, its potential. I held the match a few inches away from my outstretched right hand. The bandages were gone; I had thrown them away before my last shift, as my wrist injury was mostly healed by that point. 

Concentrating, I envisioned the flame jumping to my palm, as Aiden had done earlier. 

The flame instantly flew to my hand, but instead of placidly hovering above it in a neat little pocket-sized ball as Aiden’s had, it grew larger and hotter, scorching the inside of my palm. 

“Ow!” I cried, instinctively pushing my hand away from me. The unruly baseball-sized fireball flew into the fireplace, exploding with orange sparks. A moment later, the logs were engulfed in flames and a blazing fire was popping and crackling inside. 

I was grimly satisfied; yes, I had successfully manipulated Fire, but that impressive feat had also erased any doubt in my mind that the bizarre events of the past week had been coincidental or random flukes. 

“So much for normalcy,” I muttered. 

After running my burnt hand under cold water from the sink for a few moments, I again sat by the fireplace and took the card Strauss had given me from my back pocket. One side had no words, only a symbol stamped on it – a simple black and white five-pointed star overlapping a pentagon: 
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The image immediately triggered something in my head, something vaguely discomforting. I tried to put some word or vision to it, but nothing came. Idly, I traced my finger over the raised ink, then turned the card over to read the writing on the other side: 




Savannah Clarke 

Regional Aggregator 
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191 Pierce Street, Denver 




Reading it twice to memorize the address, I flicked the rectangle into the sizzling fire, my resolve unwavering. Sending cronies to stalk me was bad enough, but once they dragged Evelyn into the picture, I wasn’t going to just sit around and wait for their next move. A nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach warned me otherwise, but my decision was made. 

Well, Savannah, I thought darkly. I don’t know who you are, or why you’ve taken an interest in me, but I’ll be coming to see you very soon. 





Chapter 13 




The next day, Gina let me off early after I had finished all my side work, since the restaurant was completely devoid of customers by 1:45 p.m. Before I left, I Googled the address listed on Savannah’s business card using Gina’s computer. It was in a relatively seedy part of the city, about twenty-five minutes away – twenty minutes, if you’re travelling by motorcycle. By 2:00 p.m., I was flying down the highway, something I usually tried to avoid by taking back roads instead. I won’t lie; I was nervous. But more than that, I was determined to start taking my life into my own hands. 

Just before 2:30, I arrived at the address. It took me a little extra time to find, because the location wasn’t at all what I expected, e.g., an impressive storefront, a fancy office building – in other words, something official-looking, imposing, or substantial. No, 191 Pierce Street was actually an old, sixth-story brick building, with lush vines crawling up the front of it. The windows on the ground floor had boards nailed over them, and thick, drawn drapes hung in the windows in the stories above. From the outside, the ramshackle building looked like a repurposed, though somewhat neglected, apartment complex. It was located on the outskirts of an old neighborhood with towering oak trees and run-down houses, most of which had bars on the windows. Apart from a yowling orange tabby cat rubbing itself against the bark of a nearby oak tree, no one was outside or on the street. 

I parked my bike on the sidewalk just outside the building’s old wrought iron fence. There was no sign or any indication of who dwelled within; only a street number posted above a rusted call box. I won’t lie; I seriously considered turning around and speeding home at this point. But then I remembered Strauss sitting on Evelyn’s couch with his smug, oily demeanor and so I gritted my teeth, knowing I had only one choice. 

I pressed the black button on the weathered call box, half-expecting it not to work. It made a sharp buzzing sound and an instant later a woman’s voice sounded. 

“How can I help you?” she trilled pleasantly. 

A voice in my head screamed at me to turn around. 

“I’m – I’m here to see Savannah Clarke.” I answered awkwardly into the speaker. 

“Ah yes, of course,” she answered. “Just a moment.” 

A second later the buzzer sounded again and the wrought iron gate swung open, surprising me. I hadn’t realized it was motorized. 

Unstrapping my helmet and pulling it off my head, I trudged up the long, cracked sidewalk that led to the front door. It was tucked under a nondescript maroon awning and had no window on either side of it; the black paint of the door was weathered and peeling. Apprehensively, I pulled the metal handle, anticipating some sordid prospect waiting for me on the other side. But as I warily entered the squalid building, I was immediately awestruck by what I saw inside. 

The entryway was a large, brightly lit, dome-ceilinged salon, with resplendent white marble columns on either side and a floor comprised of immaculately polished three-foot diagonal black and white stone tiles. A few yards in front of the door, which on this side had been painted an opulent white and sported an ornate crystal handle, was a great marble fountain. Streams of water shot above it in wide, synchronized arcs across a sparkling pool. A few yards behind the fountain was a large, circular desk, made from deep cherry-colored mahogany wood and topped by a round slab of black-and-white speckled granite. 

Sitting behind the oversized welcome desk was a young woman in a form-fitting white dress. She had her perfectly-manicured hands clasped in front of her and smiled warmly when I approached. I caught what looked to be a purple, triangle-shaped tattoo on the inside of her left forearm. 

“You must be Aspen,” she said in the same high, trilling voice I had heard through the call box. “Welcome to the Asterian Order’s Denver Chapter!” 

Dumbfounded, I simply nodded. 

“Savannah’s been expecting you. Please take a seat for just a moment and someone will come retrieve you once she’s ready,” she gestured to a plush white couch against the wall. “Can I get you anything to drink? Sparkling water? A cappuccino?” 

“No, I’m fine, thank you,” I said, finally overcoming my inability to speak. I took a seat on the edge of the immaculately white couch, feeling vaguely underdressed and out of place in my black leggings, riding boots, and second-hand leather jacket. I very carefully set my helmet on the cushion next to me, making sure I didn’t smudge it with dirt. 

It was less than a minute before a sharply-dressed, middle-aged man in a navy-blue suit came to greet me. His brown hair was combed back and he had a small diamond earring in one ear. I stood up, taking my helmet under my left arm. 

“Aspen!” he said enthusiastically, clasping my hand in his. “It is just a pleasure to meet you. My name is Walter. I’m one of the Community Activity Leaders here. Please follow me this way; Savannah is ready to see you now.” 

He strolled down a short corridor to the right of the welcome desk while I followed just behind. It too had large black and white tiles on the floor, with cherry wood panels that met a marble stone border and pristinely-white paint halfway up the wall. Four elevators were located at the end of the short hallway, and we stepped into the nearest one just as it opened. Light jazz saxophone drifted through the elevator speakers. Walter pressed the button for the fifth floor and we ascended smoothly to the top floor of the building. He glanced over at me and smiled, but said nothing more. 

When the doors opened, we walked through a small, circular salon with four doors leading into what looked like four offices. Distinctly different from the ground level, it was sparsely adorned, save for a floor lamp and a small gray loveseat against the left side of the round waiting room, with two potted spider plants sitting on low tables on either side. Walter led me to the first office on the left, a half-open, dark wooden door with a polished brass placard that read, Regional Aggregator. After a quick rap on the door, Walter pushed it open from the side and motioned me in. He didn’t follow. 

The office was large, and though the heavy curtains were drawn shut like the rest of the building’s windows, three large skylights in the high ceiling let in copious amounts of bright sunlight. The room was simply decorated, save for some ornately-framed paintings, also in stark contrast to the downstairs parlor. A woman sat behind the desk, reading a thick file inside a black folder. She had looked up when Walter knocked, then rose, smiling widely, when I entered the room. 

“Aspen!” Savannah welcomed me brightly, walking forward to greet me. “It is such a pleasure to meet you; I’ve heard so much about you!” I narrowed my eyes at that, but she didn’t seem to notice. 

She had chin-length short black hair, almost as dark as mine, though hers was straight and severely cut, and small green eyes with eyelids coated by heavy green eyeshadow. She wore a form-fitting, long-sleeved white blouse, tucked into a high-waisted black pencil skirt. I guessed she was somewhere in her mid-thirties. 

Walking right up to me, she gave me a tight hug. I stiffened at her forwardness. 

“You are absolutely gorgeous!” she enthused, taking a step back to look me up and down. “You must be a model.” 

Finding my voice, I pulled away from her. 

“How do you know my name?” I asked, not bothering to try to sound polite anymore. “Why does everyone here know my name? Why did a man I’ve never met before manipulate his way into my neighbor’s house and lie to her, on your behalf?” 

Her smile dampened slightly. 

“Oh, I am so sorry about that,” she said ruefully, turning to walk back to her desk. She motioned to Walter to close the door. He nodded, then did so, leaving the two of us alone in her office. “I did hear that you were very upset about Mr. Strauss visiting your neighbor, and I have reprimanded him about that.” She took a seat at her desk while I remained standing near the door. “Please come take a seat, we have so much to talk about. I know you must be bursting with questions.” She gestured to one of the chairs in front of her cluttered desk. 

I hesitated, then walked over and took a seat, placing my helmet on the chair next to mine. Slouching, I crossed my arms in front of my chest, glaring at her. 

Savannah smiled and laced her fingers together in front of her. “I don’t want to patronize you by beating around the bush, Aspen. So, let me get right to the point. You are very special, and it’s true that we’ve had our eye on you for the last week or so, but please don’t be alarmed or feel threatened by that. If anything, our aim is to protect you.” 

“‘Our?’” I asked, straightening a little. “And just who exactly are you? What is this place?” 

Savannah sighed. “I just feel so badly. It’s not supposed to be like this. You see, Aspen, almost everyone who possesses extraordinary gifts such as yours are introduced to us at a very young age. Most are born into the Community since children fairly typically inherit these special traits from their parents. I’m so sorry you’ve been alone all this time, that we couldn’t find you sooner.” She tilted her head slightly and gave me a small, sympathetic smile from across the desk. It made me uncomfortable. 

“But how do you know so much about me?” I pressed. “How did you know what I was, or where to find me?” 

“We here in the Asterian Order are all Elementalists – people who possess the rare gift of being able to control certain elements. Because we all share in these abilities, we’re able to sense other Elementalists when they use their powers, and therefore help guide them to our Community. Now, normally we have to be in very close proximity in order to feel the presence of these talents. But when you used Auromancy last week – when you controlled the wind in order to protect yourself from that truck,” she clarified, “You released a tremendous amount of energy, alerting several of us to your predicament. We tried to come to your aid right away, but you had already left. I’m just so glad to see that you’re alright.” 

I ignored the perfunctory sentiment. “And what do you want with me now?” 

“Want with you?” she repeated with a surprised look. “We don’t want anything, Aspen, except to provide you with a safe place. It’s such a difficult world out there when you’re alone, surrounded by people you aren’t sure if you can trust, people who pry, who might want to exploit you for the special gifts you have. At the Order, we provide a sanctuary for Elementalists all over the world. We have established chapters in twenty-five countries,” she emphasized that last part, “and we’re growing every day. 

“Being an Elementalist is the greatest gift one can be born with,” she continued fervently, “but when alone and untrained, these abilities can feel like a burden. They can seem frightening.” She leaned forward, a sympathetic expression on her face. “Aspen, now that we’ve finally found you, you don’t have to be alone anymore. We can help you hone your talents so they won’t feel so daunting and unfamiliar. We can understand you like no one else out there can because we’re just like you. And we can help you – whatever identification you need, we can get that for you. If you want a better job, you can work here. The Order employs nearly 5,000 Elementalists through our various chapters worldwide, placing them in as many different exciting careers paths as you can think of.” 

Savannah stood then, stepping around the desk to pull up a chair next to mine. She leaned forward and took my hand in hers. I regarded her hand uneasily, not used at all to being touched. 

“We are so fortunate to live here; the Denver Chapter is the second-largest Asterian chapter in the U.S., after D.C. If you ever get hurt again, you won’t have to suffer alone. We have doctors here; doctors who won’t ask prying or suspicious questions, because they themselves are just like you.” She smiled widely. “We have therapists who can actually empathize and give you relevant advice about whatever problems you might face as you navigate through the hardships of the unforgiving world outside of these doors. We’ve all been there, and together, as a family, we help each other through any difficulty we face out there. Like the Asterian proverb says: As the five roots support the oak, the five branches are stronger, together.” 

I didn’t know what to say. Savannah’s pontification was a bit theatrical, sure, and her obviously-practiced speech came across as both astute and overwhelming; but I had to admit, her words were effective, reaching those vulnerable parts of me I long had tried to push away and ignore. I had been alone and afraid for so long, never belonging to anything, never relying on anyone, except for Evelyn. But that this community – this ‘Asterian Order’ – would be the answer to everything… Well, that frankly seemed a little too good to be true. 

Savannah patted my hand gently, then walked back around to the other side of her desk. She sat down and picked up the thick black file folder she was reading when I entered and flipped it open to a page near the back. “Now, Aspen, I wanted to ask you, because I’m a little confused about something. It says here that it’s been determined that you’ve recently used both Auromancy as well as Electromancy. Do you know what those terms mean?” 

“Wind and Electricity?” I asked. Suddenly, I stiffened. How did they know about the lights at the university? 

“Yes, that’s exactly right.” She regarded me carefully over the top of the file. The hair on the back of my neck was standing on end. “Electromancy is a very rare talent to possess to begin with. But, on top of that, I also see here that it’s been noted that unauthorized Terramancy was used yesterday at approximately 4:30 p.m. Was that you?” 

My face must have betrayed my apprehension, because she swiftly added, “I want to assure you that everything is perfectly okay, you are in absolutely no trouble because you obviously can’t possibly be expected to know the rules of the Order, having no prior idea of our existence. We’ll get into those rules a little later. But for now, let me just explain that, for the sake of keeping our gifts secret from the rest of the world – and I’ll go into why that’s so important later – we do require that all Elementalists who are practicing outside of designated Chapters or their own home notify us in advance of any planned use of powers.” She smiled, crinkling her nose slightly. “I know it seems like a pesky rule, but there are good reasons for it. 

“Anyway,” she continued, “It seems that no one in our Chapter submitted any requests for outside Terramancy during that time yesterday, so am I to assume correctly that that was also you?” 

I nodded. 

“I see,” she said, setting down the file on the desk. “Aspen, this report states that the Terramantic activity detected was perceived to be quite formidable. So then… am I to understand that you can control Earth, Wind, and Electricity in equal measures?” 

I hesitated slightly before answering. “I’ve only begun experimenting, but that does seem to be the case,” I said, with a twinge of self-consciousness. Even in this organization I’m an oddity. I briefly considered mentioning the fireplace and the bathtub, but some small doubt made me reconsider, at least for the moment. 

Savannah nodded thoughtfully. “We’ll have to perform an assessment to be sure, but if what you say is true – and I believe that it is – I can only think of a small handful of others in the world who can wield more than two elements, and I don’t think any of them can control all three with equal-parts power – save for the Magistrate, of course.” She looked at me then, her face composed, though I saw a growing fervor illuminating her green eyes. 

“I think we can expect extraordinary things from you, Aspen.” 

I swallowed, doing my best to meet her eager gaze as a single, painful question formed in my throat. 

“Can you help me find my family?” I asked, emotion straining against my words. “You said these abilities tend to run among children and their parents. Is it possible my parents are members of the Community, part of… of the Asterians?” 

Savannah sat back in her chair, heavily. “Oh, Aspen, I’m so sorry. I actually looked through the Archives ahead of your arrival, hoping I might be able to find some information on just that, but I didn’t see any report filed in this Chapter or any others that gave any indication of a missing child or a separated family.” 

I nodded quickly, looking down at my hands in disappointment. Still, I couldn’t help but think that something about the way she answered my question bothered me, almost like her words sounded rehearsed. Perhaps it was the twitch in her mouth, the quick glance to her left. Whatever it was that tipped me off, I was pretty sure at that moment that Savannah was lying to me, and I made it my mission from that moment on to find out why. 





Chapter 14 




“I want to show you something before I take you on the tour,” Savannah said, motioning me over to her side of the desk. I got up and stood next to her as she pulled a laminated sheet of paper from her drawer, which was illustrated with a handful of star segments of varying colors and accompanying notes. 

“This is the insignia for an Elementalist,” she said, pointing to a black star encapsulating a pentagon. “This is from where our organization’s name was derived. Asteri; Greek origin, meaning ‘star’.” 
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“It’s been used for centuries to distinguish those of us with special abilities from the rest of the world. However, each branch of Elementalism also has its own special symbol, a piece of the larger star. There’s a great sense of pride among us Elementalists, particularly with respect to which Elemental branch we belong to.” She then pointed to a colorful illustration that looked like this: 
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“These are the symbols of the elements. The ‘L’ on the far right is for Lightning, or Electromancy,” she explained. “This is what Elementalists get tattooed on our arms once they join the Order. In my case, I’m able to control two Elements. Only about ten percent of us can,” she added with a hint of pride. “My Primary skill – that is, the one I am much more adept at and stronger in – is Terramancy. But I also have some limited talent in Auromancy, making that my Secondary ability. Therefore, in my case, we would combine multiple symbols to make a new shape comprised of the two Elements I wield. That’s where the symbol on my business card comes from, and also this…” Rolling up her sleeve, she exposed a half-dollar-sized tattoo on her left forearm, in the same location where the girl at the front desk had her purple Auromancy symbol. But, in addition to purple, Savannah’s tattoo was also colored green in the pentagon and side points. 
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“Once you’re initiated in a few weeks, you’ll have one too, except yours will reflect the three Elements you can wield.” I didn’t appreciate the blunt assumption that I would automatically be joining her club, and also couldn’t help but notice the almost-imperceptible note of resentment in her voice when she mentioned my three Elements. 

If only you knew, I thought grimly. 

“Actually, I’m not exactly sure what that tattoo would look like,” she mused, almost to herself. “It’s so uncommon to display two Elements, let alone three…” She glanced through the symbols, frequently referencing several lines of numbered notes at the bottom of the page. 

“There are rules for which points of the star overlay others when combining sigils,” she murmured as she reviewed them. “But because Electromancy is so rare, and considered quite extraordinary,” she added, glancing up at me over the page, “I would say that that sigil ought to take precedence over the other two.” She retrieved a small, square piece of poster board, about three inches on each side, from the same drawer as before. It had a black and white line drawing of a star on a white background. She quickly filled it in with color, using some felt-tipped markers, then showed it to me when she was done: 
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“Here’s what your tattoo will look like,” she said, not bothering to hide the envy in her voice. The top point and connecting dots were purple, the left point and pentagon were green, and the bottom-left and right points were yellow. It frankly looked a little gaudy to me. 

“It’s remarkable, really. You’ll have the most striking tattoo in our Chapter.” 

“Wow,” I murmured, trying to demonstrate what I thought to be a suitable amount of awe. She handed the illustration to me and I took it, giving a small nod of thanks. 

“I’m jealous,” she said teasingly. “You almost have a full star. The last time I saw that was when I met this mediocre Pyromancer who also happened to show the tiniest amount of hydro-aptitude. Not that the ability to make half-formed ice cubes should actually be considered Hydromantic ‘ability’…” 

“Has there ever been someone who could control all five Elements?” I asked, trying to make my voice nonchalant as I tucked the square she had given me in my jacket pocket. 

“That’s an excellent question,” she replied, somewhat officiously. “What you refer to is what we call a Pentamancer. Highly revered, extraordinarily powerful and, in this day and age, completely unheard of. Hundreds of years ago, as recently as the 15th century, or so I’ve read, Pentamancers used to be slightly more common – perhaps one in a thousand Elementalists – but there’s no record of any known Pentamancer existing in over 300 years, and there’s even some dispute around that particular individual’s actual Pentamantic ability. If you’re curious, here’s the Pentamancer’s symbol,” she said, pointing to a multi-colored star at the top of the laminated page. Each point was painted a different color, representing the five distinct Elements. The inner pentagon was painted a stark black. 
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“This sigil is archaic now. If you ever happen to come across an actual Pentamancer, please be sure to call me right away,” she said, chortling at her own joke. 

I leaned over the page to get a closer look, tracing the vibrant star with my fingertips. There’s no record of any known Pentamancer existing in over 300 years. In that moment, I couldn’t fully process her words. Frankly, stuck there as I was in her office, I didn’t really want to. 

“Anyway,” Savannah said, clapping her hands together brightly, “I think it’s time I give you the grand tour.” 

*** 

As we walked through the circular waiting room and toward the elevator, Savannah was briefly explaining the building’s different floors. 

“The top floor – that’s where my office is, of course – has three other office suites for the other heads of this chapter. I manage marketing, recruitment and practical training efforts for the region. Tom Richardson runs the Security and Containment Division…” 

I frowned slightly. Containment Division? Containment of what? 

We approached the elevators and one of the doors opened as soon as Savannah pressed the down button. We stepped inside. Back in the elevator, the jazz saxophone still wafting through the speakers, Savannah droned on mechanically. I imagined she’d given this speech dozens of times before. 

“Dr. Steven Chen oversees the medical and psychiatric centers. And then there’s Jeanette Vasquez, who handles all Chapter finances, including membership dues.” She glanced at me sideways. “Not that we’ll be requesting any membership fees from you until you are firmly on your feet and established,” she smiled reassuringly. 

“Fees?” I asked. 

“Oh, you know, to keep this place up and running,” she explained, waving an indifferent hand. “It’s really not anything you need to be concerned about. We have a sliding fee scale for those of our members who require assistance. And,” she added, raising her hand to the side of her mouth in a mock-conspiratorial manner, “We waive all fees in their entirety for those members who score particularly high on their Elemental Assessment… and I have a good feeling you’re going to blow everyone’s minds.” 

That logic struck me as odd. Why waive the fees for stronger members? What do they care how talented their members are? It also bothered me that Savannah continued to speak as though it was simply a given that I would join this… Community. I guess they’re just not used to people saying no, I thought to myself. Aiden’s words from yesterday suddenly came to mind. He hadn’t explicitly stated that the ‘cult’ he had belonged to was the Asterians, but it didn’t take any sort of great leap in reasoning to gather he had been referring to this same organization. 

It turns out they don’t take too kindly to members who attempt to opt out. I shuddered slightly, wondering what I was getting myself into for the sake of getting answers. 

I tried to return to the present, as Savannah was still cheerfully reciting the floors as the elevator descended. “Let’s see… Level Four is records, filing, boring administrative stuff like that… Ah, but Levels Two and Three…” She pressed the button to stop the elevator at the second floor. The doors opened with a ding, revealing what looked like a very clean and sparsely-crowded hospital waiting room. We didn’t get off the elevator; Savannah just held the door open so I could take a look. Three ordinary-looking people were seated in chairs, presumably waiting to be seen. One had his arm wrapped heavily in gauze, another woman was pressing an icepack to her head. I couldn’t tell what the third person’s ailment was; he was just reading a magazine. Though, on closer examination, it did appear that the magazine was upside down. I frowned slightly. Just then, two doctors wearing teal scrubs, a short, middle-aged man and a dark-skinned young woman, passed by the elevator. The woman waved at us, revealing two blue triangles tattooed on her left forearm. A hydromancer, I thought, remembering the icon from before. 

Savannah smiled and waved back, leaning close to explain to me, “Levels Two and Three are for therapy appointments, wellness checks, health classes, doctor’s visits… We’ve even installed a small, state-of-the-art burn ward on the third floor specifically for some of the more accident-prone Pyromancers in the Community,” she said with a small tsk. Then she added thoughtfully, “You know… I suppose Lightning is actually considered the most dangerous of the five Elements to work with, but we have so few people in the Community who can manipulate it, we hardly ever see electrocution cases.” She winked at me then, playfully adding, “Let’s try to keep it that way!” 

I flashed her a tight-lipped smile. Yeah, you’ve really done it this time, Aspen. 

The elevator doors closed again and we continued our descent. 

“Level one, above the lobby, is where we hold all of our community meetings and group events,” Savannah said, brimming with enthusiasm. She must have thought I would be excited to hear about that. “In addition to the usual weekly gathering for all initiated members every Sunday evening, we also have Tuesday Night Elemental Trivia, Thursday Night Speed Dating, Saturday Night Mixers… I’ve heard those evenings in particular can get real wild!” 

Immediately, an image popped in my mind of drunk Elementalists awkwardly flirting with each other using pocket-sized Fireballs and levitating ice cubes. 

I stifled a laugh. 

I expected the elevator to open at the ground floor with the ornate lobby, but Savannah had pressed another button below the “L”, marked “B”. 

“This building has a basement?” I asked. 

“Oh… something like that,” she answered coyly. 

Several long moments passed as we descended below-ground. After a minute I started to wonder anxiously if there was something wrong, but just then the elevator dinged and the doors slid open. 

“I thought I’d save the best for last,” Savannah said with a knowing smile. 

We stepped into a stark, harshly-lit corridor, with plain, white tiled floors and steel-paneled walls that reminded me of a medical facility or a laboratory. As we walked briskly down the hall, I couldn’t make out any sounds other than Savannah’s sharply clicking heels. At the end of the corridor was an intimidating steel door with a small ballistic glass security window, its tempered surface obscuring the view on the other side, at least from where I was standing. For a brief, terrifying moment, I couldn’t help but imagine some white-walled test lab on the other side, replete with long needles, electrical probes, and hospital beds with leather restraints. Before the grisly horror movie in my head could unfold much further, Savannah punched in a keycode on the number pad near the handle. A buzzer sounded, and a few moments later she pulled the door open. 

Through the doorway was a cavernous chamber. Despite being at least several floors underground, the cavern was brightly illuminated by warm, radiant light, and, once my eyes adjusted, I was completely taken aback when I realized that the floor was almost entirely covered by thick green grass. Additionally, there were scattered trees, various plants, and even a small waterfall flowing down one of the steep back ‘walls,’ which was actually unpolished rock. Thirty feet above us, hanging from the domed ceiling, were long rows of huge, circular lights, alternating in blue and yellow hues. There were also four round skylights in the ceiling, which I assumed had been built into the building’s courtyards, as well as a complex array of mirrors that were positioned around the uppermost parts of the walls, reflecting even more light toward the ground. 

Savannah stood uncharacteristically silent behind me while I stepped forward to look at my surroundings in awe. The cavern, I realized, was roughly shaped like a pentagon, and divided into five equal triangles by different types of colored pennant rope, whose points all met in the middle. About a dozen people were scattered among four of the five triangles. 

Farthest from me, inside the blue-designated triangle – which, like the other four sections, was about sixty feet across at its widest section – housed the waterfall. That started about halfway up the rough stone wall and culminated into a wide pool of water, which was surrounded by large rocks and manicured grass. Just above the waterfall, embedded in the stone, was a large two-way glass window, about fifteen feet wide and ten feet tall, though I couldn’t make out whether anything was behind it. 

To the right of the blue quadrant was the red triangulated section, which had no grass, and instead had hard-packed dirt that appeared heavily scorched in some places. Three large red and white targets, also marred by angry black scorch marks, were painted on the wall behind it. Next to that was the green triangle I was currently standing in, grass-covered like the blue one was, though the green area was also filled with huge rock piles and gaping holes in the ground. Behind me, in the same section, the wall surrounding the steel door I had emerged from had intricate designs etched into it, symmetrical swirls and geometric patterns carved deeply into the rock face. 

Just beside the green, to my left, was a purple section, which was closed off from its neighboring quadrants by thick, transparent, twenty-five-foot purple tinted walls that rose nearly to the ceiling. Within the thick plexiglass were several trees, including one uprooted on its side, all mostly naked save for a few stubborn green leaves clinging to their otherwise-bare branches. In the center of the chamber was a tall flag post with a raised purple flag that had some sort of black symbol in the center, though I couldn’t make out the insignia since the flag was only fluttering slightly. The last triangular segment, next to the purple area and to the left of the blue area, was demarcated by yellow posts. Like the Pyromancer’s area, it had no grass; instead it had black rubber mats on the ground and a singular tall, metal rod standing in the center, similar to the lightning rods you see atop some tall buildings. 

Seeing my amazed expression, Savannah beamed. “It’s incredible, isn’t it?” She remarked as she came to stand beside me. “This is our training arena. It took five years to complete, with the help of our best Terramancers. I, of course, was one of them,” she added with more than a hint of pride. 

Terramancers did all of this? I thought, eyeing the huge chamber incredulously as she continued in an authoritative voice. 

“The industrial-sized halide lamps do an effective job of converting electricity into light for photosynthesis when combined with the mirrors and skylights, which are oriented for optimum sunlight. That reduces the amount of artificial lighting needed and helps keep energy consumption low, while also providing necessary illumination for the grass and plants.” She pointed to several large ventilation units installed halfway up the walls. “And those vents pull in and circulate fresh air from the outside throughout the arena.” 

I was awestruck; I had never seen anything this remarkable in my life. Savannah glanced over at me, chuckling. She was probably used to stupefied reactions such as mine. 

“I know it all must seem extravagant upon first sight, but we wanted to create an adequately large space for training, which would also provide the necessary accessibility to all five Elements. And we felt that it was important to build a space that felt open, non-confining, and lovely enough to want to spend plenty of time in.” 

I regarded the dozen Elementalists scattered throughout the arena. In the red section, two Pyromancers, both teenage boys, were lobbing a basketball-sized Fireball through a metal hoop held high by a gray-haired woman in bright green firefighter’s coveralls. A fire extinguisher sat on the ground close beside her. A group of four Terramancers sat in the section next to them, circled around a wide hole in the ground, chatting together amiably. Within the purple walls, a small girl in a blue dress was waving her hands above as a feather flew in gentle figure-eights above her head. No one stood in the rubber matted area, but nearby a small group of thirty-something year-old Hydromancers stood drenched and laughing loudly on the edge of the pool of water in the blue training area. 

“Training looks fun, and it often is,” Savannah remarked, “but we do take the drills very seriously. Some of the biggest catastrophes in history were actually due to untrained or uncontrolled Elementalists. The 1871 Chicago Fire, for example, was due to a jilted Pyromancer who came home from work early, only to find his wife in bed with another man. It proved almost impossible to cover up that incident, but the Order did manage.” 

My eyes widened in surprise. 

She carried on gravely, “And one of the strongest Terramancers in recorded history was an Uzbek man who was experimenting with his abilities in October of 1907. Ignorant of what lay below him, he inadvertently triggered a larger fault line along the border of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. 15,000 people died as a direct result. It remains an extremely regrettable incident for the entire Asterian Community to this day. It’s why we take training and obtaining pre-authorization for any use of outside powers so seriously. The safety of the Community, as well as maintaining our kind’s secrecy, are our utmost priorities.” 

I swallowed hard, wondering what other terrible events in history might have been caused by people like us – and concealed by the Asterian Order. I wanted to ask Savannah more about the Order’s “priorities,” but she started speaking again before I could ask. 

“Training, by the way, is available to all members of the Community, twenty-four hours a day – though off-hours will need to be requested by appointment – seven days a week, and is totally free of charge. Its funding is made possible by the monthly dues and charitable donations,” she explained, her voice cheerful once again. “While all Elementalists are born with different and varying levels of ability, we dutifully assist all of our members in learning to control and properly utilize their gifts, thereby helping each of us reach our highest potential.” 

With a slightly wistful tone, she added, “We unfortunately can’t help, say, a Level-One Elementalist achieve a higher Elemental ranking, since power potential is innate and predetermined at birth; nor can we teach a Terramancer, for example, to wield Water, unless they already have a natural secondary Hydromantic ability, which as I stated earlier, is quite rare.” She eyed me closely as she said that. “As for rankings, we’ll delve further into that a little later…” 

“This place – what you do here – it’s… unbelievable,” I admitted. 

“This arena is also where you’ll take your assessment on Sunday,” she mentioned casually. 

I turned away from the various activities in front of me. “Sunday?” I asked, surprised. “This Sunday? As in, two days from now?” 

“It’s an imperative step as part of the initiation process,” Savannah explained patiently. Putting her hand on my shoulder, she squeezed it gently as she spoke. “We would love to have you join our organization, Aspen. I know you want the opportunity to learn more about your powers, as well as the chance to discover who you are. As a member, you’ll have access to our best instructors. We’ll get you identification, authorization to work, a passport; you’ll be welcome at Asterian chapters all over the globe: Istanbul, Paris, Tokyo! If you rank highly enough on your assessment, and continue to prove your dedication over the years, you could even obtain an Officers’ Rank, eventually earning a deciding seat at the Inner Circle’s Table.” Her green eyes flashed with excitement. “I truly hope you’ll say you’ll join?” Her expression was almost pleading. 

It’s the only way to get answers, I thought grimly. There’s no other option. 

Attempting to match her wide smile with that of my own, I said the only thing I knew I could say in that moment. 

“Where do I sign?” 





Chapter 15 




Thankfully, Savannah didn’t present me with a contract to sign with my own blood right then and there; I only had to sign a lengthy non-disclosure agreement before leaving, essentially swearing that I wouldn’t speak of the Order or about my abilities with anyone who wasn’t an Asterian member. She then asked me to come back Sunday morning at promptly 8:00 a.m. for the assessment – to determine my membership rank and likely have my dues waived, she’d explained, though she provided no further information or details on the assessment itself. I stiffly tolerated her giving me a brief hug in the elegant marble lobby, then I left as quickly as I could while trying to avoid the appearance of fleeing for my life. 

As I strapped on my helmet and approached my motorcycle on the sidewalk, I took one last look at the unassuming brick building from the outside as I grasped the handles and hoisted my leg to straddle the bike. With a start, I realized that while I was holed up inside with Savannah, my makeshift MacGyver side-view mirror had been stealthily replaced with the bike’s original mirror, the one I’d left behind at the accident. 

“What the hell?” I muttered aloud, thoroughly creeped out by what I’m sure they assumed was a thoughtful act of charity. The mirror had been meticulously buffed, repainted, and looked good as new. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. 

Still shuddering as I kicked the bike into gear, I headed for the university, my head swimming. By the time I got to class, Aiden had already begun his lecture. I quietly slipped inside the side door to the auditorium, managing to avoid banging it shut. I took a seat on the right side of the room, close to the front this time. Aiden was in the middle of speaking, but his eyes went straight to mine the moment I sat down. This time, instead of glaring at me, he smiled, quite amiably, in fact. I returned the smile and gave him the tiniest of awkward waves, my heart racing slightly. 

“Right,” he said to the class, faltering only slightly as he glanced back to his notes on the podium, “So, it’s important to remember that there was no firm distinction between the kingdoms of Eastern Francia and Germany at the time. While some primary sources tried to discern the two names categorically, Eastern Francia actually remained in use long after the Kingdom of Germany was introduced.” He looked up at the class. “To reward you dedicated students who managed to make it to class on a Friday night, I can tell you with certainty that this trick question will be on next week’s exam.” 

A flurry of pencils in the room noted this. 

“Speaking of Friday night,” he added, “How about we keep tonight’s lecture short? We’re slightly ahead of Professor Borstein’s schedule, so let’s just do a quick overview of the first German kings and then break early for the weekend, shall we?” 

A few cheers sounded from the back of the class. 

Quickly wrapping up the lecture with the introduction of Henry I and Otto I, Aiden dismissed the class, wishing them a good weekend. His eyes went straight to mine once he finished speaking, and I could tell he wanted me to wait for him. That was already the plan, I thought with a smirk, steadfastly lingering in my seat. 

A pretty blonde girl approached him at the front of the class, twirling her hair around her finger in a rather transparent fashion. I rolled my eyes, an atypical reaction coming from me, as I impatiently waited for her to leave before I approached him. 

When I did, he spoke my name like a relieved sigh. “Aspen… I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you. I wanted to come talk to you yesterday after what happened. I have to admit, I drove halfway to your house before I realized what a creep I was being.” He ran a hand through his hair nervously. “I honestly thought I wasn’t going to see you again. I felt terrible for that.” 

“I was pretty freaked out the other day,” I admitted. “It was so overwhelming to try and take in everything that you were telling me.” I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I ran off like that.” 

His warm brown eyes took in mine as he smiled. “Can I take you to dinner?” he asked, somewhat shyly. “I know a place near here, always really crowded and extremely well-lit.” 

I laughed at his self-deprecating comment. “Dinner would be great,” I answered truthfully. 

*** 

Twenty minutes later, I met him outside a cozy French restaurant in town, which was indeed busy, just as he promised it would be. The hostess led us to the back and we took a seat at a small table in the corner of the restaurant. As I took off my leather jacket, the piece of paper with the symbol Savannah had color-coded for me fell out of the pocket. Aiden bent over to pick it up for me. Upon seeing the tri-colored star, his face blanched. 

“You didn’t!” he accused, half-angrily, half-fearfully. 

“I had to,” I explained quickly, taking the square back from him. He stared at me, unmoving. “I already came here tonight with the intention of telling you everything… Please sit?” 

Frowning, he took the chair across from me, his back to the wall. I leaned forward, my voice nearly a whisper. 

“After the incident with the truck, I started to think someone was following me. Then, yesterday, a man named Strauss came to my house looking for me when you and I were together. When I didn’t answer the door, he… he went to my neighbor’s house.” My eyes stung with tears then, and I quickly blinked them away. 

“What?” 

I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. “He didn’t hurt her, but he lied his way in and gave me this smug look when I entered – like there was nothing I could do to stop him. When he finally left, he handed me a card, saying someone named Savannah Clarke wanted to meet me. I suspected they were from the same organization you had mentioned, but I knew I had to go. I couldn’t let them try to intimidate me by going anywhere near Evelyn again. She wouldn’t be able to defend herself if they… if they did anything to her.” 

Aiden raised his eyebrows sharply as he opened his mouth to reply, but we were interrupted by the waitress, a young dark-haired woman in her late twenties. 

“Hello! My name is Megan, I’ll be your server tonight. Can I get either of you a drink? Red or white wine, perhaps?” 

“Would you like to split a bottle of wine?” Aiden asked me. 

I shook my head. “I’ll just have a lemonade, please,” I told the waitress. Aiden ordered a glass of red zinfandel. She smiled at him warmly as she jotted down his selection. 

When she had walked away and was fully out of earshot, I explained, “I don’t have an ID, and they almost always ask for one, especially near the university.” 

“How old are you?” he asked, looking somewhat uncomfortable. “Do you even know?” 

I shook my head again. “I would guess somewhere in my early- or mid-twenties. The birthday I randomly picked for myself is in three days – April 16th. I, uh, speculate that I’m turning twenty-three.” I waved my hand nonchalantly and forced a smile at him, trying to ignore the twinge of dejection I felt. My own words sounded fairly pitiful, even to me. 

He reached forward as if to touch my hand, then stopped. It was then that I saw his red Pyromancer’s tattoo peeking out from under his partially-rolled up blue sleeve. Just below the crimson triangle, there was also a Roman numeral “III” etched in black. He saw me looking at it, then leaned back in his seat, tugging his sleeve down self-consciously. 

“We’ll have to celebrate Monday night then,” he said, also appearing to force a smile in my direction. “I’m just… I’m sorry for your situation, Aspen. I wish I knew how to help you.” 

“It’s okay,” I said, quickly brushing off his sympathy. “That’s one of the things they said they’d help me with, though; getting me identification, a passport, a way to work legally. They even offered me a job and said they’d likely waive my membership fees. Savannah seemed really eager to have me join. But when I asked her if she knew anything about who my family might be, she said she had no idea. And I can’t explain why, but I think she was lying to me.” 

Aiden nodded thoughtfully. “Based on your abilities, I would bet almost anything that both your parents were Elementalists, and powerful ones at that. It would make sense that they were part of the Order.” 

Megan returned then with our drinks, setting them in front of us. “Have you decided what you’d like to eat?” she asked, directing her question to Aiden with a wide smile. He looked at me. 

“Aspen?” 

“Uh, I’ll just have the… chicken, please. The um – this one.” I pointed to the French line that read Coq au vin. She nodded primly, then quickly turned back to Aiden. 

“And what can I get for you?” she asked, her dazzling smile quickly returning. 

“I’ll have the steak au poivre,” he answered self-assuredly, eyes on me as he spoke. 

“Of course,” she replied, collecting our menus. “I’ll be back with your dinners shortly.” She smiled again in his direction as she left. Thinking back to the blonde student in the lecture hall, I idly wondered how many times a day that happened to him. Despite her obviousness, he didn’t seem to notice the waitress’ interest in him. Further proving my point, Aiden went on as if we hadn’t been interrupted. 

“I assume they’ve asked you to join already?” He asked dryly. Suddenly, he stiffened, his eyes widening. “Oh god – you didn’t tell her that you’re a Pentamancer, did you?” he asked in a hushed voice. 

“No,” I said. “She knew that I could affect Wind, Earth, and Electricity though. She was pretty excited about that fact. I guess I had witnesses. Well…” I amended, “I guess I set off some sort of Elemental alarm, since I didn’t ask their permission first.” 

He rolled his eyes. “Did she give you the ‘Great Chicago Fire’ lecture?” 

I nodded bleakly. “Did that really happen like she said? Some angry Pyromancer caused it?” 

“The story is true,” Aiden said. “A side branch of my own personal research is tracing Elementalists and their activity throughout the ages. It’s why I chose to specialize in Medieval literature and history. The Order began around that time, though records of Elementalism trace all the way back to Empedocles in the fifth century BCE.” 

I nodded slowly, absorbing this new information. 

“Anyway,” he continued, “while the story itself might be factual, her reasons for sharing it are not what she represents them to be.” 

“She said something like, ‘safety and secrecy are our utmost priorities.’” 

He snorted. “Sure, safety is important, and secrecy, for them, is even more important. But order and control – power – those are their real priorities. Their goal is to seek out and find all the Elementalists in the world and have them join their society, so they can pledge their unwavering allegiance and practice only under the Asterian Order’s supreme guidance and authority.” I could hear the obvious indignance in his voice. 

“But what’s their end game?” I asked, taking a sip of lemonade. My throat was getting very dry. 

“I have my theories,” he replied darkly. “But for now, let’s just say that they obviously aim to gather and regulate as many Elementalists as possible worldwide, while also isolating us from the rest of the world, whom the Order claims will expose, and even exploit us, since they vastly outnumber us. They clearly want to make their members as powerful as possible, though for what purpose, I’m not entirely sure. And they do all of this while parading around under some artificial contrivance that the Chapters’ primary function is to act as some sort of Community Center.” 

“Like Tuesday Night Trivia,” I mused to myself aloud. “Oh, that reminds me, Savannah wants me to take my ‘assessment’ this Sunday morning.” 

Aiden arched an eyebrow. “Aspen, returning to the subject of Pentamancy…” He trailed off and sighed, rubbing his forehead tiredly. 

“Look, I know we’ve only just met. I know you have no reason to believe me, but… if you trust only one thing that comes out of my mouth, please believe me when I say that you can never let them find out about your full abilities. If they find out… If they discover the full range of what you can do, the potential you have…” he leaned towards me, his dark eyes burning into mine, “Aspen, they’d never let you taste freedom again. The fact that they’re aware of your Electromantic ability…” His unfinished sentence hung ominously in the air as our dinners arrived at that moment. 

After the waitress set our plates in front of us and walked away, we sat there in silence, picking sullenly at our dinners for what were probably different reasons. 

“Aiden,” I started, unsure how to phrase my next words. “What… happened to you, exactly? What made you realize the Order wasn’t what they said they were?” 

He kept his eyes glued to his dinner, setting his fork down on the table before he spoke. 

“I’ll tell you some other time,” he said finally, and I could see by his dark expression that it would serve me no purpose to pry. 

*** 

After dinner, the mood picked up somewhat after we moved the subject away from the Asterian Order. We decided to head back to the university, where we strolled and made small talk until we came to a large pond on the far side of campus. We stood side by side on an old wooden footbridge that crossed a narrower section of the water. Street lamps on either side of the bridge bathed us in warm yellow light. Across the pond, a frog croaked from somewhere beneath the garden of pink-blossomed lily pads floating on the surface. 

“How do they detect outside Elementalism?” I asked suddenly, leaning on the wooden banister of the bridge and staring into the smooth, dark water. I was thinking back to our conversation in the restaurant. 

“They have a group within the Security and Containment Division that is dedicated to detecting and controlling unauthorized Elemental activity… Strauss was likely part of that team,” he added. “The activity has to be quite strong for them to sense it at a distance. Otherwise they really can’t detect anything, though they like to try to make members believe that they can. 

“Anyway, you have the ability to sense it as well. We all do, to some extent. Most of us can sense nearby manipulation of our own primary Element much better than the others. Me, for example, I can sense the use of Fire in smaller forces and at greater distances, far better than I can sense the other four Elements. I imagine you would be able to clearly sense when someone wields any one of the five Elements, even relatively weakly, within a mile or so of wherever you are. If it’s a very strong show of force, such as your tornado, a trained Auromancer might sense it within a ten-mile radius.” 

Captivated, I took in his words while continuing to stare at the quiet pond beneath us, concentrating on the still, glassy surface of the water. Knitting my brow, I managed to create little ripples on the surface of the pond. As I focused on them, they expanded across the surface; blossoming, multiplying circles that overlapped one another as they grew in radius, resulting in lovely concentric patterns. Aiden noticed after a moment, smiling widely at the water, and then at me. When our eyes met, though, his expression faded slightly. 

“Aspen,” he said quietly. “You don’t have to do this. You don’t have to join these people. You can leave, start over again, somewhere where they won’t look for you. I can try and help you. I’m sure that together we could figure something out to keep you off their radar.” 

“I do have to do this,” I replied, releasing my influence on the ripples to look at him. “Something happened to me, Aiden. My memories are gone, but the more I learn about this part of myself, the more I feel like it all has to be connected, somehow.” 

He was quiet for a moment, as though he were deliberating something. 

“What if we could get you answers without you having to go through the formal initiation?” he asked suddenly. 

I looked at him, confused. “How do you mean?” 

“I mean… what if I told you that the Order keeps detailed files on every single one of its members, past and present, within every Chapter?” Immediately I remembered the black folder Savannah had in her hand when I entered her office. 

Aiden was looking at me, genuine concern clearly written across his face. “I wouldn’t be able to come with you, because they know my face and frankly I’m already waiting for the day to come when they drag me back there against my will… But I know where you can access the information you’re looking for, and I think I can help you get to it.” 

I regarded Aiden closely then, his face illuminated by the soft light of the lamps above. His strong jaw, shrouded by the thin shadow of a beard, was tightly clenched, and I could see obvious worry etched into his otherwise smooth face. 

“Why would you offer to help me?” I asked, carefully watching his face, waiting to see if it exposed any kind of betrayal. “We barely know each other.” 

He looked away then, across the dark pond to a faraway place only he could see. 

“I’ve made mistakes, Aspen.” He answered, softly. “And I’d like to start atoning for them.” Turning to look at me again, he took a step in my direction and my heart began to beat faster. His face was only inches from mine. I looked up at him warily. “Furthermore, and I realize this may sound strange because I certainly can’t explain it… I have this strong, overwhelming desire to protect you.” 

“I don’t need protecting.” The words slipped out, sounding harsher than I would have liked. I bit my lip nervously, hoping that hadn’t sounded too callous. 

Aiden chuckled softly. “You do seem quite clever and resourceful, I will certainly give you that.” He regarded the glassy surface of the pond once more, smiling wistfully. “…But even the best of us can use a friend’s help from time to time, right?” 

A friend. 

The word itself was foreign to me, even frightening, but in the last three lamentable years that I could recall of my life, I had never felt as ready or as in need of a friend as I did in that moment. 

“Tell me your idea,” I said, my voice sounding far more confident than I felt. 





Chapter 16 




When I came home from work Saturday afternoon, Aiden was there waiting for me, as planned. He waved from the old porch swing as I walked up the driveway. 

“I brought the goods, as arranged,” he grinned mischievously, patting the messenger bag at his side. 

“You were supposed to leave them in a waterproof box down the well,” I retorted with a wry smile. 

“But then I wouldn’t have had a good excuse to talk to the proprietor of the well.” 

“Oh, that is a good point. Would you like to come in?” 

“I’d love to,” he replied with a wink. 

He followed me inside after I unlocked the door. I dropped my keys beside the flashlight on the small end table and carefully set my helmet on the floor beside it. 

“I, uh, like what you’ve done with the place,” he said, surveying the empty walls, threadbare couch, and lack of lights. 

“Yeah, it’s more or less the same now as how I found it a few years ago,” I admitted. 

“So, you just woke up one day, on the floor of this cabin, with no belongings or memories… including your own name?” 

“That’s about it,” I answered truthfully. “I remember feeling like I was in a dense fog when I woke up, and I had a splitting headache for about three days afterward. I didn’t have a wallet or anything, just my clothes. But I was wearing this.” I took my sapphire pendant from my shirt to show him and he took a step forward to inspect it. He smelled nice, though I tried very hard not to think about it as he turned my pendant over, examining it closely. 

“It’s very beautiful – I suppose it’s tanzanite?” he asked, still looking at the stone. 

Surprised, I replied, “I always assumed it was sapphire.” 

“I initially thought so too, but because of the violet hue, I think it’s actually a tanzanite. Tanzanites are quite a bit rarer than sapphires.” He glanced up at my face. “It seems a perfect stone for you; the exact shade of your eyes, particularly your right eye. And just about as exceptional as it gets, in terms of gems. Whoever gave it to you must have cared about you very much.” 

His words made my breath catch. But before I could stammer a response, he took an abrupt step away from me, turning to look at the fireplace. 

“What happened here?” Aiden asked, fingering the charred bricks. 

“That,” I answered, having more or less collected myself once again, “is what I was referencing when I wrongly accused you of messing with my fireplace the other day. I was sitting in front of the fire, right here, after attending Professor Borstein’s lecture for the first time, and I was irritated, thinking about something...” 

I was thinking about you. 

I trailed off at the uninvited thought, feeling my face flush hotly. He glanced over his shoulder to look at me, eyebrows raised expectantly. 

“Anyway,” I continued hastily, “The fire practically exploded into my living room – twice. I was so freaked out that I dumped a bucket of water on it, thinking it was haunted or something. It’s been a strange week and a half,” I finished wearily, dropping on the couch. 

He nodded sympathetically, then took a seat next to me. “Most of us only have to deal with figuring out one Element, and we usually have guidance from our family, or, you know, the Order.” He gave a slight eye roll. “But you’ve had to navigate five abilities on your own, with no help whatsoever…” He trailed off for a moment, a line appearing between his brows. I watched his expression closely, trying to decide whether it was frustration I saw etched there, or pity. The former I could tolerate; the latter was a different story. 

“Anyway,” he continued, his voice suddenly sounding businesslike. “Speaking of the Order, I brought you some things for your quest tonight.” 

I scooted closer to him while he unslung his messenger bag from over his shoulder and placed it in his lap. 

“I took the liberty of getting you what we in the delinquent industry call ‘a burner phone,’” he said pleasantly, handing me a small black cellphone. I looked at him, fairly bewildered. 

“In other words, I got you a cheap, prepaid mobile phone to keep with you,” he clarified. “I’ve already programmed your number in my phone and put mine in yours – I hope you don’t mind?” he added casually, the last word inflected as a question. 

I shook my head. “Of course not.” 

He smiled. “Now, here’s a portable battery charging pack for it. It should provide a couple full charges before you’ll need to plug it and recharge somewhere with working electricity – or I suppose you could always recharge it yourself,” he winked. “I also got you this tiny handsfree earpiece. It goes in your ear, like this.” 

He took out a very small pink earbud from the front pocket of his bag. Gently sweeping my hair back behind my ear, he carefully placed it inside my ear. For a brief moment, our eyes caught. I’m embarrassed to admit that I may have trembled slightly. I couldn’t remember ever being touched like that before. Not by a man, at least. And a rather good-looking man, at that. My face suddenly felt hot. Aiden swept my hair back into place, his hand lingering there for a moment, inspecting me carefully. 

“I can’t see the earpiece at all,” he said, satisfied with his work. 

Swallowing, I nodded. As if suddenly remembering it was there, he swiftly pulled his hand away from my face. 

“You’ve done so much for me,” I whispered. “Why?” 

“I’ve been where you are,” he replied grimly. “Leaving the Order cost me everything – my family, my friends, my entire community. So, I know what it’s like to feel completely alone. Anyway,” he cleared his throat, “I understand you might not be used to the latest gadgets and technology, since you’ve presumably never owned a cellphone. Do you want me to show you anything...?” 

“I actually helped Evelyn figure all of this out when she bought her first smart phone a few months ago,” I replied, glad for having at least some limited experience. “Handsfree is the same thing as Bluetooth, right?” 

“Yes, right.” He smiled. “This way we can talk and be in touch tonight. You can keep your phone in your pocket and I’ll be right there in your ear if you need me, like the secret service. I’ll be Maxwell Smart, and you can be Agent Ninety-Nine.” 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I laughed. 

His eyes bulged slightly. “You’ve never seen Get Smart? Oh my god, we have to fix that. Monday night, would you let me help you celebrate your pretend birthday by coming over and watching it with me after class? I have every episode. They have shoe phones and weaponized rubber ducks!” 

“How could I possibly say no to that?” I replied puckishly. 

He gave me a pointed look. “I know you’re being sarcastic, but you really shouldn’t mock the classics.” 

I raised my hands in the air defensively. “I would never! Tell me more about the shoe phones.” 

“There’s a cheese sandwich phone, too.” 

“You see, that’s where you went wrong,” I said, shaking my head disapprovingly. “You should always start the story with cheese sandwiches…” 

*** 

At around seven o’clock that night, armed with the goodies Aiden had brought me – but alas, no cheese sandwich phone – I again walked up to the wrought iron gate in front of the nondescript brick building belonging to the Order. Pressing the button, I waited for the familiar high-pitched greeting. 

“Yes, good evening?” came the trilling voice. 

“Hi, I’m Aspen. From yesterday? Savannah mentioned something about a Saturday night mixer?” 

“Oh yes, Aspen, welcome! Let me buzz you in!” she replied cheerfully. 

The door buzzed and swung open. Holding my head high despite the brick in my stomach, I headed back up the overgrown sidewalk that led to the unadorned front door. When I pushed it open, the receptionist was waiting on the other side to greet me in the extravagant lobby. 

“Aspen, don’t you look lovely!” she said, surveying my outfit. I wore my usual form-fitting black leggings and leather jacket, though I did yield to the occasion and applied a little eyeliner and mascara to fit in better. 

“My name is Laleh, by the way. It’s Persian, for Tulip,” she smiled. “I’m sorry we didn’t get properly introduced yesterday!” she reached out her hand to shake mine. 

“Nice to meet you, Laleh,” I said, shaking her hand politely. 

“The Mixer is just upstairs, on the first floor above us,” she was saying as she led me through the lobby. “Take the elevator up one floor and you won’t miss it.” She motioned to the corridor on our right. “I’ll try to pop in a little later. Have fun!” 

Once in the elevator, I pulled out the phone Aiden had gotten me and typed him a quick message. 

Back in the Lion’s Den, Maxwell. 

No, no. When you’re active on the field, I’m ‘Agent 86’, came the quick reply. 

Roger that, 86. 

The doors opened and I stuck the phone back in my jacket pocket. The room in front of me looked like some sort of nightclub, with about forty people hanging around, laughing, dancing, and drinking. The overhead lights were off, though colorful strobes and hanging strands of flashing LED bulbs bathed the room in swatches of dancing lights. Club music was blaring loudly through high speakers in the back. On the right side of the room was a long bar with about a dozen stools, a few of which were taken. The bartender, a conventionally-attractive blonde guy in his late thirties, stood behind the counter making drinks for a group of women who were laughing loudly at some joke he must have just made. 

The crowd made my instincts shriek in alarm. Don’t attract attention. Don’t let them find you. 

I wanted to turn around and head straight back into the elevator, but before I could, a guy about my age approached me. He wore a red hat and a black t-shirt over loose-fitting jeans. 

“Hey! You must be new around here! I’m John,” he said, raising his voice over the music. “It’s nice to meet you!” He stuck his hand out to shake mine. 

I took his hand, then quickly released it. “I’m Aspen.” 

“Ashley?” he repeated. I didn’t correct him. “Oh, you really are new!” he said, pointing to my empty left forearm. 

“Oh… yeah,” I replied. “I’m taking my assessment tomorrow.” 

“That’s awesome. I’m a Hydromancer, Level Two,” he said, holding up his arm to show me his blue tattoo. “Wanna see something cool?” he asked, raising his drink. 

“Uh… sure?” I replied warily. 

He held his glass of beer steady in front of his face for a moment, looking at it intently. A moment later he jerked the glass downward in a sudden woosh. I jumped backwards, expecting the amber liquid to splash all over me, but the beer remained hovering in the air, still holding the cylindrical shape of the glass cup despite the fact that it was floating free of its container. 

Intrigued, I took a step closer to look. 

“Careful,” he said, “Getting it back in the glass is still a little dicey.” He held the glass just under the floating alcohol, then scrunched his face in concentration. The beer’s shape crumpled away as the liquid splashed messily back into his glass, foaming and sloshing over the sides. He shook the beer off his hand, somewhat abashedly, then grinned at me. 

“That was… really interesting,” I said, wiping the foam off my jacket. 

“I think I’m gonna get myself another beer,” he announced. “Can I get you a drink?” 

“You know, I think I’m going to go to the bathroom,” I said quickly. “Maybe a little later.” 

“Sounds good!” he called after me. 

I headed back to the elevator, then dialed Aiden’s number. It rang from the earpiece in my ear. Cool invention, I thought, marveling at the Bluetooth technology. 

He answered quickly. “Aspen, everything okay there?” 

“Other than having to subject myself to this insufferable social gathering, I’m fine.” 

He chuckled. “Did they swarm like bees?” 

“One did, but then I made a quick beeline for the elevator.” 

He groaned at the bad pun. “Okay, member records are kept on the fourth floor, but since you mentioned that Savannah was reading a file when you walked in, I’d check her office first. Just be careful!” 

“Agreed,” I said, hitting the button for the fifth floor. 

A few moments later, the doors opened into the waiting room. All four of the office doors were shut, but I couldn’t see any light coming from underneath. I took a deep breath. I probably should have been more nervous, but something about having Aiden’s voice in my ear felt reassuring. 

“I’m almost there,” I said quietly. Approaching Savannah’s door, I tried the handle. “Ugh. It’s locked.” 

“Yeah, not surprising,” he answered. “Do you have the grocery card I gave you?” 

Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the plastic card. “Yep, I sure do. You said this saves you ten cents a gallon on gas? Can I borrow it on my way home?” 

“Absolutely.” 

I slid the card into the seam of the doorframe, above the handle. Making a slight sawing motion, I tried to slide it between the doorframe and the latch. 

“Don’t forget to tug on the handle while you slide the card through,” Aiden reminded me helpfully. “That always helps me when I lock myself out of my office.” 

“Oh, right,” I said, pulling on the handle just as the card caught the latch. The door swung open. 

“Agent Ninety-Nine has successfully breached the barrier,” I whispered. Aiden chuckled in my ear. 

Once in Savannah’s office, I shut the door behind me and took out a small flashlight. Then I headed for her desk, careful not to fall over any chairs on the way. 

“Her desk is a mess,” I muttered once I got there, sifting through various pages and clutter. Eventually I spotted the corner of a black folder sticking out from below a stack of yellow papers. “I think I found it,” I said to Aiden. 

“Don’t take it with you, she’ll notice it’s missing,” he cautioned. 

“Okay,” I said. “Hang on, I’m putting the flashlight in my mouth so I can read this better.” 

“Standing by,” he replied. 

Clamping onto the flashlight with my teeth, I opened the thick, black file and immediately saw a picture of myself paperclipped to the right side of the papers. It was a recent photo and appeared as though it had been taken while I was leaving Gina’s restaurant. Strauss, I thought irritably, quickly connecting the dots. I moved the unnerving photo aside to read the text underneath. The top of the page had the words Aspen / Rowan Elizabeth Fulman. My breath caught roughly in my throat. 

“Aspen, is everything okay?” Aiden asked, hearing me gasp. I didn’t reply as I quickly skimmed the rest of the page. 

Date of Birth: June 22, 1994 

Place of Birth: Fairfax, VA 

Abilities: Suspected Polymancer (π); Exact abilities unknown 

Parents: David (H/III) and Elizabeth (A/III, El/III) Fulman 

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as my hands started to shake. My arms broke out in cold goose-bumps. The lamp on Savannah’s desk flickered on and off. 

“Aspen, please answer me,” Aiden whispered in my ear, anxiety creeping in his voice. But I couldn’t. Through the closed door of Savannah’s office, I heard a familiar ding as the elevator doors slid open. 

Someone was coming. 





Chapter 17 




Footsteps sounded from the waiting room outside Savannah’s office. 

“Someone’s coming,” I whispered urgently. 

“Put the file back where you found it and hide,” Aiden instructed. “There’s no time for anything else.” 

I quickly closed the folder and reburied it beneath the other papers scattered on the desk, then crawled underneath in a feeble attempt to hide. The front of the desk came down to the floor, so I knew I would be concealed from the front. But if they walked around to the other side… 

The footsteps sounded louder. 

“I’m with you, Aspen,” Aiden said. “It’s going to be okay. Listen to my voice, just try to stay calm.” 

I took a deep breath, trying to relax, even slightly. If I panicked and caused the lights to flicker again, they would for sure find me. 

The door to Savannah’s office creaked open and someone turned on the office light. I was shaking; whether it was more from anger or from panic, I couldn’t say. 

“I’m still here,” Aiden’s voice whispered in my ear. 

The person walked across the room, footsteps thudding heavily on the low carpet. I could tell they weren’t wearing heels, as Savannah was on Friday. The person approached the front of the desk and started shuffling through some papers. I pressed myself firmer against the back corner inside of the desk, as though that would somehow make me smaller. After a few moments of shuffling, the person picked something up, then coughed and stood still. It definitely sounded like a man’s cough. I held my breath, afraid to exhale. 

The following minute stretched interminably; I thought for sure I was going to be found. But eventually the man walked away from the desk. The middle of my back stung from the head of a screw digging into my spine, but I refused to move. The overhead lights clicked off and I heard the door close gently. Outside Savannah’s office, another door opened and then quickly shut. 

I exhaled deeply. 

“He’s gone,” I said softly. “But now I think someone is in one of the other offices. If I try to get in the elevator, he’ll hear it open.” 

“There’s a stairwell just before the elevators in that corridor outside the waiting room,” he said. “If you step very lightly and don’t let the door bang loudly behind you,” – despite his obvious concern, I could swear I almost heard him smile – “you’ll be able to get out of there unnoticed.” 

“How do you know all of that?” 

“I’ve been there twice before. Savannah unsuccessfully tried to recruit me to the Denver chapter a few years ago,” he replied. 

“Aiden,” I said numbly, still clutching my knees under the desk, “the file on her desk was mine.” 

“Is it still there?” 

Slowly, I stepped out from under Savannah’s desk and flicked the flashlight back on. I checked underneath the yellow papers, where I had stuck the black folder a few minutes before. 

“It’s not here,” I whispered frantically, rifling through the clutter, re-checking every page. “It’s gone!” 

“It means whoever was in there took it,” Aiden sighed. 

“But I only got to read part of the first page – there was so much more!” 

“Aspen, try to take a deep breath. You have every right to be upset, but you might accidentally trigger the lights again… or worse.” 

I took a shaky breath, knowing he was right. 

“Okay,” I said, my voice slightly calmer. “You’re right. I’m going to try to head to the stairs.” 

“You’ve got this.” 

Tiptoeing softly across the carpet, I made my way for the door and listened carefully, just in case someone was outside in the waiting area. Nothing. I switched off the flashlight and turned the handle slowly, then squeezed through the narrow opening, shutting the door behind me with the tiniest of clicks. 

The door next to Savannah’s was shut, but light filtered out from beneath the crack. I could hear someone typing from inside. I swiftly made my way through the dark salon, careful not to let my boots thud against the tiles, and made my way towards the dimly lit corridor with the elevators. Just as Aiden said, there was a door leading to the stairwell. I slipped through it, making sure the door didn’t slam behind me. 

“Are you okay? Did you find the stairs?” Aiden asked worriedly. 

“I’m inside the stairwell now,” I replied in a low voice. “Heading for the fourth floor. My file listed my parents’ names. I’m going to find their records.” Aiden was silent. “Are you there?” I asked, slightly breathless as I jogged down the concrete steps. 

“Yes, I’m here,” he replied as I got to the door that led to the fourth floor. Savannah’s honey-sweet voice from the day before was echoing in my ears: … Level Four is records, filing, boring administrative stuff like that. She had forgotten to mention that a thick file of information on me and my family was likely kept in there too. Fuming, I pulled the handle, but it was locked. Like the door leading to the training area, this one also had a security keypad beside the handle. 

“The door is locked, Aiden. I need a code to get in. Do you know what that might be?” 

He was quiet for a moment, then answered, “I have no idea, Aspen. But even if I did, I don’t think this is the night to do this. You’re probably in shock. Please go home. Try to get some sleep before the assessment tomorrow. We’ll try again once we have a definitive plan.” 

“But, the files…” I started to protest. 

“The files won’t walk away,” he cut me off firmly. “Right now, you’re distressed, you’re angry, and you know what tends to happen in those kinds of situations. Go home, Aspen.” His voice was gentler now. “I promise we will come back and get you those files.” 

We? I wondered vaguely as I jiggled the handle again. Unsurprisingly, it didn’t budge this time either. 

“Okay,” I sighed, resigned. I knew if I blew my cover now, any chance to unearth my past would be lost. “I’m going home.” 

*** 

When I got there, Aiden was waiting for me on the porch swing. He stood up when I drew near, then approached to give me a tight hug. I didn’t pull away or stiffen; instead, I pressed my head into his chest and wrapped my arms around him. He was warm and strong, and for the briefest moment, I felt a little calmer. 

After a minute, restless once again, I pulled away from him to walk to the far side of the porch, where I dragged an old bronze fire pit over to the swing. Aiden understood, and jogged over to grab some wood from the stack I kept piled in front of the house. We sat next to each other on the swing as Aiden tossed the logs into the pit. 

“Would you do the honors?” I asked after a moment, my shoulders hunched tiredly. “Who knows what I might accidentally do.” 

Nodding obligingly, he took out his lighter, then pulled the flame from the sparkwheel. He twirled the lithe orange flame around his fingertips for a moment, bringing a small smile to my face, then gently tossed the flame into the pit. As his eyes focused on it, the fire grew larger and brighter, engulfing the logs and replacing the cold night air with comforting heat. 

We sat there for a few moments, wordless, before Aiden turned to me and asked, “What did you find out?” 

I didn’t answer right away. I watched the fire crackle and flicker, every so often sending a red spark in the air. I leaned forward and dipped my fingers into the fire, parting the flames away from my hand as I did so. Beside me, I heard Aiden’s quick intake of breath. Applying the same concept that I had just seen Aiden do, I carefully scooped out a flame from the larger fire, directing the heat away from my skin and safely into the air. With my other hand, I encased the writhing flame with my fingertips, circling and shaping it between my two open palms to make a neat, fiery sphere. I continued to idly rotate it between my hands as I spoke, comforted by the distraction. 

“The file had my real name,” I stated, my voice sounding flat in my ears. “Rowan Elizabeth Fulman. Born June 22, 1994. Daughter of David and Elizabeth Fulman. Have you heard of us?” I asked dryly. 

He was quiet for a long moment. His hands were clasped in front of him as he leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. I could see his crimson Pyromancer’s tattoo clearly. 

“Several years ago, I worked in the Order’s Security and Containment Division. I was recruited by my father, who had high clearance within the organization.” Surprised at the sudden revelation, I glanced over at Aiden’s face then; his dark eyes looked far away. “We were in the D.C. Chapter at that time, which is a much larger division than Denver – second largest Chapter in the world, after the Asterian Order headquarters in Istanbul. 

“Since I possessed the strongest Pyromantic abilities in that region, I primarily worked in the Unauthorized Pyromantic Detection group. My father – he was an officer – had many roles within the Order, but one of them was to oversee the Auromantic Containment sector…” He sighed then, hanging his head slightly. 

“I don’t remember many details, but I do remember seeing your mother’s name. She was a Level-Three Auromancer. Shortly before I left the Order, maybe four or so years ago, a flurry of memos was circulating the office, all regarding some trouble revolving around Elizabeth and David Fulman. I don’t remember whether or not any mentioned their daughter; it’s been a long time. And I do know my father knew your parents, though in what capacity I have no idea. I only remember he was angry with them at the time. But he refused to discuss the details of the matter with me, since I didn’t have the necessary clearance…” Aiden trailed off after that. I could see his jaw was tightly clenched. 

A lead! The hopeful thought surfaced in my mind. 

I tossed the small Fireball I had been playing with back into the firepit, knowing excitement might inadvertently yield third-degree burns. Then I shifted my body towards Aiden and took a deep breath. 

“Do…” The words stuck. My mouth was dry. I swallowed and tried again. “Do you still speak with your father? Could we try calling him and asking—?” 

He was shaking his head before I could finish the question. 

“My father refuses to speak to me. He disowned me when I left the Order. My entire family did. We haven’t spoken in years, since before I moved to Colorado.” 

I tried to hide my disappointment. 

“What brought you to Colorado?” I asked, somewhat glumly. 

“I had just earned my PhD in Medieval Studies from George Washington University and Professor Borstein reached out to invite me to partake in his personal research here, after he found one of my old articles in the Asterian Archives regarding Elementalism in the Middle Ages.” 

I gasped. “Robert Borstein is an Elementalist??” 

Aiden shook his head slightly. “Yes and no. He unreliably demonstrates the slightest amount of Electromantic ability – far too insignificant to rank as even a Level-One Electromancer – so the Order remains uninterested in his existence, though they’ve watchfully granted him access to their archives. His modest ability was enough to pique his interest in the practical and historical aspects of Elementalism from a very young age.” 

I nodded thoughtfully. 

“Anyway, I wasn’t thrilled to move to another state with an Asterian Chapter, but the Denver division wasn’t so large at that time, and in those days, I wasn’t concerned about them watching me, as I’ve come to suspect in recent months.” He shuddered almost imperceptivity, but went on before I could probe. “Officially, in the non-Elemental sphere, he and I publish papers on ideological and sociopolitical movements throughout Medieval history. Unofficially, behind closed doors, we attempt to find and unearth tomes regarding Elementalism, specifically the origins and expansion of the Asterian Order.” 

He straightened then, unclasping his hands. “I’m sorry, I doubt you care much for tangents in this moment. Regardless, that’s all I can tell you of what I know regarding your parents. I wish I could tell you more.” 

“The only way to find out more is from the inside,” I sighed, rubbing my temples in dejection. I was overwhelmed by a chaotic tangle of thoughts and emotions, many of which I just didn’t want to experience in that moment. “Speaking of which, what do you know about the assessment tomorrow?” 

“I’m sure there’s nothing I can say to convince you not to go?” he asked hopefully, though half-heartedly. My stony face being my only response, he answered in measured reassurance. 

“It’s nothing you can’t handle. Avoid giving any indication whatsoever that you have Hydro- and Pyromantic abilities. They cannot be tipped off to the fact that you’re a Pentamancer. They’d exploit you, keep tabs on your every move, parade you around the Community as some sort of idol to grow their ranks...” Agitated, he paused for a moment to compose himself, then continued. “Try to keep your emotions in check. Being able to call oneself a Level-Three Elementalist is quite an enviable achievement. But the more powerful they realize you are, the more they will try to use you. Hold back, if you can. Don’t let your anger towards Savannah get the better of you.” 

“Will she be there?” I asked wearily. 

“Without a doubt; she and the other three heads of the Denver chapter should all be there. I wouldn’t be surprised if other high-ranking members flew in, as well. Wielding three Elements at once is nearly unheard of. I hope you understand how important it is that they don’t discover you can wield five.” 

We sat quietly as pensive silence fell between us again. 

When Aiden spoke again, his tone was cautious. “Aspen – well, Rowan…” He chuckled. “To be honest, I’m not sure how to refer to you now. For a short while, you were simply “Jane” in my mind, as I brooded over the mysterious Electromancer who out of nowhere showed up in my class. Then you were Aspen, the powerful, captivating Pentamancer with an unknown past.” I blushed slightly, hoping he wouldn’t notice. “And now you’re Rowan… Harbinger of Retaliation Against the Order?” He said the last part with a teasing smile, though I saw apprehension in his eyes. 

“Rowan is a stranger to me,” I answered somberly. “And I’m not sure who to blame for that…. But I’m going to make it my sole purpose from now on to find out.” 





Chapter 18 




Sunday morning came streaming through the blinds sooner than I was ready for. Aiden and I had talked on the porch until well past midnight, and the few hours of sleep I had managed to steal were fitful, as thoughts of the Order, the assessment, my identity, and my parents swam through my convoluted mind. Aiden had done a quick search on his phone, but couldn’t find anything linking anyone with those names to the Order; nor did he see any articles on a missing person by the name of Rowan Fulman. 

Aiden. Perhaps nearly as much as the thought of my parents, that night he crossed my mind as well – the fact that he was connected to them in some capacity, yes, but also his warm, yet sorrowful eyes, his close embrace, his scent… Those thoughts I tried to push away the hardest; they confused me and added further complexity to an already-overwhelming situation. 

As I stood at the kitchen sink, mixing instant coffee into a mug of cold water, I briefly thought about visiting Evelyn, but my watch advised me otherwise. 7:32 a.m. I took a seat at the kitchen table, then looked inside the mug in front of me, crinkling my nose at the clumpy, brown mixture I was stirring. Furrowing my brow, I focused intently on the cold, muddy liquid, willing it to warm up. A moment later, steam was curling from the top of the mug and the instant coffee grounds dissolved easily into the hot water. Satisfied, I took a tentative sip, then immediately spit the scalding water back into the mug. I’d have to work on fine-tuning that particular skill. Out of time, I tossed the near-boiling liquid down the sink and grabbed my jacket and helmet from the front door. I didn’t want to keep my eager spectators waiting. 

*** 

Twenty-five minutes later, Savannah was walking briskly beside me down the basement corridor, occasionally touching my arm as she spoke. I tried to resist the compelling urge to tear my arm away from her. 

“I’m sure you’re terribly nervous, but I just want to assure you that there’s nothing to be anxious about,” she said in what I assumed she thought to be a comforting tone. “You’re going to be great!” Her voice sounded a little shrill; if anything, she was the one who seemed nervous. 

“Now, there will be a slightly-larger-than-usual group of people there this morning, but you won’t have to worry about introductions until after the assessment. They, and I, will be observing from above, both for your comfort and our safety.” She chuckled as I gave her a sideways look. “If you’re curious, it’s that tinted rectangular ballistic glass about halfway up the wall of the Hydromancy quadrant; if at any time you get nervous, just look up there and you’ll see me cheering you on.” 

I gritted my teeth. Sure, Savannah, there’s no one else in the world I would want as my cheerleader than the two-faced liar who’s been hiding my identity and the names of my parents. 

We arrived at the steel door. 

“I’m going to let you in the arena, then head upstairs to the observation deck with the other evaluators. Please head to the Auromantic area first. Where the two plexiglass partitions meet a few feet before the center of the pentagon, you’ll find a clear door that leads inside. You won’t have to wait long. In a few moments, you’ll hear instructions over the intercom from Ben, the Lead Evaluator and test proctor.” She punched a code into the keypad, and it buzzed. Then she turned to leave, only to pause again, as though she had forgotten something. 

“We’re just so excited to have you join us, Aspen,” she practically purred as she turned around to face me. “And I wanted to tell you that I have secured permission to personally put together and oversee a special investigation team to try and figure out who your parents might have been. We won’t stop until we get some sort of lead on your family and your identity.” She gave me a tight hug then, and I genuinely thought for a moment that I might punch her in her phony face. 

Thankfully, I managed to keep my arms stiffly at my sides. 

She took a step back, gave me one more profoundly-artificial smile, then quickly turned to head for a side door that led to a dim staircase. 

My blood was boiling. I clenched my fists so tightly my nails started to cut into my palms. Don’t let your anger towards Savannah get the better of you, Aiden’s advice from the other night reminded me. 

Easier said than done, I thought in annoyance. 

I yanked the door to the arena open, striding through the Terramantic quadrant over to the clear purple-tinted acrylic door near the center of the arena that led to the Auromancy triangle. Inside, there were dead leaves scattered in a crunchy brown layer across the grass, and the gnarled, uprooted oak tree was even bigger up close than I had realized the other day. I felt a very light breeze blowing from the metal vent placed about ten feet above the back wall of the section, though the purple flag on the flagpole was hanging motionlessly. At the base of the flagpole, embedded in the grass, was a large stone compass rose, marking directions in chiseled black letters. 

Just then, microphone feedback whined loudly through the arena’s loudspeaker. I whipped around to look at the room behind the thick two-way glass across the arena, doing my best not to openly glare. There was Savannah in her bright-green blouse, standing in the center of a line of about twenty-five people. Everyone in the room was dressed in formal business attire; the men were all in two-piece suits and the women wore dark dress pants or tailored skirts. They seemed cramped in the small space. I wondered if anyone else in that room knew my parents’ names like Savannah did, whether the whole lot of people up there were laughing at me, enjoying their little secret. 

A man’s voice came through the speakers then, and I could see it was the thin, middle-aged man in glasses who was standing several feet away from Savannah. 

“Good morning. My name is Doctor Ben Stenson, Head Evaluator and Proctor of these three sets of assessments this morning. Let’s begin.” 

No small talk needed here, I thought. 

“The first portion of this multi-Elemental assessment evaluates the subject’s Auromantic ability, taking special consideration of the fact that the subject remains entirely untrained to this date.” He looked at Savannah as he spoke that last part, as though he had said it on her behalf. “Please retrieve the safety goggles hanging on the handle of the door behind you.” 

Compliantly, I walked over to the door and took them, trying not to let the rubber strap become ensnared in my hair. Once the goggles were on snugly, the voice spoke again. 

“Commencing Test A-1 now. Please manipulate the breeze sufficiently enough to stimulate the purple flag on the pole.” 

Taking a deep breath to calm myself, I listened to the soft sound of the breeze passing through the vent above, then concentrated on intensifying it further. The flag didn’t stir. I glanced over at the observation window, suddenly feeling self-conscious. If I can knock over a truck, I can certainly make a flag wave, I reminded myself. I focused on the gentle, unending currents of air lightly seeping through the metal vent. I could sense, in a way, that they had no beginning or end, no destination or goal. I wanted to give them a goal, to breathe some structure into something that felt otherwise formless. 

The breeze strengthened then, and the flag danced lightly in the air, revealing the black and purple triangular symbol for Air. 

“Auromantic Abilities confirmed,” Dr. Stenson’s dull voice stated over the intercom. “Test A-2: Please adjust the wind’s direction from northeast to southwest.” 

Glancing at the compass at my feet, I waved my arm in front of my face and the flag darted in the opposite direction. The wind also picked up slightly, blowing my hair around my face. Dead leaves were skipping about my feet. I tried to suppress my own self-satisfied smile. 

“Test A-3: Please reposition the fallen tree using only air currents. For your safety, do not stand near or around the bough during the exercise.” 

My jaw dropped slightly. I glanced at the dead tree, which was about twenty-five feet long. The roots itself, which still had clumps of dirt hanging from the tendrils, were taller than me. Glancing over my shoulder at the window again, I saw Savannah staring at me intently. Several people in her close proximity had taken a break from their clipboards to watch me, their synchronized pens hovering in anticipation above the paper. 

I swallowed tightly, then cleared my throat, concentrating on feeling the wind blowing through the enclosed space. It had picked up speed and intensity, whipping around me. The flag was blowing wildly; the branches of the standing trees were swaying and bending against the gusts. But the massive tree trunk didn’t budge. Despite the wind, sweat dripped down the back of my neck from my nerves and the exertion. As if in response to my discomfort, the air around me cooled, dropping almost to a frigid temperature. A tone chimed from the loudspeaker, but there was no supplemental explanation. 

The room was freezing now, as cold gusts of air blew around me. The cold sweat on the back of my neck felt as though it would freeze against my skin. I started shivering. Distracted by my own discomfort, the gusts of wind abruptly slowed. The purple flag hung almost-lifelessly again. I looked back at the observation deck. Savannah was showing something on her clipboard to the head evaluator. He nodded, then spoke into the microphone again. 

“Test A3 terminated; supplemental information on record adequate to fulfill requirements. Test A4 was prematurely initiated, however recorded temperature data was sufficient enough to consider as rendered complete.” Most of what he was saying was gibberish to my ears, but I assumed his comments were more for the evaluators than me. “Auromantic portion of assessment has now concluded. Please remove your safety goggles. You may leave the Auromantic chamber and head to the green-designated Terramantic triangle.” 

Suddenly Savannah’s voice cut in over the intercom. “Aspen, do you need anything? Bathroom break, water?” 

Teeth still chattering lightly, I briefly considered asking for a hot drink, then changed my mind. I didn’t want to accept anything from that woman, not even tea. 

“I’m fine!” I yelled at the window, then shook my head to indicate ‘no’, in case they couldn’t hear me through the high plexiglass walls of the Auromantic training area. She nodded, then handed the microphone back to Dr. Stenson, who looked slightly annoyed even from where I was standing. 

I took off the goggles, painfully ripping out a few strands of hair in the process, which only added to my aggravation. I knew I wasn’t supposed to show off in the arena – Aiden made that much clear enough – but I didn’t like feeling like a failure, either. 

I could have moved that tree, I couldn’t help but think sullenly as I left the chamber and headed to the neighboring green Terramantic section to the right. 

You’re not here to show off or get a gold star from these people, I chided myself. You’re here to get closer to the people who hold the answers you need. 

As I stepped into the green triangle, which was demarcated by small green flags on a nylon rope fence, I surveyed the pockmarked ground, which was covered with various holes and strangely-shaped rock formations. The test administrator spoke again. 

“Because significant Terramantic aptitude has already been demonstrated and confirmed by the test subject, we will omit tests T-1 and T-2 for the sake of time constraints,” he stated. “Commencement of T-3. Please raise the ground beneath you into an elevated platform, ensuring that you also reinforce the dirt underneath. Failure to do so may cause substantial terrain instability, which could result in injury.” 

Dumbfounded, I looked at the ground, then back up to the windowpane of scrutinizing faces. “I have no idea how to do that!” I called up to them. The line of evaluators glanced around and started speaking amongst themselves. 

A woman from the back row of observers stepped forward to take the microphone from Dr. Stenson. She was small in stature, with short-cropped blonde hair. 

“Hey, Aspen,” she said into the microphone. Feedback crackled through the speakers. “My name is Eileen. I’m a Terramantic instructor who recently transferred here from the D.C. Chapter.” Immediately my chest tightened as I remembered Aiden’s family, and possibly my own family at one point, were part of that division. 

“We don’t normally provide assistance during assessments, but since you have no background or guidance in Terramancy, I’m happy to be of service.” I nodded up at her stiffly, clenching my fists at my side. 

“I’d like you to concentrate on the ground beneath you. There is no concrete beneath the grass in that section of the arena; only soil from which the grass grows, and below that, a subsoil of iron, clay, and various metallic compounds. Beneath that, the ground becomes firmer and more solid, until you reach the bedrock.” She made a downward motion with her hand. “It sometimes helps Terramancers to kneel, so they can ground themselves closer to the earth to feel its layers.” I obediently did so, lowering myself to one knee. While I did not have a positive impression of the Order, and by default, its members, I couldn’t help but appreciate her guidance in that moment. 

Eileen continued. “You should be able to sense the density of the earth below you and discern the various components of the terrain separately.” I pressed my hand against the ground, as I did with Aiden in the forest. She was right; I could almost picture the layers of Earth beneath me. 

“For this exercise, you will not push or carve, figuratively speaking,” she explained, “but rather you will pull. However, as you do pull upwards, you’ll feel a hollowness beneath you as the layers of dirt and rock are displaced. It is very important that you guide surrounding components to fill the gap from the overburden, otherwise the ground may become unstable and crumble beneath you.” 

Yeah, I know all about that, I thought drily, thinking back to the other day with Aiden in the forest. 

I closed my eyes and reached out with my mind until I found the hard, dense bedrock several dozens of feet below. Slowly, cautiously, I mentally tugged on it, causing the ground to rumble below me. I took a deep breath, praying I wouldn’t eventually have to be harness-lifted out of a chasm in the ground, then tugged firmly, ensuring that there were no empty pockets between the layers of displaced Earth. The ground below me swiftly jerked upward, and I toppled backwards from the force – as well as my own shock. 

Sitting on the ground slightly bewildered, my feet splayed out in a wide angle in front of me, I surveyed my immediate surroundings. I was sitting on a small column of Earth, raised just above the rest of the field by about two feet. My eyes widened. From the window, Eileen was beaming at me proudly while several evaluators around her scribbled furiously into their clipboards. 

“Test T-3 complete,” boomed the head evaluator’s voice from the loudspeakers. 

Aiden’s voice sounded in my head then: The more powerful they realize you are, the more they will try to use you. I shook my head to clear it, dizzy with pride from my success. I can’t believe I actually did that! 

I stood up carefully, feeling a little taller than before – and not just because the ground below me was raised. Dr. Stenson’s voice sounded over the loudspeakers then. 

“Please note that an evaluator will be present on the testing ground for this last part of the Terramantic assessment.” 

Just beneath the observation window, a section of the unpolished stone that comprised the back wall of the Hydromantic quadrant swung open on a nearly invisible hinge, revealing a hidden door that seamlessly blended into the dry rock several feet to the left of the waterfall. An older man in thick black coveralls and a white t-shirt emerged. He had a green Terramancer’s tattoo on the inside of his left forearm. He gave me a quick nod as he crossed the arena floor, then walked over to the small, steel container in the center of the green triangle we were standing in. Each of its four sides was about two feet wide by two feet high, and it was filled with light pinkish-brown rocks. 

“These are feldspar rocks,” he stated as I approached. I didn’t know what that meant. 

“T-4, the final Terramantic assessment, will now commence,” came Dr. Stenson’s dull voice over the speaker. “Using the molecular excitation method, please try to attempt a state change by converting these rocks to their molten state.” 

“Terramancers can do that?” I asked incredulously. The gray-haired man standing beside the steel container nodded. 

I looked across at the observation deck as Eileen once again stepped forward to take the mic from the proctor. Savannah, also a Terramancer, had a slight look of indignation as she did so. 

“What Ben means by ‘molecular excitation’ is that the faster the molecules move, the hotter the stones will become. To achieve this, you will need to add pressure to the rocks, enough that the resulting friction will cause the feldspar’s molecules themselves to become excited, releasing adequate heat for the state change.” 

Nodding, but still feeling somewhat bewildered, I took a step towards the steel container. Looking to the evaluator with the small hope that he might offer an extra word of assistance, he offered nothing but stony silence. 

Ha – ‘stony’. I’ve got to remember to text that to Aiden later. The man in front of me shifted on his feet impatiently. 

Taking a deep breath, I peered inside. The pink rocks were roughly-cut, ranging in size from marbles to cantaloupes. I really wasn’t sure what to do so I squinted at them, imagining I was squeezing them tightly with my hands. Nothing. I furrowed my brow deeper, feeling a little stupid as a scrunched-up look of consternation crossed my face. Again, nothing. I sighed in frustration. Try something different, I chided myself, trying to clear my head. Ben had said ‘molecular excitation’ – I clearly had to think smaller in my approach. I stood there a moment, considering the trillions and trillion of atoms packed into each one of the rocks in that container, locked placidly together in crystalline matrices. 

“So, what happens if I disrupt that?” I asked aloud to one of the rocks. The man beside me awkwardly shifted again, but said nothing. I wasn’t terribly concerned about appearing crazy at that very moment. I was fascinated. I locked my eyes on one of the smaller rocks at the top of the pile, imagining again that I was squeezing it. But this time, I didn’t envision my own hand squeezing the rock; what effect could my soft palm have on a solid rock? Instead, I imagined the force of the air around me pressing against the rock, crushing it from all sides. I imagined the molecules themselves being jammed together, their staunch, crystalline blocks disturbed from the inside out. Several long moments passed. 

Suddenly, to my delight, the rock began glowing faintly, a soft orange light emanating from the inside. 

It suddenly dawned on me that, as a Pyromancer, it would be fairly easy to harness even more heat from the stones once it had been created by the initial Terramantic pressure and friction. 

Does this mean that it’s theoretically possible to make heat without a separate source of Fire? 

My curiosity urged me to test the theory, but I knew I couldn’t let them find out that I could manipulate Fire. Using all the restraint I had, I ever so gently coerced the stone’s growing heat, stimulating the high temperature building up in the core even further with a slight nudge that I hoped would be imperceptible to the evaluators. It worked; the stone began glowing brighter. 

Entranced, I focused on the slightly larger rock next to it, and several more rocks next to that, simultaneously applying the same force to those from all sides while adding the tiniest prod of Fire. I glanced up at the evaluators’ window; they were still watching me like chiseled statues. Savannah’s hands were pressed against the window as she craned her neck to see better. I remembered the black file with my parents’ names on her desk, and her counterfeit, self-serving smile as she lied to me that morning and said she’d help me find my parents, as if she didn’t already know exactly who they were. 

The rocks grew brighter, until they glowed almost white, then suddenly ignited into bright yellow flames. 

“Several of the rocks are undergoing a plasma breakdown,” the evaluator beside me spoke into a radio on his shoulder. 

I stopped then, unsure if that was a good or bad thing. The man and I both leaned forward to get a closer look. The flames immediately receded from the half-dozen or so rocks, then began dimming from the outside in, from blinding-white to yellow to orange to red. As the light retreated inwardly, the glowing surfaces of the rocks were replaced by charred blackness; the very center of the rocks remained red. 

“Seven of the rocks, one as large as my fist, ignited,” the man spoke into his radio again. “All of them have molten centers; two of the smallest rocks, with initial diameters of slightly less than one inch, are almost completely molten.” 

“Is that a good thing?” I asked him curiously. 

He took his thumb off the talk button and replied, “Let’s just say that only about five percent of Terramancers can do what you just did, and I don’t think even Eileen could have managed that in the same amount of time that you achieved. By the way, this probably goes without saying, but don’t touch the rocks. They’re really hot.” 

With that, he walked away, heading back over to the hidden door beneath the evaluator’s observation window. 

Shit. So much for holding back, I thought ruefully. 





Chapter 19 




It was a few moments before the lead evaluator with the microphone spoke again. Behind the window, I could see the entire group talking, several rather excitedly, among themselves. 

Now you’ve done it. 

I guiltily remembered Aiden and his sage advice, which I knew he’d given with my best interest in mind. But sheepishness quickly turned to dread as I remembered what he’d said about the Order trying to exploit my abilities and keeping tabs on my every move if they ever found out that I was a so-called Pentamancer. 

Still, the faster you infiltrate the organization, the quicker you can learn about your past, came a hasty voice in my head. 

Before I had time to reconcile my own thoughts, the bespectacled proctor spoke again from the window of the observation room, his voice reverberating loudly from the speakers above: “For the last set of tests today, please head over to the yellow-marked triangle.” 

I walked across the vast arena to the area just diagonal from the Terramantic grounds, smelling the acrid odor of the rubber asphalt before I stepped on it. Then I ducked under the appropriately-colored yellow caution tape, which clearly separated the Electromancy quadrant from its two neighboring triangles. 

“The Electromantic assessment is designed differently than the other four sets of tests,” Dr. Stenson explained in a dry voice, “due to the unpredictable and sometimes-hazardous properties of Lightning, particularly in the hands of an untrained Elementalist.” 

Oh, great. 

“Because you have not worked with an instructor to hone these skills,” he continued, “We’ve invited Electromantic specialist, Ori Levitan, who’s come all the way from the Order’s Tel Aviv chapter to assist with, and evaluate, this demonstration.” 

No pressure there, I thought sarcastically. Then the full meaning of his words hit me. He came halfway across the world… just to see me? 

An attractive, dark-complexioned man with a thick black beard took the microphone from the head evaluator. 

“Hello Aspen, it’s nice to meet you,” he said pleasantly, with just a hint of an accent. I waved lightly. “Before we begin, would you please grab the safety goggles from the Auromancy testing quadrant and put them on?” He put his hand over the microphone and said something to the Lead Evaluator next to him. 

Shrugging, I headed back to the center of the pentagonal arena and retrieved the goggles from the handle of the wind chamber door, slipping them carefully over my head as I headed back over to the yellow triangle. Ori began speaking through the microphone again. 

“In the center of the triangle, you will find a Van de Graaff generator, an electrostatic device which uses a moving belt to accumulate electric charge.” 

I glanced toward the center of the triangle, where a metal globe, about the size of a basketball, sat atop a three-foot-high column. 

“The generator produces very high voltage, direct current electricity at low current levels – meaning that once you are cleared to do so, you may touch it directly without harm. But before you do, we will first need to shut off power to the arena in order to ensure accurate measurement of potential electrical output. This means we will not be able to communicate with you over the loudspeakers during the assessment, however I will be close at hand should anything go awry during this last test.” 

Gee, that makes me feel marginally better, I wanted to tell him, but only nodded at the window instead. 

“The Electromantic assessment comprises only one segment: using the small amount of electricity generated by the Van de Graaff orb, you will need to enhance the charge, then successfully produce an electric arc from the generator to the metal rod behind that.” I apprehensively regarded the ten-foot lightning rod rising from the ground, several yards behind the metal globe. “An electric arc is an electrical breakdown of a gas that produces an ongoing electrical discharge. There are several factors we will consider in determining the successful completion of the assessment, though the proctor informs me that this is a discussion to be held upon completion of the exam.” The proctor was leaning in and whispering something to Ori while reaching to take the microphone back. “Good luck, Aspen. I’ll be closely watching in case you require immediate assistance.” 

The lead evaluator cut in then, his familiar monotonous voice filling my ears, “Commencement of Test L-1. Once the lights are fully turned off, you may approach the generator and begin the test. A red light from the Evaluator’s room, flashing three times, will signal when to start.” 

As soon as he finished speaking, the long rows of blue- and yellow-tinted halide lights mounted across the high ceiling began shutting off with hollow clunks one row at a time, shrouding the arena in successive dark sections until not a mote of light remained on the floor. Even the green exit light above the door that led out to the main corridor was shut off. The ceiling light in the observation window halfway up the wall shut off as well, and I could see several evaluators take out small flashlights to see their clipboards. 

With the faint light reflecting on their faces, they looked almost ghostly, like two-dozen apparitions watching ominously from above. Savannah’s overly-made up face looked particularly ghastly, illuminated from below by the dim glow of her flashlight. She was laughing about something with the evaluator to her left. In that moment, standing awkwardly and alone in the dark testing arena, I hated her. I only wanted answers; to know my name, a way to find my parents, to understand why three years ago I had been abandoned in a strange place, without a friend in the world or a single memory in my mind. 

From the window, a red light blinked three times, indicating the start of the test. 

I couldn’t see the electrical generator, but if I concentrated, I could somehow feel it, sitting just a half dozen yards in front of me in the center of the triangle. I started walking towards it tentatively, remembering the first timid steps I took outside after waking up alone in that cold, dark house. I was terrified, I was hungry, my head hurt, and I had no idea where I was. 

In the pitch blackness, I approached the Van de Graaf generator, placing my hands on the warm metal. I could feel the current running beneath my skin as every hair on my head stood on end from the static electricity. 

I remembered all the times I had to sit at home in pitch blackness, all the freezing nights I slept on the floor by the fire to stay warm; every cold dinner, every frigid bath, every tedious game of solitaire played in the dim light of a kerosene lantern to pass the time alone without electricity or entertainment. 

Why did Savannah lie to me? I wondered, my emotions flaring. Why didn’t she just tell me the truth, that she knows who I am, who my parents are? 

White sparks began flying from the generator, though I hardly noticed. 

Is it because it’s her fault? Did this happen because of the Order’s involvement? 

The current beneath my hands grew suddenly then, shocking me in both senses of the word. I jerked my hands away from the metal orb. Purple-white lightning streaked between my fingertips, coming together in a hot, surging sphere that crackled with intensity between my open palms. 

When you walked in the classroom that first day and the lights flickered, I immediately knew what you were, and I was afraid. 

Hearing Aiden’s voice in my head, I thought darkly, Let Savannah and her accomplices know what I am. Let them be afraid. 

I was aware of the metal rod waiting in front of me; I could feel its electric potential. Pushing both of my hands in front of my face, the feral, white-hot ball of Lightning anxiously pulsing to be set free, I shoved it towards the rod with all I had, my ability magnified by my anger. 

The lightning bolt charged through the air, illuminating the entire Electromantic quadrant in brilliant white light, then clambered up the metal pole hungrily. But I could sense the electricity’s potential, knowing it had so much more it yearned to release. It charged through and around me, electrifying the air with ionized particles. The arena smelled like a thunderstorm. 

I am the thunderstorm. 

The thought came wildly, and I must have looked wild; my hair floating in all directions and Lightning pouring from my fingers. I nearly laughed. The torrent of Lightning between my fingertips and the rod surged then, sending the bolt hurtling past the top of the metal pole. Before Ori and the others could even realize what was happening, the bolt tore upwards toward the ceiling, leaving a searing trail of plasma in its wake. Hot, white sparks showered down on the rubber ground as the halide lights in the ceiling glowed to life, bathing the arena in vivid, bright light. I glanced at the observation window, which housed two dozen wide-eyed faces, several of them slack-jawed. 

With one final push, I released my grip on the lightning and it jumped, flaring wildly, enjoying a moment of unbridled freedom. The halide lights grew so wildly intense, I had to shield my eyes from their blinding white light. After being subjected to the extraordinary voltage, the strained tubes of the half-dozen halide lamps above the lightning rod exploded in a dazzling cascade, as blazing shards of molten glass erupted from the fixtures. The remaining lights in the arena flickered to black and the room was dark again, save for the horrified, flashlight-illuminated expressions of the crowd of evaluators. 

I felt exuberant. 

Knowing full-well that they couldn’t see me in the dark, I nevertheless attempted to arrange my face in an apologetic fashion. 

“Sorry!” I called out loudly. “My bad!” 





Chapter 20 




A minute passed, and then another. I could see the evaluators in the observation deck behind the window speaking with one another, several of them looking quite frazzled. Ori, appearing somewhat harassed, stood in the middle of a handful of other evaluators, all of whom were animatedly gesturing toward the arena with their flashlights. The lead proctor was ignoring the others, feverishly scribbling on the clipboard in front of him while several others compared notes beside him. 

Just then the ceiling lights – save for the handful of charred, burnt-out lamps directly above the lightning rod – buzzed back on, along with the rest of the electricity. The dry, wary voice of Ben the Proctor crackled over the intercom. 

“Final assessment, L-1, completed. Please stand by for aggregated assessment results.” 

Unsure of what to do in the meantime, I stood waiting awkwardly in the Electromantic quadrant, my hands stuffed in my jacket. Feeling a buzz in my pocket, I fumbled around until I found the phone Aiden had given me. There was a new text message from him. 

How did everything go? Care to share your substandard results? I hope they were mediocre at best! 

About to get them now, I quickly answered. ‘Mediocre’ might be wishful thinking. 

Aiden’s reply came practically half a second later…Meaning you did poorer than anticipated? That is what you meant, right? 

Before I could send a clarifying response, the stone door on the Hydromantic quadrant’s back wall swung open at its nearly-invisible seam as the chattering evaluators piled out, one by one. I hurriedly shoved my phone back in my pocket and regarded them warily as they strode across to the center of the arena, where the five colored points of the triangles met. Eileen and one other female evaluator continued past the center to go peer inside the steel container in the Terramancy quadrant. She shook her head as she jogged over to rejoin the others, though the corners of her mouth were notably turned upward. 

The expressions on the evaluators’ faces varied considerably, from concern and disapproval to amusement and disbelief. Several of them were regarding the broken lights in the ceiling above the yellow triangle, pointing and gesturing in hushed whispers to the shattered glass on the rubber ground below. Savannah’s face was indecipherable, though her arms were tightly crossed in front of her snug blouse. Ori stood slightly apart from the group, arms also crossed, pensively surveying the charred halide lamps above. 

Without any further instruction or information from the lead evaluator advising me of the next steps, I did the only thing that seemed appropriate and approached the assembly of evaluators, tentatively stopping about five feet away. Dr. Stenson stood at the front of the group scrutinizing his clipboard. Up close, he was slightly older and thinner than I had realized. When he finally addressed me a few moments later, he was still looking down at his notes. His voice was rather soft and unimposing without his microphone. I took a step closer to hear him better. 

“Miss, uh… Aspen. Before we read your individual results, we will provide a brief explication of the Elementalist ranking system. Elementalist levels are universally determined throughout the Asterian Order and are summarized as follows—” He cleared his voice lightly. “Level One – The subject exhibits some insignificant and/or inconsistent effect on physical properties of favored Element such as form, shape, motion, or state; Level Two – the subject can consistently and substantially manipulate structure, movement, form, as well as alter the external physical state of the Element in limited capacity; Level Three, highest achievable level – subject is also able to perform state changes, meaningfully impact temperature and/or energy of Element, as well as directly manipulate molecular activity while exhibiting good control of Elemental fluxes, though the specifics vary by Element.” 

At the very least, I thought to myself, my Auromantic results will be lower since I couldn’t even move the tree. And I definitely bombed the Electromantic segment. I doubt causing significant collateral damage to their property is going to win me any favor. 

“Auromantic Assessment Results are as follows,” he recited from his clipboard drily. “Tests A-1 and A-2 demonstrate the subject’s ability to affect motion and direction of Wind, resulting in a clear passing score. While test A-3 was inconclusive within the testing arena, on Wednesday, April fifth of this year, the subject was detected, and later confirmed, to have produced Wind gusts with such velocity and dexterity that a rapidly-moving, runaway semi-truck, weighing approximately sixty to seventy-five thousand pounds, was halted and overturned on its side in the road.” 

My eyebrows raised at that. Seventy-five thousand pounds? I marveled to myself. That can’t be right. 

The proctor went on. “The evaluation team has therefore concluded that this act of displacement will count towards the third portion of the assessment. Furthermore, while prematurely and inadvertently enacted, test A-4 was also successfully completed, as the subject clearly demonstrated direct influence over air temperature; this too was considered with respect to the confounding variables that disrupted test A-3. Taking all of the results into account, the evaluation team therefore stipulates that the subject has satisfactorily earned the rank of Auromancer, Level Three.” 

My chest tightened. Now that my adrenaline had worn off and my emotions were once again in check, I was able to register once more that this was not, in fact, a favorable result. 

If they discover the full range of what you can do, the potential you have… 

I forced myself back to the present situation as the lead evaluator brusquely continued on to the next section. 

“Terramantic Assessment results: Tests T-1 and T-2 were omitted due to time constraints from the uncommon practice of administering three separate exams, given the subject’s prior detection and admission to performing substantial Terramantic activity last Thursday, the twelfth of April. Moving forward, assessment segment T-3 showed the subject’s note-worthy skill in relocating, as well as successfully redistributing, various layers of Earth despite no previous training.” 

Standing just to the left of the lead evaluator, Eileen was beaming at me widely, giving a little wave as she did. I couldn’t help but return her smile. I did appreciate the fact that she had stepped in to help so graciously. 

“And lastly,” the bespectacled man droned on from behind his clipboard, “Test T-4 showed superlative use of molecular excitation to successfully produce a state change in igneous rock. The evaluation team therefore determined that along with the honorable rank of Terramancer, Level Three, the subject will also receive the special distinction of placing in the top fifth percentile of Terramantic Elementalists.” 

Savannah’s eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly, but when she caught my eye, she broke into a wide grin, flashing me an enthusiastic thumb’s up. I smiled tightly in her direction. The rest of the evaluators fell into polite applause. 

Dr. Stenson adjusted his glasses on the bridge of his nose, pausing a moment for the clapping to subside. When the room was quiet again, he continued reading from his clipboard. The rest of the evaluators shifted slightly as he did. 

“Electromantic Assessment results are as follows…” He cleared his throat, then: “Subject shows extraordinary ability in wielding the most unwieldly of Elements, demonstrating remarkable skill in controlling, enhancing, and manipulating electrical charges, as well as successfully guiding electrical arcs through a normally-nonconductive medium.” 

A woman leaned over to whisper in Ori’s ear. He shook his head slightly. 

“While the subject appeared to have lost control in the final moments of the exam, resulting in significant damage to surrounding light fixtures…” He gave me a pointed look. 

Though I certainly felt no remorse, my face nonetheless flushed hot under the scrutinizing eyes of the evaluators. I looked at the ground in an attempt to avoid their eyes while also trying to appear apologetic. 

Ben continued, “Her demonstration of potency and agility with Lightning has earned the subject the highly-coveted ranking of Electromancer, Level Three, making Aspen the only Polymancer in the world to achieve the highest-possible level in three separate Elemental categories, apart from the Magistrate himself.” 

My head shot up in alarm. The entire team of evaluators broke into enthusiastic applause as several exchanged whispered words with one another. My stomach lodged itself in my throat. 

Now you’ve done it. 

Savannah was the first to approach me, her smile stretching from ear to ear. 

“I am so proud of you, Aspen!” she said, taking me into a tight embrace. “I knew you’d blow those tests out of the water!” 

Right after Savannah, a pretty Hispanic woman, perhaps in her early forties, approached me. Her dark hair was pulled into a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She wore a short-sleeved peach blouse, and when she reached out to take my hand, the tattoo on her forearm indicated she was a Level-Three Hydromancer. 

“It’s very nice to meet you, Aspen,” she said formally. “My name is Jeanette. Yours was the most impressive display I have ever seen in this arena from a beginner Elementalist.” Her mauve-colored lips pulled into a wide smile, showing ultra-white teeth. “I am completely confident that your membership dues will be waived in their entirety… Congratulations,” she added, somewhat stiffly. 

Eileen came up to me then, flashing me a huge, genuine smile. She was younger than I realized, perhaps in her late twenties, and had a thick streak of green dye at the front of her short, platinum blonde hair. “Aspen! You were just phenomenal! You have to come see me on Monday and Wednesday mornings for some training sessions!” 

I was surrounded then by about two dozen instructors, out-of-town Chapter heads, and Elemental specialists, all of whom were enthusiastically congratulating me. 

“I’ve never seen anything like it!” 

“…incredible Electromantic display…” 

“Level Three in all three Elements… Simply remarkable…” 

Even the unsmiling proctor, who took a moment to formally introduce himself, shook my hand and offered a few stark words of praise. When Dr. Stenson walked away, Ori, the Electromantic specialist from Tel Aviv, approached me, gripping my hand tightly. I guessed he was somewhere in his early thirties, but his mischievously-twinkling eyes made him appear younger. He had removed his suit jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves. I eyed the yellow tattoo, striking against his dark skin, curiously. It was the only Electromancy tattoo I’d seen. Ori noticed me staring and chuckled. 

“Do you know it took me a solid minute to gain control of the lightning you produced? I would be embarrassed if I was not so impressed!” he laughed good-naturedly. Like Eileen, I couldn’t help but be fond of him as well. 

He might not know, I reasoned with myself. He might have no idea about my past. Who knows who might be involved and who isn’t? 

But there’s no way to tell, another voice in my head answered the first. I shook my head to clear them. 

“I’m really sorry about that,” I offered a contrite smile to him. “I certainly didn’t mean to cause you any trouble.” Not you personally, at least. 

Savannah stepped in then, putting her arm around me while laughing loudly. I stiffened as she did, though I did my best to keep my face relaxed. 

“Aspen, I have half a mind to send you into the Hydromancy and Pyromancy arenas as well,” she said, her wide smile not quite reaching the corners of her eyes. “If you can perform there half as well as you did in the other three assessments, we’ll have the world’s first Pentamancer in over 300 years.” Her grip on my shoulder tightened slightly. I forced a laugh, praying it didn’t sound as unnatural as it felt. 

“Oh, believe me, I’ve tried and tried,” I replied, making my voice sound light. “The most I can do with water is fill a bucket with my faucet, and if I attempted any part of the Pyromantic assessment, I’d probably get the Chapter’s first negative ranking.” That produced appreciative chortles from the group, including Savannah – though something about her sideways glance made me uneasy. 

A very tall, stately man approached me then, with gray-streaked brown hair and a neatly-trimmed gray beard. His expensive slate-gray three-piece suit was custom-tailored and pressed. As he approached me with an unsmiling expression, he reminded me of a perfectly tailored rain cloud. 

“Aspen, I’m Tom Richardson of the Security and Containment Division. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 

Oh, really? 

“It’s a pleasure to put a face to your name.” He reached for my hand and I took his, fighting the urge to recoil. His hand was cool and rough. 

“It’s very nice to meet you,” I said, carefully meeting his eye. Something about him made me anxious. I let go of his hand quickly, not wanting him to notice my sweaty palm. 

“I’m sure we’ll see each other around, though certainly not because of further unauthorized Elemental use?” Tom winked as he said the words, but the tightness in my chest didn’t subside. I shook my head quickly and he chuckled. 

“Savannah will get you a copy of the guidelines once she goes over the initiation schedule. Welcome to the Asterian Order, Aspen.” His face broke into a friendly smile, which was starkly juxtaposed by his cold, steel-gray eyes. 

“Glad to be here, sir.” I replied tightly. 

“Come, Aspen,” Savannah said brightly. “We have a lot to go over before your formal induction at the end of the month.” 

As she ushered me away from the crowd of evaluators and out of the arena, nattering something about tattoos and initiations, I took one last look over my shoulder. The group of evaluators was still lingering in the center of the basement amphitheater, most everyone deep in enthusiastic discussion. Several inquisitive eyes followed me as I left, including Tom’s. 

I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly very tight. 





Chapter 21 




“That was… wow. Just incredible,” Savannah sighed as she sat at her desk. I took a seat across from her. My eyes scanned her desk for the black folder with my information in it, but I didn’t see it. Disappointed, I looked around Savannah’s office while she continued chattering at apparently no one in particular. 

Tall mahogany bookshelves lined the long wall to the left, though they were mostly bereft of books; instead they were filled with a wide array of small statues and trinkets, animal figurines and a few trophies. The trophy closest to us was glass and shaped like a five-pointed star. It said something about regional recruitment engraved on the front, but I couldn’t make out the rest of the words underneath. On the wall to my right hung several uninspiring acrylic paintings depicting multi-colored, abstract shapes and thick black lines; their heavy, gilded frames were much more ornate than the actual artwork itself. I noted there wasn’t a single photo of friends or family anywhere in Savannah’s office. 

Idly, I realized she was still talking. I wasn’t aware of her taking a breath since we left the arena. 

“I knew you would score high, Aspen, but for a Polymancer to achieve Level Three in all three of their elements? It’s… well, it’s practically unheard of…” She was clearly distracted, rummaging through the top drawer of her desk as she spoke, so I was spared from having to force a smile in response. I was quickly growing weary of the charade. 

“Here we are,” she said finally, pulling out a thick black file. My interest was immediately piqued. I leaned forward intently, my heart racing slightly. 

Is she actually going to show me my file? 

“These are the rules and bylaws of the Order,” she said briskly, opening the folder to show me a thick pink packet that was definitely not my personal file. Though I tried to hide my profound disappointment, I could feel my shoulders slump reflexively as I sat back in the chair. “Tom has asked me to be sure to share them with you. I’ll send them home with you to memorize before your formal induction – that will be this upcoming Saturday, a little less than a week from now.” 

I nodded mechanically. 

“The main things to remember are: no outside use of Elemental abilities – that means powers are only to be used here and inside your home – unless you obtain prior authorization from Tom’s team. Their contact information is listed here on page two. Additionally, try to limit interaction with non-Elementalists as much as possible, primarily to avoid inadvertently discussing or displaying your abilities, but also because over time you’ll find it’s much more edifying and useful to be among your own kind…” 

Is this woman for real? I marveled in astonishment. 

“…and lastly, at least with respect to the Big Three – bylaws, that is: No discussing the Asterian Order with any non-members, even Elementalists. That means its constituents, internal and external happenings, organization, et cetera. But you already knew that, since you’ve signed the non-disclosure,” she chirped officiously. 

She snapped the folder shut abruptly, startling me, then handed it to me across the desk. I took it and set it in my lap, unsure what else to do with it. 

“Back to the subject of your induction, we expect two new members to be initiated at the same time as you, though they’re both several years younger than you and far below your ranking.” She grinned excitedly. “You’ll also get your tattoo that night – three colors, just like I showed you, with the Roman numeral ‘three’ written underneath. Only those who achieve Level-Three statuses get that additional marking on their arm. It’s quite enviable.” She absentmindedly ran her fingers over her own tattoo, which was notably lacking that insignia. 

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t want to be part of an organization that would keep secrets from me – or worse, lie to my face. I certainly didn’t want the damn tattoo. I had no intention of letting them brand me like a cow. 

That symbol wouldn’t even be accurate, anyway, I thought wryly. I have to make sure I get the information I need before they try to stick me with a needle on Saturday. 

And then what? – came the anxious reply. Tell them I’ve had a change of heart? Pray they’ll let me go without a fight? What if Aiden is right and they don’t let me leave? I quickly pushed that fear to the back of my mind. 

One detail at a time, I reminded myself tersely. 

Just then, I realized Savannah had fallen uncharacteristically silent. She was looking at me expectantly, her heavily made-up green eyes betraying a glint of impatience. 

“I-I’m sorry,” I stammered, “I was just thinking about the initiation. What did you say?” 

“I was just telling you that we don’t typically provide badges to unofficial members, but in your special case we’ll be giving you one today so you can begin working with your instructors right away. We don’t always have someone manning the front desk, and we want to ensure you have access to our facilities at all times.” 

“Oh,” I said, slightly taken aback. “Sure. Thank you.” 

“Now, it’s imperative that you keep the badge safely with you at all times and inform us immediately if you’ve lost it. There’s been higher-level talk of chip implants for all members, which would be rolled out in the next year or two…” I quickly put my hand over my mouth to hide my shock. “That will add a tremendous amount of convenience, while also eliminating the recurring security issue of lost badges. But we’re not there yet. The Dubai chapter will be initiating the first beta test sometime in the late fall.” 

This woman is insane, I realized in horror. Are all Chapter heads like this or is she just a particularly-malevolent brand of fanatical? 

“By the way, we’ve been in close contact with the heads at our Tel Aviv chapter and it does look as though Ori will be immediately and indefinitely transferring here in order for you to be able to begin your Electromantic training right away. Once you’ve outgrown him, as I expect you will in a couple months, we’ll arrange for a Level-Three Electromantic instructor to take his place. That may take some time, given how few of you there are in the world. But rest assured, we will get you the best instructor available, even if it’s the Magistrate himself.” She chuckled at her own joke. 

I managed a small nod. Who is this ‘Magistrate’ everyone keeps talking about? 

Savannah began scribbling something on a yellow notepad as she spoke again. “As soon as you are officially inducted into the Asterian Order, we’ll arrange for your identity cards – a drivers’ license, social security card, as well as a passport – so do think about a last name you’d like to adopt.” 

I stiffened. You already know my last name! I wanted to shout, so I bit my tongue instead. Hard. She really has no intention of ever telling me the truth, I realized then. 

“And, also at that time, I will personally oversee the creation of a task force to track down your family. If your parents are out there, we will find them. I promise you that, Aspen.” She looked up from her paper to give me a reassuring smile, fake pity clearly written on her face. A quid pro quo. I felt sick to my stomach, physically resisting the urge to scream. 

You already know who my parents are! 

Her ploy was so infuriatingly obvious – using what she thought was my own desperation to find my family in order to compel my allegiance to her. My hands balled into tight fists and I used the distraction of my fingernails digging sharply into my palms to re-focus. 

“I… really appreciate everything you’re doing for me,” I managed to utter, my voice shaking with emotion. She must have thought I was overwrought with gratitude, because her expression softened and she placed her hand on her chest in some sort of transparent show of sympathy. 

Just then, a knock sounded on the door behind me; it opened and Jeanette popped her head in. 

“Savannah, do you and Aspen have a moment? I just finished chatting with Tom.” 

Behind her, I could see him step out of the office just next door to Savannah’s, giving us a curt nod as he shut the door behind him. So that was Tom in Savannah’s office Saturday night, I realized. He must be the one who took my file that night. 

“Jeanette, perfect timing,” Savannah smiled, motioning her in. “Please, come sit! Aspen, you of course remember Jeanette Valdez from the arena; she’s our Chapter’s Financial Officer.” 

I nodded at Jeanette as she approached the seat beside mine, but I was still thinking about Tom. Why does the Head of Security need to spend his Saturday nights reading up on new recruits? 

“Congratulations again, Aspen,” Jeanette said politely, smoothing out her black skirt as she sat down. “I’m sorry I don’t have much time to stay, but I did want to let you both know that Mr. Strauss has just notified Aspen’s place of employment that she’ll no longer be working there.” 

Her inexpressive face and cavalier tone threw me off for the briefest moment as I attempted to piece together the full meaning of her words. 

“What?” I managed to gasp, gaping wildly between the two of them. Savannah swiftly cut in before Jeanette could reply. 

“It’s so imperative that you start honing and developing your skills, Aspen. We can’t risk your safety, or frankly, our detection, in the unfortunate circumstance that you have an emotional outburst or an inadvertent Elemental reflex in front of the public eye.” 

My mouth was hanging open. 

“Rest assured, Mr. Strauss gave your employer a very plausible reason…” 

“And what reason was that?” I spluttered wildly. 

Jeanette regarded me calmly. “He simply told her that as part of the mandatory requirements of the university internship program you’ve just started, you will be obliged to quit any other extracurricular activities and work responsibilities.” 

“That probably sounded bogus to her, since I’ve never mentioned any internship program before,” I shot back. 

“He did report that she was initially surprised, yes, but when he told her about the rigorous, competitive nature of the program, she did seem appeased. She said she was proud of you.” I opened my mouth to interrupt, but Jeanette continued smoothly. “We also provided her with an excellent referral for a new waitress… An idea which was credited back to you,” she added reassuringly. “And because we understand your financial situation, to more than compensate for your loss of wages, we are pleased to offer you a monthly stipend in the amount of four-thousand dollars.” 

That stunned me into silence. I felt as though my heart had stopped. 

“Your first stipend, since you do not presently have a bank account, will be provided in cash.” 

As if on cue, Savannah brandished a piece of paper from her drawer and set it down in front of me. My eyes could hardly focus on the text as Jeanette spoke again. 

“The conditions of this agreement are simple: one, we ask that you do not discuss this special arrangement with any other member in the Order, apart from myself, Savannah, and Tom; secondly, you must of course remain an active member in the organization, while adhering to all training schedules and Asterian bylaws.” She retrieved an envelope from her jacket pocket. 

“Here is your first stipend,” Jeanette spoke casually, handing me the plain white envelope. When I didn’t look inside, she continued, “The envelope contains four thousand dollars, enough to keep you quite comfortable until your formal induction; at which point, we will have processed your identity cards and opened a bank account on your behalf. From that point on, we will continue depositing your monthly stipends there as soon as your official membership is recorded.” 

Stunned, I wordlessly looked down at the fat envelope in my hands. I had never possessed that much money all at once in my life. Savannah smiled at me primly from across her desk, the guardian of my gilded cage. 

You’re in way over your head! a frantic voice in my head shouted. I frankly had no reasonable retort to give. 

*** 

Thirty minutes later, I left the non-descript brick building with a thick packet of rules, a plastic security badge for the building’s entrance door, and a fat envelope of cash in hand. I felt shell-shocked, as though I had just emerged from a minefield. Worse, I felt dirty for even taking the money. For a moment I thought about tossing the lot of it in a nearby trashcan, but then I thought the better of it. I no longer had a job, and I would have to eat, after all. My red backpack at home on the couch, I unceremoniously stuffed everything inside the front of my zipped-up leather jacket. Then I took out the mobile phone from my pocket and, hands shaking slightly, typed a quick message to Aiden. 

Sorry about that. I couldn’t find a break to write. Everything is okay. I’ll tell you more later. 

I briefly considered calling him; I knew he was waiting anxiously to hear from me, but I didn’t feel like dawdling in front of that building. What I needed to do was visit Evelyn. It had been a few days and I wanted to check on her, since the last time I saw her was with some creepy Asterian crony sitting on her couch. It was probably also true that I was scared and needed comforting, and while she had no idea what was going on (and, as far as I was concerned, could never find out), she was the closest thing to family that I had, and that alone was soothing. 

As I took the back roads to Evelyn’s house, I thought about my parents, something I had actively avoided doing for quite some time. Three years ago, in the beginning, when I couldn’t help but let my mind wander in the dark, late hours of the evening or the silent gray early mornings before the rest of the world woke up, I would become preoccupied, consumed even, by the thought of them: who they might be, where they were, if they might be somewhere out there looking for me. But with no clues or trail to follow, I realized over time that grieving the unknown only served to feed an insatiable thirst that nothing and nobody would be able to quench. 

Over the years, I had become quite good at suppressing any thought of my parents. It was easier than one might think; until that week, I had had no memories of them, no information, no photos, no names… In a way, their absence wasn’t even a void, necessarily. To feel a void, one must first have had something with which it was filled. Without knowing what I had lost, I felt only a whisper of melancholy; a sense that only served to remind me that I was lacking something others had. 

But now I had held – albeit briefly – definitive proof that they existed. David and Elizabeth Fulman. Just knowing their names had ignited a spark deep within me and I knew that nothing would stop me until I found them. They were the key to finally understanding everything: who I am, who I was, and who I was meant to be from there. If it meant selling my soul to the devil herself to get answers, I knew I’d go straight to hell to find them. 





Chapter 22 




When I arrived at Evelyn’s house, she didn’t answer after the first few knocks, but when I peeked through the sheer curtains on the narrow window beside the door, I could see the living room light was on. I tried the handle. The door was unlocked. Apprehension filling my chest, I stepped inside. 

“Evelyn?” I called out tentatively, pushing the door closed behind me. “Are you there?” 

“Aspen!” she called. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re here! I’m in my bedroom, sweets, come on back!” 

I let out a sigh of relief, then headed through the pastel-pink living room to her bedroom at the back of the house. I peeked through the door, and for a moment I thought I must have been in the wrong house. Like the living room, Evelyn’s bedroom walls were painted a pale pink, and white lace curtains hung from the windows. But unlike the living room, which was always kept pristinely-clean, she had clothes strewn all over her bed and floor that day, as though the large maple armoire in the back corner had erupted all over the bedroom. When I stuck my head inside, she was standing by the bed rummaging through a huge pile of dresses. When she saw my head poke through the door, she quickly motioned for me to come in. 

“Reorganizing?” I asked, gingerly stepping into the room while surveying the mess of clothes around me. 

“Oh, no, dear,” she answered brightly, elbows-deep in floral patterns, “I’ve actually been looking all over for you! I thought you might be working. I called the restaurant but no one answered.” My stomach knotted as I suddenly remembered that I didn’t work there anymore. 

Evelyn turned to look at me, her face stretched in a wide grin. “I’m going to Europe!” She exclaimed, holding up a pale green dress. She spun around gaily, stopping a moment to survey herself in the full-length mirror on the back of her bathroom door. 

“You’re… what?” I asked dumbly, unsure if I heard correctly. I couldn’t remember Evelyn ever taking a trip outside of Colorado in the last three years, let alone overseas. 

“Robert and I have been exchanging letters nonstop, and when I mentioned that I’ve never been to Europe, he insisted I come to Brussels for his last week there!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “He was so chivalrous about it, too; he arranged for me to be in an adjoining suite next to his at the convention center hotel and will personally escort me there from the airport. It worked out perfectly since his colleague had to leave the conference early, leaving his room vacant.” 

I stared at her dumbfoundedly; the bizarre events and various shocks of the day seemed to have made a stupefied zombie out of me. 

“Robert did warn me that he still has several lectures he’s obligated to give, but in-between those duties and just a few more meetings, we’re going to explore all over Belgium! He even mentioned renting a tandem bike! Can you imagine! Me, riding a bike at my age? But I did promise I’d give it a try!” She stuffed the green dress into a garish floral print suitcase that was partially-concealed by a mountain of clothes on top of the bed. 

I opened my mouth to ask about a dozen questions, but then I closed it again. Evelyn was humming happily, posing with a wide sunhat in front of the mirror. She looked about ten years younger. 

“I think… that sounds amazing,” I said kindly, helping her fold a yellow dress with embroidered daisies. “When do you leave?” 

“‘Bout half an hour,” she replied, glancing over at the digital clock on her nightstand. My heart sank a little. “That’s why I’m so glad you came,” she said, grunting a bit as she shoved a complicated-looking girdle into a side pocket of her suitcase. “I was starting to be afraid that we might miss each other. Anyway, I’ve stocked the refrigerator with food, including ice cream sandwiches in the icebox – I know you love those – and I want you to come over every day and eat as much as you want. You really are looking a bit thin lately,” she clucked. I started to interject, but she kept going. “Use the oven, the toaster, whatever you’d like. Sleep here, too! I put fresh linens on the guestroom bed. That way you can have electricity in the evening. You know how I worry about you using those kerosene lanterns.” 

By this point I had given up on getting a word in edgewise and simply started folding clothes, knowing that once the Evelyn Train left the station, there would be no interruptions between stops. She dropped a bottle of aspirin in the suitcase as she continued talking without pause. 

“Oh! Sweets, would you do me a tremendous favor and water the houseplants once a day, the ones in the kitchen window sill? It would also be great if you could remember to turn the porch light on in the evenings and grab my mail from the mailbox – you know I hate advertising to people that the house is empty.” 

Advertise? We live ten miles away from town! 

To Evelyn I simply nodded, picking up some blouses from the floor and putting them back on hangers. 

“Oh, I forgot about this one!” Evelyn exclaimed, removing a purple blouse from the wire hanger I had just hung it on. I stifled a laugh as she aggressively stuffed it in a cramped corner of the suitcase. She had enough clothes in that suitcase to last until the end of summer. 

“I really don’t love the idea of leaving you for a week,” she said through gritted teeth as she forcefully tried to close the suitcase’s already-stressed zipper. “Do you think you’ll be alright when I’m gone?” 

“I’ll manage somehow,” I smiled, perhaps a little wistfully. “Here, let me help.” I crawled on top of the luggage, my weight just barely enough to squeeze it shut. 

“Oh, brilliant!” she clapped, then yanked the overloaded zipper across the final six inches. 

“Do you need a ride?” I asked with a grunt as I struggled to carry the gargantuan bag through her bedroom door. 

“No, no,” she replied as she tied a plum scarf around her hair. “I’ll be just fine taking myself in the Buick.” 

I carried her suitcase out to the car, then went back to the house to say goodbye. Evelyn had just pulled a crocheted sweater over her blouse, then stopped to put on one last coat of rosebud pink lipstick using the small hanging mirror by the coat rack. 

“You look wonderful,” I smiled. “Are you nervous?” 

“Only about the flight,” she answered with a small shudder. “It’s been a very long time since I flew on an airplane.” I didn’t reply. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever been on a plane. As if reading my mind, she gave me a tight squeeze. 

“Oh my god, I’m such a dingbat,” she said suddenly, pulling away from me. “I’ve been so absorbed in my own silliness, I had completely forgotten about much more important matters. Have you heard from Mr. Strauss? Will he be able to get you some identification?” She looked so hopeful as she asked. 

My mouth fluttered for a moment. “I… yes. I did go to his company and it looks like they’ll be able to help me.” 

Oh, how I hated lying to her. 

“That’s wonderful! I cannot tell you how happy that makes me!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around me. When she took a step back, she pinched my cheek lightly. 

“I’m going to miss you, sweets.” She took one last look in the mirror, straightening her scarf. “Please eat as much as you want, and I hope you’ll sleep here too. Take plenty of hot showers in the guest bathroom! And don’t ride anywhere without a helmet – I mean it!” 

That reminds me, I need to fix her father’s helmet this week, I remembered, quickly making a mental note. 

“By the way, feel free to bring a friend over!” she mentioned a little too casually, taking my arm as she slipped on her shoe. “The VCR and TV in the living room work fine! Though what is it the kids say these days? Netflix and chill? Does that work with VHS movies as well…?” 

“I have no idea. I’m as out of the loop as you are, Evelyn,” I laughed, escorting her to her car. “Maybe even more than you.” 

We gave each other a quick hug, then she got in the driver’s seat, turning to face me. Tucking a stray hair behind my ear, she smiled and said, “Be safe, sweetheart. Take good care of yourself. But do try to have a little fun while I’m gone.” 

“I will, but I doubt I’ll have as much fun as you’re about to have!” I answered playfully. She winked as I gently shut the car door for her, then waved at me as she pulled away. At the end of the long driveway, she called something out from the window but I couldn’t quite make it out. 

“Bye!” I called. “Have fun! Make good choices!” I imagined her rolling her eyes as she drove away and grinned at the thought. 

I knew I wouldn’t stay at Evelyn’s that night; I was a creature of habit after all. But I did make myself a hot grilled cheese sandwich with a cold glass of milk before I left. I also grabbed an ice cream sandwich on my way out, and seriously considered taking a second one for the road. 

Wouldn’t work with a full-face helmet, I eventually conceded. 

I sighed. Cold treats, my favorite being ice cream sandwiches, were a rare commodity for me. 

There’s always tomorrow! The thought cheered me. 

Even though it was only a little after one in the afternoon, I switched on the porchlight on the way out and locked the door, checking twice. Then I headed back to my motorcycle, pulling out the mobile phone from my pocket on the way. As I sat on the bike, I dialed the only number I had saved in the phone. 

“Aspen, hi – I was getting a little worried.” came Aiden’s quick greeting. 

“Hey – I’m fine. I’ll tell you everything. Care for some company this evening?” I asked hopefully. 

“Absolutely. Can I come pick you up?” 

“I’ll come to you,” I replied, straddling the Honda. “Hey – can you help me understand what ‘Netflix and Chill’ means? I hear from Evelyn that all the cool kids are saying it.” 

There was a long pause before he answered. “If I’m to go only by what I hear my students discussing before class, I don’t think it means what one would expect it to mean.” 

“Huh,” I remarked, turning my key in the ignition. “I really need to get with the program.” 

“I for one appreciate having a kindred clueless spirit,” Aiden laughed. “I’ll text you my address. See you tonight.” 

*** 

After leaving Evelyn’s, I spent the afternoon in town, buying various items that I had needed for some time: Army drab paint to repair her father’s WWII helmet, gloves for chopping wood, a long-overdue fire extinguisher, and extra batteries for numerous dead or dying appliances around my house. I also went to the bookstore, where I bought a hardcover book for myself and a cappuccino, two things I had never splurged on before. I filled my tank to the brim with mid-grade gas and even managed to avoid being ID’d when I boldly entered the liquor store next to the station to buy a bottle of white wine to keep around the house. When I was done, most of the cash in my pocket still remained, but I didn’t know what to do with it. I almost never had extra money on me, and the concept of having excess funds felt quite foreign at the time. 

On my way home, which was trickier than usual since I was balancing a large paper bag filled with the aforementioned items on my lap as I rode, I passed Gina’s restaurant but didn’t stop to go in. The guilt of no longer working for her, after all she had done for me, just felt too raw. I also wasn’t sure if I would be able to maintain Jeanette’s lie to Gina’s face, and that worried me – more for her sake than for mine. Something told me to let it be, at least for the moment, so I kept going. 

When I got home, I carefully sanded and repainted the scuffs on the right side of the vintage steel helmet, making sure that it looked good as new, then set it on the kitchen table to dry. I stuffed the thick envelope of money – which still had over $3,800 in it – under the mattress in my bedroom. Then I looked at the clock on the nightstand. It was almost time to go. 

Suddenly feeling nervous, I headed into the bathroom to brush my hair. The long black waves fell nicely around my face and over my shoulders, but I knew my helmet and the wind from the ride to Aiden’s would make my hair a tangled mess. I sighed. I had long ago conceded that with a motorcycle as my only mode of transportation, disheveled hair would simply be the norm. My hair tamed, at least for the moment, I warily regarded the tube of mascara near the sink. I wasn’t exactly sure what this evening was meant to be – two friends spending time together? A couple of Elementalists talking about Fire and Lightning? 

A date? 

That particular thought was unnerving; I had never (at least in the few years that I could remember) been on a date, though not necessarily because I didn’t want to. Several of my customers at the restaurant had asked for my number or left me theirs over the years. While I obviously couldn’t give them mine – since I didn’t even have a phone number until a few days ago – I had, from time to time, briefly considered using Evelyn’s phone to call one or two of the numbers scrawled on napkins, when left by particularly-interesting or attractive men. But then common sense would get to the better of me: How would they get a hold of me after that initial call – through Evelyn? And then, how would I explain my bizarre living situation if they asked to visit? Or the fact that I was using a fake name and had no friends or family? In the end, I always sought the easy road, the same regrettable path of solitude and secrecy. 

But Aiden was different; he could understand my situation, perhaps better than anyone. I’d never lied to him or even felt the need to. We had fundamental things in common. And I could no longer deny the fact that I found him attractive. Very attractive. I bit my lip anxiously. Perhaps there could be something there. 

If he’s even interested, I scolded myself in the mirror. Let’s not make any assumptions here. 

I remembered the night we spent on my porch, how close he sat to me; so close, in fact, that I could feel the warm, comforting heat emanating from his body. And the night before that he had tucked my hair behind my ear – perhaps a trivial motion, but his eyes were so deep as they looked into mine. Was there more to the gesture? 

I wonder how he’d feel if he knew, I wondered, heat rising to my face. I don’t even know if I’ve ever kissed a man. Maybe he’s already realized how inexperienced I am. How boring and naïve I must seem to him. 

Resolute, I reached for the mascara and applied it along my lashes. They looked long and dark in the mirror, framing my blue eyes nicely. I quickly washed my hands in the sink, concentrating on heating the frigid water from the tap to a luxurious lukewarm temperature. If only I had discovered that trick years ago, I could have prevented hundreds of uncomfortable handwashes resulting in cold, numb fingers. 

I stripped off my clothes and grabbed a blue dress from the closet, the only dress I had. Stopping a few inches above my knees, it was loose and flowy at the bottom, with a deep neckline that showed more skin than I was used to. My violet tanzanite necklace rested perfectly between my breasts; I only wished, with a twinge of disparagement, that I had had something slightly fuller to accentuate. 

Rummaging through the bottom of my closet, which was partially-covered by wrinkled clothes and mismatched sheets, I dug out the pair of nude heels that I had bought new from the thrift store two years ago but had never worn. I slipped them on, then regarded myself in the mirror on the closet door, fairly satisfied with my reflection. 

There’s no way I’ll be able to ride a motorcycle in this outfit, I realized right away, surveying my bare legs in dismay. I could still see the faded pink remnants of the road rash I had suffered less than two weeks earlier. Just then I remembered the fat envelope of cash stuffed under my mattress and the cell phone in my jacket pocket. I knew I had shoved an old phone book in one of the vacant cabinets in the kitchen a few months ago. 

I had never taken a taxi before. But I had also never infiltrated a cult before or been one of only two Level-III Polymancers in the world before. As I walked over to the kitchen, heels clicking lightly on the wood floor, I couldn’t help but wonder what other firsts this night might bring. 





Chapter 23 




Forty-five minutes later I stepped out of the cab outside Aiden’s apartment. He lived in a loft downtown, right above the charming boutiques on the main street. When I approached the door he shared with the jewelry shop owner below his flat, my hands were shaking. With a deep breath, I pressed the buzzer next to his apartment number. After a moment, his voice came through the speaker. 

“Who is it?” 

“Hi, Aiden, it’s me,” I answered into the box. 

“Aspen! Come on up!” 

The door buzzed and I pulled it open, stepping inside the entryway. Aiden had told me in his message that his apartment was just up the stairs in front of the entry, the only door on the second floor. My heart was racing before I even set foot on a stair. Aiden was already leaning against the doorway waiting for me when I got to the top of the staircase. As soon as he saw me, a big smile spread across his face and he straightened to greet me. He was wearing fitted jeans and a black button-up shirt. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows, barely displaying the “III” etched beneath his concealed red Pyromancer’s tattoo. His dark wavy hair was combed back, though a few stray curls fell over his forehead. As I approached, he raised his eyebrows. 

“Aspen, you look… absolutely beautiful,” he said, running his fingers through his hair. I blushed, unsure how to answer. He glanced at my empty hands. “Where’s your helmet? Did you ride here? In heels?” 

I shook my head. “I took a cab.” 

His eyebrows arched even farther. “What? No getaway vehicle?” 

“Not this time,” I said. “I hope I won’t have to make my getaway on foot.” 

“Well… I suppose it’s only fair to warn you that I’ve made lasagna, a caprese salad, and chocolate cupcakes, since tomorrow is your fake birthday. I had to sneak in some sort of celebration since I wasn’t sure if you still wanted to celebrate tomorrow night, given your actual birthday isn’t for a couple months.” 

I could feel my throat tighten at the reminder. 

“If any of that sounds appalling, there’s a good chance your taxi might still be outside.” His eyes twinkled as he finished. 

“You did all of that for me?” I asked in disbelief. 

“I did,” he replied seriously. “And now I’m being a deplorable host by having you stand outside in this unsightly hallway. Would you like to come in?” 

“Yes, thank you.” I smiled shyly as I stepped inside his apartment. I was immediately greeted by the warm, delicious smells of dinner, reminding my stomach how hungry I was. I leaned over to peel off my heels; I had stuffed $25 in my right shoe for the cab ride home, so I tucked the bills carefully back into the toe of the shoe before I rose again. Aiden saw and was chuckling. 

His apartment was beautiful, with polished hardwood floors and high ceilings. It had an open floor plan, with the living room to my right, and the dining room and kitchen situated directly in front of the entryway. A baby grand piano was tucked into the back corner of the spacious living room. The gas fireplace was on, casting a comforting orange glow against his white couch. I approached a tall bookshelf next to the fireplace, tracing my fingers over the many spines. 

“A Brief History of Time? I love this book,” I said, taking it off the shelf. 

“You do?” Aiden asked, surprised. I was thumbing through the pages, stopping when I found the passage I was looking for. 

“‘Ever since the dawn of civilization, people have not been content to see events as unconnected and inexplicable. They have craved an understanding of the underlying order in the world. Today we still yearn to know why we are here and where we came from. Humanity's deepest desire for knowledge is justification enough for our continuing quest.’” 

When I looked up from the book, Aiden had an odd expression on his face. “I can see why Professor Hawking’s book would resonate with you,” he said softly. 

“That and, sometimes, when I’m feeling overwhelmed or discouraged, it helps to remember how vast the universe is, and how small we are in comparison. A bit of forced perspective,” I murmured the last words, carefully returning the book to its place on the shelf. 

Aiden nodded thoughtfully. 

“Would you care to share the events of the day over dinner? I’ve been anxious to hear,” he said a moment later, heading into the open kitchen. From behind the counter, he took out a bottle of wine and two glasses from a maple cabinet above. After wiping the glasses with a cloth, he walked around the counter and set the open bottle and glasses down on the small dining room table, which was illuminated by two lit candles. He had already plated the lasagna and salad for us, meticulously setting the plates in front of two of the four chairs. 

A small lump formed in my throat. No one had ever done anything like this for me before. 

“Dinner looks… amazing,” I said, stepping into the dining room. “Do you, uh… do you do much entertaining here?” I stuttered slightly as he motioned me to my seat at the table. 

Aiden gave me a wan smile as he uncorked the wine. “I’ve lived here for almost four years and have done almost no entertaining,” he replied seriously. “In fact, Robert was just chiding me a few weeks ago about how boring I’ve become, with my head always stuck in some textbook or bent over a paper. I tried to offer some sort of retort, but the best I could do in my defense is counter by saying I’d been on three hikes in the last week. It didn’t sound as impressive as I had hoped it would.” He took the bottle of wine and poured the dark red liquid into the glasses, handing me one. 

I took an appreciative sip. It had been a long time since I’d enjoyed a glass of wine. 

“Do you know he invited Evelyn – the woman who came with me that first day I came into your lecture – to his conference in Belgium?” 

Aiden raised his eyebrows as he took a seat across from me with his glass of wine. “He told me in one of his emails that he’s become “completely besotted” – his words, not mine – with the grandmother of a student. So, he was referencing the woman who was there with you? –Wait, you have a grandmother?” As he spoke, his expression quickly changed from amused to amazed to confused. 

I shook my head. “Evelyn is my closest neighbor and we’ve sort of unofficially adopted each other over the years, since I have no family and neither does she. I was over there earlier today as she was packing to leave. She’s totally over the moon, I’ve never seen her so happy – This lasagna is incredible, by the way. I only ever have fresh-cooked meals at Evelyn’s and the restaurant…” my voice trailed off as my stomach abruptly knotted up. 

“What’s wrong?” Aiden asked. “Is there something wrong with the food?” He took a worried bite of his lasagna. 

“No, no, the dinner is amazing,” I stammered, my eyes tearing up. I blinked them away hastily, embarrassed. 

“Aspen – what is it?” he asked, alarmed. 

“They – uh, Savannah, and Jeanette – they notified my boss, without my consent, that I would no longer be working at the restaurant.” 

Aiden set his fork on the plate with a clack. 

“They did what?” he demanded. 

“I didn’t mean to – I honestly didn’t think I was trying very hard – but, the assessment…” I averted his eyes. “I scored higher than we might have hoped, and so… they insisted I quit my job to devote more time to training.” 

“How high is ‘high’?” his eyes narrowed at me slightly, briefly reminding me of Evelyn. 

“Level Three…in all three categories.” 

“Oh, Aspen.” 

I glanced up anxiously. But he didn’t look annoyed or miffed. He looked worried. 

“I honestly wasn’t trying to show off,” I said, taking another gulp of wine. “An instructor named Eileen offered me some assistance in the Terramantic portion, and I was so fascinated by what she was saying, I just listened to her advice, and before I realized what I had done, the rocks were partially-molten.” 

Aiden’s eyes grew rather wide when I said that, so I hurriedly continued. Sip. “And during the Electromantic portion… it’s just, Savannah had made me so angry. Right before the assessment, she was talking about creating some bogus task force to find my parents, ‘whoever they might be’… And I tried to ignore her, like you told me to, but…” I sighed with resignation. “I just felt so furious. When they asked me to create an electrical arc, I went a little overboard, and uh, I may have hurled Lightning into their stupid fancy ceiling lights.” 

“You… did… what?” Aiden exclaimed in disbelief. “How did you even manage that? I thought your gift with Lightning was limited to blowing out fluorescent lights!” 

“It was, until this morning…” 

“I can’t even fathom how you managed to do that, let alone how they let you get away with it… Didn’t they have an Electromancer standing by to contain things in case your test got out of hand?” 

“They did,” I answered quickly, taking a quick bite of caprese. It had some sort of thick, acidic sauce drizzled on top and it was so damn good. “But I guess he had some trouble and it took him a minute to take control of the lightning from me.” 

Aiden’s face blanched. 

“I’ve never heard of anyone progressing as quickly as you have. Aspen, please, please tell me that you didn’t disclose yourself to them as a Pentamancer.” 

I shook my head vigorously, then immediately regretted it. That wine was working it’s magic fast. “Savannah half-joked about testing me in Fire and Water afterwards, but I very convincingly told her that I was a complete dud with those Elements.” 

Now it was Aiden who was taking a big swig of wine. He rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. 

“If Savannah ever found out, Aspen… she’d be on you like a hungry lion on an injured rabbit.” 

I tried not to look miffed. After all, this ‘injured rabbit’ had achieved a higher rank in both Elements shared with said hungry lion. I suppressed a self-satisfied smirk at that, then frowned as I finally took in his words. 

“But… why? What exactly is it to her?” 

“She’s an Aggregator, Aspen. Every time she brings in a new recruit, she’s rewarded financially. She’s also granted higher status in the Order. The stronger the recruit, the better she’s recompensed.” 

“How do you know so much about Savannah’s position?” I asked, taking another bite of lasagna. Aiden looked uncomfortable. I raised an eyebrow expectantly. 

Finally, he sighed and said, “When I left the D.C. chapter and moved to Denver, she had recently been promoted to Head Aggregator and immediately reached out to me. As a Level-Three Pyromancer, she begged me, even bribed me to re-join the Order. Gifts, favors, money…” 

I shifted in my chair uncomfortably. 

“…Anything she could think of to try to convince me to join.” He was quiet for a moment, as though he was trying to decide whether or not to say more. “She even… well, she tried to seduce me.” 

I nearly dropped my fork on the table. 

“She… what?” His face had a rather-pained expression. 

“She took me out for drinks one night, paid for everything. I must have had half a dozen shots by the end of night – she just kept putting more in front of me. At the end of the evening, she insisted on driving me home. One thing led to another, and, well…” his voice trailed off. Well… they had sex? 

I suddenly imagined Savannah, with her severe haircut, heavy make-up, and tight outfits, her considerable bosom always appearing as though it might pop through the top three buttons on her ever-strained blouses. 

Is that the type of woman Aiden goes for? I wondered bleakly. How could I possibly think he would ever be attracted to me? 

My face must have betrayed my emotions because Aiden quickly reached across the table for my hand. Reflexively, I pulled away. 

“You know, I just remembered – Savannah said I have to be at the training arena really early tomorrow morning, and uh, it’s getting late,” I said, rising. 

“Aspen, please don’t—” 

“Thank you so much for dinner, it was really delicious,” I dropped my napkin on the table. “I’m sorry I can’t stay longer.” 

I strode to the front door and quickly put on my shoes. 

“Aspen, please let me explain, it’s not what you—” 

“You don’t owe me any explanation, Aiden, your personal life is your own to live,” I interrupted brusquely. 

“Can I at least take you home?” he asked, almost pleadingly. 

“Thanks, I’ll just call a cab,” I said, opening the door. “Maybe I’ll catch you tomorrow night at class. Thanks again.” 

I quickly left then, nearly bolting down the stairs. I felt humiliated. When the lights above the stairs flickered violently as I passed them, I only felt more embarrassed. 

I felt Aiden’s eyes from his doorway as I burst through the building’s front door, letting it slam loudly behind me. 

I can’t believe he slept with her, I thought disgustedly, shaking my head to clear the disturbing image as I walked briskly down the sidewalk. That awful woman who collects innocent people to use like playthings. 

I walked aimlessly down the main street in the cold, my bare arms covered in goosebumps. Most of the shops were closing, and there were only a few pedestrians out. Several stared at me as I walked by, my short dress and lack of jacket making me stick out like a sore thumb on such a cold night. My phone was buzzing in my dress pocket but I ignored it. Eventually, I gave in to the cold and called a cab, paying no attention to the unread text messages that were piling up on the phone’s home screen. 

“Rough night, sweetheart?” the cab driver asked as I got in. 

“516 Evergreen Drive, please,” I replied curtly. He glanced at me in the mirror but thankfully said nothing more. 

When I got home, I immediately washed my face and crawled into bed, not bothering to change my clothes or light a lantern. More than slightly drunk from the stupid half-glass of wine, I drifted into a heavy, dream-addled sleep. 

*** 

I awoke to Aiden knocking loudly on the bay window in my bedroom. Before I could realize what was happening, he opened the window and was deftly climbing over the seat. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked frantically, hastily trying to gather the bedsheets around my legs as he walked towards me. He didn’t answer. Instead, he silently unbuttoned his shirt as he approached me in my bed. My protests caught roughly in my throat. Stopping just at the edge of the bed, Aiden stripped away his shirt, revealing his firm, muscular chest, then dropped the thin material on the floor. The Pyromancer’s tattoo on his forearm caught in the moonlight, glowing crimson. 

Self-consciously, I realized I was still wearing my short blue dress, which had hiked itself above my waist as I slept. I quickly tried to pull it down over my exposed panties and thighs, but he crawled into my bed then, throwing the covers aside. He climbed on top of me, his face stopping just inches from mine. My hands shot up reflexively to push against his bare chest. His skin felt warm and firm under my fingertips. My heart was thudding loudly against my ribcage. 

Wordlessly, he reached down to hike my dress even further up my waist, then slipped his hand beneath my bare back. I tried to speak, to protest, but the words wouldn’t come. His hand felt cool under my hot, flushed skin. His deep brown eyes were only centimeters away, pouring into mine with desire, watching, waiting to see if I would give myself to him. 

I realized then that I didn’t want him to stop. I needed him to keep going. Yieldingly, greedily, I slid my open palms across his chest and over his shoulders, then cradled the back of his head in my hands, intertwining my fingers in his thick, wavy hair. I pulled his face close, bringing his parted lips to mine. When I opened my mouth to kiss him, I felt Aiden’s hot, sweet breath mingle with my own. He kissed me, deeply, hungrily; his left hand went behind his head to take my right wrist, then firmly pressed it against the pillow above my head as he pushed me down and kissed me with an almost feral intensity – as though he had no intention of letting me go. His other hand rubbed the inside of my thigh, slowly moving higher as he went. I let out a soft moan of pleasure. 

Suddenly, my bedroom door burst open and Savannah strode into the room. Horrified, I stared at her over Aiden’s bare shoulder. She was smirking, wearing an impossibly-tight red leather dress that showed off her ample hips and breasts. Aiden pulled away from me to look at her. 

Wordlessly, she beckoned him from the doorway to come; he immediately pulled away from me to do so. When he approached her, she put her hands behind his head, pulling him tightly against her red leather-clad body, then greedily pressed her scarlet painted lips to his. He didn’t fight back. 

“Stop!” I yelled, struggling to break free from the tangled bed sheets. 

Savannah pulled away from Aiden, grinning at me with pointed, feral teeth. She waved her hand effortlessly and a deep chasm opened in the floor at her feet. Before I could yell out a warning, she shoved Aiden into the deep hole. He took one last pleading look at me as he fell into the endless pit. 

“Rowan!” he cried out, his fingers outstretched. 

I leapt out of the bed, falling to the floor in front of the black chasm. Broken planks of splintered hardwood surrounded the gaping hole. I anxiously peered over the edge, straining to see where Aiden had fallen, but there was only inky blackness below. Furious, I stood to face Savannah, but she wasn’t Savannah anymore. She had transformed into a monstrous, black spider that towered over me, her eight green eyes glinting dangerously in the moonlight. Her red dress was now a crimson hourglass tattooed across her shiny black underside. Stumbling, I took a horrified step back and tried to cry out, but my scream caught in my throat as I slipped into the abyss, tumbling helplessly into the never-ending blackness below. 





Chapter 24 




My eyes burst open as I lurched bolt-upright in my bed, frantically gasping for air. I was drenched in sweat. I blearily regarded the bedroom as it slowly came into focus in the dim gray morning light. No Aiden. No monster or hole in the ground. 

It had all been a dream. 

I let out a relieved sigh that was closer akin to a sob, then picked up the clock from the nightstand. The blurry green numbers read 6:19 a.m. Training would be starting in less than an hour. I groggily hoisted myself out of bed, still dazed from the nightmare; my blue dress was badly rumpled from sleep and my head was pounding viciously. 

Mechanically, I pulled off the damp, wrinkled dress and changed into black leggings and a white tank top. Over that, I tugged on a red hoodie, only half-aware that I was inadvertently mimicking dream-Savannah’s color scheme. I brushed my hair and teeth quickly, idly noting the deeper-than-usual violet shade of my right eye. The odd hue was even more noticeable than usual against my blanched complexion. 

On my way out the door I grabbed a stale granola bar from the kitchen pantry. I briefly considered stopping by Evelyn’s to raid her refrigerator – the thought of hot bacon and eggs was certainly alluring – but the clock above the fireplace mantle advised me otherwise. I glanced at the calendar nailed to the far wall of the living room: Monday, April 16th, the day that would have erroneously marked my 23rd birthday. As Savannah’s black file informed me, however, my actual birthday wouldn’t be for another two months, and I would be turning a year older than I’d previously guessed. 

After today, no more bogus stories, no more counterfeit life, I pledged to myself as I pulled on my black leather jacket. Every step from this point forward will be to unearth the truth. All of it. 

I glanced at the cell phone on the table by the front door, which I had left charging overnight using the portable battery charger Aiden had given me. Part of me wanted to look at his messages, but a bigger part of me wanted to avoid them for a little longer. If that horrible dream showed me anything, it was that he was getting in my head and under my skin, and now, more than ever, I needed to be able to focus. Without another look back at the phone or the date, I left the phone sitting on the table and grabbed my helmet and keys. The door slammed shut behind me as I stepped outside to greet the early morning sunrise. 

*** 

It was just before seven in the morning when I pulled up to the inauspicious wrought-iron fence in front of the Asterian Order’s Denver Chapter. I keyed in the six-digit code on the gate’s keypad, 619120, which Savannah had made me memorize just before she let me leave Sunday afternoon. When I hit the ‘#’ button, the gate swung open with a whining creak. A minute later, when I reached the building’s entrance, I pressed the magnetic security badge she had given me to the receiver to the right of the black-painted door. A fat, brown orb weaver spider was crawling up an unruly green vine that slithered along the old bricks of the building. I shuddered, the dream from the night before still fresh on my mind. 

Something inside the door clicked as the red LED light on the card receiver turned green. I pulled the handle and the heavy door swung open. The lobby was just as ornate as ever, and brightly lit, but the fountain was shut off and Laleh, the receptionist, was probably still at home sleeping like a normal person. I made my way through the marble lobby, past her round desk and through the corridor leading to the elevators. Once inside the elevator, I saw another card reader beside the floor buttons. Savannah had told me that I’d have to use my security card to get down to the training arena. 

An idea struck me just then. I pressed my badge against the receiver, then hit the number ‘4’ on the elevator buttons. The doors to the elevator closed, but nothing further happened. The LED light on the card reader remained red. I pressed my card against it again and hit ‘4’ repeatedly. Nothing. Frustrated, I pushed the ‘B’ button and the elevator immediately descended as the light turned green. 

Figures, I thought irritably. I’m sure only Chapter heads have security access to the filing room. 

Several long moments later, the doors to the elevator opened and I entered the long, sterile corridor that led to the arena entrance. I trudged down the narrow hallway, the thud of my heavy boots echoing dejectedly on the cold black and white tile. My heart was pounding faster than usual; I didn’t know what to expect on this first day of training, but I certainly wasn’t looking forward to it. At the steel door that led into the arena, I double-checked a slip of paper I had scrawled on and keyed in a different six-digit security code. I heard a buzzer sound inside, then a few seconds later the door unlocked. 

When I entered, the arena was fully-lit, save for the section of lamps above the Electromantic training quadrant. All of those lights had been shut off, casting the triangle in darkness. Two men on a cherry picker were replacing the burnt-out lamps I had ruined the day before, one-by-one. As they pulled the broken ones down and hoisted new, uncharred fixtures into the ceiling, I realized just how big the lamps were. I also felt vaguely guilty, watching those men toil away thirty feet in the air at the crack of dawn to fix the damage that I had caused. I would have preferred that Savannah herself be the one to repair the lights. Suddenly I had a delightful image in my mind of her standing atop a thirty-foot hydraulic lift in dirty neon orange coveralls, begrudgingly replacing each of the burnt-out ceiling lights all by herself. I snickered. 

“Aspen, welcome!” Eileen called from the center of the Terramantic triangle. I started at her voice, not realizing she had been standing right there. She jogged towards me, dressed casually in faded jeans, neon-green converse sneakers, and a gray zip-up hoodie. “Thanks for being here so early!” she said cheerfully as she approached, tucking the dyed stripe of green hair behind a triple-pierced ear. 

“I have nowhere else to be,” I replied through a tight-lipped smile. 

“Ori was initially first-up to train you this morning, but with the ceiling light repairs and workers in the arena, we felt it best for you to train with him another time. He should be popping in at any moment to have a quick word, though.” 

I nodded. 

“Your Auromantic instructor will be returning from a trip tomorrow. Her name is Josephine, but everyone calls her Jo. She’s been a trainer for longer than you’ve been alive, I’d wager,” she teased. “Anyway, Savannah is upstairs typing up your training schedule as we speak. She told me she’d try to drop by a little later to give it to you.” 

My heart sank at that. I really was in no mood for Savannah this morning. 

Just then, a loud buzzer sounded, startling me; a few moments later the steel entry door behind us swung open. 

“Hey Ori!” Eileen called as he stepped into the arena. He waved at us as she turned back to talk to me. “That buzzer always sounds exactly three seconds before someone enters the training zone from the corridor. If you’re doing anything at all that could potentially harm an unsuspecting bystander, it’s important to stop as soon as you hear that buzzer. We had a couple of unfortunate accidents before that rule had to be implemented a few years back.” 

“Yikes,” I gritted my teeth. 

“Good morning, ladies,” Ori said with a slight accent as he approached us. He looked tired. “Aspen, very nice to see you again.” 

“You too,” I replied politely. 

“How’s the move coming along, Ori?” Eileen asked. 

“Eh, it’s going okay. The abrupt transfer request was a little unexpected, and I had some stressful hours trying to find someone to take care of my cat long-term after my neighbor in Tel Aviv abruptly decided she was allergic to him, but that’s all handled now. Plus, they arranged for me a nice flat downtown, about fifteen minutes from here. Full amenities included. The best part,” he added with a mischievous grin, “is that they generously stocked my cabinets with a couple bottles of arak, premium quality.” 

I opened my mouth to ask what that was, but before I could, he quickly added, “Aspen, before I forget, the forecast is calling for thunderstorms this evening, so you know what that means.” I raised an eyebrow at him questioningly. His grin grew wider. “It means we’ll be taking our practice outside today. I’ve already spoken to Tom and we’ve got the approval. Here,” he said, handing me a slip of paper. “Meet me at this trailhead at four-thirty this afternoon. We’re going to have some fun.” 

I must have looked at him as though he were crazy, because he laughed. “Until I get your powers under control, it’s probably better that we stay out of the arena.” He glanced at the men working on the ceiling, “Each of those seven lamps you fried cost around four hundred U.S. dollars. I got quite the smack on the arm for letting that happen, if you know what I mean.” 

“You mean a slap on the wrist?” Eileen offered. 

“You Americans and your overuse of idioms,” Ori rolled his eyes, heading back to the door. He called over his shoulder, “I’ll see you this afternoon, Aspen! Depending on the weather, plan on at least a couple hours of training. In the meantime, have fun moving some dirt around!” Eileen snorted after him derisively. 

“Bye, Ori,” I called after him meekly, tucking the slip of paper in my pocket. I guess I won’t be heading to Aiden’s class tonight, I thought, feeling a twinge of sadness. It’s probably for the best, after the idiotic scene I made last night. 

“I want to tell you again how impressed I was by your display yesterday, Aspen.” Eileen said, turning to me. “So, few Terramancers can initiate phase changes such as melting rocks, so for you to be able to do so, having no prior experience or guidance – well, it’s just really exciting to have a student with your capability. Even Savannah, one of the strongest Terramancers in this chapter, can’t do that.” 

“Oh,” I answered. That would explain some of her chafed body language at the assessment yesterday. 

“Between you and me,” Eileen said, lowering her voice, “I think Savannah has made it as far as she has more on sheer ambition than natural ability, but that might be a conversation better had over a cocktail at the next Saturday night mixer.” She winked at me conspiratorially and I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“Okay, let’s get started!” Eileen said, clapping her hands together. “You may have noticed that a lot of the other Elementalists don’t take Terramancy very seriously. Well, to be candid, there are a couple valid reasons for that. Firstly, more than any other Elemental branch, a higher percentage of Terramancers tend to fall under the Level-One ranking, as opposed to Level-Two or Level-Three. And, according to last year’s Asterian census data, we also have the fewest number of Level-Three rankings compared to any other branch, save for, perhaps, Electromancy – which makes you all the more special!” She added brightly. 

Sigh. 

“But, getting back to Terramancy; most Level-Three Terramancers work within a highly-complex realm of molecular manipulation, in that they control the tiniest components of Earth in much more complicated ways than other Elementalists do. Hydromancers, for example, might perform relatively straightforward molecular excitation exercises that can heat or chill Water, but for the most part, they simply relocate or reshape large groupings of particles that make up the water. It’s not something they really need to think about, on an atomic level at least.” 

I thought about how I’d inadvertently heated my cold bathwater the other day and almost said something about it in relation to her comment, but quickly covered by faking a cough. 

They can’t know that you can affect Fire and Water. 

Eileen paused for a moment to make sure I wasn’t about to interject, then continued. “It’s the same with Auromancers; they sometimes affect the molecular state of the air around them using excitation methods to affect temperature, just as you did in the chamber yesterday, but for the most part they simply move the air particles around them to control the wind. Terramancy is quite a bit more sophisticated and complex.” 

“I see,” I replied, not really seeing at all. 

“Here,” she said, taking a small notepad and pen from her hoodie pocket, “I brought you something to take notes with. You’ll need it.” 

The next hour was spent sitting under an oak tree, furiously scribbling notes as Eileen excitedly discussed prograde and retrograde metamorphism, solid state recrystallization, and neocrystalization. While my hand cramped terribly as I attempted to take down everything she said, and I frequently had to interrupt so I could ask her how to spell a complex term, I did learn about some fascinating concepts. For example, Eileen explained that Terramancy isn’t all about moving rocks or melting down feldspar. 

“There are some Terramancers,” Eileen said, her eyes flashing with excitement, “who can actually heat the atoms just so, causing the atomic bonds themselves to break, all without melting the rock. They then shift the atoms, which in turn form new bonds with other atoms, creating entirely new minerals with different chemical components.” She spoke faster the more excited she became, and I scrambled to jot all that down. 

“So – are you saying,” I started to ask, momentarily lifting my pen from the paper to review my notes, “that there are actually Terramancers who can manipulate the molecules of one mineral in order to create another?” 

Eileen nodded excitedly. “There’s a Level-Three Terramancer in South Africa who can actually turn coal into diamond. The resulting stone is a bit off-colored and cloudy, with quite a few inclusions – in other words, not worth very much to the world’s largest diamond companies – but he’s working to hone his skill in order to create higher-quality gems.” 

My jaw dropped in disbelief. A man who turns coal to diamonds? 

“The Order recognizes that this would obviously be an extraordinary channel for wealth and has therefore sent a half-dozen gifted Terramancers to Cape Town to assist him in perfecting the process.” 

Judging by her somewhat-crestfallen expression, I could guess that she hadn’t been part of the team to receive an invitation to South Africa. 

“Anyway,” she went on, a bit more cheerfully, “If they can figure out a way to help him create high-quality diamonds, not only would it assist in rendering the African blood diamond trade obsolete, which to me is a win in and of itself, but I bet it would also help lessen our monthly dues.” She laughed then, though it sounded somewhat forced. “$500 a month is fair, given everything the Community does for us, but what I wouldn’t give for a pair of Louboutin’s instead, huh?” She gave me a playful nudge. 

I stifled a gasp. Five-hundred dollars a month? I thought, horrified. How could anyone afford that? 

Eileen was cocking her head at my expression, and I suddenly remembered Savannah’s insistence that my waived dues be kept a secret from other members. 

“Yeah, a person could do a lot with six-thousand extra dollars a year,” I replied quickly. Not only do I not have to pay that, I lamented with guilt, but they’re paying me to join. At that moment, I felt even worse about accepting the money Jeanette had given me yesterday. 

“Anyway, I think that’s enough lecturing for today. I’m sorry that this morning was all talk and no play,” Eileen said apologetically, looking at her watch. “Please review the notes you took, and later this week, when we get together again, we’ll start practicing with metamorphism.” 

The door buzzed then, and three seconds later a small group of people entered, loudly talking amongst themselves. They headed across the arena to the Hydromantic quadrant. A couple of the guys started whispering to each other when they saw me. One of them, possibly the beer-wielding guy from the mixer the other night, sauntered over to the waterfall and started making a big show of trying to freeze the whole thing, though that seemed to pose a major challenge for him. He wasn’t able to get more than a small section of the waterfall frozen at a time, and the rushing water from above kept breaking off the frozen segments faster than he could freeze them, sending hunks of ice hurtling into the pool below. 

After a few moments of observing his humorously-futile efforts, a young woman about my age slyly snuck behind him, playfully appearing to melt the same portions he was injudiciously attempting to freeze. She and the others were stifling their laughs as he visibly got more and more frustrated. On the far side of the pool, a third guy, unbeknownst to either of them, waved his hands above his head to create a huge wave that rose out of the water, hovered for a moment, then savagely crashed right over their heads, thoroughly drenching the both of them. The woman let out a high-pitched shriek and the guy – was his name John? I tried to remember – shot him a look of pure daggers. 

Eileen chuckled. “If Terramancers are the chemistry geeks of the Elementalist school cafeteria, Hydromancers are definitely the jocks.” 

I wonder what that would make a lone Pentamancer? I thought somberly. The school outcast? 

Eileen glanced at her watch again. “I’m not sure what’s keeping Savannah, but since you’re meeting Ori later, would you like me to just ask him to bring the training schedule to you?” 

“Yes, please,” I answered a little too hastily. I then added politely, “That would be really great, thank you.” 

I tucked the notepad Eileen had given me into my pocket, fully intending to thoroughly review the notes that evening. Terramancy was indeed a fascinating discipline. 

“Tomorrow night is Trivia Night,” Eileen casually mentioned as we started for the exit. “It’s usually based on Elementalist factoids and histories through the ages, which can be pretty interesting, though I will openly confess that my team tends to focus more on the pitchers of beer and less on the trivia.” 

I glanced over at her as we walked. Her platinum blonde hair bobbed lightly as she strolled across the arena in her bright green converse sneakers. I really did like her – she was approachable and easygoing, not pretentious or superficial like Savannah. I couldn’t help but wonder: if the higher-ups were keeping secrets from me, surely they wouldn’t openly disclose that fact to all the members? Could I really hold an entire organization of five-thousand people accountable for their leaders’ actions? 

Life would be a little less lonely if you would sometimes allow people to be innocent until proven guilty, a small voice in my head prompted. 

“Trivia night sounds like a lot of fun,” I answered truthfully. “As long as you don’t mind a rookie like me on your team.” 

“We’d love to have you as the rookie member on our team, as long as you don’t mind a bunch of rambunctious drunks on yours!” 

That incited a genuine laugh from me. 

Maybe there will be some small perks to selling my soul after all, I mused. 





Chapter 25 




Several hours later, I pulled into the empty parking lot outside the trailhead where Ori had asked me to meet him, after quickly Googling the directions on Evelyn’s computer… and taking a short three-hour nap on her couch. 

Damn, I forgot to get her mail, I chided myself as I took off my helmet, shaking out my hair. I’ll have to go back later. 

I glanced up at the darkening sky above. Just as Ori had said, angry dark rainclouds were indeed rolling in. I could smell the storm brewing. 

“Ma nish, Aspen!” came a deep voice behind me. I whipped around. Ori was stepping out of the forest near the trailhead post, the front of his charcoal-gray t-shirt damp from sweat. 

“Ori, hey!” I answered, regarding his muddy hiking boots. “Finishing up a hike?” 

“We don’t have mountains like these in Tel Aviv,” he smiled, taking a quick swig from a water bottle, then replacing it in his backpack. “If I’m going to be here for a while, I might as well admire the views!” He took his phone from his pocket to show me a square, sepia-toned photo of a placid mountain lake he had just snapped. 

“It’s nice, but what’s with the brown tint?” I asked. 

“It’s an Instagram filter,” he replied. “Don’t you Insta – Oh my god, is that your bike?” he asked eagerly, cutting himself off. 

“Yeah, sure is,” I answered proudly. “I literally can’t go anywhere without it.” 

He laughed. “Wow. Beautiful, rides a motorcycle, and witty too! Maybe I shouldn’t complain so much about having to leave my cat behind to train you.” 

I felt myself blush. Above us, thunder rumbled. 

“So, you’re stuck here entirely on my account?” I asked, skirting around his compliment. 

“Yes, it is entirely your fault,” he replied, clearly not one to mince his words. He was bent over, fumbling to pull some thick rubber gloves from his backpack. “I really can’t complain though – if I wasn’t here, I’d be back on active reserve duty.” He yanked a tightly-stuffed red rubber jacket out of his pack. “My commander in the IDF is an official in the Tel Aviv Chapter though, so at least getting my absence authorized was no problem. Just a disclaimer, I’m not the strongest Electromancer in the world, just a solid Level Two, but it’s not exactly easy to track down Level-Three Electromancers at a moment’s notice…” 

Suddenly, a streak of white lightning seared across the dark sky above us. A moment later, thunder rumbled. 

“Ah!” he said excitedly, rubbing his hands together. “It’s time! Here, quickly. I know it’s not exactly fashionable but as a total beginner out here you should wear it, at least initially. Take off your leather jacket first, the zipper is metal.” He thrust the thick rubber gloves and the red rubber jacket at me. “These are insulated to protect you from being electrocuted. Make sure the Velcro is fastened all the way up to your neck,” he said. “And put the gloves on over your jacket cuffs. Are your boot soles rubber?” he asked, kneeling down to examine my black riding boots. 

“I think so,” I answered, fumbling with the jacket’s Velcro collar. I felt like an idiot. He poked the bottoms of my boots, satisfied. “Are you wearing any metal?” 

I hesitated before answering. “I’m wearing a necklace, but I really never take it off…” 

“There will come a point in the future where we use metal to attract and focus Electricity, but tonight is not that night. For now, just tuck it in the pocket of your leather jacket, and leave them both with your bike.” 

Begrudgingly, I unclasped my necklace and did as he asked. 

“It’s more or less overkill,” he said as I came back, then helped me slip on the gloves, “since you seem to be able to control Electricity quite cleverly, but Lightning does sometimes have a mind of its own, so I’d rather you be safe than electrocuted.” I raised my eyebrows at his unsettling candor, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Oh, I almost forgot,” he added, rising to retrieve a pair of plastic safety glasses from his pack. “There can be danger of injury to the eyes or face from electric arcs, or from flying objects resulting from electrical explosions.” 

I tentatively reached out to take them and set them gingerly on my face. He pulled out a second pair from his pack and did the same. Lastly, he pulled out a white hard hat from his ever-accommodating Mary Poppins bag and set it snugly on my head. 

“At the very least, insulated gloves really should have been provided at your assessment, but I don’t think anyone actually expected you to handle the Van de Graaf generator as skillfully as you did,” Ori explained. “They’ve since changed the safety requirements at your chapter for beginner Electromancy assessments.” His mouth turned up into a slightly-mischievous smirk. 

Lightning cracked across the sky again and it started to drizzle. Thunder boomed as the storm grew closer. 

“Okay!” Ori’s voice grew louder as the rain started to fall harder. “Take a moment to ground yourself – if you’ll forgive the pun. Relax your mind and feel the air around you. It’s ionized with potential.” 

I did as Ori instructed and took a deep breath. I could in fact feel the ionized air around me. It felt almost – excited. Lightning flashed above me and a loud clap of thunder vibrated under my feet. 

“During a lightning storm, the electrical fields in the clouds become very strong,” Ori shouted from beside me, “They cause the surrounding air to become separated into positive ions and electrons. This ionization means that the electrons and positive ions are farther apart than before and are now free to move about far more easily than usual… There!” he cried, as lightning arced across the sky, leaving a bright purple remnant in its wake. “Look at those flux lines! The step leader – the bolt of lightning that reaches the earth first, that is – provides a conductive path between the cloud and the ground. If you trace the origins of the strikes closely, you can actually predict the subsequent branches of lightning and draw them toward you!” 

I don’t know whether it was Ori’s enthusiasm, or the charge in the air around me, but in that moment, I felt energized. I remembered how elated I had felt in the arena yesterday, when I stood in front of the generator, drawing Lightning from the spark. Something about wielding Electricity leaves you feeling high, reckless even. Its raw, untapped energy is, well… electrifying. 

Right above us, a huge bolt of lightning tore from a cloud, igniting the underside in neon-purple light. I could feel the plasma in the electrified air; I could see the clear path of conduction forged between the earth and sky. 

“Call it, Aspen!” Ori shouted. “Bring it to you!” 

Without thinking, I reached my hand to the sky and beckoned for the lightning to come to me. Every nerve in my body was tingling with Electricity. My hair floated lightly around my head as though I were standing underwater. 

The arc of Lightning shot from the cloud, splintering across the sky as it hurtled straight toward me. My eyes widened like a deer caught in the headlights as I suddenly realized what I’d done. Screaming, I hurled myself away from the bolt of Lightning as everything around me bleached away into brilliant, blinding whiteness. 





Chapter 26 




“That… was… PHENOMENAL!” Ori whooped, pumping his fist in elation. I stared up at him from the wet ground, aghast. 

“You just pulled the lightning straight out of the sky!” he was yelling, though the sound of rain was fast diminishing as the fat drops slowed to a gentle drizzle. “I cannot – I just… Gaahh! YES!” He was rapidly punching his fists at an imaginary punching bag. “And on your FIRST try!” 

I sat up on the wet ground, uncertainly taking in my surroundings. Nothing was singed or burnt. My body was still thankfully in one piece. 

“What just happened?” I asked, my voice cracking slightly. 

“You called the lightning to you all on your own,” Ori answered, breathing heavily. “It was so cool! I almost wasn’t ready to deflect it, you caught me so off-guard.” He shook his head wildly, sending drops of rain flying. “It took me three months and two trips to the hospital to successfully manipulate a naturally-occurring bolt of lightning. Gah! This deserves a toast!” 

He practically skipped as he raced over to his bag, then dropped smoothly on both knees to rummage through it. A moment later he pulled out a big bottle of clear liquid, holding it up triumphantly with one fist over his head. He jogged back over to me with a big grin plastered on his face. 

“I brought this just in case, but I really didn’t think we’d be drinking it,” he panted as he dropped beside me on the ground, pouring the contents of the bottle into two small paper cups. He offered me one as he stretched his legs out in front of him, flaunting his blatant disregard for the wet, muddy grass. I dumped my thick rubber gloves on the ground, then took the cup from him, cautiously taking a sniff. The liquid looked like water but smelled something fierce. 

“To you, Aspen, my first student to snatch the lightning straight out of the clouds on her first try!” 

He raised his paper goblet to me in a toast, then threw his head back and drank the entire contents of his cup in one gulp. After a split-second of hesitation, I did the same. The caustic liquid burned my throat all the way down to my stomach and tasted like lemon-soaked black licorice. I fell into a fit of coughing. 

“What was that?” I spattered. “Citrus-flavored gasoline?” 

Ori grinned at me impishly. 

“That, my dear, was arak! Would you like some more?” 

I regarded the churning sky, the swollen bellies of purple storm clouds that were still flickering with remnant electricity inside. It fully dawned on me then that I had very nearly just been electrocuted. 

“Yeah,” I croaked out weakly. “I’ll take another.” 

*** 

An hour later, I was back at Evelyn’s house, towel-drying my wet hair using one of her floral pink hand towels from the guest bathroom. Every single light in the living room and kitchen was on, and I was basking in their bright electric light, happy to be free of kerosene lanterns for the evening. Humming cheerfully, I slung the damp towel over my shoulder, carefully setting what was about to be an ultra-gooey muenster cheese sandwich atop Evelyn’s countertop panini maker, then poured myself a mug of chamomile tea as the sandwich toasted. 

The storm had cleared, and I appreciatively watched a crimson sunset peak beneath the fleeting clouds through Evelyn’s kitchen window as I took a hot sip of tea. 

Even though I was hell-bent on getting the information I needed before my official initiation – and preferably before electrifying myself to a crisp on a high mountain hilltop – I couldn’t help but imagine my life if I did allow the Asterian Order to provide me with proper paperwork, a bank account, and a $4,000 stipend every month. I’d fill my house with lamps, dozens of them, and they’d always be on. I’d have a huge, cold refrigerator stocked with fresh vegetables and muenster cheese, a full freezer packed with ice cream sandwiches, and a hot-water shower, which I’d stand under for hours. And I’d have a radio with huge speakers that played loudly enough to fill the house with music at all times. Maybe even a big-screen TV, I mused, with a video game console and a Netflix account… 

I immediately thought of Aiden then, and my stomach knotted up tightly. 

I shouldn’t have left so abruptly, I thought ruefully. And I shouldn’t be ignoring him. If anything, he’s been a good friend to me. 

The cell phone he had given me was still at my house, so I made up my mind and grabbed Evelyn’s cordless phone, which was hanging on the wall in the kitchen. I punched in his number as I stepped outside to get the mail. 

The line rang and rang. No answer. 

I sighed, removing the small pile of letters from the mailbox outside her porch, then headed back inside to drop them on the kitchen table. I slumped down into one of the kitchen chairs, sullenly pushing the envelopes around the table in idle circles. Cable bill, addressed to one Evelyn Messner. Water bill, to be paid by Ms. Evelyn Messner. Platinum credit card, limited-time, special offer for Ms. Evelyn Messner. I felt grateful, in that moment, that I never received any mail. 

I looked back at the phone in my other hand disparagingly, then dialed Aiden’s number again. I idly toyed with a brown envelope as Aiden’s line continued ringing. Colorado Department of Local Affairs – Division of Property Taxation. 

“Hi, you’ve reached Aiden. Please leave me a message.” Beep. 

“Uh, hi Aiden, it’s Aspen,” I began anxiously. “Listen, I – I just wanted to tell you that I’m really sorry for rushing out the other night…” I trailed off, glancing down at the brown letter I was absentmindedly fingering as I spoke. 

My heart stopped mid-beat. The cordless phone slipped through my fingers and clattered noisily on the linoleum. 

I grabbed the envelope with both hands, holding it close to my face to gape at the address window: 

Ms. Evelyn Fulman (Messner). 

Fulman? Hands shaking, I tore the envelope open, giving zero thought to the federal offense I was committing. 




Dear Ms. Fulman, 

Thank you for your call to my office on Thursday, April 12 requesting form 2018 COLORADO PROPERTY TAX/RENT/HEAT REBATE APPLICATION. I have provided two copies herein. 

As we discussed at length, single Colorado residents ages 65 and older, whose total income is less than $12,313 (not including savings accounts, interest, and bonds), are eligible for a property tax rebate. 

As we also discussed, since your husband, Donald Fulman, is deceased but still listed on both deeds (422 Juniper Court and 516 Evergreen Drive), please be sure to note that on the submission. You will need to submit two separate forms, one for each of your two properties… 




I had to stop reading then. 516 Evergreen Drive was my address. My head was swimming along with the entire kitchen, which felt as though the walls were spinning around me. Clamping my hands on the table to steady myself, I vaguely registered a burning smell. My breaths came in short, shallow gasps; my vision became unfocused and blurry as the gnawing realization dawned on me. 

Evelyn Fulman. 

Donald Fulman. 

Elizabeth and David Fulman. 

Is Evelyn related to my parents? To me? 

A shrill, ear-piercing sound tore me from my stupor as the smoke alarm above me began screeching. I whipped around just in time to witness the grilled cheese sandwich I had deserted on the electric panini maker erupt into flames, quickly filling the kitchen with dense, black smoke. 

Snapped from my momentary stupor, I bolted out of my chair and quickly unplugged the machine, then dumped the closest liquid within reach onto the flames: my mostly untouched mug of tea. Once the fire was extinguished and my grilled cheese sandwich was reduced to black, soggy ashes, I yanked the damp towel from my shoulder and began fanning at the angrily beeping smoke detector above me. Eventually, it ceased its racket. 

I sat on the floor heavily, still clenching the pink embroidered hand towel, dazed and in shock. I remained there on the cold, unforgiving linoleum for several minutes, punch-drunk from the stupefying grip of an existential crisis. 

After about five excruciating minutes had passed, I abruptly stood up, then marched over to Evelyn’s computer in the corner of the living room, catching my shin on her low coffee table on the way. Still muttering curses, I logged onto her AOL account using the same password I had set her up with before, and composed a new email to her own email address. I don’t remember the exact words I wrote, as those initial moments after finding that letter are rather blurry to me, but the all-caps, typo-ridden email went something like this: 




Dear Evelyn Messner, 

Or should I say Evelyn Fulman? Fulman?? 

Whoever you are, perhaps you can let Ms. Fulman know that there’s a person here named Rowan Fulman who’s just dying to know who this total stranger is who just happens to share her last name and is also conveniently paying her cabin’s property taxes? You know, that same cabin that’s apparently owned by Donald and Evelyn Fulman? 

Thanks ever so much, 

Aspen a.k.a. Rowan (But you probably knew that long before I did, didn’t you??) 




I logged off her computer, not sure whether she would even see my email while traveling, then stormed out of her house, leaving the torn-open envelope on her kitchen table. I must have ridden home like a bat out of hell, because I stomped into my house only a few minutes later. I threw my helmet on the couch, then chucked two large logs from the pile outside into the fireplace. 

Snatching the box of matches from the mantle, I scraped a match on the side of the box, hurling it into the fireplace. I glowered at the match as it flew, focusing on the flame until it grew into a softball-sized Fireball. It crash-landed on the logs, sending a plume of sparks flying out of the fireplace and bouncing onto the floor. I barely noticed. I tore off my red hoodie, leaving just the white tank top beneath, and headed into the kitchen, where I nearly flung a cabinet door off its hinges grabbing the bottle of chardonnay I had bought in town Sunday afternoon. I unscrewed the twist-off top – this was by no means a fancy bottle of wine – and drank straight from the bottle. It was sour and warm; I nearly spit it out. 

I concentrated on the liquid in the bottle, cooling the lukewarm wine until it was refrigerator-cold, then took another long swig. 

Better. 

I walked back to my – or was it Evelyn’s? – ugly couch and collapsed onto the old, saggy cushions, sinking into them dejectedly. My motorcycle helmet dug uncomfortably into my leg, but I didn’t move it. 

I thought back to the first time I had ever met Evelyn – at least, the first time I had met her that I knew of. It was mid-February, just a day or so after I had woken up in the cabin. I was just outside the house collecting branches and twigs from the ground, anything I could find to throw into the fireplace for some warmth. While rummaging through the strange house, I had found a wad of cash (along with matches, batteries, and a phone book) in an end-table drawer the day before, about $1,600. But at that point I was too nervous to find my way to the nearest town for things like food or firewood. I was still wandering about in a fog; my thoughts were jumbled and incoherent, making everything all the more frightening and overwhelming. 

When I heard a car pull up the gravel driveway behind me, my first reaction was terror. I whipped around at the sound, half-expecting to be attacked. But upon seeing a smiling elderly woman step out of the car in her long wool jacket and bright yellow scarf, I relaxed a little. 

“Hello there!” she called as she ambled up the driveway. “I was just passing by and saw you out here. I don’t remember seeing anyone living here for some time so I wanted to pop over and say hi. I’m Evelyn. I live just a few miles up the road,” she said, pointing towards the hills above the cabin. 

“Oh… hi,” I stammered. She glanced at my grubby white sweatshirt and torn jeans, made even dirtier from crouching in the dirt collecting branches. 

“Are you here alone?” she asked gently, concern touching her voice. 

I nodded. 

“I see… Well, I don’t mean to intrude, but I have this huge pot roast I made earlier, expecting company, but they’ve cancelled last-minute and now I’m just not sure what to do with all the extra food. Would you mind terribly if I brought some over in a little bit, so it doesn’t all go to waste?” 

I wrestled with a brief moment of paranoia, but in the end my empty stomach won out. 

“Thanks,” I nodded eagerly. “That’s really nice of you.” 

“What’s your name, dear?” she asked. 

“A-Aspen,” I answered, hoping it didn’t sound too odd. 

Her mouth tightened for the tiniest moment before she smiled and extended a hand. “Aspen. What a lovely name. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

I took her hand to shake it. 

“Your hands are like ice!” she exclaimed. “You know what? I have an extra pair of mittens lying around the house that I never use. I’ll grab those as well when I come back later with the pot roast.” 

“Th-thanks.” 

Distracted, she turned to go, then stopped to look back at me. “I’m so glad you’re in the neighborhood, Aspen. I’ll be back in an hour or so with the pot roast. Thank you so much again for taking it off my hands.” 

The fire popped, snapping me back to the present. I took another huge gulp of wine, grimacing at the memory. At the time, I had just assumed she was a kindly neighbor who took pity on me in my pathetic-looking state; how lost and bewildered I must have looked that day. Now, looking back, all I could feel in that moment was cynicism and paranoia. What did she know about me the day we met? Had we already met before that day? Had she been keeping secrets about my past from me all this time? 

A loud knock sounded at the door, causing me to spill wine on my white tank top. I glanced at the bottle, vaguely realizing its contents were already half-gone. My first drunken thought was that the person at the door was Evelyn, back early from Europe. I quickly bounded to the door, wine bottle still in hand, and flung it open. It wasn’t Evelyn. 

“Aiden!” I cried, flinging my arms around him. 

His eyes briefly widened in alarm as I sprung forward, but he returned the hug, tightly. We remained like that for a long moment. 

God, he smells so good. 

“Aspen, are you okay?” he finally asked, taking a step back to look at me. “I’ve sent you an embarrassing number of messages trying to explain everything.” I sheepishly glanced over at the table with the phone resting on it. I hadn’t read any of them. “You didn’t show up to class tonight, which I completely understand, but was still sorry to see. Then, after class was over, I got your voicemail, but it just cut off mid-sentence. I tried calling you back on the number you called from, but I kept getting Evelyn’s answering machine.” Even from the dark of the porch, I could see he was genuinely concerned. 

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t look at my phone last night, and I sort of left it at home today.” I took a deep breath, unsteady from the wine. “It’s been a day. Um, would you like to come in?” 

He nodded, taking off his jacket as he entered. Immediately, I thought back to my dream about him and blushed. 

Get it together, I scolded myself. 

We headed to the couch and he took a seat next to me, turning to face me as he spoke. His face was very close to mine. I took a sharp intake of breath. 

“Aspen, before we talk about anything, I just want to tell you how sorry I am that I hurt your feelings the other night—” 

I shook my head quickly, cutting him off. “Aiden, you have nothing to apologize for. I’m the one who should be sorry. You said yourself that Savannah got you drunk first, which is pretty awful, so I’m extra sorry for that… and you know what? I don’t have the right to judge you or tell you what to do, anyway.” He looked as though he wanted to say something then, but I continued. 

“I shouldn’t have walked out on you like that. I embarrassed myself on our first date, not to mention I missed out on the chocolate cupcakes…” 

“Date?” Aiden asked. 

The blood drained from my face as my eyes widened in mortification. “Oh god, I totally misread that…” I started to stammer. 

Aiden laughed. “No! That’s not it at all. I’m glad you called it a date. I was also hoping we could call it that, but when it ended so abruptly…” He trailed off for a moment, his mouth pressing into a thin line, then simply finished by saying, “…I just thought I had ruined things.” 

I shook my head again. “Nope! The ruiner of things would be me,” I said, taking another drink from the depleting wine bottle. 

He frowned slightly. “What happened today?” 

“Well, it all started with Eileen, one of my trainers, telling me that some Terramancers can turn coal to diamonds, which is pretty cool… I guess the Order struck gold there! Or, well, diamonds – I wonder if anyone in the Order can make gold?” I mused out loud, forgetting my train of thought. 

“That’s troubling,” Aiden remarked. “Their long-term vision has always been limited by lack of funding; member dues and donations can only take them so far. You’ll have to tell me more about that later.” 

I nodded. “Let’s see… and then I went outside with Ori, another trainer – he’s this really funny Electromancer from Israel, they made him move here for a while to teach me about Lightning stuff – anyway, he took me to the mountains to play with Electricity during the storm…” Aiden’s eyebrow arched, but he said nothing. “And then I almost electrocuted us when I pulled the lightning out of the sky, but he blocked it just in time, and then he wanted to celebrate and gave me this weird-tasting alcohol…” For a moment, Aiden’s look of surprise devolved into something resembling a glower, but he quickly smoothed his face again before talking. 

“I’m sorry – you pulled Lightning out of the sky?” 

“Uh-huh. Ori was like, ‘Aspen! Call the lightning!’ and so I called it, and it came, but then I didn’t know what to do with it and I almost died… And after that I went to Evelyn’s house to make grilled cheese and check her mail, and I almost caught the kitchen on fire…” 

Aiden gently took my hand in his, patting it softly. The skin on his hands was warm and smooth. 

“That’s not even the worst part,” I lamented. “When I got her mail, one of the envelopes said ‘Evelyn Fulman’, and I’m pretty sure the letter inside stated that she and her late husband used to-slash-still own this house.” 

Aiden’s jaw dropped. “Wait… Wait. Your neighbor, the one who’s in Europe with Robert – the one you’ve told me about – her last name is Fulman? And you were never aware of that?” 

I shook my head dejectedly. “She’s always gone by Evelyn Messner. Even Strauss called her that.” 

I laid my head on Aiden’s shoulder. He continued to hold my hand as he reached his other arm around my shoulder and stroked my hair gently. 

“You think she’s related to you and your family?” he asked softly. I nodded into his shoulder. “Why would she keep that from you, I wonder?” 

“I have no idea.” I tilted my face to look at him. His brown eyes were so beautiful. I traced my finger along his cheek. “I shouldn’t have left the other night...” 

“Why is that?” he asked softly. 

“Because a first date is supposed to end in a kiss,” I whispered, millimeters from his lips. 

Aiden gently entwined his fingers in my hair, cradling the back of my head, then leaned forward, pressing his parted lips to mine. His lips were soft, his breath was sweet and warm. I stifled a gasp – I felt as though every nerve ending in my body had become electrified; in that moment, I could only be grateful that there were no lightbulbs in the vicinity. After a breathtaking moment, he pulled away, only enough to break the kiss. He gently rested his forehead against mine. My heart was racing out of my chest. 

“There is nothing in this world I would rather do than kiss you right now, Aspen,” he murmured, tracing a tender finger over my parted lips. “But you’ve been drinking. It wouldn’t be right to keep going.” 

I pulled back to meet his eyes. I must have looked crestfallen, because his face abruptly fell. 

“Let me take you out tomorrow night?” he asked, his warm, brown eyes alight. “No wine. Apart from that, we’ll do whatever you’d like. And we’ll absolutely end the date with a kiss, unless you change your mind by then.” He smiled, his eyes twinkling in the firelight. I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“So, what would you like to do tomorrow evening?” Aiden asked. 

“I’d like to break into the Order’s Fourth-Floor filing room,” I answered, completely serious. “They’re hiding some files in there that I’d like to read.” 





Chapter 27 




Aiden blinked, clearly caught off-guard by my reply. “I was hoping you’d say something along the lines of tapas and a movie, but I suppose breaking into the highest security clearance area at the Machiavellian cult I’ve been actively avoiding for several years sounds fun, too.” 

“It’s going to be really romantic,” I nodded, yawning. 

“Right… Well, a massive hangover won’t do you much good tomorrow, Agent Ninety-Nine. Let’s get you to bed,” Aiden said, rising from the couch. He extended a hand and I gratefully took it, teetering awkwardly as I stood. 

“I really need to fix this floor,” I murmured. “It’s not supposed to roll under your feet like that…” 

“Here – make yourself useful and hold this, please.” Aiden gently pushed me back down on the couch, then handed me a kerosene lantern. I took it with both hands and set it on my lap obediently. He waved his hand casually and a small yellow spark floated from the fireplace, like a tiny firefly, landing on the wick of the lantern. It glimmered gently to life. I beamed up at Aiden over the orange glow of the lantern in my hands. 

“What else can a Level-Three Pyromancer do?” 

He leaned over, easily scooping me into his arms. I was too tired to protest. 

“I’ll show you sometime,” he said, kissing my forehead as he carried me into the bedroom. 

He carefully laid me in my bed, taking the lantern from me to place on the nightstand. I inelegantly took off my pants, then tossed them to the floor. As I did so, I noticed Aiden intently examining something on the ceiling. 

“What can I get for you before I go?” he asked, coming over to tuck the sheets around my shoulders. My face fell. 

“Would you stay?” I asked meekly. He hesitated. “Please?” 

Aiden sighed. I pulled back the sheet and motioned for him to come next to me. He still didn’t move. 

“I won’t take advantage of you, I promise,” I tried to smile innocently. “Please just stay with me tonight?” 

He chuckled softly. “You’re a dangerous woman, Aspen. I find it extremely difficult to say no to you.” He took off his shoes and unbuttoned his shirt, leaving on a tight, white t-shirt underneath. He also left on his jeans. I stifled a sigh but knew I was in no place to object. Aiden crawled into bed next to me, opening his arms for me to come over. I nuzzled against his warm chest and he wrapped his arms around me, which, I noted groggily, were surprisingly muscular for a professor. As he stroked my hair softly, I pressed my face against his neck and took a deep breath; his scent was better than anything I had ever smelled. He kissed the top of my head gently and I knew that no dream could have ever been as good as that moment. 

*** 

I awoke to a knock on the bedroom door as Aiden stepped into the room with a mug and plate. Confused, I looked at the clock: 8:45 a.m. My eyes widened; I couldn’t remember the last time I had slept in that late. I quickly sat up in bed as he walked over, which made my head throb dully. 

“Good morning,” he smiled, sitting on the edge of the bed. He looked a little tired. “I brought you ibuprofen, a granola bar, some cashews, and quite possibly the most revolting coffee I’ve ever tried in my life. No matter how hot I made the water, I couldn’t get the instant coffee powder to dissolve.” He set the plate and mug down on the nightstand. “May I bring you a French press and ground coffee beans the next time I spend the night?” 

My heart skipped a beat at the thought of him spending the night again. Despite my throbbing head, I nodded and smiled. 

“That would be wonderful,” I said, reaching for the ibuprofen. I took it with a sip of bitter, chalky coffee, wincing at the taste. Aiden certainly wasn’t wrong about that. 

“On second thought, perhaps you could spend the night at my place instead, where I can bring you bacon, eggs, and a buttered English muffin? And perhaps a multivitamin, since you don’t seem to eat enough vegetables.” He winked. “I noticed your pantry was lamentably lacking in kale.” 

“Evelyn always tells me the same thing,” I said, then immediately grimaced. I felt a heavy brick appear in my stomach the moment I said it. 

“I wrote Robert last night,” Aiden said, seeing my bleak expression. 

“You did?” I asked, looking up. 

“You fell asleep so fast, but I still had a lot on my mind…” He cleared his throat but didn’t clarify. “Anyway, I sent him an email essentially saying that you urgently needed to talk to Evelyn about a strange name you saw on a piece of her mail. I hope that was sufficiently vague enough? I didn’t want to air anything you might not have wanted me to share.” 

I smiled, touched by the gesture. “Thank you – that was perfect. I did write her a pretty hasty email at her place last night, right after I saw the letter, but I doubt she’ll see it. More than anything, I really just need to talk to her.” 

“He hasn’t gotten back to me yet, but I’ll let you know as soon as he does… You mentioned wanting to stage a break-in last night. Is that still something you want to attempt?” 

I hesitated. “It is still something I want to do… But it was selfish of me to ask you to be my accomplice. I know you’re doing everything you can to avoid that place.” 

Aiden shook his head. “If you go, Aspen, I go. Besides, I wouldn’t mind taking a peek at one or two of the files in there, myself.” 

I took his hand in mine. 

“Thank you for coming over last night, and for staying with me.” I looked down again, slightly embarrassed. “I’m sorry you had to see me like that.” 

“There’s nowhere I would have rather been,” he said, squeezing my hand gently. “Now, can I take you out to breakfast for some real food?” 

I looked at the clock, biting my lip. 

“After I finished Electromancy lessons last night, Ori gave me a training schedule that Savannah made for me. It says I have Auromancy training today at ten a.m. I’d gladly skip it, but she made it clear that I have to adhere to the schedule as part of our agreement…” 

“Agreement?” Aiden asked, frowning slightly. 

I sighed. “When they told me I couldn’t work at the restaurant anymore, they also said they’d be giving me a stipend to join the Chapter. Four thousand dollars a month.” Aiden gave a low whistle. “I didn’t want to take the bribe, but I wouldn’t be able to afford to eat otherwise. Anyway, the terms – which I realize are basically puppet strings attached to all my joints – were made pretty clear. I’m worried that if I bail on training, they’ll send Strauss to take me to the arena himself.” I shuddered slightly. 

“Let me ask you this, Aspen,” Aiden said, still clasping my hand in his. “Let’s say we go in tonight, we find the information you’re looking for… Then what?” 

Replying took more effort than it should have. 

“Then… I take that information and leave without telling them I’m going. Wherever my parents are – I’ll go there. I’ll do whatever it takes to find them, to find the truth.” 

I swallowed tightly. I realized just then that for all the times I had considered what I’d do once I had the information on my family, there was one complication that I hadn’t taken into account: leaving him. 

“I’ll go with you,” Aiden said softly, as though reading my mind. My breath caught in my throat. 

“You would do that?” I asked in disbelief. 

“I would. I already figured that would be your answer. Robert will be back next weekend to teach the class. I have unused paid time off. The only person whose sign-off I would need is his, and he’ll be glad to let me go. In seeking out answers for you, I might also be able to collect further data on the Asterian Order.” He shrugged. “So, I’ll be able to stay near you while also contributing to our research. Seems like a win-win all around.” He smiled tightly. 

I flung my arms around him, pulling away after a moment to gaze into his eyes. 

“Thank you,” I whispered, kissing him gently on the lips. 

Aiden wrapped his hands around my waist, pulling me close to him, then kissed me deeply. Every nerve in my body was electrified. For a moment, I knew his thoughts and he knew mine, and for that brief moment, everything in the world was right. 





Chapter 28 




“Auromancy isn’t some showy or extravagant sport, like Pyromancy or, god forbid, Electromancy,” Jo barked at me from inside the Auromantic chamber. She was a big woman in her late fifties; her blue plaid sleeves were rolled up past her thick forearms, displaying a triangular purple Auromantic tattoo. Her frizzy red hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, her yellow safety glasses sat high on the wide bridge of her nose. 

“No offense,” she remembered to add. 

“None taken.” I watched the rest of the arena through the purple-tinted plexiglass, though nothing interesting was happening out there, either. Other than two women setting up a Bunsen burner in the Pyromancy quadrant, and a worker on a cherry picker re-plastering the charred ceiling above the Electromancy triangle, the rest of the arena was empty. 

“But it sure as hell is the most advantageous of the Elemental disciplines,” Jo continued. “You’ll see Auromancers out on fallow crop fields usin’ Wind to spread seeds and mix the nutrients in the dirt, or transferrin’ solar energy usin’ air currents, or even sailin’ across the open ocean without wastin’ a drop of fuel – who needs diesel when you have a constant air stream, am-I-right? –Hell!” she barked, not really paying attention to whether I was listening or not, “I know this one Auromantic adrenaline junkie who paraglides off cliffs and buildings for sport, never havin’ to worry about the wind changin’ directions on him outta the blue. For his next trick, he tells me he’s gonna jump out of an airplane without a parachute. Ha! Show me any old Water-monger who can fly, will ya!” 

She laughed loudly then, slapping her thigh. 

I skipped out on a hot breakfast with Aiden for this? I crinkled my nose glumly. 

“Now, Savannah tells me that you’re already out there, makin’ tornadoes and knockin’ over trucks. Atta girl! Just make sure ol’ Tom knows first, so ya don’t get Mr. Strauss ridin’ up on your ass. I tell ya, that man’ll get his laced panties tied in a bunch if you even use just the tiniest bit of Wind to, say, knock your ex-husband’s front yard oak tree down on his stupid, rusty old truck. How would anybody’ve even known it was Auromancy, huh? Like we can’t get the occasional sudden windstorm in Eastern Colorado…” 

I could’ve ordered bacon, extra crispy… A Belgian waffle with maple syrup… 

Jo’s sharp voice snapped me out of my mouth-watering food fantasy. 

“You with me, girl?” her voice cracked like a whip. 

I nodded quickly. 

“Now, as I was sayin’, since you’re already out there makin’ tornadoes and what-have-you, I was thinkin’ for today’s lesson we’d focus a bit more on your control an’ precision. Now, I rolled in this real special doohickey that one of the other instructors came up with – real brainy, that lady was.” She gestured to a contraption in the middle of the walled-in triangle that looked like a cross between a clothes line and a protracted windchime. Seven long, silver metal cylinders, each about three inches in diameter, hung half a foot from one another, dangling from a rope that was suspended about six feet in the air by two poles. The poles themselves were fixed to a wooden platform with four wheels. 

“It was a pain in the ass rollin’ this thing across the grass, but it’ll be worth it by the end of the lesson,” Jo said, leading me over to the far-left side of the windchime apparatus. 

“What do you call this?” I asked, curiously regarding the suspended metal pipes. They were all cut in varying lengths, arranged from shortest, on the left, to tallest, on my right; like a large-scale panpipe. I gently touched the pipe closest to me. The metal was cool and smooth. 

“I like to call it the auro-monica, but the name hasn’t caught on with the others yet,” Jo said, shrugging. “Mostly we just call them Wind Pipes.” She pushed one of the pipes closest to us. As it swung, a pendulum inside hit the interior of the metal tube, releasing a long, resonating note. “You know how to play Mary Had a Little Lamb, don’t you?” She pushed on three of the chimes to show me, calling out the notes as they rang out. 

“E, D, C, D, E, E, E – got it?” 

I nodded, though I was thoroughly confused. 

“Good! Well today’s lesson will be you playing those notes perfectly, using only the wind to push the chimes, one at a time… and you can’t go home ‘til the notes are perfect.” 

I stared at her like she was crazy. “O…kay,” I answered slowly. “That can’t be that hard.” 

“Yep, that’s what they all say,” she grinned widely. 

*** 

Two hours later, I left the Auromantic chamber with my hair a tangled mess, dead leaves and twigs sticking out in all directions, and a worse headache than before. I felt near-manic, too, still hearing those same three notes pealing again and again in my head. Jo was right about one thing – that lesson had to have been the hardest, most frustrating one yet. If I never had to hear “Mary Had a Little Lamb” again, it would be far too soon. I shook my head to try to clear both the horrible tune from my brain and the twigs stuck in my hair. 

“Hey Aspen!” Eileen called from the Terramantic triangle. Two young boys, about the age of ten, were milling about behind her. One was setting rocks down on the ground in a line, while the other was kneeling in front of them, breaking the rocks one at a time with his mind. 

That’s pretty cool, I thought admiringly. 

“What, uh… what happened to you?” she asked as she approached, surveying the dead leaves and detritus in my hair. I spit out a piece of leaf that was stuck to my lip. 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I muttered. 

“Jo?” 

“Jo.” 

“Say no more – I’ve heard the horror stories. You coming to trivia tonight? I convinced Ori to be on the team, too! It was pretty easy, once I mentioned you might be there.” She grinned. 

I hesitated. I really did like Eileen; Ori seemed like a pretty good guy, too. 

“I had already made plans for tonight,” I said, the regret in my voice authentic. “Can I take a raincheck?” 

“Ori’s gonna be so bummed,” Eileen pouted teasingly. “Here, take my number,” she said, pulling out a small notebook identical to the one she had given me yesterday. She saw me looking and laughed. “You caught me – I have dozens of these lying around. Anyway, here,” she tore off a piece of paper and gave it to me. “Let me know if you want to hang out sometime.” 

I took the paper and carefully folded it before putting it in my jacket pocket. 

“I’d really like that,” I tried to smile warmly. 

If I haven’t fled the state by then. 





Chapter 29 




At 8:30 that night, I sat in a rickety wooden chair beside the living room window that overlooks the aspen grove at the front of the house, waiting to hear from Aiden. The house was dark inside and the silver light from the full moon illuminated the trees, making the aspens’ stark black markings even more apparent against their snow-white bark. No matter how many times I regarded those trees, the markings would always remind me of ominous black eyes; the same eyes that silently watched me the first day I awoke, alone in the house. 

Beside me on the table, the phone buzzed. I picked it up to look at Aiden’s message. 

Just about ready over here. All set? 

Yep. I’ll meet you at the coffee shop in 15. 

Slipping on my black leather jacket, I stepped outside into the cool, clear night. I was greeted by a cacophony of crickets as I jogged over to my bike on the side of the house. As I strapped on my helmet, I suddenly felt nervous. 

What if the files aren’t there? And if they are, will they say something terrible? Like my family just didn’t want me anymore? Or worse, I gulped, what if they don’t tell me anything useful at all? …Then all of this will have been for nothing. 

I shook my head, trying to clear the clamor of my own thoughts. Focusing on one moment at a time – an exercise I had years ago adopted when my anxiety flared up – I straddled my bike, then kicked off into the darkness, the bike’s singular white headlight narrowly illuminating the tree-lined road ahead. I flipped open the face guard to breathe in the crisp night air, then leaned forward as the bike accelerated towards town. My only hope, the only thing I would worry about that evening, was to find answers… and I was determined to get them. 

When I got to the café – the same café where Aiden had first told me what we were – I parked my bike around the back, then headed for the parking lot, my helmet safely tucked under my arm. I saw the headlights of Aiden’s Jeep turning into the lot then, so I jogged the rest of the way to his car. 

“Lovely evening for a break-in,” Aiden greeted me as I slid into the passenger seat. 

“Perhaps when we’re done, we can make a quick pit stop to rob a bank?” I suggested as I buckled my seatbelt. 

“Right after we hotwire a couple of expensive cars,” Aiden said, pulling the stick-shift into reverse. I watched somewhat enviously. As far as I was aware, I didn’t know how to drive a stick. But then again, I had never tried. 

“How are you feeling?” he asked as we pulled onto the main road towards the highway. 

“Nervous,” I admitted. 

“About what we’re going to do, or about what we might find?” 

“Both.” 

We drove in silence for a few minutes then. A song was faintly coming through the car’s speakers. I leaned forward to turn up the radio. It was some sort of hard rock song; the singer had a rough, gravelly voice that crowed over a cool-sounding guitar riff. 

“Sorry,” Aiden raised his voice over the music. “My taste in music is fairly eclectic. Feel free to change it to whatever you’d like.” 

“I think it’s good,” I said, turning it up louder. Aiden glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. He looked surprised. Perhaps a little amused, too. The singer’s voice belted through the speakers. 

Another change is coming 

A separation from defiant 

To self-reliant baby 

I feel the weather breaking 

It's turning rain into fire 

To take it higher baby 

With blind eyes open wide… 

I'm seeing it! 

“Appropriate song,” I mused when it was over, turning the radio back down. “I like it.” 

Aiden chuckled. “She’s a Godsmack fan! Who would’ve guessed?” 

“I should go buy a compact CD player with part of my Asterian bribe money. Those are battery-operated, right? Do you think Godsmack still makes CDs?” 

Aiden laughed. Loudly. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Aspen, but despite the fact that I’ve got nearly seven years on you, sometimes you make me feel like the younger one in this relationship.” I could feel myself blush – but I had to admit, he did make a valid point. “I haven’t frequented a Sam Goody’s in years but if there’s still one in existence, we’ll find it and go, okay?” 

“Could we also head to the electronics store to pick up a Betamax video player?” 

Aiden hesitated, seemingly unsure about whether I was joking or not. 

“Oh, come on, I’m not that behind the times,” I laughed, accidentally letting out a loud snort. Mortified, I abruptly stopped mid-snort and consequently started coughing, which only made Aiden burst into laughter. 

“Can you try to be a little less funny while I’m going seventy on the highway on-ramp?” he managed to gasp between laughs. 

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry for being hilarious,” I apologized, my voice solemn. 

He snickered and was quiet for a moment before he spoke up again. “On a more serious note, if you don’t mind, what exactly is the plan for breaking into the records room? I seriously doubt they’ll just re-use the same entry code throughout the building.” 

“Don’t worry, I have that covered.” I replied confidently. 

Aiden frowned slightly. “And if we’re caught?” 

I shrugged. “Savannah never explicitly said that the Fourth Floor was off limits to me. If we’re caught, I’ll just play dumb and apologize profusely.” Aiden glanced over at me doubtfully, but said nothing more. 

After fifteen more minutes of nervous banter and a handful of corny jokes to lighten the mood, we arrived at Pierce Street, parking under a streetlight across the street from the old brick building. My palms were sweaty. 

“Are you absolutely sure you want to come with me?” I asked abruptly as Aiden was opening his door to get out of the car. He turned around to give me a serious look. I was biting my lip, nervously. 

“Aspen, I spent my entire adolescence and young adult life thinking that this… Community… was some sort of haven. But then I saw things – things that disturbed me; things that made me wonder what their actual motive in this world is. Worse, at the time, I saw my family splinter apart as their priorities became less about each other and more about the Asterian Order. So yes, I’m more than sure. It’s time I stop avoiding this place and start getting some answers of my own,” he replied. 

“About your family?” I asked. 

“That, and a few other things,” he answered cryptically, getting out of the car. 

I frowned slightly, then followed suit, quietly shutting the car door behind me. 

The streetlight above the gate was out, so Aiden used his phone as a flashlight while I keyed in the six-digit entry code. The gate swung open, creaking slightly. Looking up, I could see some thin slivers of light peeking through heavy drapes on the ground level and first floor, but the rest of the windows looked completely dark. We headed down the long narrow sidewalk to the front door, where I pressed my magnetic badge against the card receiver. The door clicked open and we stepped inside. The bright lights in the lobby were still on, along with the marble fountain, which was shooting decorative arcs of water across a blue, glittering pool. 

“I’ll never understand the deliberate pretentiousness of this organization,” Aiden muttered quietly, regarding the marble columns and floors. 

“I think trivia night might still be going on upstairs,” I whispered. “Let’s get to the stairs before someone sees us here. I’m really not in the mood for more beer-related party tricks.” 

Aiden paused to give me a quizzical look, but quickly fell into step next to me as I headed for the corridor with the elevators. Just past them was the door to the stairwell; I pushed open the heavy door with my shoulder and we hurried inside. Our footsteps thudded on the concrete steps as we headed up to the fourth floor. My heart was racing, though only partially from the exercise. I snuck a glance over at Aiden; he looked tense. When we got to the steel door of the records room, he turned to look at me expectantly. 

I pressed my hand against the electronic keypad to the right of the door; I could feel a mild electrical current buzzing behind the box under my palm. I concentrated on the current, focusing all my nervous energy on it. It grew lively beneath my hand, energetic and animated; the fluorescent light above me fluttered. As I narrowed my eyes in concentration, the current surged with power – I yanked my hand away just in time as the keypad sizzled and threw bright, hot sparks, leaving the plaster wall around the outside of it singed and smoking. 

“Well, that was… effective,” Aiden blinked. 

I took out my plastic security card and slid it between the door and the metal frame, trying to catch the latch. After a moment, it caught, and I swung the handle down triumphantly. 

“They really should beef up their security measures,” I muttered drily, reaching to pull open the door. Before I could, Aiden put a hand on my arm. 

“Aspen,” he said softly, “before we go in there, I just want to say…” He faltered for a moment, searching for words. I reached my hand up to touch his cheek. He clasped my wrist, kissing the inside of it. My already-racing heart skipped a beat. 

“Whatever happens, whatever you find in there… Just remember, everything is going to be okay,” he finished, pressing his lips against the inside of my wrist once more. I took a step towards him and stood on my toes, wrapping my arms around his neck. He gently took my face in his hands, then leaned down to kiss me deeply. My knees nearly buckled from the sensation of his soft, warm lips pressing against mine. Without warning, the fluorescent light above us surged brightly, then burst, casting that section of the stairwell in darkness. 

“Oops,” I murmured softly against his lips. 

“We really need to stop meeting under fluorescent lights,” he whispered back. I quickly kissed him again, then took a deep breath and turned to pull the handle. The entire fourth floor was dark, save for two buzzing green exit signs behind us and above a door in front of us. Aiden turned on the flashlight on his phone again and shone it across the wide, open room. 

There were three dark offices on the left side of the floor; the doors were shut and the blinds on all the windows were pulled down. The rest of the three walls were completely covered by black, floor-to-ceiling filing cabinets. There had to have been hundreds of drawers, I realized bleakly. But there, in the center of the large room, was a small computer, sitting atop a plain, white desk. 

I strode over to it and moved the mouse, waking up the screen. A simple search bar appeared on an otherwise-blue background. Aiden walked over to quietly stand behind me as I typed “F-U-L-M-A-N” into the search bar, then clicked the magnifying glass beside it. The search bar disappeared as a new window popped up, displaying the number “87”. 

“That must be the drawer the file is kept in,” Aiden whispered behind me. I nodded, heading to the wall in front of us. He remained at the desk, holding up his flashlight for me so I could see. A single lightbulb was dangling by a chain in front of that section of file drawers, so I clicked it on, casting the area in a dim yellow light. I scanned the white numbers, tracing my fingers across the fronts of the drawers, while Aiden dropped the beam of light to the desk and began typing something into the computer behind me. 

84…85…86…My fingers stopped on the handle of a drawer near the ground. Kneeling in front of it, I hesitated. My heart was racing faster than it ever had before. I took a few deep breaths, then slowly pulled the drawer open; there were a dozen or so files inside. Behind me, Aiden was striding across the room to open a different file drawer a few yards away. I heard the click of a lightbulb over to my right. Resting on my knees, I quickly thumbed through the files in the open drawer in front of me. Foster… Foye… Fuentes… Fujiwara… My breath caught in my throat. 

Fulman. 

Hands shaking, I carefully removed the thick black file and sat on the ground as I opened it. My eyes quickly scanned the first page under the dim light of the single incandescent lightbulb hanging above me. 




Fulman, David (H/III) – Flagged, See Supplemental File(s) 

Date of Birth: December 9, 1966 

Place of Birth: richmond, va 

Abilities: Hydromancer, Level III 

Spouse: Elizabeth (A/III, El/III) Fulman (Flagged, See file) 

Known Children: Rowan (π/?) Fulman (Flagged, See file) 

Parents: Katherine (T/II) Fulman, Deceased 1983 (See file); Donald (P/III) Fulman, Deceased 2010 (See file) 

Occupation: officer, class III - Security and Containment Division: D.C. 

Home Chapter: Washington, D.C. 




I felt faint at the onslaught of information; I reminded myself to breathe as I hurriedly flipped the page over to read my father’s supplemental file. To my right, I heard Aiden shuffling through papers of his own. Mesmerized by the information in my hand, I hastily continued reading. 




Supplemental Notes – Summary Page 

- David Fulman was gainfully employed in the D.C. chapter from 1987-2000. After several years in a supporting role, he was promoted to officer in 1993; attained Class-III classification and highest security clearance on June 10, 1998. Exemplary record; no history of disciplinary actions throughout employment history. 

- On August 6, 2000, David and his wife, Elizabeth (also stationed as high-clearance in the D.C. S&C division - see accompanying file) abruptly abandoned their posts without notice and left the state (unauthorized) with their child, Rowan, age six (suspected Polymantic abilities - see accompanying file). 

- A detailed search, headed by D.C. S&C Division Head, Terrance (Terry) Lawson (P/III, A/II), was conducted. Special containment units were deployed, given the nature of the Fulmans’ security clearances; however, the investigation yielded no satisfactory leads and would continue to remain cold despite ongoing, active inquests. 

- On January 11, 2014, David and his wife were rumored to have been sighted in Sacramento, CA, however multiple attempts to track them down were unsuccessful. Undercover units were sent to nearby state and private colleges in an attempt to find the daughter, who may have been enrolled close by. 

- They resurfaced again in Sacramento on February 2, 2015 after a tip was provided by family friend and S&C Officer (I), Edward (Ted) Nichols (P/II, T/II). By executive command, five procurement units were deployed within the hour. 

- One week later, on February 9, 2015, David and Elizabeth were eventually tracked down in Denver, CO after being apprehended by local Chapter officials. A peaceful confrontation was attempted after a local task force was deployed to their location, however their public resistance resulted in the need for critical measures. During the subsequent interrogation, it was determined that their daughter, Rowan, aged 20 at the time, had undergone unauthorized neuro-electrocution, which was wittingly administered by her mother, Elizabeth. 

- Rowan remained undetected until she was traced to a remote cabin in the county of Jefferson County, CO; listed as owned by Donald (P/III) and Evelyn (--) Fulman. Due to the fully-repressed nature of Rowan’s, a.k.a. Aspen’s, prior memories and abilities, she was flagged as ‘Do Not Contact’ and put under passive watch; however, on April 5, 2018, she was positively identified as using unauthorized Auromantic abilities against a non-Elemental civilian. Recruitment efforts as of April 6 are underway, headed by Savannah Clarke, Regional Aggregator. Special attention is being paid to Rowan’s Elemental abilities, which have been previously-noted as above-average and likely-Polymantic. 

- David Fulman is currently presumed deceased (see accompanying interrogation records). Rowan’s only other known surviving (non-biological) relative is her deceased grandfather’s wife, Evelyn, a non-Elementalist who is also currently under passive watch. 




I let the thick file drop to the floor. My heart felt as though it had stopped in my chest. The world itself was crumbling beneath me. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t even fully piece together the information I had just read; it was just too much to comprehend in that moment. Vaguely, I registered the sound of Aiden’s voice coming from the other side of the room, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying. The only sound I could hear was a shrill, high-pitched ringing in my ears. 

“Aspen!” Aiden whispered frantically, crouching in front of me. He was shaking my shoulders. My eyes slowly rolled up to meet his. “I heard footsteps from the stairwell, someone’s coming. We have—” 

Just then, his sentence was cut off by the sound of the stairwell door banging open. 





Chapter 30 




The room’s harsh yellow ceiling lights flicked on. 

“Aspen, dear, you must be lost,” I heard Savannah remark, her high-pitched voice dripping with saccharine as she entered the room. “Trivia night is being held on the first floor.” 

I didn’t look at her; I couldn’t reply. I could only stare down at the floor, completely numb. 

“Aiden Lawson!” she exclaimed. “How nice to see you again! I always knew you would come pay me another visit after our last… meeting.” I didn’t have to look at her to recognize the insinuation in her voice. My fists tightened reflexively in my lap. 

“Hello again, Aspen.” The smooth voice of Tom Richardson, the chapter’s Head of Security and Containment, was what made me raise my head. He greeted me pleasantly as he entered the room behind Savannah. “What a nice surprise, seeing you again so soon. Though I had hoped that meeting would be under less… illicit circumstances.” 

“Nonsense, Tom,” Savannah smiled at me brightly as she spoke. Behind them, Mr. Strauss had quietly and ominously entered the room. He stood in the shadow of the doorway, stiffly clasping his hands in front of him. My anger seethed even more when I saw his smug, pasty face. “I’m sure Aspen didn’t mean anything by coming up here. This was just a bit of a misunderstanding, I think. Isn’t that right, dear?” Her eyes fell on the black folder on the floor in front of me. The plaster smile on her face wavered ever-so-slightly. 

“My name isn’t Aspen. It’s Rowan,” I replied darkly, my eyes falling back to the file in front of me. 

“What was that?” Savannah asked, taking a step closer to hear me. 

“I said… my name…is Rowan,” I forced through gritted teeth. My eyes raised to meet hers. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?” 

She faltered for a moment. 

I continued. “And that special task force you said you’d create to find my parents?” I said, rising from the floor. “Well that must be one hell of a task force, since my parents are dead!” I spat the last few words at her. The lights in the ceiling surged brightly, then quickly dimmed again. Next to me, I could hear Aiden’s sharp intake of breath. 

Savannah glanced first at the lights in the ceiling, and then at Tom. “Aspen, I’m not sure I understand exactly what you mean…” she began docilely. 

“Oh, cut the bullshit, Savannah,” Aiden cut in swiftly, “and tell her the truth.” 

“Well, I suppose you’d know all about the truth, Aiden, since I believe it was your father who led the search to hunt them down,” Savannah shot back. “But I’m sure you already told Aspen – I’m sorry, Rowan – all about that, haven’t you?” 

Mechanically, I turned around to face Aiden. “What is she talking about?” 

He held his hands up in front of him. “Aspen, I swear, I had no idea until—” 

“Oh, come now,” Savannah cut in sharply. “You mean to tell me that you never told her that it was your father who led the search to find them? That he spent fifteen years trying to track them down after they betrayed the people who gave them everything?” Savannah turned toward me. “Asp – Rowan,” she quickly amended as her face contorted into a pleading look. “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I should have – you’re right – and I take full responsibility for that. I just wanted to make sure that I had all the details straight before I shared them with you, knowing what a sensitive discussion it would be. I was only trying to protect you.” 

She bent down to the floor to retrieve the file at my feet, then rose to face me, clutching the black file in her perfectly-manicured hand. In her five-inch stiletto heels, she was several inches taller than me. I tilted my head back to meet her piercing green eyes, clenching my fists as we faced each other. My palms were cold and clammy as a frantic voice in my head urged me to leave as fast as I could. But I needed answers first, the ones Savannah was protectively gripping in her hand. 

“The truth is, Rowan, your parents were fine, loyal people who achieved very high ranks within the Asterian Order. They were stationed in the Washington D.C. Chapter when you were born and were highly, highly regarded by the entire Community there. But then one day, out of nowhere, they fled the state with you in tow. You were very young at the time, about six years old. At first, the division there just wanted to find the three of you, to make sure you were safe. There were some in the Community who worried about your parents’ deteriorating state of mind…” 

Tom and Strauss stood silently by the doorway as she spoke. I couldn’t see Aiden, who was standing behind me. I wanted to reach for him, to ask him a million questions, but I was frozen in place as Savannah spoke. 

“The search for them continued for years, but your parents had gone off the grid completely and were nowhere to be found. It was devastating for everyone – their coworkers, neighbors, and longtime friends – who only wanted to know that the three of you were okay.” 

I stared at Savannah warily, then briefly eyed the file in her hand. Her grip on it seemed to tighten in response. Was she actually telling me the truth? Or was this just another game? I couldn’t decide; my thoughts were so muddled, I could only stand there dumbly and listen. 

“In 2014, Aiden’s father, Terry, was the lead officer in the Security and Containment Unit at the time. He received a tip from a friend of your parents. Their friend seemed deeply concerned about the entire family, but in particular he was worried about your well-being, Rowan.” She glanced over my head at Aiden. “I’m sure you remember this, since you were working with your father in D.C. at the time.” He muttered something in response that I couldn’t hear. Savannah smirked. “Regardless, it took about a week before Terry eventually tracked your parents down right here in Denver – though you, Rowan, were nowhere to be found. I’m afraid your parents were in a worse mental state than the Order had previously feared; they refused to tell us where you were and publicly attacked the team performing the welfare check. At that point, we all feared for the worst, and it appears we were right to be concerned about you…” 

Savannah sighed, dramatically closing her eyes to shut out what appeared to be a bad memory. 

“I’m afraid your mother did something unforgivable to you, Rowan. She used her Empathic Electromantic abilities and…” She took a deep, shaky breath, as though her next words were almost too much to bear. “She, with your father’s encouragement, erased every single one of your memories about your past, your family, and your abilities… then left you completely alone to fend for yourself. The interrogation team pried and pried, but frankly we have no idea why she would do something so horrific to you. We would have come to your aid so much sooner if we could have only found you – if she had only told us where to find you. It wasn’t until you set off that tornado that we even knew where to look.” 

My chest felt as though my ribcage was constricting around my lungs. My thoughts were flying around my mind at a hundred miles an hour. I heard her words, but I couldn’t comprehend what Savannah was saying. 

“We tried everything we could to try to persuade them to tell us where you were, Rowan… In the end, your parents became violent and out of control. When they fled the facility, the only choice we had was to suppress them before more people got hurt…” 

Savannah’s voice was drowned out by more loud ringing in my ears; the black filing drawers were spinning around me and no matter how I tried, I couldn’t force air into my compressed lungs. I sank to the floor in a crouch, squeezing my eyes shut and pressing my hands over my ears, trying to block out the noise. 

I felt a hand on my shoulder and flinched, thinking it was Savannah. But when I forced my eyes open, it was Aiden’s face in front of me. 

“Don’t listen to her, Aspen,” he said to me softly. “It’s in her interest to keep you on her side.” 

“Did you know?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper. 

He shook his head firmly. “I swear I didn’t. She’s trying to manipulate you.” 

Savannah laughed then. “Oh Aiden… What a fine show of hypocrisy you’ve given us the displeasure of witnessing. It was your father who gave the final order to use force on the Fulmans, but I’m the bad guy here?” 

Aiden turned around to scowl at Savannah. “I don’t know exactly what happened three years ago – but I do know that you’re obviously sick, trying to use this girl’s grief to your advantage. She’s not your pawn.” 

She glared at his back as he turned around to face me again. “And what exactly is she to you, Aiden? Some sort of consolation that you’re not the bad man your daddy is?” 

He grimaced. “Come on, Aspen. Let’s just take your family’s file and get out of here,” he said, helping me to my feet. He held his hand out to Savannah to take the folder. 

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Tom said, stepping forward to stand beside Savannah. “You see, there are a few… problems… with your proposed scenario. For one, that file is Asterian property, and so I cannot allow either of you to leave with it. Furthermore, Mr. Lawson, since you are no longer a member of the Asterian Order, we therefore cannot permit you to leave with the information you’ve gathered tonight. Frankly, Ms. Fulman, you have broken a major rule by bringing a non-member into this building without obtaining prior authorization.” 

“I’d like to point out that, from the look of it,” Mr. Strauss added coolly, stepping forward to stand on the other side of Savannah, “they have damaged Asterian property in their attempt to forcefully break into this room.” 

“Thank you, Mitch,” Tom replied, his icy, gray eyes locked on mine. “Now, there’s an easy way to do this, and a hard way,” he continued, not breaking eye contact with me. “Savannah, perhaps you could inform them of the easy way?” 

“Certainly, Tom.” Savannah said, her cold eyes starkly contrasting with her pleasant smile. “The easy way is this: we simply initiate you both tonight. Aiden, you were already initiated in 2003, so we’ll only need you to renew the contracts you completed then, as well as unequivocally reaffirming to our officers your pledged allegiance to the Community. Aspen, your initiation will be slightly more involved, but it’s certainly something we can finalize before dawn.” 

I stared at the three of them mutely, the ringing in my ears finally dissipating again. 

“If you do that, we’ll be happy to overlook this unfortunate incident. Furthermore, Rowan, whatever questions you have about your family, I swear to you, we’ll get you the answers.” Her eyes flicked to Aiden. “I’m sure your father would be thrilled to hear you’ve finally re-enlisted.” She smiled at us serenely. Beside me, I could feel Aiden stiffen. I worked for a moment to find my voice. 

“And if we don’t?” I managed to croak out. “If we refuse to join?” 

“Then I’m afraid we’ll have to go about things the hard way,” Tom interjected, his voice steady and calm as always. Beside him, Savannah took an imploring step forward to entreat me once more. 

“Rowan, I want you to know how much I care about your well-being. I know you must be mentally exhausted from what you’ve heard tonight. I’m so sorry about that. Please accept my condolences for your parents. I’m sure you feel devastated about them, but we can be your family now. Anything you need, we’ll take care of it from now on. Please say you’ll join tonight? It will be the best decision you’ve ever made. I swear that to you.” 

She extended a hand. I regarded it for a moment, then trained my eyes back to her overly-powdered face. 

“Thanks for the invite, but I’d rather not join the same cult that also murdered my parents. I hope you’ll understand.” I started to walk past her, but Tom and Strauss moved to block my path. 

“We would like to leave,” Aiden told them, his voice firm. “You can’t keep us here against our will.” The corners of Savannah’s lips curved upward. 

“Oh, Aiden…” Savannah said in a sultry voice, approaching him so her face was only inches from his, “I think you’ll find we can.” 





Chapter 31 




Without another word, the three of them ushered us out the other door on the fourth floor, which led to the elevators. Strauss was walking so closely behind me, I could smell his hot, sour breath. I glanced over at Aiden, who was looking at me. Tom had a firm hand on his shoulder. 

“It’s going to be okay,” Aiden whispered to me softly as they marshaled us into the elevator. 

I managed a slight nod in return. This is all my fault, I thought, panic rising in my chest. If something happens to him tonight, it’s because of me. 

As we shuffled into the elevator, Savannah held up her security card to the keypad and hit the button for the basement. My heart sank along with the elevator as we descended down to the building’s massive indoor arena. A few moments later, the five of us were walking down the hallway wordlessly. The sound of our shoes briskly thudding on the tiled floor mimicked my racing pulse. When we arrived at the steel security door to the arena, I glanced at Savannah to see if she was going to offer any explanation. She was turned away from me, however, swiftly punching the code into the door’s keypad. The buzzer sounded and three seconds later we entered. The large tinted halide lights on the ceiling were turned off; the only light came from the building’s courtyard lamps and the silver moonlight filtering through the skylights above. The dim light reflected from the mirrors embedded in the ceiling, casting the entire cavern in shadows, making the normally-inviting arena look strange and ominous. 

Savannah strode across the field and over to the Hydromantic triangle. Behind Aiden and me, Tom and Strauss prodded us to follow her. Her dark silhouette stopped in front of the black, still water of the pool. The waterfall was shut off, but the damp rocks on the wall behind her glistened faintly from the light of the small lamps above. 

“I find it strange…” Savannah said, turning toward us as she spoke. Her dimly-lit face looked menacing, shrouded by the darkness of the arena. “…that your father was a Level-Three Hydromancer, Rowan, but you claim to have no Hydromantic talent whatsoever.” 

I pressed my lips together and said nothing as she approached me. The cloying floral smell of her perfume filled my nose, nearly making me gag. I took a step back and nearly stepped on Strauss, who was standing only inches behind me. 

“One of the primary reasons we discourage fraternizing with non-Elementalists,” she said softly, her face uncomfortably close to mine, “is to ensure that parents endowed with Elemental skills produce offspring who typically mirror, or even surpass, their parents’ abilities.” She took a step back, surveying me with her arms crossed. 

“And yet here we are – a Level-Three Polymancer with a powerful Hydromantic father – insisting she can’t manipulate Water.” She started pacing in front of us, an eager predator surveying its prey. When she stopped in front of me again, she put her finger to her lips thoughtfully as she spoke. “I confess, it would be in my best interest if you admitted to having Hydromantic abilities, Rowan. My primary job is to find the organization more recruits… The stronger the recruit, the better I am rewarded. I won’t hide that fact from you. But you know what? It’s also in your best interest to be honest with me… Because the stronger you prove yourself to be, the better the Order will reward you as well.” 

She put her face so close to mine then, I honestly thought she was going to kiss me. I let out a small gasp as I stumbled backward, but I had nowhere to go. Strauss had me pinned in front of him. Aiden took a step forward as though he might shove her away from me, but Tom roughly pulled him back. 

“I think I know what you are, Rowan,” she whispered softly. “I think we both know. And if you would just admit it, the two of us could ascend so far in the ranks, we would be near the very top of the Asterian pyramid.” I grimaced, trying to turn my face away from hers. “I know you don’t like me, Rowan, I could see it plainly written on your face from the first day we met – but I promise you, having me on your side is the best thing you could do for yourself. Together, you and I could stoke the fire that’s already started worldwide. The Asterian Order won’t be hiding in the shadows for much longer. You grieve your parents? Soon, you won’t think twice about them. Because in just a few years’ time, there won’t be a single person in this world who won’t know your name.” 

She stared at me hungrily, her feral green eyes boring into mine. Abruptly, she leaned forward, her scarlet-painted lips parting to press against mine. I let out a small cry, the noise muffled against her mouth. 

“Get off her!” Aiden yelled, lunging forward. For a moment, I thought he might tackle her to the ground, but Tom swiftly jerked Aiden’s left arm behind his back. Aiden gasped in pain. Savannah snickered into my mouth then, carnally pinning my lower lip between her teeth as she pulled away. My hand shot to my mouth reflexively. There was blood inside my lip. 

“So, what do you say, sweetheart? How about we cut the bullshit, as Aiden suggested earlier, and start being honest with each other?” She stepped back, tightly crossing her arms across her chest. “Now… can you manipulate Water or not?” 

I glared at her wordlessly. 

“Leave her alone Savannah, or I swear to God, I’ll…” Aiden sputtered. 

“You’ll what?” Her voice shot out like a low growl as she turned to face him. She raised her head towards Tom and Strauss in a quick motion. Before I knew what was happening, they had each taken one of Aiden’s arms and began dragging him over to the pond. I lurched forward to follow, but the ground beneath my feet suddenly shook violently, bringing me painfully to my knees. Every time I tried to stand, the ground shuddered again. Savannah was laughing. Helplessly, I watched as Strauss shoved Aiden to his knees near the ledge of the pool. Tom was forcefully holding his arms behind his back; Aiden’s face was inches from the water. 

“I’m not going to ask you again, Rowan,” Savannah barked at me. “Are you a Hydromancer or not?” 

“Don’t answer her, Aspen!” Aiden yelled from across the quadrant. “She’s bluffing, she knows she can’t do anything to us.” 

“Oh, can’t I?” Savannah replied. “Tom, if you wouldn’t mind…?” 

Tom nodded, then swiftly plunged Aiden’s head underwater. 

“Stop!” I cried out. I quickly tried to stand again, but Savannah knocked me back down with a wave of her hand. Aiden’s head was fully submerged; as he struggled to break free from the two men, I could see dark bubbles rising in the water. “You’ll kill him!” I screamed. “Stop it!” 

Savannah turned to look at me coldly. “Then save him. If you don’t do something, he’ll drown.” 

The men held Aiden down forcefully as he wrestled against them. I cried out again, stumbling to my feet. Before I could take a step, the ground lurched beneath me and I slammed to the ground. My entire body was throbbing. 

“Aiden!” I yelled. Tears began pouring down my face as I crawled, struggling to reach him on all fours. Just ahead of me, the ground split open, blocking my path. 

I looked up frantically. Aiden’s movements were weakening; he was running out of time. 

“You’re killing him, Rowan,” Savannah’s voice was cool and composed. 

I knew what I had to do. As impossible as it was, I tried not to think of Aiden then, to instead concentrate only on the pool of water. I had never moved Water before; only heated and cooled small quantities of it. I tried to picture the Hydromancer from the other day, the one who made the wave rise from the pond to douse his friends. Balancing on my hands and knees, I gritted my teeth, extending my open hand toward the water. My entire body was shaking with pain and terror and rage. 

Please. I willed the water with all my heart as my outstretched arm trembled with effort. Please! 

The pond water began sloshing. At first, I couldn’t tell if it was from Aiden’s final, fleeting struggles, or from something I had done. I gritted my teeth so hard they hurt; small, growing waves began forming as the surging water spilled over the sides of the pool. Aiden’s body was slumped over, unmoving. I clenched my outstretched hand into a fist slammed it on the ground, screaming. My voice echoed through the arena like a wounded animal. 

The water swelled and heaved, rising up from the pool like a tidal wave. Strauss and Tom let go of Aiden and started taking long, stumbling strides backwards and away from the tottering wave. As the swell rose, the water below receded. To my profound relief, Aiden’s face was no longer submerged, but his eyes were closed and his body was deathly still. 

I stood then, feet spread, hands raised high over my head. The ground beneath me remained still. The wave towered above the half-drained pool of water, and hot, dense steam began rising from the top of the wave as I heated it. Strauss must have realized what I was doing, because he immediately tore at Tom’s sleeve, motioning for him to run. Tom quickly got the message and started sprinting away from the pool, right on Strauss’ heels. But I was faster. 

I flung my arms towards them, sending the near-boiling wave of Water hurtling in their direction. It crashed into them, knocking them to the floor. Both men were screaming as the scalding water carried them across the grass, finally depositing them onto the rough black asphalt of the Pyromancy quadrant, where they remained on the ground, moaning and writhing in agony. Savannah and I locked eyes for half a second. I shot her a vicious look and her hands instinctively went up in a capitulating gesture. 

Without hesitating a second longer, I jumped over the wide chasm in the ground in front of me, then tore across the grass towards the half-empty pond. I collapsed next to Aiden, jerking him away from the mouth of the pool, grunting as I heaved him onto his back. He wasn’t breathing. 

I leaned down and blew air into his mouth as I pinched his nose shut. I don’t know how I knew to do that, but in that moment, I didn’t think; I only did as my reflexes swiftly instructed. I lifted my head to place an ear over his mouth. He still wasn’t breathing. 

Please! You have to come back to me! 

Lacing my fingers tightly, I overlaid my hands on his chest, then started pumping. I felt something crack as I pushed down, but I forced myself to keep going. A few moments later, I stopped to blow more air in his mouth. 

Aiden coughed suddenly, sputtering water, and I quickly rolled him towards me on his side. He coughed up mouthfuls of liquid, then gasped for breath. 

“Aiden!” I cried, flinging my arms around him. He sat up shakily, clutching my arms to his chest. 

“I thought I’d lost you,” I sobbed into his neck. 

“It’s okay,” he said softly, stroking my hair. “I’m okay.” 

“You see?” Savannah said gleefully as she sauntered toward us. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” So much for capitulation; that too had clearly just been a ruse. 

Aiden clambered to his feet, holding his chest as he stood between Savannah and me. 

“When I say run,” he murmured softly to me, “You run, you understand me?” 

“You see what I mean by easy versus hard?” she smiled tauntingly as she approached us. “Now, I’m sure you’ll be much more willing to answer my next questions without any objection. Right?” 

Aiden slipped his hand into his pocket and I caught a glint of something metallic in his fist. 

“Savannah, that’s enough,” he warned. “Let us go right now, or things are going to get uglier.” 

Savannah laughed. “I really don’t think you’re in any position to make demands right now.” 

To our right, Tom had managed to grab a radio from his jacket pocket and was calling for back-up. His face was badly bloodied. Strauss remained unmoving on the ground. 

“Get ready,” Aiden whispered so only I could hear. I glanced down again. The object in his hand was his silver lighter. 

“RUN!” he yelled. 

As I stumbled away, an enormous plume of Fire erupted from his hand, rocketing toward Savannah like a geyser of flames. She screamed, holding her hands in front of her face to shield herself from the explosive force. Even from yards away, I could feel the searing heat from the flames burning my exposed face and hands. The entire arena was bathed in bright, dancing orange light. I quickly made my way to the door, stopping to check that Aiden was following close behind. 

Tom stood shakily on his feet then, the red glow from the fire danced across his bloody face; his expression was one of pure, cold fury. 

“Aiden, watch out!” I yelled, but it was too late. Gusts of Wind tore through the cavern as Tom swiftly manipulated the air from the vents. The Windstorm lapped up the towering flames, whipping them into a twenty-foot fiery tornado that began spinning in frenetic circles like a top. My eyes widened in horror as I watched the spiraling inferno tear across the grass, leaving a wide, fiery path of scorched earth in its wake. 

It was heading straight for Aiden. 
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Aiden didn’t have time to react – but I did. Planting my feet firmly on the ground, my hands shot out in front of me as I willed the blazing cyclone away from him. It hovered in the air, flames spinning, pivoted at the center of the triangle between Aiden, Savannah and Tom. For a fleeting moment, my eyes locked onto Aiden’s; he nodded at me in understanding. 

I abruptly halted the wind, momentarily leaving only a towering plume of Fire, ripe for Aiden to draw from. 

“Hey Savannah!” I called from the other side of the arena. “Catch!” 

I flung a jet of Fire straight towards her, just as Aiden did the same to Tom. Both flung themselves to the ground; I heard their screams but didn’t stop to survey the damage we had inflicted. Frankly, I didn’t really want to know. I raced toward Aiden, grabbing onto his arm as I got to him. On either side of us, long black scorch lines tore across the ground of the arena in opposite directions. 

“Come on!” I cried, pulling his arm toward the exit. 

Just then, the stone door on the back of the Hydromancy wall swung open, and a dozen men in black uniforms piled out. They looked like some sort of police SWAT team, except the backs of their dark jackets were printed with white five-pointed stars, with the letters ‘S&C’ printed inside the pentagon. 

A man with a black helmet and visor stepped forward. “Hands up! If you resist, we will use force!” 

“No!” Savannah yelled from the ground behind us. “Don’t hurt the girl!” She stumbled to her feet, clutching the left side of her face. “Do whatever you need with him, but do not – I repeat, DO NOT – harm her.” 

Two men roughly grabbed Aiden on either side while the rest watched me warily. In the scuffle, I watched the silver glint of his lighter drop to the ground next to him. 

“Make sure he’s contained,” Savannah directed, her voice authoritative and hoarse. “And take this one,” she nodded towards me, “directly to my office. I’ll need six escorts. Mitch and Tom need to be taken to the medical center immediately.” She pointed to the two men lying on the ground. Strauss was moaning as he stirred. 

Aiden’s eyes met mine. I nodded once. Deftly, he kicked the lighter to me, sending it clattering across the asphalt. Before anyone could react, I quickly scooped it up, flicked it alight, then coaxed the flame into a basketball-sized Fireball. I held it over my head between two hands. It grew larger and brighter as I stood there menacingly, the massive orb burning so hot the flames were nearly blue. The ball of Fire levitated in the air my hands, high above my head, illuminating the entire cavern in light. Savannah made a quick motion to the black-clad men to hold their positions, using her free hand. Her other hand was still protectively cupping the left side of her face. The room fell completely silent. 

“Let us go,” I threatened calmly, “Or I’ll burn this entire place to the ground.” 

“I was right,” Savannah whispered hoarsely, her green eyes flashing from the white-hot ball of Fire in my hands, “You are a Pentamancer.” 

The room erupted in gasps and feverish, hushed whispers. I didn’t falter. 

“I said, let us go. Now.” 

“I’m so sorry, Rowan, but I just can’t let you do that,” she said, holding both hands in front of her apologetically. I could see that the entire left side of her face was badly charred. Before I could reply, the ground abruptly opened up below me, and I tumbled into a deep pit, smacking my head on the asphalt as I fell. I could vaguely hear Aiden yelling my name as everything faded to black. 

*** 

I heard a woman’s voice. It sounded garbled and far-away, as though someone were talking underwater. 

“How is she?” 

“She’s stable,” came a man’s voice, slightly clearer. “She sustained a concussion and several bruises from the fall. She also has a fairly large second-degree burn across the right side of her shoulder and back. What exactly happened to her?” 

“When will she be awake?” 

A pause. “Sometime in the next hour or so. She’s on a lot of pain medicine,” he replied. “Because of that, I’ll have to insist you wait on the tattoo until tomorrow. Her blood will be too thin now.” 

“Let me know the moment she wakes up – do not speak with her, do not engage in any capacity. Just call me immediately… As for her friend, you must implement Level-Three Pyromantic procedure; keep all flames and any sources of heat away from him at all times.” 

“Yes, about your face…” 

“I’ll deal with it later. I’ve got Heads from Istanbul calling. Just give me more pills for now…” 

I drifted back into a troubled sleep. Around me, dark figures were moving in and out of my dreams. A green-eyed cobra was coiling itself around my wrist, sinking its fangs into my forearm. Aiden was calling my name, but he was trapped in the center of a dark maze and I kept coming up on dead ends. Strauss was watching me with narrowed eyes over a steaming cup of blood. 

My eyes shot open. 

I was lying in a small white room, surrounded by stainless steel medical equipment. The room was dim. A steady beep, beep, beep was sounding on the monitor beside my bed. My head was throbbing dully. The back of my right shoulder ached. My left arm was burning. I tried to sit up, but my shoulders were strapped to the gurney. I could feel my wrists and ankles were fastened as well. 

I lifted my head to survey myself; my clothes had been replaced by a light blue hospital gown. An IV was stuck in my right wrist. My eyes followed the tube to a bag of clear liquid hanging from a metal stand beside the bed. My left forearm was covered in a square of white gauze, but I couldn’t reach it to pull it off. 

An Asian man in his mid-forties entered the room, holding a clipboard. He was wearing a white lab coat and scrub cap. 

“Rowan, hello,” he greeted me softly. My entire body tensed. “My name is Dr. Steven Chen; I’m the Chief Medical Officer here.” He pulled up a chair to the bed, tossing his clipboard behind him on the counter. 

“I was at your assessment, but I got called away before we could meet… I’ve been told you had an accident during initiation tonight,” he said, his voice lowered. “However, it seems clear to me that you’ve been through some kind of trauma.” 

I glared at him openly, saying nothing. 

Dr. Chen leaned back in his chair slightly, regarding the restraining straps on my chest and wrists. He looked… upset. “I’d like to assure you that this isn’t how things are normally done in my hospital.” 

I raised a skeptical eyebrow. 

“I’m going to release you from these restraints now,” he continued, rising from his chair. “Savannah is expecting me to call her the moment you wake up, but I have some questions I’d like to ask you first. Can we have an agreement that you won’t do anything rash if I do that?” 

“Where’s Aiden?” I asked. My throat felt raw. 

“He’s recovering in a room, much like this one, on the floor below us. He is in slightly better shape than you are, with only a hairline sternal fracture and some residual fluid in his lungs. He’s extremely lucky,” he added. 

“I want to see him,” I said quickly. “I’ll answer any questions you have if you swear you’ll let me see him once we’re through.” Dr. Chen nodded, leaning forward to unclasp the leather straps on my shoulders and wrists. Immediately, I sat up, removing the ointment-covered gauze from my left forearm. There, etched deep into my skin, was the five-pointed star of the Pentamancer, encrusted by my own blood. 
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Horrified, I traced a finger over the raised black skin on my arm. I let out a choked sob as my eyes filled with tears. 

Dr. Chen was standing a few feet away, clenching his jaw in what appeared to be distress. 

“I’m so sorry,” he said after a moment. “I told them not to do it, to wait until you were awake and the pain killers were out of your system. It must have been done when I was downstairs treating your friend.” 

My shoulders shook as I tried to stifle another sob. 

“I didn’t realize the tattoo was being given against your will,” he said quietly, taking a seat in the chair beside me again. I could see him eyeing the star, a peculiar expression on his face. I laid the gauze back over it, not wanting to have to look at it. “Would you please tell me what exactly transpired tonight?” 

I don’t know why I chose to trust him just then; maybe it was the sympathetic look on his face. Maybe it was his soothing tone. But something inexplicable made me feel that I could. 

“I came here tonight to find answers about my parents,” I started, my voice shaking as I spoke. “I found out that they killed them, this Chapter. It was in my father’s file.” 

Dr. Chen’s eyes widened, but he let me continue speaking without interrupting. 

“Savannah, Tom, and Strauss found us on the fourth floor and said that Aiden and I would be forced to join the Order. When we refused and tried to leave, they took us down to the arena. They… they almost drowned him,” I choked, my voice catching in my ragged throat. “The three of them, they attacked us. I tried to get them to let us go – I even threatened them with a Fireball when they tried to hurt him. But they called in reinforcements. We were surrounded. It was Savannah who knocked me out.” 

Dr. Chen’s jaw had dropped. He raised a hand to obscure his open mouth. His other hand was clenched in a fist. 

“Can you take me to Aiden?” I pleaded, trying to blink away the tears. “I just need to know that he’s okay. It’s my fault that he’s hurt. I brought him here.” 

Dr. Chen glanced over his shoulder into the small, dark hospital. 

“Savannah is waiting for you to wake up,” he said softly, leaning towards me. “She’ll be down here to check on you any minute.” 

“Will you help me?” I whispered, leaning forward. “Will you help us leave?” 

He paused for a fraction of an instant, then exhaled heavily. “I’ve had my misgivings about certain practices occurring throughout this place for some time; tonight, you’ve confirmed that those suspicions have been vastly underestimated on my part. I’m going to let you go, but for my own sake, if you’ll forgive me, I’ll have to make it look like I tried to stop you. If Savannah comes to check in the next few minutes, I’ll stall her as long as I can for you.” 

I could only nod my thanks as hot tears spilled from my eyes. 

“Take the stairs, three doors to your left, down one floor. Aiden is in a room directly across from the second-floor stairs. Don’t linger; I won’t be able to help you if you’re discovered. The stairs will exit outside on the ground floor, on the north side of the building.” 

He rose to unclasp my ankle restraints, then came back around the bed to gently remove the IV in my wrist. He pointed to my clothes, which were piled on the table next to the hospital bed, then turned around to allow me some privacy. 

Quickly, shakily, I pulled myself out of bed and began pulling on my black pants. Dr. Chen was rummaging through a drawer behind me. I pulled my shirt on over my head, wincing as the fabric dragged across my bandaged right shoulder. A huge hole had been burned into the cotton, but I couldn’t remember from what. When I carefully shrugged into my leather jacket, that too, to my profound dismay, had a gaping hole across the right shoulder and back. 

The Fireball, I quickly realized. It must have fallen on me when I fell into the pit. 

“You were badly burned in the arena,” Dr. Chen said from behind me. I turned around and watched him place a tube atop a pile of fresh gauze. “Take this.” He handed me the gauze and the tube of burn cream. “Change the gauze twice a day. Keep the burns clean so they don’t become infected.” 

I took the small pile of supplies from him, stuffing everything into my jacket pocket. 

“It’s also imperative that you monitor your friend for pneumonia,” he cautioned. “It’s not atypical for it to develop within twenty-four hours of near-drowning.” 

“Thank you,” I whispered softly. “For everything.” 

“Long live the Pentamancer,” he murmured, gently placing his hand on my left shoulder. I noticed his eyes were red-rimmed. Somewhere outside, we heard the elevator hum to life. 

“Go! Now!” he hissed, hurrying me to the door. I took one last grateful look at him before I ran. 

Behind me, I heard the sound of medical supplies and furniture clattering to the ground from my hospital room. Then the elevator dinged. I didn’t look back as I bolted into the stairwell, clambering down the steps two at a time until I got to the doorway that lead to the second level. I shoved through the heavy door and raced across the tiled floor to the small room directly across from the stairwell. 

Aiden’s eyes had been closed, but they immediately shot open when I entered. 

“Aspen!” he cried out hoarsely. “You’re okay!” I quickly raised a finger to my lips as I hurried to unclasp his chest and wrist straps. 

“Get your ankles,” I instructed, “We don’t have much time.” 

He quickly did so as I gathered his clothes from across the room. I tossed them to him as he pulled the IV from his hand, then turned to keep an eye out from the doorway. 

“How did you escape?” he asked, pulling his shirt over his head. He had layers of bandages wrapped around his chest – to inhibit excess movement, I presumed. I heard him groan from underneath the shirt. 

“No time, we need to go,” I urged him as his head poked through the top. He nodded, pulling on his jacket. 

Aiden took my hand as we ran across the hospital floor to the stairwell. As the door clicked shut behind us, I was fairly certain I heard the ding from the elevator sound from across the floor. We bolted down the stairs, stumbling here and there from the fog of the pain killers, until we got to the ground floor. Aiden shouldered the door open and we burst outside into the cool night air. 

“They’ve probably disabled the security gate code,” Aiden whispered. “We’ll waste time if we stop to try it – we’re going to have to climb the fence.” 

I warily surveyed the ten-foot high wrought-iron fence in front of us. The wind was blowing the stooped branches of old oak trees, making them sway and snap against the top of the fence. How are we supposed to get over that? I thought disparagingly. Suddenly I heard Jo’s thunderous voice in my head. 

Show me any old Water-monger who can fly! 

“I have an idea,” I said, motioning Aiden to the fence. “On my count, jump.” 

He gave me a skeptical look but obligatorily poised his hands over his head as I did. 

“One… two… three… jump!” I cried, drawing the wind beneath us. It gathered under our feet and lifted us up, bolstering our jumps into a vault. As my hair wildly whipped around my face, I felt my hands close around the cold metal railing at the top of the fence. The raw skin on my back and shoulder protested painfully as I hoisted myself up. Beside me, Aiden was grunting in pain. 

Somehow, we managed to pull ourselves up and over the fence, then dropped to the sidewalk on the other side. My ankle stung as I landed on it awkwardly. Aiden fell on his knee, grimacing in pain. We helped each other up, then ran, limping, across the street to his car. 

As I flung open the passenger side door, the door to the building simultaneously flew open. I recognized Savannah’s curvy silhouette standing in the light of the stairwell before she was flanked on either side by about a dozen more people. Aiden saw them, too. 

He shoved the key in the ignition as the ground below us started shaking, hitting the gas pedal the instant the engine growled to life. The entire car jolted as the back tires abruptly dropped. I looked in the sideview mirror just in time to see the street behind the rear wheels of Aiden’s Jeep crumble away into a gaping abyss. 

“Aiden!” 

“I see it!” he yelled, turning a knob on the dashboard and flooring the gas. We shot forward, flying down the street at a speed that made me sink into the back of the leather seat. My stomach lurched into my throat. 

Aiden let out a whoop. “Thank God I opted for all-wheel drive!” Then he started laughing, almost maniacally. 

I stared at him, dumbfounded, but a moment later I couldn’t help but cackle myself. We devolved into hysterics as we sped away, slap-happy from having escaped the horrible events of the night. In hindsight, the residual pain medication may have also had something to do with it. 

“Dr. Chen helped me escape,” I said breathlessly, once my own maniacal giggles had finally subsided. “He told me where to find you. I guess that means not all the Chapter Heads are pure evil.” 

Aiden nodded thoughtfully, his expression serious again. We got onto the highway, westbound, cruising about fifteen miles an hour over the posted speed limit. 

“What do we do now?” I asked, absentmindedly reaching for my necklace. Thank God I didn’t lose it back there, I thought, washed by momentary relief. 

“I don’t know,” he replied grimly. “But I know we can’t go home.” 

We were both quiet for a moment as we dismally considered the full weight of our present situation. 

“What did you find back there, in those files?” I asked quietly. 

He opened his mouth to answer; just then his cell phone started vibrating in the cupholder. 

“It’s Robert,” he said, reaching for it. “Evelyn might be with him.” My stomach knotted. I looked at the clock. It was nearly one in the morning. 

“Robert?” he asked, taking the phone, “Is that you?” He pressed a button on the steering wheel and I could hear Robert’s voice crackle through the car speakers. 

“Aiden, yes, it’s me. Sorry for the late-night call. I have Evelyn here with me. We caught an early flight back to Colorado at her insistence. We’re outside Aspen’s house but she’s not answering. Any chance she’s with you?” 

“I’m here,” I answered quickly. “Get away from my house, and from Evelyn’s. The Asterians will be looking for us. You can’t stay there.” 

I heard Evelyn’s frantic, muffled voice in the background. 

“Meet us at the University, Aiden,” Professor Borstein instructed. “At the place where we had that argument over Bacon – you know the place I’m talking about?” 

“Yes, I remember,” Aiden answered. He glanced at me to make sure I was okay with meeting them. I nodded, giving him an accompanying quizzical look. “We’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 

“Wait,” I remembered suddenly. “Robert, can you and Evelyn do me a very quick favor before you leave?” 

“Yes, of course…?” His reply came out as a question. 

“Evelyn knows where I hide a spare key near the front porch. Can you ask her to go inside and grab the envelope under the right side of my mattress? Please tell her not to put the key back when she’s done.” 

Robert said something muffled to Evelyn, then a moment later he came back on the line. 

“Okay, we’re doing that now, then coming straight to meet you both.” 

“Listen, Robert,” Aiden said, “I need you to stay on the phone in the meantime. A lot has happened since last week…” 

I looked out the window at the passing lights on the highway, tuning out the rest of their conversation. The events of the evening were coming back to me, flooding me with panic and about a dozen negative emotions. My head ached as I tried to block the unrelenting images flashing before my eyes… Aiden slumped motionlessly over the pool, Tom’s bloody face, filled with menace and ire, Savannah’s dark silhouette in the courtyard as she tried to prevent our escape… The words in my father’s file… 

… their public resistance resulted in the need for critical measures… 

…unauthorized neuro-electrocution, which was wittingly administered by her mother… 

…presumed deceased… 

Those last words hit me like a punch in the gut. I tried to force it all away, not ready to deal with those emotions yet, but one haunting line from my father’s file stuck with me in that moment, refusing to be pushed aside: Rowan’s only other known surviving (non-biological) relative is her step-grandmother, Evelyn… 

Why? I wondered, numbly, as the passing lights outside became hazy blurs. Why didn’t she tell me? 





Chapter 33 




We pulled into the parking lot outside of the university library. Even though we were the only car there, we parked far away from the building, several yards away from the nearest streetlight. Aiden took my hand in his as we quickly strode across the parking lot. 

“Are we allowed to be here so late?” I asked. 

“It’s closed, but I have a badge to get in after-hours,” Aiden replied. “And no – no one here will torture us in the basement if they find us.” He chuckled, then suppressed a cough. In the light of the overhead streetlamp, I could see him wince. 

“Too soon for jokes,” I muttered. 

“Hey,” he stopped for a moment, looking at my face strangely. “Your eye…” 

I raised my hand to my cheek, self-conscious. “What is it?” 

“It’s just… I could have just sworn your right eye was… glowing…” he trailed off, scoffing at himself. “That was a ridiculous thing to say. Perhaps I unknowingly hit my head in there.” 

“I think I’m the only one between the two of us with a concussion…” I started to reply, but quickly stopped when I saw his eyes widen in alarm. “Anyway, uh, forget that… All I wanted to say is that I’ve noticed that eye doing strange things before, too. It flashed bright purple for a split-second, almost like a black light was shined on it, right?” 

“That’s very strange,” Aiden replied, almost to himself. “It’s not something I’ve heard reported by any other Elementalists…” 

We got to the front doors then. Aiden swiped his badge and the reader beeped as the door clicked open. The library was dark; the fluorescent lights had been switched off, leaving only a handful of softly-illuminated sconce lights on the walls. It smelled musty, like old books and yellowed pages. I breathed in deeply. I loved the comforting smell of libraries. 

“This way,” Aiden said, leading me to the elevator. “We’ve gotta head up to the stacks.” 

“What was it Robert – uh, Professor Borstein – was saying about this meeting place?” I asked as we stepped into the elevator. “That the two of you had some sort of argument here over bacon?” 

Aiden suppressed a snicker as he hit the button for the top floor. “Yeah – Roger Bacon, a medieval philosopher.” 

“Oh. I assumed it had to do with preferred crispiness, or whether it’s best served as an accompaniment to eggs or open-faced on toast with lettuce and tomato.” 

“That would have been a much more interesting conversation,” Aiden laughed, again wincing slightly as he did. My stomach knotted; every time he cringed in pain, I was filled with overwhelming guilt. 

The elevator doors slid open and we entered the stacks – the top floor of the library, that is, which was filled with towering shelves upon shelves, each loaded with heavy, scholarly textbooks and antediluvian tomes of ages past. Aiden started to head towards the meeting area, but I gently pulled him back. 

“Aiden…” I started, the corners of my eyes wet from the dust as well as my remorse, “I can’t tell you how sorry I am.” He immediately started to shush me, but I shook my head firmly. “Everything that happened tonight was my fault. You told me to stay away from them. You warned me that they would try to use me. But I was so consumed with the thought of finding my parents that I didn’t listen to you. And now, I’ve gotten you hurt – and who knows what they might try to do to us next…” I trailed off, my emotions rising in my throat. With a gulp, I tried my best to force them back down but instead let out a quiet sob. 

“Hey… hey,” he said softly, gently tucking a stray piece of hair behind my ear. “It’s okay. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to go years without any idea of who you are or what happened to you… To feel like your only option is to remain alone, isolated from the rest of the world.” My eyes were brimming with tears. He cupped my face gently, wiping a stray tear away with his thumb. “I told you – coming with you tonight was my choice. There was no way I was going to let you go alone. And you know what? I frankly owe you an apology.” 

I looked up at him, confused. “How could you possibly owe me an apology?” 

“I didn’t realize the gravity of what we were getting into. I was naïve, allowing us to break in there together in some half-witted attempt to protect you. I underestimated them. And because of that, you got hurt,” he said, gently touching my bandaged shoulder. “Worse,” he added darkly, “They know what you are now, which is what I had hoped they would never find out.” 

“I’m too angry to be afraid,” I whispered, bowing my head. “They killed my parents.” 

Aiden started to speak, but a shrill voice interrupted him. 

“Aspen!” Evelyn cried from behind us. 

I whipped around to see Evelyn run towards me as she and Professor Borstein stepped out of the stairwell. She approached me breathlessly, throwing her arms around me in a tight embrace. I stiffened. 

She pulled away to look at me, her hands still clenching my jacket sleeves. “I can’t imagine how angry you must be with me right now,” she said, her face creased with pain, “but I hope you’ll at least give me the chance to explain.” 

“Hello, Aspen… or do you prefer ‘Rowan’?” Professor Borstein greeted me as he clasped Aiden on the shoulder. “Well, either way, it’s very nice to meet you officially.” 

“Professor Borstein,” I nodded. “‘Aspen’ is fine.” 

“Very well! And you may call me Robert!” He smiled, then glanced at Evelyn, shifting awkwardly. “Aiden and I will just, ah, give you and Evelyn a moment… It sounds like he and I have some catching up to do, anyway…” 

Aiden gave me a fleeting look over his shoulder as he and Robert walked away, heading into the stacks. 

“What did they do to you?” Evelyn asked, her eyes wide. She was regarding my bandages through the singed hole in my jacket. 

I crossed my arms in front of me, grimacing as the burnt skin on my shoulder tugged. “Fulman?” I asked bluntly. “Who are you, exactly? Why didn’t you tell me we were related somehow?” 

Evelyn sighed, taking a seat at a nearby table. She looked exhausted. She patted the chair next to her for me to sit, then unknotted the pale blue scarf from atop her head as I sat down. 

“Please know that I have not been intentionally misleading you by using the name Messner. That was my maiden name, which I reverted back to shortly after my husband, your grandfather, died.” 

“So, it’s true,” I uttered in amazement. “You’re… you’re my grandmother?” 

“If we are to be perfectly precise, I’m your ‘step-grandmother’, though I loathe that term. I was married to your grandfather, Donald, for nearly twenty years before he passed away eight years ago. I was there when you were born. Rowan Elizabeth Fulman. You were the most beautiful baby any of us had ever seen. I loved you instantly. Just as I loved your mother and father as though they were my own flesh and blood.” 

My heart caught in my throat. I didn’t know what to say, so instead I just listened intently, doing my best to absorb every word. It wasn’t easy; the painkillers Dr. Chen had administered were wearing off, and my head was beginning to throb. 

“For the first few years of your life, your grandfather and I saw you and your parents every summer and Christmas… and found any excuse we could to visit in-between. But by the time you were three or four years old, the visits became less frequent, as your parents’ jobs in Washington, D.C. became more and more demanding, plainly isolating your family from the rest of the world. Both of them were involved in some sort of government work, or so I thought at the time, and had been promoted to classified positions, working on top-secret projects that they weren’t at liberty to discuss with either Donald or me. What I didn’t know – what they and your grandfather kept from me for all those years – is that they were not government employees. They were members of an organization, the same one who apparently did this to you,” she said grimly, gesturing to my shoulder. 

“It wasn’t until your grandfather was on his deathbed that he admitted to me that he was never a member of the ‘Freemasons,’ a story he had fabricated all those years we were married. All those days ‘playing golf’… overnight camping trips, weekly meetings… it was all just a front to hide his actual membership with the Asterian Order. You see, until just days before he passed, I had never known that your grandfather was a… a…” 

“Pyromancer?” I offered. 

Evelyn nodded. “Therefore, I didn't know until the very end that he was strongly discouraged from marrying a non, um… well, a ‘non-Elementalist’ I suppose I’m called there. Or that he was forbidden from telling me about his abilities, or the organization he and your parents were a part of. I guess it made his life very complicated to try to keep those secrets from me all those years…” She trailed off, lost in thought for a moment. 

“So… you were married to my grandfather for twenty years, and he never told you what he was?” I asked. 

She shook her head sadly. 

“And my parents?” I pressed. “You said visits became more and more infrequent… But, at the end, did you see them before…? I mean… Did they ever explain what happened, why they…” I swallowed, struggling to find the words. 

“Why they left you?” Evelyn finished. I mustered a nod. 

She sighed wearily. “After Donald died, I almost never heard from your parents anymore, save for a photo of you here and there, always sent with a P.O. Box listed instead of a return address. It was heart-breaking at the time, but in my grief, I just glumly chalked it up to the fact that I was only a step-mother to your father. In years prior, I had thought that David and I had grown very close, but when I stopped hearing from him and your mother, I conceded to the cynical idea that while I had always thought of him as my own son, I was not, in fact, his biological mother. I thought that might have been the reason why they fell out of touch. But I was terribly mistaken.” 

Evelyn’s eyes were red. I reached across the table to take her hand and she smiled, gripping mine tightly. 

“I’m sorry, I know you must be anxious for me to get to the point,” she sighed, taking a tissue from her purse to blot her eyes. “Aiden already explained to us on the way here that you found a file about your father tonight, so I’ll try to skip to the part you may not yet know. Your parents, obviously, never worked for the government. They were members of that society, which they didn’t fully gather was a cult, and a rather malevolent one at that, until after you were born. Once they realized they were in too deep – and that your very livelihood might be at risk – they fled with you to California. I didn’t know at the time, but that’s the real reason why I heard from them so infrequently. They were trying to do everything they could to keep low profiles, to avoid advertising their whereabouts in order to protect you. But, after years of hiding, they were eventually found, and for reasons I don’t fully understand, they feared for their lives.” 

My breath stopped. At this point in the story, Evelyn’s voice was shaking and she had to stop a few times to collect herself as she spoke. 

“The three of you showed up on my doorstep in the middle of the night in February, just over three years ago. Your mother took you to the guestroom while your father explained everything to me as quickly as he could. I have to confess, I didn’t understand everything he said, but I’ll do my best to tell you everything as he told me.” She closed her eyes, as if trying very hard to remember his words exactly. “He said that… that the three of you were in danger… that he and your mother didn’t think there was much chance for them to escape, but that they had an idea for how to best keep you safe – right under the enemy’s nose.” Her eyes were brimming over with tears as she spoke; I realized tears were pouring down my own cheeks as well. I felt a gentle hand on my left shoulder as Aiden came to stand behind me. Robert pulled up a close chair next to Evelyn and patted her hand as she struggled to speak through her tears. 

“Your father said that you, Rowan, were very special… something not seen in hundreds of years. He told me that if you were found by this group, that they would use you as a weapon and keep you against your will. He said that the only way to give you a chance would be to…” she trailed off, wiping her tears with a crumpled tissue. Robert handed her a purple handkerchief from his coat pocket and she appreciatively took it, blowing her nose into it loudly. “I’m sorry, it’s just very difficult for me to have to recall that day…” 

She dropped the damp handkerchief on the table and began fumbling around her purse. A moment later, she retrieved a sealed manila envelope. 

“David asked me if you could stay in the nearby cabin his father and I had maintained over the years, and of course I said yes. He said that you had to be kept in the dark for your own safety, and that they hoped it would only be for a few months at the most, but just in case things went south…” She cleared her throat, closing her eyes tightly. A moment later, she spoke again, changing the subject. 

“Aspen, your mother asked me to give this to you if they hadn’t come back yet and your memories or abilities returned in any capacity. I’m so sorry I didn’t realize what was happening just a little sooner,” she said, handing it to me. “I’ve clearly been distracted. I was so naïve to think that man was who he said he was… I guess I just wanted so badly to believe that someone could help make your life better, since I wasn’t able to…” she took up the handkerchief again as she handed me the tan envelope. 

“You’ve done nothing but make my life better,” I told her firmly. She nodded, blowing her nose into the handkerchief again. I looked down at the letter in my hands; the front of the envelope simply said Rowan. I traced my fingers over my mother’s handwriting lightly. Gently, I opened the envelope, pulling out a folded, handwritten letter, written on lined yellow paper. 

2/7/15 

My Sweet Rowan, 

If you are reading this, it means that we have failed you. I am so sorry. 

I cannot imagine the questions you must have, and my only wish at this moment is that I had more time to answer them. My greatest hope is that we’ll be together again one day, and that I will have the chance to explain everything – including the memories I took from you. 

The gravest mistake your father and I ever made was selling our souls to the Asterian Order. But it was all we had ever known, having both come from Elementalist families. We met through the Order, our friends and family and teachers were in the Order, and we were young and ambitious when we became Officers, dazzled by the allure and the prestige of what we thought we had accomplished to achieve such a status. 

You spent the first few years of your life under the watchful eye of the Asterian Order while your father and I continued to rise through the ranks. We thought the walls of the Order would be a sanctuary from the world outside, a safe place for our young, bright Elementalist daughter to learn, grow, and be protected; what we didn’t realize was that we, along with the rest of the Community, were being brainwashed. In truth, the Order has a much more sinister agenda than most members will ever come to realize. Your father and I, while we ascended higher up the pyramid, began to get glimpses of that troubling reality. But we were carefully-indoctrinated, blinded, and ignorant to the true meaning of our own actions. I am ashamed of those transgressions I carried out before we deserted. If you ever learn of them, I pray you’ll forgive me. 

It wasn’t until you started getting older, and your powers began to manifest more visibly, that we realized what you were – and what the Asterian Order would do with you if they ever learned your true potential. We knew we had to keep you from them. You alone, Rowan, gave us the courage to leave. 

When we moved to the west coast, we severed all ties with anyone from the Order, save for a very select handful of people. For years, the three of us lived a happy, quiet life in California. We assumed new aliases to avoid being detected by the Order. But apart from that, and your special abilities, you led a relatively-normal life – we homeschooled you, but you had many friends. You loved hiking, painting, climbing, writing, playing. You thrived, excelling at everything you did. We watched you grow up so fast, along with your Pentamantic gifts. 

Your father and I knew we had to nurture those talents; as the first known Pentamancer in three centuries, we recognized that you would be destined for great things. We trained you as best as we could, very careful about how and where we practiced with the Elements to avoid detection. One of the few Elementalists we stayed in touch with, Ted Nichols, was a powerful Pyromancer with a strong secondary ability in Terramancy. He helped us train you for many years and remained a close friend. But by the time you were 14, your abilities had far outgrown what any of us were able to teach you. You went to college when you were just 17, staying at the dorms just a half hour from us. You told us you wanted to be a doctor and had straight A’s every semester. We were so proud of you. 

But one day everything fell apart – someone had reported your father’s and my whereabouts to the Order. We knew then that we needed to leave, but the thought of uprooting you again was too much to bear; the Asterian Order had already taken so much from you. Foolishly, we decided to move across town, to live off the grid thinking we could elude detection until you had graduated. We told you it was to downsize to a smaller house to avoid worrying you. Had we only left then, we might have escaped. 

They came again a month later, but we caught wind of it just before they got to us. We piled the things we couldn’t live without in the van and came straight to get you. You were so upset to leave college so abruptly – we didn’t even let you say goodbye to your friends. You didn’t speak to us for the entire ride to Colorado. I couldn’t blame you. 

We left you close to family, but made Grandma Evelyn swear she’d avoid interacting with you to avoid jarring your memories. Please forgive her for that. I know it must sound heartless to you, that we would leave you utterly in the dark, but I swear it was for your own safety. We knew that if we could keep you from remembering your past and, most importantly, accessing your abilities, the Order would leave you in peace. (As a minor when we fled D.C., you have no culpability with respect to your parents’ actions; furthermore, the Order has no interest in non-Elementalists.) I will always question our decision to erase your memories, but even now I cannot think of another way to have ensured your safety. 

Rowan, there’s so much more I want to tell you, but my time to write is drawing short. I wish I could say for sure that we’ll see you again; the Order does not take disloyalty lightly. I tell you this not to cause you distress, but to ensure that you do not cling to false hope in the event that we do not come for you within a few months. 

My darling, if your abilities have resurfaced, you must keep them hidden from the Order. Do not, under any circumstance, let them manipulate you into joining them. Seek the truth wherever you can find it – your place in this world is meant to be a great one, but you must achieve that without their influence. 

I am so sorry we were not able to leave you more mementos, but I hope you’ll wear the necklace we left you every day, so a part of us can stay with you always. If we do not meet again in this world, please know that leaving you was the hardest decision your father and I have ever had to make. We love you more than life itself. 




With all our hearts, forever and always, 

Mom and Dad 





Chapter 34 




Wordlessly, I handed the letter to Evelyn. Aiden and Robert read over her shoulder as she scanned the pages, quietly sobbing. I fingered the tanzanite pendant around my neck mechanically. I’d like to say that I felt a great relief, or even a deep sadness, upon reading my mother’s final words to me. But the truth is, I was numb. I had processed more in the last two weeks than what had seemed humanly possible. My head was aching; whether due to the cathartic letter or concussion, I can’t rightly say. 

Glancing inside the manila envelope, I could see there were more items at the bottom: my old drivers’ license – the name said Rose Smith – and a passport from 2013 with the same name. I could only assume ‘Smith’ was the alias my family took when we moved to California eighteen years ago. At the bottom of the manila envelope, I found a small red packet with the number 1124 stamped on it. The back of the tiny envelope said “Sunshine Valley Bank”. Inside was a small brass key. 

Beside me, Evelyn had finished reading the letter, then reshuffled the pages to read it again. Inside the red envelope, beside the key, was a tiny hand-written note tucked inside, comprised of only two words: Start here. The handwriting was different than that in my mother’s letter. I frowned slightly, tucking it safely back inside the envelope, then set it aside for the moment. When Evelyn was done reading the letter a second time, she turned to me, taking my hand in both of hers. 

“I want you to know that there wasn’t a single day that went by in the last three years that I didn’t want to rush over there and tell you everything… But your mother made it clear that the less I spoke to you, the better. She was worried that my presence might trigger some latent memory she may have missed. I swore to them that day that I would keep my distance… but I wasn’t even strong enough to do that. Perhaps all of this is my fault, since I couldn’t stop showing up and butting my nose in your life…” she began wringing her chiffon scarf fretfully between two hands. 

Robert put his hand on her shoulder consolingly. “To be honest, Evelyn, because you saw so little of Aspen between the ages of six and twenty, it’s very unlikely that you triggered anything. One must have a very strong, perennial connection to an image in order for it to trigger a latent memory after that level of neuro-electrocution.” 

I put my elbows on the table and began rubbing my throbbing temples. “Does everyone understand the concept of neuro-electrocution except for me?” I muttered into the table. 

“Oh! I’m so sorry,” Robert answered. “I had erroneously assumed you knew what that meant, but that was a silly assumption on my part.” Evelyn started digging through her purse again, her hand reemerging with a small bottle of ibuprofen, from which I gratefully took three capsules. 

“I’ll get you some water,” Aiden offered, turning to walk over to a nearby water fountain. “Talk loudly, Robert, I want to hear this, too.” 

“Ah, right,” Robert began, clearing his throat. “Well, this is an area of Elementalism that I’m particularly interested in, and, I daresay, rather knowledgeable in as well, since I myself possess a tiny amount of Empathic Electromancy. Though, I should preface that by saying that my ability is so minimal that the Asterian Order refused me active membership.” 

Evelyn raised a censorious eyebrow at him, so he quickly added, “It was nearly fifty years ago that I went to take my assessment after researching the organization from the outside, and I certainly wasn’t aware, at that time, of their nefariousness. Regardless, they did generously grant me an honorary membership, for a significant fee, which has allowed me access to their libraries and archives worldwide.” 

Aiden came back then, offering me a cup of cold water. I smiled at him gratefully as I took it. He stood behind me as Robert continued, softly stroking my hair. 

“Electromancers are exceedingly rare,” Robert began in his typical scholarly tone. Evelyn leaned towards him, riveted to her seat. “If one hundred hypothetical people were to display Elemental abilities, perhaps only six or seven would possess any sort of Electromantic ability. Of those who do, roughly about a quarter display what is known as ‘Empathic Electromancy’, as Aspen’s mother clearly does, meaning they express their Electromantic abilities in a telepathic way.” 

“You mean, they can read minds?” I asked, dumbfounded. 

“Not quite… you see, Empathic Electromancers are more attuned to the electrical impulses of the mind – it’s how the brain’s neurons communicate with one another. Millions upon millions of neural connections form within our mind via these electrical signals, which travel along neuronal axons to communicate with a neighboring neuron’s dendrite. Simultaneously, those of us who are fortunate enough to not be brain-dead experience unremitting electrical brain waves, which oscillate at specific frequencies to perform various functions. In short – our minds function entirely via electricity.” 

“I had no idea we had electricity in our brains!” Evelyn exclaimed. “That seems rather dangerous, doesn’t it?” 

Robert chuckled, then continued. “In some cases, Empathic Electromancers can feel what others are feeling. I am able to do that to a very feeble extent, though, in my case, it mostly just means that I score very high on the empathetic spectrum: if a person close to me is morose or anxious or even lying, I can usually tell, even without the usual telltale signs to give them away. It’s a wonderful talent to have in my profession,” he added drolly. 

“And in your relationships,” Evelyn added with a smile. He patted her hand affectionately. 

“Some Empathic Electromancers take that ability several steps farther – their empathy is so attuned, they can effectively read minds. Even more extraordinary, a scant handful of others can actually affect the minds of those around them, usually in subtle ways. Aspen’s mother appears to have been rather extraordinary, in that she was actually able to affect – even eradicate – the neuronal connection sites that comprise memories. This is clearly what she did to Aspen in order to prevent her from accessing her memories, as well as her abilities.” 

“But my abilities came back,” I said, “So how does that work?” 

Robert stroked his white beard thoughtfully. “I can only assume that she wasn’t quite able to successfully eradicate all of the neural connections linking to your abilities in your mind, and through the phenomenon of neural plasticity, new neuronal passages eventually formed over time, allowing faint vestiges of those memories to resurface.” 

“Aspen is also extraordinarily powerful, so I suspect that played a part in her abilities resurfacing,” Aiden said, taking a seat next to me. 

My face flushed at his comment. My whole body was warm, actually, so I took off my jacket, grimacing at the pain in my shoulder, as well as the ugly, gaping hole I accidentally burned into the leather. “If my mother was an Empathic Electromancer…” 

“What on Earth have you done?!” Evelyn cried out suddenly. 

“It’s not as bad as it looks, it’s just a little burned…” I answered quickly, turning to inspect my bandaged shoulder. 

“Not that – is that a tattoo?” she practically screeched, reaching for my arm. 

Beside me, Aiden gasped. “They did that to you at the hospital?” 

I sighed, glancing at my arm. The outer edges of the angry black star looked red and irritated, even in the dim light of the stacks. 

“Yeah… Dr. Chen said he tried to stop them, but I guess they did it while he was out and I was still under.” 

I actually jumped as Aiden slammed his fist on the table, looking absolutely furious. Evelyn turned to stare at us, horrorstruck. 

“They did this without her consent?” she moaned, putting her face to her hands. Aiden nodded silently, his face dark with rage. Evelyn continued wailing into her hands, her words muffled by her palms. I pulled my arm off the table self-consciously, attempting to cover the tattoo with my other hand. Even Robert had been looking at the symbol on my arm, aghast. 

“That you’ve been clearly branded as a Pentamancer is very serious indeed. Not only will you attract the attention of Elementalists everywhere you go, but seeing as you are the only known Pentamancer in existence, everyone who sees that tattoo will know who you are. This undoubtedly will make your attempts to avoid the Order all the more challenging.” He turned his attention to Aiden then, his expression suddenly accusatory. “This never would have happened if you hadn’t just blundered in there like that! What were you thinking, breaking into one of their Chapters? Doesn’t the name Jimmy Hoffa ring a bell? Harry Holt? Spartacus??” He threw his hands up in the air, exasperated. “Every single one of those disappearances – and many more – were at the hands of the Order, and you know that!” 

Aiden held up a placating hand. “I know,” he told Robert, regret clear in his voice. “I blame myself for what happened tonight, entirely. No excuses.” 

I started to protest that, in fact, the fault was entirely mine, but he waved the same hand at me, this time in a quieting manner. I bristled at the authoritative gesture, but Aiden continued, disregarding my glower. “Speaking of disappearances, I found some interesting notes in the records room, the most relevant of which were stuffed in my father’s file.” He reached into his jacket pocket to pull out several pieces of crumpled-up paper. “Nothing to make up for what happened to Aspen…” 

“Or you,” I interjected dourly. 

“…But it’s certainly something to make the disastrous outcome of the evening slightly worth the cost. This one,” he said, smoothing out the creases of a small yellow page on the table, “gives me reason to think that there’s a possibility that Elizabeth Fulman may very well be alive; at least as of the end of 2016.” 

“What?” Evelyn and I gasped at the same time. I jerked my chair closer to Aiden to get a closer look at the faded ink on the yellow slip of paper. 

“This memo was dated December 2016. It states that a female Empathic Electromancer, Level Three, had been moved from the D.C. Electromantic Containment Center to a different facility. I can’t be sure it’s Elizabeth, although I also can’t imagine that there are very many Level-three Empathic Electromancers in the world who are under Containment…” 

I re-read the memo three times to make sure I didn’t miss a word. It was disappointingly vague, providing no further details apart from what Aiden had already said. 

“What does the square with the three I’s mean at the bottom of the page?” I asked. 

“It means that there’s additional information available, accessible only by those possessing Level-Three Officer security clearance or higher,” he answered. 

I leaned back in my chair, pondering that for a moment. 

“I also found this,” he said, his voice lowering in pitch slightly as he spoke. He was looking at Robert as he unfolded a second sheet of paper. Robert reached across the table to take it, adjusting his spectacles as he read the wrinkled page. 

“Sarah Lawson?” He gasped, regarding Aiden over the sheet. “You don’t mean…?” Aiden nodded. 

“It would appear that my sister is also being held in an Asterian Containment facility.” 





Chapter 35 




“You have a sister?” I asked, astonished. “And she’s being held in Containment?” 

Aiden nodded grimly. “Shortly before I quit – or, as my father prefers to say, ‘betrayed’ – the Asterian Order, my parents came to me one day, out of the blue, to inform me that my little sister and her fiancé had eloped, abruptly left the state, and no longer wanted anything to do with the family.” 

I took a sharp intake of breath. 

“But my sister and I had always been close, and I knew she would never leave like that, not without telling me. I knew there had to be more to the story.” He stared out a tall nearby window as he spoke, his eyes dark and distant. “I told my parents that I didn’t believe them. I demanded they tell me the truth, but they swore there was nothing else to tell. I tried calling her, but her number had been disconnected. Just like that, my sister was gone. I knew then that I had to get out of there, that I couldn’t trust them or anyone else in that place. I’ve been trying to track her down for years. This scrap of paper is the first I’ve heard of her whereabouts in four years.” 

“Tulsa,” Robert sighed. “That’s the Containment Center the Order repurposed from what used to be an abandoned high-security prison. I read a short article on it a few months ago.” 

“What exactly is a ‘Containment Center’?” I asked, fairly certain I could already guess the answer. 

“It’s a facility the Order uses to detain Elementalists who don’t play by their rules,” Aiden replied darkly. “In some cases, such as repeated unauthorized use of powers outside designated areas, stays are brief – perhaps just a few months. In other cases, such as deliberate betrayal against the Order or revealing our existence to non-Elementals… contained Elementalists never come home.” 

We were all very quiet for a moment. Evelyn shifted rather uncomfortably in her chair. After a minute or two of rumination, Robert spoke again, addressing his next words to me. 

“They can’t keep very many Elementalists locked in these places at a time without drastically increasing the risk of incident, so the facilities tend to be small, out of the public eye, and singular Element-based to maintain control. The two United States chapters have more Elemental Containment facilities than all of the other overseas chapters combined, which mostly has to do with our nation’s propensity towards creating and maintaining privately-funded penitentiaries,” Robert said, his opinion on the subject made quite clear by the condemnatory tone in his voice. “The Tulsa Containment Center was opened only about a year ago, created specifically for Pyromantic offenders such as Aiden’s sister… Unfortunately, I am not aware of the present locations of any Electromantic facilities, other than the D.C. site from where the woman in the memo had already been transferred,” he added, sensing my question before I asked. 

“I have to go to Tulsa,” Aiden announced abruptly, addressing his comment to all of us, though he was looking directly at me. 

“Now, really, Aiden,” Robert replied in exasperation, giving him a stern look, “that’s exactly the kind of impetuous thinking that got you into this mess in the first place…” 

“And I need to go to Sacramento,” I replied, my eyes locked on Aiden’s. He nodded. I could tell he knew that was coming. 

“Absolutely not!” Evelyn cried, nearly jumping out of her chair. “Are you crazy? With those psychotic people looking for you? No. No! We are all going straight to the police.” 

Robert was nodding enthusiastically, clearly in whole-hearted agreement with Evelyn… right until the moment she uttered the word ‘police.’ Then he immediately grimaced, shaking his head vigorously in her direction. Evelyn’s expression crumpled. He emphasized his next words with a raised, gesticulating finger. 

“They cannot go to the police. If word of their abilities spreads through law enforcement officials to the government, they will be scooped up and dropped off in some hidden underground lab miles beneath the Pentagon. They will never see the light of day again as they spend the rest of their lives confined to a tiny padded room, subject to decades of military-funded experiments. It is a fact; I have read concurring accounts from multiple sources.” 

Throughout Robert’s vociferous sermon, my eyes remained on Aiden’s. Evelyn had started to protest Robert’s line of reasoning, but I cut her off. 

“My parents left a key, along with a note that says ‘Start here.’ I think it’s for a safe deposit box in Sacramento. There might be more answers there. I don’t need the police, Evelyn; I need to go to that bank, and the sooner, the better. Especially if there’s a chance my mother’s still alive.” 

Aiden nodded, gripping my hand in his tightly. “I don’t want you going alone… but I don’t know how long Sarah has been held in captivity. As long as I have a lead to where she might be, I have to try to get to her.” 

“I understand,” I said, squeezing his hand. “You have to try to find her. I’ll meet you as soon as I can, the moment I find what I’m looking for.” 

“Now, wait just a minute—” Evelyn started. 

“Evelyn,” I said gently, turning to look at her. She looked so small and dejected, anxiously wringing her blue scarf in her hands, it was almost enough to make me change my mind. Almost. “If my mom is out there somewhere, I have to track her down, and there might be more answers in the area where we used to live. I have to do this… I know you understand that.” 

She clamped her mouth shut, her narrowed eyes glistening brightly. “We’ll go together. We’ll take the Buick.” 

I shook my head gently, right as Robert interjected. 

“Evelyn, you cannot be implicated in any of this. The Order will use you to get to Aspen. They’ll try to harm you. I cannot allow it.” 

“True, but she can’t go back home, either,” Aiden replied. “Frankly, none of us can.” 

“Aiden’s right,” I replied. “If Evelyn goes home, she’ll be in danger. They’ll send Strauss back there, maybe someone else. Someone worse. They might hurt her…” I felt the panic rising in my chest as I spoke. 

Robert held up his hand gently. “Aiden, I will accompany you to Tulsa. We’ll take my car, leaving yours here.” Aiden started to protest, but Robert continued, ignoring him. “They saw your car at the Order tonight, so that’s the vehicle they’ll be looking for. We’ll take my car, and on the way to Tulsa, we’ll drop Evelyn off at my sister’s house in Wichita. Just temporarily – it’s the only safe place for you right now, my dear,” he said, turning to face Evelyn. 

As the two of them started squabbling over the details, Aiden leaned towards me. 

“I hate leaving you,” he said quietly. 

“I’ll be okay,” I replied, squeezing his hand. “It’s you I’m worried about. I’m glad Robert is going with you. Please look after Evelyn. The moment I’m done in Sacramento, I’ll come find you.” 

“Do you still have your burner phone?” 

I smiled, patting my jacket. “I have it, Agent Eighty-Six.” 

Robert stood up then, with Evelyn sullenly following suit. She had a sour look on her face. 

“Okay, it’s settled,” he said. “Aiden and I will head to Tulsa to see if we can’t find Sarah in the Containment facility there. Evelyn will come with us all the way to Wichita, where we’ll drop her off – just for a few days,” he quickly added in a placating tone, “until we come right back to get her a few days later. And the sooner we go, I think, the better.” 

“What about the class?” Aiden asked. “We can’t both leave the state in the middle of the semester.” 

“One of the other professors owes me a favor, after I took over his class for a month when he developed mono at the end of the semester a couple years back. Some of us had our own bawdy theories about how he came down with it, but that’s another story…” Evelyn had a disgruntled look on her face. “Regardless, I’ll call him first thing in the morning. Have you uploaded the three different exam versions to the drive? And the test answer keys…?” 

Evelyn caught my eye as the two of them talked, motioning for me to come over. I followed her back towards the elevators, where she retrieved another envelope from her purse. The money from under my bed. 

“Thank you for bringing this to me,” I said gratefully, taking the envelope from her. 

She nodded. “I want you to call me every day. Twice a day. Look over your shoulder constantly. Cover that… thing on your arm,” she said, frowning at my tattoo. “If something were to happen to you, I just don’t know what I’d do…” 

“I’ll be fine,” I told her firmly. “Just running a quick errand at the bank… in California.” I smiled. 

She chuckled, then gently cupped my face with two hands. 

“I’m so sorry that all of this has happened to you. But, selfishly, I’m also so glad I can finally tell you the truth. It’s been the greatest joy of my life to have the chance to be close to you these last few years, Rowan.” 

I put my hand over hers, which rested against my cheek. 

“I love you, Evelyn. And you know what? I hope you don’t mind, but I think I still prefer Aspen. This Rowan chick is still a stranger to me.” 

“You would have liked her,” Evelyn smiled. 

“I hope one day I’ll get to meet her again.” 

“You will,” she replied firmly. “I believe that. If your mother is alive somewhere out there, then she has the key to unlocking all those memories from your past. I’m sure of it.” 

I forced a smile, not feeling quite as confident as Evelyn. Even if I were somehow able to track down my mother’s facility, then manage to get her out… who knows how neuro-electrocution would work? 

Robert and Aiden approached us then. 

“Are we all ready?” Robert asked, rubbing his hands together brusquely. I glanced at Evelyn, who was giving me a reassuring smile. 

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied, reaching for Aiden’s hand. He took my hand to his lips, kissing the top of it gently. 

“Time for a road trip,” he smiled at me over my hand, though it didn’t quite reach the corners of his eyes. 

*** 

A half-hour later, after I retrieved my helmet and we moved Aiden’s car to the covered faculty lot, and he and Robert grabbed some cash from the ATM in the student center, the four of us piled back into Robert’s beige Mercedes, heading for the café where I left my bike. 

“Are you sure you have enough money? Do you need more?” Evelyn asked me from the front seat. 

“I have enough,” I replied, patting my jacket pocket where I had nearly $4,000 in cash stuffed inside. Thanks, Savannah, I thought to myself wryly. 

“And you have a phone?” she pressed. 

“Yes, and I’ve already programmed that number both in your cellphone and in Robert’s.” 

“And you’re sure I can’t come with you?” 

“Unless you plan on riding on the back of a motorcycle all the way to California…” 

“I would!” she protested. Robert gave her a look. I, for one, believed her. 

I glanced at Aiden, who had fallen silent, staring at something far away out the car window. I reached for his hand, squeezing it gently. He turned from the window and we locked eyes. For the briefest moment, I could almost feel his fear, his remorse, his pain, his overwhelming desire both to protect me, as well as find Sarah. 

“You’ll find her, I know it,” I whispered. He didn’t reply. Instead, he just gazed deeply into my eyes. I could see the sorrow written in his. 

“I think this is it,” Robert announced as we pulled into the coffee shop parking lot. “Aspen, where’s your bike?” 

“Around the back,” I replied. 

Evelyn turned around from the front seat to look at me. Passing streetlamps in the parking lot illuminated her tired face as she tried to give me a small smile. 

“I hate that you’re going on your own,” she said wistfully, “but I have to say, you are your grandfather’s granddaughter.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“Donald absolutely loved his motorcycle. He rode that bike cross country in the eighties. Absolutely terrified me every time he got on it. Once he made me ride on the seat behind him. I clutched him so hard I must have bruised his ribs. I screamed the entire time – he never once asked me to get on the back of his bike again.” 

I laughed. Robert had pulled behind the building and parked the car. Up front, in the driver’s seat, he was glancing at me in the rearview mirror with crinkled eyes. 

“You learned how to ride a motorcycle before you learned how to drive a car. It was the same year your grandfather died, and the last time I saw you before your parents brought you here three years ago.” She smiled tightly as she continued, fighting back tears. “You and your parents came to see him just before he passed. When he said he wanted to ride one last time, you took him out, on that very bike, and gave him his last ride. I cannot remember the last time he smiled the way he did, hanging onto you on the back of that bike.” 

She rummaged around her purse for a moment, pulling out a small Polaroid photo, then turned back to hand it to me. The caption read “Rowan and Donald, c. May 2010” – and there we were. Me, at sixteen, straddling my grandfather’s bike wearing a black leather jacket and a bright red scarf, my round purple sunglasses far too big for my face. And there he was – my grandfather – sitting behind me on the bike in his brown leather jacket and Army-green steel helmet. He was frailer than the man I remember seeing in Evelyn’s photos, but he was smiling from ear-to-ear. 

My heart caught roughly in my throat. 

“Take it with you,” Evelyn said, her voice somewhat raspy. 

I couldn’t find the words I wanted to say so I simply nodded. 

“Give me a moment,” she said, dabbing her eyes with Robert’s handkerchief. 

Tucking the faded photograph safely in my jacket pocket, I opened the door and stepped outside. Aiden followed. I started to put on my helmet as I walked toward the bike, which was perched a couple yards from the back door of the café, but he rested his hand on my arm, stopping me. 

“We could go back for my car,” he said softly. “Head to Sacramento first, let Robert and Evelyn head to Wichita without us, where they can hang low for a while.” 

I shook my head lightly. “I don’t have any guaranteed answers where I’m going – just more questions. Go find your family. When you do, I hope to have what I need to find mine.” 

He was quiet for a moment, then reached his hand into his pocket and retrieved the silver lighter – the same one he’d used to convince me to stay in the coffee shop. The one he’d used to help us escape just a few hours ago. 

“Take this with you. If anyone tries to hurt you, I want you to melt their faces off.” 

“Are we talking Raiders of the Lost Ark here?” 

He put his face in his hands, groaning. “Are you telling me you’re an Indiana Jones fan?” 

“Is that a bad thing?” I demanded. 

He cupped my face in his hands, lowering his face to mine. “I never could have dreamt I’d have a girlfriend who rides a motorcycle, likes Godsmack and Indiana Jones, and is the most badass Elementalist in modern history.” 

I gasped softly. “Did you just call me your girlfriend?” 

He stepped back, half-feigning a horrified expression. “Do you mean to tell me you’d crack my sternum while rescuing me from drowning only to resuscitate me and break my heart?” 

“Oh no…We should probably take you back to Dr. Chen,” I replied somberly. 

“Come here, you,” he said, taking me in his arms. 

From behind us, I could hear Evelyn clear her throat. 

“Aspen, no granddaughter of mine is going to date a boy without him first passing my inspection,” she said, squinting an eye in Aiden’s direction. Robert stood just behind her, laughing to himself softly. 

“Well… he’s an Associate Professor with a PhD, has a great sense of humor, keeps his house impeccably clean, and is a Pyromancer like Grandpa… Does that help?” 

She gave me a wry smile. “I’ll think about it.” 

I stepped forward to give her a tight hug. Robert gently clasped my good shoulder. 

“You be safe out there, Aspen,” he said. “And the second you’ve opened that box, you come meet us. We might need a Pentamancer close by our side given the nonsense we’re about to embark upon.” 

“I will,” I promised. 

“Be safe, sweetheart. Take good care of yourself,” Evelyn said, pulling away to look at me. “I love you always.” 

“I love you too, Grandma.” 

She leaned in to kiss my cheek, then hurried back to the car with Robert close in tow. He turned to smile at me over his shoulder before he opened the passenger door to help Evelyn back into the car. I reached my hand to touch my cheek – it was wet, from her tears. My own eyes watered slightly. 

“Find a safe place to sleep tonight, but not too close to the highway,” Aiden instructed, clasping my arms. “Message me the moment you can. Get a charger first thing, and a backpack, preferably one with a lock. And I meant what I said – if anyone looks at you cross-eyed…” 

“Melt their faces off,” I finished solemnly. 

“Exactly.” 

We stood there awkwardly for a moment before Aiden leaned forward to kiss me goodbye. I raised my hand, gently pressing my fingers to his lips before they could reach mine. 

“It’s not goodbye,” I whispered, taking his hand in mine. “Just ‘see you soon.’” 

I kissed his fingertips softly, then turned towards my bike as I strapped on my helmet. I had just started to climb on when Aiden pulled me back, swiftly turning me around as he pulled my face to his. 

He kissed me deeply, roughly entwining his fingers in my hair as though he had no intention of ever letting me go. I let out a soft gasp, then threw my arms around his neck, not caring about the captivated audience gaping at us from inside the Mercedes. The light above the coffee shop’s back door abruptly burst, mercifully bathing us in darkness. 

“I’ll see you soon,” he whispered, kissing the tip of my nose before he let me go. 

“I suppose I could go with you to Tulsa after all…” I muttered, only half-joking in that moment. Even in the darkness, I could see him smile wistfully. 

Reluctantly, I took a small step away from him, nearly walking into a yellow concrete balustrade as I did. Deftly mounting my bike, my eyes met Aiden’s one last time, alighted by the red glow of my taillight. I could see sorrow written there – and pain, uncertainty, fear – all things I knew were clearly reflected in my eyes as well. 

“I’ll see you soon,” I promised, kicking the motorcycle into gear. It roared to life and I pulled away without taking another look back, knowing that if I did, I might not go. 

After tucking Aiden’s silver lighter into my back pocket, I pulled the throttle on my grandfather’s motorcycle, my hair whipping in the cool night air, hoping the small brass key I wore next to the blue tanzanite pendant around my neck would unlock the answers I needed to find my mother. 




∞ 
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