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“Those who don't believe in magic will never find it.” 




- Roald Dahl 





Prologue 




Savannah screamed in frustration, slamming her hastily bandaged fists down on the paper-strewn desk. Alone she sat brooding in her dark corner office; the thick drapes behind her were drawn tightly closed, as they always were, to keep the strange happenings inside the building shrouded from the prying eyes of non-Elementalist passersby. Pale silver light from the full moon filtered into the office from the large skylights above, dimly illuminating the seething outline of the woman, whose battered body trembled with anger. Her short, severely cropped hair fell in a glossy black curtain over the right side of her face; she had carefully tucked the rest behind her left ear, exposing the bloodied, charred skin from the plume of Fire the Pentamancer known as Rowan had hurled in her direction before she was finally restrained – only to escape again, mere hours later. 

Savannah glanced at the antagonizing clock on the wall, her green eyes narrowing at the ticking hands. 1:07 a.m. Every minute that passed took the Pentamancer farther away, farther from her reach. Gritting her teeth, she unscrewed the white bottle of pills Dr. Chen had given her and swallowed another Vicodin with a swig of lukewarm, black coffee. The pain from the burns she had sustained just a few hours prior should have been excruciating, but right now, they were merely an annoyance. Two floors below, her head of security still hadn’t woken and the maddening doctor wouldn’t let her rouse him; his second-in-command, Strauss, had also been rushed to the burn ward, totally incapacitated. Everything was up to her now – not that Savannah minded being the one in control. She had to find the girl. Everything depended on it. 

The phone rang just then, jarring her from her thoughts. Her heart felt as though it might stop at any moment. 

What am I going to tell them? 

After the third unrelenting ring, she picked up the phone, working to control her voice as carefully as she could. 

“Hello, this is Savannah.” She smiled as she spoke, trying to sound calm and pleasant. The smile tugged on the fresh burns covering her left cheek, causing her to wince in pain. Her voice sounded raspy in her own ears. 

“Where is the Pentamancer?” came a thick, deep voice. 

“Ah, yes, well… It seems that she managed to overtake our doctor and escape from the hospital…” She could hear the man’s sharp intake of breath and hurried on before he could interject. “But don’t worry – she’s not far; with powers as strong as hers we’ll be able to sense her next big surge. I’ve already commanded our entire Containment Division here to—” 

“So,” the man interrupted, his voice cold and dispassionate, “What you’re telling me is that you claim to have found the first true Pentamancer in over three hundred years. You then take it upon yourself to inform every major chapter worldwide of your discovery without first discussing with us. And then you abruptly lose her?” Even through the phone, the condemnation in his voice made Savannah’s clammy skin erupt in goosebumps. 

She swallowed hard, tightly clenching her free hand into a balled fist in her lap. Her fingernails, broken and jagged from the earlier ‘situation’ in the arena, were cutting into the skin of her palm. She didn’t notice. 

“Before we apprehended her tonight, Lawson’s boy had been working diligently to turn Rowan against us. But I promise you, Magistrate, I will find her. I will change her mind. And when I do have her, I will bring her directly to you.” 

“The Inner Circle and I will be expecting hourly updates regarding the girl’s successful procurement. You know the consequences if you fail, Aggregator. Do not let us down.” 

The line went dead. 

Savannah hung up the phone hastily then reached across the desk for the white bottle again, her hand shaking as she fumbled to unscrew the top for another pill. The lid clattered to the desk, making a deafening sound in the otherwise silent room. She swallowed the bitter, chalky tablet with a shudder, then pulled open the bottom drawer of her desk, where she kept a faded photo of a smiling, copper-haired woman. Savannah stared down at the image resting atop a pile of disorganized papers for a long moment, the corners of her eyes pricking with stinging tears. 

Abruptly, she slammed the drawer shut again and gracefully rose from her leather chair, gently smoothing her wrinkled, singed blouse. 

For you, Emily. 





Chapter 1 




I couldn’t sleep. Bright streaks of yellow sunlight were already streaming through the gaps between the shabby motel curtains, reminding me that the rest of the world would be waking soon. I hadn’t wanted to stop riding the night before – I’d initially intended to go straight through Utah without resting – but somewhere after my second stop for gas, when I’d nearly filled my motorcycle’s tank with diesel instead of unleaded, I ruefully conceded that the fatigue creeping through my bones was finally winning. 

As I lay in my tattered clothes from the night before atop the starchy floral comforter and firm, unyielding mattress, I flicked open the lighter Aiden had given me and drew the blue-orange flame from the sparkwheel, idly twirling it through my fingers. For all I knew, it was my first time staying in a motel room, but I wasn’t exactly reveling in the new experience. I had awkwardly propped myself up on three overly-squishy pillows to help alleviate the persistent headache I had developed after clocking my head falling into a supernatural fissure in the arena. My shoulder was smarting from the burns of the massive fireball I’d accidentally dropped on myself doing the same, but I did my best to ignore it all. I’d gotten used to forcing injuries to the back of my mind during those last couple of weeks; something that would soon come in even handier, since I had many hours of riding still ahead of me, all with the strap of a heavy backpack cutting into the worst of my burns. 

I glanced over at the forest-green nylon backpack I had haphazardly slung over a chair as I trudged into the mildew-scented room a short while earlier, right after checking three times to make sure the deadbolt was locked behind me. It had cost eight dollars at the nearby gas station, for sale next to a display of maps, five-dollar sunglasses, pastel-pink visors that were colorfully embroidered with the words “GRAND JUNCTION”, and a wide assortment of trinkets embossed with corny anthropomorphized illustrations of cheerful, waving Palisade Peaches. After filling my motorcycle with the non-diesel variety of gasoline, I’d bought the backpack, a cheap charging cord, a few bottles of water, some aspirin, and an armful of snacks, then went back outside and unceremoniously shoved everything inside the bag. The thick envelope of money I was able to retrieve before fleeing the place I had called home for the last three years was covertly hidden beneath a large package of white cheddar popcorn near the bottom of the backpack. My old, recently-unearthed driver’s license and passport, both bearing the name “Rose Smith”, were carefully stored in an inside pocket. 

I’d kept the lighter Aiden had given me and a faded polaroid of my grandfather – sitting behind me on his old Honda, which years later I’d unknowingly inherit from Evelyn – as close to me as possible, securely zipped-up within an inside jacket pocket beside my breast. The only items I’d kept closer were the indigo-blue tanzanite pendant and a small brass key left to me by my parents. Those, I wore on a thin silver chain beneath my torn shirt, the cool metals comfortingly resting against my bare skin. 

Still absentmindedly playing with the marble-sized drop of Fire rolling between my fingers, I thought about Aiden and Evelyn, wondering what they and Robert were doing at that exact moment. I knew they would be expecting a call from me, but I didn’t have it in me to talk to anyone just yet. In the last forty-eight hours, I had found out that Evelyn, my neighbor and my closest friend, was actually my late grandfather’s wife; I’d discovered a startling wealth of information about my family, previously hidden from me by the very organization that had claimed they wanted to protect me; I’d learned that one or both of my parents were probably dead, hunted down and most likely killed years ago by associates of my boyfriend(?)’s father; I watched helplessly as he – Aiden – was nearly killed by Savannah as she and her cronies attempted to force me into betraying my biggest secret: that I am the first Pentamancer to be born in hundreds of years – some sort of legendary wielder of the five elements. 

I nearly rolled my eyes at the thought. Even then, after everything that happened, it all seemed unreal – absurd, even. Extinguishing the flame from my hand, I gently traced my fingers along the irritated black lines encasing the five-colored Pentamancer’s sigil on the inside of my left forearm, the tattoo I’d been forcibly branded with the night before. My eyes started to burn with angry tears, so I pushed the thoughts away – all of them. It was just too much to bear, alone, exhausted, and in a strange place. It reminded me too much of that bleak winter’s day three years ago… 

Instead I focused on Aiden, the only somewhat-safe subject I could think of. Right before I left – he called me his girlfriend. The thought was both elating and terrifying. I had no idea how to be someone’s girlfriend, whether I had ever been someone’s girlfriend before. If only I could remember something – anything – from my previous life. 

Surrendering to the fact that sleep would not be coming any time soon, I reached for the small black phone charging on the nightstand beside me and turned it on. I had four missed calls – three from Evelyn and one from Aiden – as well as a handful of text messages. I opened the first one, a long, typo-ridden message from Evelyn, who I assumed had written it from her phone. 




Dear Rowan…Aspen…Im sorry I cant find the delete button on this thing. How are you sweetheartr? Are you safe and somewhere warm? I should have given you more money. Im very angry with myself for that.Are you eatingf enough? Please,make sure you take care of your shoulder! Robert says also to cover the tattoo on your arm to avoid unwanted attention. Im so angry I could just march right in there myself and give those goodday Asteroids… Asterisks… Asterians!… a piece of my mind. Im sorry for the obscenities sweetheart, Im just so angry and worried. Please call me soon. I love you very much. Love, Ev…Grandma Evelyn. 




Despite feeling guilty for not calling, I couldn’t help but chuckle as I read her message. She always had a way of making me feel better, even unintentionally. I re-read her message, then opened the next one – it was from Aiden. I opened it, my heart fluttering. 




(1/3) Aspen – I’m sure you’re doing fine, but would you let me / us know that you’re okay when you have the chance? I probably don’t need to tell you that Evelyn is a bit frantic by now. Please take care of yourself. A brief update: we drove for 3 hours (Robert drove at a staunch 10 miles below the speed limit) and then stopped at a hotel in Burlington, on the border of Colorado and Kansas. The room situation is… unique. Two double beds. (2/3) For the sake of appearing scrupulous, I believe, Robert is sharing my bed. He’s snoring beside me as we speak. Evelyn is fast asleep as well. They’re both quite jet-lagged from the trip back from Brussels. Before I forget, regarding your phone, I’d pre-paid for a month of unlimited texts and emails, but talk time is limited. Unless you can get to a mobile store to add more minutes, and I’m sure that’s not your top priority at the moment, I’ll try to stick to texts and emails and remind Evelyn to do the same. (3/3) Robert brought his laptop, which makes it easier for me to write you that way. Do you have an email account? If not, use my university email address to write me. The password is ‘Pyromaniac87’. I know – not very original. I miss you and am already regretting that we went our separate ways. If I have any say in the matter, we’ll be together very soon. I’ll write you a longer message once I have the opportunity. For now, I’ll try to sleep, despite the chainsaw to my right. Thinking of you… A. 




Despite the smothering wave of exhaustion threatening to overcome me, his sign off made my heart thrum in my chest. I quickly hit ‘reply’, then started typing what was meant to be a prodigious and affectionate response, filled with my innermost thoughts and heart-wrenching confessions. Alas, after twenty-four hours without sleep, and the clinging vestiges of the painkillers Dr. Chen had given me obstinately lingering in my body, my amorous sonnet would have to wait. After composing just a few blurry sentences – which I would later be thankful had never made their way to Aiden – the phone slipped through my fingers as the lack of sleep finally caught up with me, and I fell into a deep, unyielding slumber. 





Chapter 2 




A few hours later, I awoke with a start; someone – or something – had been tickling my ribs. 

“Auughh!” I yelled reflexively, swatting wildly at the unknown assailant. 

My cellphone, which had been vibrating against my right side, clattered loudly to the floor. It continued to vibrate, almost indignantly, from atop the matted-down carpet. I clumsily reached down to try and grab it, nearly toppling off the bed as I did so. The phone stopped vibrating for a brief moment, then lit up again as another call came in. Leaning precariously off the side of the bed, I finally managed to snatch it from the ground, fumbling to swipe the green button on the screen. I was still getting used to cell phones. 

“Hello?” I snapped groggily into the phone, still very much half-asleep. 

“Where have you been?” Evelyn practically screeched into my ear. I yanked the phone away from my face, but I could still hear her voice, crystal clear from the other end. “You just careen off into the sunset on that two-wheeled death machine, and then what? You don’t call, you don’t write—” 

I could hear Robert’s muffled interjection: “Now, now…mumble mumble… probably sleeping, don’t accost the poor girl mumble mumble…” 

Evelyn came back on the line a few moments later, her now-serene voice sounding somewhat forced: “What I meant to ask, dear, is how are you doing? Is everything fine where you are?” I had to put my hand over the speaker so she wouldn’t hear me stifle a laugh. I liked Robert already. 

“I’m really sorry I haven’t checked in,” I said, feeling genuine guilt. “I’m doing fine – I started to write a note early this morning, but then I fell asleep. Would you tell Aiden that I got his message and I’ll send him an email in a little bit?” 

I could hear a good amount of shuffling and background noise as Evelyn was muttering, “How do I get this doohickey to switch to speakerphone?” 

“Like this, Evelyn,” I heard Aiden say. My heart skipped a beat just hearing his voice. 

“Can you hear us, Aspen?” Evelyn shouted in the phone so loudly I nearly dropped it back on the floor. 

“Augh!” I winced, quickly yanking the phone away from my eardrum again. 

“Yes, hi – I can hear you,” I grumbled at the same time as I heard Robert say, “I think she can hear you just fine, my dear.” 

“How are you three doing?” I asked, carefully returning the phone back to my ear. “Are you still in Colorado? What time is it anyway…?” I muttered, half to myself, as I turned to drape my legs over edge of the bed. 

“Two in the afternoon,” Evelyn answered, then helpfully added, “Wednesday, April eighteenth.” 

I chuckled. “Well, yes, I knew that much… Are you all okay over there? Is – Is Aiden there?” 

“Hi Aspen,” came Aiden’s low, smooth voice. “It’s great to hear your voice.” 

“Y-yours too,” I nearly stammered. I was suddenly feeling rather shy. 

“Evelyn, would you or Robert mind if I spoke with Aspen outside for just a few moments?” Aiden asked. 

A half beat of silence. Then Robert said, in a rather grandiose tone, “Yes, please – by all means!” I could almost hear the wide grin in his voice. My face flushed. 

A moment later, I heard Aiden exhale a long, protracted sigh. I imagined him leaning against the outside of their hotel room door. “Are you still there, Aspen?” 

“I’m here,” I answered quickly. “Are you, uh… doing okay?” 

“Well, I finally fell asleep about two hours after sending you those texts, despite the harmonious combined snores of Robert and your grandmother. It was like a chainsaw symphony in there.” I covered my mouth to keep myself from snorting into the receiver. “But honestly, even without the cacophonous racket, it still would have taken me a long time to fall asleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about you, about what happened, wondering if you were alright.” 

My stomach fluttered wildly; at the same time, I felt a massive twinge of guilt. I had fallen asleep before I could even finish writing him a message. 

“I’m okay,” I reassured him. “I have a full tank of gas, enough white cheddar popcorn to last me a month, and your trusty lighter to keep me safe.” 

“Normally I’d scoff at those last two points, but I’ve seen the inside of your pantry so I know that’s a relatively healthy meal for you, and I’ve also seen first-hand what you can do with a lighter so… I’m actually more-or-less placated.” Hearing the sound of his laugh immediately made me laugh; that is, until his dissolved into hoarse coughs. 

“Are you okay?” I asked. My thoughts immediately went to Tom and Strauss holding Aiden’s head underwater, his body thrashing wildly as they tried to drown him. My stomach twisted into painful knots. The lights in the hotel room all flickered on in near-unison, surged brightly, then dimmed to black again. I tried to take a deep breath to calm myself down. Aiden’s reassuring voice helped bring me back. 

“Nurse Evelyn has been tending to me since the moment you left – it’s as though she’s trying to make up for the fact that she can’t take care of you. I honestly can’t remember the last time I was physically tucked into bed.” 

My face flushed hotly. “She actually…? Oh my god, I’m so sorry—” 

“Don’t be,” he interjected, “She’s wonderful.” 

I smiled despite myself. “She really is.” 

A low tone chimed on my phone just then as a text message flashed on the screen: One minute remaining of talk time. 

“Crap,” I muttered. “I’ve only got a minute of talk time left.” 

“Ah,” Aiden answered, a note of dejection in his voice. “I was worried about that. I’d better speak quickly, then. Try to refill it when you can at the next mobile store. In the meantime, you should have unlimited text and data – I don’t mean to pull an ‘Evelyn’ on you, but would you please check in when you can? I know how capable you are but… it helps me rest easier.” 

“I promise,” I answered solemnly. “Please tell Evelyn I love her. Give my best to Robert. And, Aiden?” 

“Yes?” 

“I… I just want you to know I’m thinking of you too. And your sister. Everything is going to be okay… I truly believe that.” Aiden was quiet for a moment. 

“I miss you, Aspen,” he said softly. “Please take care of yourself.” 

The tone chimed again, and the call ended. I looked at the phone in my hand sadly. 

I miss you too, Aiden… 

After a moment, I set the phone down gently on the nightstand, then walked over to the bathroom where I quickly brushed my teeth with the small, disposable toothbrush generously provided by the motel staff. Afterwards, I ran my fingers through my tangled, wind-and-sleep tousled hair in a feeble attempt to tame it, while mentally running through the growing list of items I would need to buy on the way to Sacramento. 

Backpack lock, wallet, hair brush, deodorant, clothes, a new jacket… 

I tried not to think about anything else; I had no set plan, after all. The only thing I could do was head for the Sunshine Valley Bank, since the singular clue I had about my parents was the handwritten note stuck with a safe deposit key, which instructed me to “Start here.” I absentmindedly fingered the small, brass key looped on the silver chain around my neck, safely nestled beside my tanzanite pendant, while I leaned forward to inspect my face in the mirror. 

Beneath the garish fluorescent lights of the small, open bathroom, my right eye was darker than usual. For the first time I could remember, it was even more violet than the indigo stone in my necklace. I had always been a little self-conscious of my two-toned eyes, which normally weren’t even that noticeably different, but that day the obvious contrast was all the more discomforting. I turned away from my reflection, forcing myself to think only of ‘safe’ things: Chapstick, socks, toothpaste, sunglasses… 

Over and over again I recited my growing list of necessities, until it had become a satisfactorily-distracting incantation in my head. 

*** 




An hour later, I was back on the road. I had eaten a not-quite-gourmet meal of popcorn, beef jerky, and Gatorade, sent Evelyn – ‘Grandma’ Evelyn, I reminded myself – a quick note about my route, then let the motel room door slam behind me without another look back. 

The road from Grand Junction to Salt Lake City is one big, open highway; and in the middle of a quiet weekday afternoon, flying along its open lanes and smooth asphalt is a motorcyclist’s dream. Though the initial views of the ochre desert landscape were flat and uninspiring, I was beginning to see hazy, snow-capped mountain ranges ahead in the distance, and soon the taupe flatlands gave way to grand plateaus, crowned by massive fluffy clouds whose long shadows left dramatic blue silhouettes across the steep-sloped mesas. After an hour or so of riding, the wide road became surrounded on either side by breathtaking, crimson rock formations and deep red soil as far as the eye could see, punctuated only by low, green shrubs and gnarled, crooked scrub pines. Everywhere I looked was like a stunning picture from a postcard. And while I knew I had no real memories of the drive I had taken with my parents more than three years before to get from Sacramento to Denver, I couldn’t help but feel like there was something familiar about the views. The tawny, rolling landscape had a lulling effect as I zoomed by, entranced by all that I saw. 

I wish things could have stayed as carefree and picturesque for the entirety of that road trip, but alas, it was just shortly after that everything came to an abrupt, terrifying stop. 





Chapter 3 




I’d been riding for more than two hours and was just starting to keep an eye out for a gas station when my bike gradually started shaking. At first, I thought it might just be the bumps in the uneven asphalt, but I quickly realized that the bike itself was shuddering. The acrid smell of something burning began to fill my nose. 

Uh-oh, I grimaced. 

I cautiously shifted down and made my way over to the side of the road. Luckily, there were almost no other vehicles on the highway, so I was able to avoid the need for any fancy maneuvers. After safely crossing the solid white line and slowing onto the shoulder, my bike lurched to a hard stop. Never, ever a good sign. I turned off the engine and warily unstrapped my helmet, hung it from the handlebars, then dropped my backpack on the ground beside the bike. As I made my way over to the back of my bike, I gingerly stretched my elbows behind my back to soothe my aching muscles, while trying to ignore the throbbing burns on the back of my shoulder. Aches and pains were the least of my worries, because I knew what was wrong with my bike before I even went to look. 

Motorcycles for Morons, Chapter One: “Most motorcycle brands recommend that you lubricate your chain every 300-600 miles to ensure peak performance and safety; though if the weather is dry, you should lubricate more frequently given the increased dust build-up in the linked components. Additionally, if you're going at higher speeds for long periods of time, more oil will be flung off and will need to be replenished.” 

I knelt next to my bike to inspect its dry, dusty chain, shaking my head with irritation, mostly aimed at myself. Dry chains meant weak chains; weak chains lead to snapped chains; and a snapped chain while driving on the highway could mean serious injury or death. When was the last time I lubed up the chain? Three months ago? Four? How could I have possibly forgotten to do that in Grand Junction? I chastised myself. 

I pulled out my phone to try to search for the nearest gas station using the maps application that Aiden had shown me, but I had almost no service. And it was nearly 6:00 p.m. – the sun would be setting soon and there wasn’t a store or building in sight. With a frustrated grunt, I slumped down beside the bike and put my head in my hands, trying to think. The beef jerky in my bag was pretty greasy… I wonder if I could rub some of that against the chain until I make it to a gas station or parts shop… 

Fortunately, and unfortunately, I didn’t have much time to ruminate over further absurd ideas; a white van was slowing down and pulling off onto the shoulder, coming to a stop just behind my bike. I quickly scrambled to my feet as a rough-looking guy in his mid-thirties stepped out of the passenger side of the unmarked utility van. Its windows were open, revealing two more men sitting in the front seat. They were watching me intently. 

“Hey there, sweetheart, you need some help?” the man called as he approached me. He wore a red bandana wrapped around his closely-shaved head, a dirty white t-shirt, and paint-splattered cargo pants. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, but I quickly ignored the feeling. In my singed, ragged leather jacket and filthy clothes, I couldn’t have looked much better. 

“My, uh – my bike chain is stuck,” I answered, my throat suddenly dry. “I just need to get my hands on some lubricant.” 

“I know something you could get your hands on and lubricate,” he answered with a wry grin. Inside the van, I could see his friends snickering. I took a step away from him, my face darkening to a glare. 

He held up his hands apologetically. “I’m just kidding, sweetheart, don’t be so sensitive. It’s just that, well, it’s not every day you get to see a hottie like yourself on a motorcycle. Where’d you learn to ride?” 

I folded my arms across my chest, trying to exude more confidence than I felt. “I taught myself.” 

“Impressive,” he smiled appreciatively, eyeing me up and down. “Well it just so happens to be your lucky day, sweetheart, because the boys and I might just happen to have what you need.” He turned toward the van. “Hey, Jasper – we still got that WD-40 in the back?” 

“I think we do,” his friend said, climbing out of the van. He too gave me a thirsty look over his shoulder as he headed to check. The tingling feeling at the back of my neck began creeping down my back. 

“C’mon over here, sweetheart, let’s see what we can find,” the bandana-clad man called out as he followed Jasper to the back of the van. 

Finding my resolve, I headed over there as well, trying to keep my head held high. Still, I felt for Aiden’s lighter in my jacket pocket and breathed a sigh of relief when my fingers found the cool metal. When I approached the back of the vehicle, all three men were there waiting for me, including the driver. He must have gotten out and made his way back there from the other side of the van. Both of the wide back doors were open, revealing a plethora of construction supplies, large buckets and various tools within – they also conveniently kept the four of us out of sight from passing motorists. Despite the warm evening air, my blood ran cold. Long wisps of my hair were caught in the growing breeze and fluttered around my face. 

“We’ve got some WD-40 for you right here,” Red Bandana said, holding up a blue canister tauntingly. “But you’re gonna have to give us something for it in return.” 

I took a step back, just as he and Jasper took a step forward. 

Time to go. 

“You know what – I really don’t have anything I can give you, so I think I’ll just go back and call for a tow truck,” I answered, doing my best to keep my voice steady. The wind had begun intensifying, kicking a swirling curtain of red dust into the air around us. 

“Don’t be like that,” the driver growled, stepping in line with his two buddies. He wore a pair of dingy coveralls half-unstrapped over his clothes, exposing a blue beer logo plastered on the front of a dirty gray t-shirt. His eyes were cold, almost hollow; they vaguely reminded me of the vacant eyes of a shark. “We’ve been out at the site for a long time, none of us have felt the touch of a woman in a while, and all we’re askin’ you for is a little… release, you know?” 

My hand immediately went to my breast pocket. 

“She’s got a knife, grab her!” the driver yelled. 

Before I could react, Jasper roughly grabbed my wrist, sending the silver lighter clattering to the asphalt. He bent over to grab it, and when he straightened again, he was grinning darkly. 

“Just what were you gonna do with this?” he asked me menacingly, his face only inches from mine, his sour breath reeking of stale tobacco and booze. He laughed as he flicked it open to expose a small yellow flame. “Scare us with your little Zippo?” 

I stood a little straighter, ignoring the dull pain in my wrist from where he grabbed me. The wind was howling wildly around us now. The other two guys were looking around in wonder, shielding their eyes from the dust storm that appeared to be manifesting from out of nowhere. As for me, I kept my stinging eyes on that lovely, flickering flame. 

“No – I was going to do this.” 

Jasper stopped mid-laugh as the flame roared to life, erupting from the lighter like a giant snake, coiled and ready to strike. Screaming, he flung the lighter to the ground, but the fiery serpent didn’t extinguish, not even close. Fueled by the strengthening windstorm, the plume of Fire grew larger and hotter, wildly surging toward the three men who were physically clambering over one another to try and seek shelter inside the back of the van. Rooted to my place on the asphalt, my hair blowing wildly from the violent gusts of Wind, I idly wondered if there might be anything flammable in there. Before I could find out, however, a deafening roar filled my ears as fifteen – perhaps, twenty – bikers, all on gleaming Harleys, began pulling up one by one behind the van. Seeing them, I quickly extinguished the column of Fire I had been wielding; the wind was quiet once more. The three men inside the van were completely silent now, staring at me with wide, petrified eyes. 

I gave them a final, intimidating look as if to say: Not. One. Word. 

A moment later, a very large man, perhaps somewhere in his late fifties, approached the back of the van. He was clad from head to toe in dusty, black leather: leather chaps, leather boots, leather vest. His scraggly gray beard was meticulously gathered into a neat braid, and a dirty white bandana was tied around his forehead, keeping the loose strands from his long, gray ponytail neatly in place despite the freak windstorm that had gone as quickly as it had been summoned. He took off his silver aviators before he spoke, squinting slightly from the setting sun ahead of us. 

“Is there a problem here?” he asked gruffly, directing the question at me. “We saw your vehicles on the side of the road and one of my people thought he mighta seen flames.” 

I took a deep breath, steadying my voice. “My bike broke down,” I answered, “and these three men said they’d help me… after insisting I provide a specific kind of favor.” 

The man’s eyebrows arched, then furrowed sharply, giving him a menacing expression that made the worst of Evelyn’s seem as cute as a puppy’s. When he made a sharp gesture with his hand, three more men from the front of the biker gang immediately got off their Harleys and strode over to the back of the van. They stood just behind us, crossing their beefy arms in front of their wide chests. They too, were clad in dust-covered leather and white bandanas. When the large man at my side spoke again, he appeared to be addressing the burly newcomers, though he looked straight ahead at the three guys in the back of the van. 

“It seems these…fellas,” he said carefully, glancing in my direction, “were making problems for one of ours,” he finished, giving the trembling guys in the van a look so ominous, they could only openly cower from the precarious pile of buckets they had perched on top of. Suppressing a smirk, I couldn’t help but wonder which one of us they were more afraid of at that very moment – the large, threatening man to my left… or me. 

“Now… we don’t take too kindly to the mistreatment of one of our own, as you can imagine…” 

One of the bikers who had come to stand behind us was shuffling his feet restlessly, his heavy boots kicking up dust as he slowly shook his head to emphasize his friend’s words. Another balled his fists and spit at the ground petulantly, while the third man was openly grinning at the men in the van as he nonchalantly cleaned the dirt from under his fingernails with a skull-carved switchblade. 

“…But even more than that, we don’t tolerate violence of any sort against womenfolk. So, here’s what’s gonna happen. I’m gonna count to three. You’re gonna drive away before I get to three. And if we ever see the likes of you again, you’re gonna be so bloodied and crippled, you won’t even be able to hold a pen to write home to your mama. We clear?” 

The men in the van continued to stare at him in dumbfounded horror, but the moment he spoke again, they immediately bolted like frightened rabbits. 

“One…” 

They practically dove out of the back of the van, knocking out buckets and a box of tools as they hastily scrambled out. The can of WD-40 fell out of the van and clattered loudly to the ground. One of them – Red Bandana – stopped to try to gather the toolbox and its spilled contents, then immediately let it drop back to the asphalt when the leader of the biker gang spoke again. 

“Two!” 

He hastily slammed the back doors shut and scurried around to the passenger-side door where the other two had already jumped into the van. 

“Three!” 

Before Red Bandana’s door had even been properly shut, the driver hit the gas so hard, the tires squealed angrily, sending smoke and bits of black rubber high into the air as he sharply craned the wheel to get back onto the highway. Coughing, I waved my hand in front of my face as they shot away faster than I’ve ever seen anyone flee before, leaving a long, blue trail of smoke in their wake. 

Just then, I remembered Aiden flooring the gas in his Jeep the night before as we tried to avoid being swallowed up by the collapsing road behind us… 

“You okay, little lady?” The man with the braided beard asked, turning to face me. There was concern plainly written on his face. “They didn’t touch you, did they? Cause if they did, I got another group of riders waiting for us in Salt Lake who can intercept them for a quick word.” 

“I’m okay,” I said, taking a shaky breath. It wasn’t those perverts, but rather Savannah and the Asterians, who scared me the most. 

“I gotta say, they sure looked awful scared by the time we rolled in… seems like you already had everything under control,” he grinned, his eyes twinkling. “I’m Cotton, by the way. These are my fine associates,” he said, gesturing to the large group of people behind him. They all smiled and waved from their Harleys. 

“My name’s Aspen,” I answered. “And I’m much obliged to you all.” 

The three broad-shouldered men standing behind Cotton all tilted their heads at me politely before turning around to head back to their bikes. The man with the skull-handled switchblade added an amicable wink before joining the others. 

“What seems to be the trouble with your Honda?” Cotton asked, gesturing toward my bike. He gave a low whistle. “Is that a CB750? Damn fine model if you ask me.” 

“Thank you. It was my grandfather’s. And, like an idiot, I forgot to lube the chain before I hit the road.” 

Cotton smiled, stroking his braided beard. “Oh, we’ve all been there. We’ll get that fixed right up for you, little lady, we’ve got just the right stuff for that. Just hang tight. My lovely wife, Gail, will see to you in the meantime.” 

A petite woman with short, gray-streaked auburn hair took off her leather jacket, slinging it over her handlebars, then sauntered over to where we were standing. She wore a white tank top and tight jeans and the same dusty white bandana as Cotton and the others wore. Though diminutive in stature, she somehow looked as though she could have easily taken down the three jerks in the van with her bare hands. 

“C’mon, honey,” she said, clasping a strong hand on my good shoulder. “Let me introduce you to the rest of the gang.” 

*** 




Less than an hour later, my bike had been buffed and polished; the chain was greased, the oil had been changed, and even the gas had been topped off. I had also been gifted a leather saddlebag filled with a canister of chain lube, pepper spray, a small bottle of Fireball, and a few other essentials for minor bike repairs. 

“I… I honestly don’t know how to thank you all,” I stammered as I surveyed my gleaming motorcycle from all sides. I couldn’t remember the last time it had been so pampered. 

“It’s just how we treat our own,” Gail answered easily, brushing off my thanks. 

Cotton winked at me from beside her. “So, where you headed?” 

“Sacramento. I’m, uh… I’m visiting family.” I felt guilty, lying to them. But I didn’t have much in the way of an alternative. 

“Perfect,” Cotton said with a smile. “We’re headed to Reno for a bike rally. Why don’t you ride with us along the way? We’re staying in Salt Lake tonight.” Surveying the large group of rough-looking bikers, I only hesitated for a half-second before replying. 

“Absolutely – I’d be honored to ride with you.” 

A few minutes later, after adjusting the white bandana Gail had ceremoniously tied in a bow around my neck, I kicked my bike into gear and turned off the shoulder just behind Cotton and Gail, while the rest of the gang fell into a roaring formation behind us. I felt slightly out of place in my full-face helmet, while the rest of group proudly rode their Harleys sporting only aviator sunglasses and bandanas, but I couldn’t help but grin wildly as the roar of their engines filled my ears while we cruised across that desert highway. As we rode toward the setting vermillion sun, I truly felt safe, as though nothing could touch me – neither those ill-intentioned men on the side of the road, nor my own fears and doubts. 

Not even Savannah. 





Chapter 4 




And that’s how I ended up becoming an honorary member of a biker gang, I finished my long email to Aiden, clicking ‘Send’. I had omitted the part about the van and the gang in my other email addressed to Evelyn, simply letting her know instead that I had made it safely to Salt Lake and was comfortable and well-fed at a four-star hotel. That Cotton wouldn’t let me pay a penny for, I thought to myself, half-appreciative and half-abashed by the generous gesture. The room I was staying in had more than made up for the seedy motel I had stayed at that morning. The mattress was bouncy, the white comforter was plush and soft, and the carpet didn’t appear as though it had been matted down by a herd of elephants wearing muddy combat boots. 

Cotton’s gang had reserved an entire block of rooms for their group but one of the couples couldn’t make it to the rally, and the prepaid room was non-refundable. Cotton had insisted I take it, telling me it would have gone to waste anyway. When I’d started fumbling through my backpack to find my wad of cash from which to repay them, his eyes narrowed sternly. 

“I’ll forgive the insult just this once… but don’t ever try to give me money again, you hear? We’re family now.” 

Family… What a strange and beautiful word. 

It was 8:00 p.m. and I was sprawled on top of the room’s luxurious king-sized bed, propped up on my elbows in the new black leather jacket Gail had offered me to replace the burned, ragged one I’d been wearing before. When she’d asked what had happened to it, I faltered, totally unable to come up with a plausible excuse for why it had been burned clean through the shoulder. After an awkward moment, she just chuckled and shook her head. 

“I didn’t realize it was that kind of story! You know what, honey? Why don’t you go ahead and just keep it – it’s always been a bit long on me anyway… And uh, why don’t you take one of my tank tops, too?” she asked, surveying my tattered mess of a shirt. “I got a red one that would look killer on you.” 

I smiled wistfully as I absentmindedly patted the breast pocket where I’d gently tucked Aiden’s lighter and the polaroid of my grandfather, and was just about to power down the cell phone when an email from Aiden popped up: 




Aspen, 

I had typed up an entire email to send you (below), and just as I was about to send it, your mind-blowing message popped up in my inbox. You took down three guys on the side of a desert highway and then joined a biker gang? 1) I can’t coherently string together the right combination of words to tell you how glad I am that you’re okay, and 2) I never thought I’d say this, but I’m feeling immense relief that you’ve joined a biker gang during this desert leg of your road trip. I only wish they hadn’t been so civilized in letting those animals go without a stern “talking to.” Lastly, 3) If anything – ANYTHING – like that happens to you again, I am dropping everything here to show said hypothetical miscreants what happens when you upset a Level-III Pyromancer. (Hint: it involves something called ‘premature cremation’ – something they won’t find a pharmaceutical drug to be able to fix.) 

I apologize. I don’t usually get so worked up. I think I’ll take a walk after sending this. And now back to your regularly scheduled email: 

Dear Aspen, 

I hope you’re doing well. We just got to Wichita and we’re currently staying at Robert’s sister’s house on the outskirts of what I call ‘Dusty Flatlandsville’. We’ll be spending the night here before Robert and I make our way to Tulsa after lunch tomorrow. The good news: While Evelyn did NOT like the idea of being “dumped” at Carol’s house, Robert’s sister, like your grandmother, also lives alone and the two of them have immediately taken one another up as best friends. There has not been one break to get a word in edgewise, but Robert and I are just fine with that. He’s begun reading everything he can in the online Asterian archives about Containment Centers, but as you can imagine, not much is openly published about them there. A couple press releases on new facilities (including Tulsa), a few condemning op-ed pieces penned by a scant handful of brave, outspoken Elementalists, some newspaper-type articles about recent public Elementalist breakdowns. One was about a Hydromancer who become so enraged at the construction workers loudly drilling outside his window, he intentionally blew a water pipe to literally “drown out” their operations. I initially chuckled, until I read that some of the workers and a random bystander had been seriously hurt. Anyway, he will most certainly be put away in a Hydromantic Containment Center for a very long time. 

As much as I’ve been trying to come up with a plan for getting my sister out of her facility – with the help of some relevant notes I stole from my father’s file – my mind keeps going back to what happened the other night. Savannah is most certainly looking for us, and more than likely the other Chapters have been notified about us as well. So, please, lay low – keep your eyes down and your tattoo covered. When we’re together once more, I promise we’ll come up with a plan where you never have to hide your lovely indigo eyes again. 

Fondly, 

Aiden 

PS – I know we still haven’t determined whether we’re putting a ‘label’ on things just yet. I wonder if we might be able to talk about that once you’re ready? 




My faced flushed. I knew he had every right to ask me that question, given the ambiguous way we – well, I – had left things. The thought of a boyfriend was terrifying to me; for starters, I’d never had one. And because I was so used to being alone and keeping secrets, the thought of opening up to someone – letting them in completely, when I had grown accustomed to my instincts screaming at me otherwise – well, it was terrifying. Still, I wanted so badly to just say yes. After all, Aiden was brilliant, funny, honest, open… at least as much as one could be given our circumstances. He was protective, but never overbearing. And I couldn’t deny that he was quite easily the most attractive man I’d ever laid eyes on… 

I set the phone down and rolled over on my back, imagining Aiden’s deep, brown eyes, the soft, dark curls that hung loosely over his forehead when he bent over a page… or down to kiss me. I bit my lip, thinking about the way his soft lips would gently part to meet mine… the taste and feel of his sweet breath… 

The lights in the room suddenly flickered off and so I lay there in the darkness, lost in the comforting memory of Aiden’s embrace. But those sweet memories were quickly replaced by darker, more sinister things. As the clock on the opposite wall ticked loudly, I was reminded of the cold, simple fact that while I was busy basking in some semblance of comfort in that quiet hotel room, it was all a façade, and a fleeting one at that. No doubt the Asterians were looking for me at that very moment; no doubt they’d be doing everything they could to get me back where they felt I belonged. And while Cotton and his tough-looking friends could keep me safe from everyday crooks and perverts, even they wouldn’t be able to protect me from an army of Elementalists, led by Savannah. 

Savannah. 

Try as I might, I couldn’t get her out of my mind. I used to think she was just some officious, superficial sycophant… But that night, I saw another side of her – a vicious, sociopathic side. She seemed to have no qualms about killing Aiden simply to prove she had been right about me. I shuddered at the thought of her charred, twisted face; the last image I saw just before falling into the abyss she had opened beneath my feet. My chest felt as though it were constricting around my lungs as several voices raced in my mind at once. 

“I was right…You are a Pentamancer…” 

“If they find out… they’ll never let you taste freedom again…” 

“Don’t attract attention… Don’t let them find you…” 

There was a loud knock at the door, startling me from my anxious reverie. Instinctively, I mentally flicked the lights back on, then immediately regretted it. What if it’s an Elementalist outside the door? I chided myself as I pulled myself out of bed, scanning the room for something heavy. 

“Who is it?” I called out tentatively. 

“It’s Gail! Just wanted to check on ya!” 

My ribs loosened their death grip around my lungs. “Coming!” I answered. A moment later I pulled open the door to find Gail and two other ladies from the troupe, one of which I remembered was her cousin… Dottie? I strained to remember. 

“Girl, that tank and jacket look a hell of a lot better on you than they do on me! It’d be a crime if I ever took ‘em back from you,” she marveled. I blushed. “Where’s your bandana?” 

I quickly turned around and snatched it from the bed, where it had been hastily slung over the headboard. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to forget to wear my gang colors!” I said, clumsily trying to tie it around my forehead. 

Gail and the other two women burst out laughing. Loudly. In between stomach-clenching gasps, Gail managed to sputter, “Gang colors?” 

I stared at her in confusion. “But I thought… the white bandanas?” 

She wiped a tear from her eye as Dottie stifled another giggle into her palm. “Naw, sweetheart, we’re not a biker gang, unless you consider a horde of middle-aged friends who ride bikes and drink a few too many Bud Lites a gang.” 

Oh. I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed… But at least I wouldn’t have to worry about Evelyn stringing me up by my toes after finding out I had joined an actual motorcycle gang. 

“We wear the bandanas to raise awareness of a fundraiser we’re sponsoring for Mac’s wife, who was recently diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis,” Dottie chimed in, stepping over to help me tie it properly. That made me feel better. 

“Hey – we’re about to head downstairs to the lobby for some beers,” Gail grinned, her wide smile veering on wicked. “Care to join us?” 

I glanced back into my empty hotel room; the clock on the wall was ticking thunderously. 

“Yeah… A beer sounds great.” 

*** 




One by one the bikers jovially slapped me on the back the next morning as they passed me straddling my bike in the parking lot, fumbling crossly as I attempted to strap on my helmet. Suffice it to say, “a beer” had turned into two-and-a-half beers and a couple shots of Fireball, which was apparently no big deal to the rest of the bikers who had awoken bright-eyed and bushy-tailed despite the pitchers of beer being passed back and forth between them – like cups of Earl Grey at a British tea party – in the hotel bar the night before. Even Gail’s diminutive cousin Dottie, who weighed at least twenty pounds less than me and had easily drunk twice as much as me, was cheerful and practically bouncing on her toes. But it was my new friend Mac, the very large gentleman with the skull-carved switchblade, who made me realize what a true lightweight I was. 

“I still don’t know how you pulled that trick with the whiskey last night!” Mac hollered at me good naturedly, clapping a large hand on my shoulder – the non-bandaged one, mercifully. 

“The… trick with the whiskey…?” I asked, flipping up my helmet’s tinted visor to squint at him. The sun seemed exceptionally bright that morning. 

“C’mon now, don’t play like you were that drunk! You were making the whisky practically jump from glass to glass, didn’t spill nary a drop while you did it! Never seen anything like that before in my life!” 

Idiot! I fumed at myself, outwardly trying to maintain a stiff, friendly smile. Hydromantic beer tricks? What are you, an Elementalist frat boy? 

“You really earned your nickname last night, Fireball!” he grinned, affectionately rapping the top of my helmet with his knuckle. “And thanks again, for the generous donation you made in honor of Lexie.” That, at least, I clearly remembered doing. “She told me to give you a big ol’ hug for that one!” He leaned over and squeezed me so tightly, I could feel my back crack in two places. “You’re alright, Little Fireball!” 

He was still chuckling as he headed over to his own bike, a gargantuan beast of a chopper with big chrome skulls embellishing the ‘Ape-hanger’ handlebars. Evelyn had once made me watch an old movie with her called Easy Rider, and all I could think about while watching Mac rev the throttle high above his head was Peter Fonda’s famous Captain America bike. 

Frankly, it was a dumb and short-sighted thing to do, donating half of the only money I had to the fundraiser for Mac’s wife, especially since I had no idea how long I’d have to live off the limited cash in my pocket. But it felt right to give something back using the bribe money I’d received from the Asterians. I’d never felt right about taking that cash anyway. 

The ride through western Utah wasn’t quite as lovely as it was coming in from the east; not because the scenery was any less beautiful, but because my head felt as though it might split clean in two if not for my helmet securely holding it together. Even so, I still found plenty of moments to appreciate the stunning views and the fact that I was flying down the highway with a group of what was now nearly forty bikers. Though separated from the people I loved, and fleeing from those I feared, I found it hard to feel lonely or afraid with Cotton and Gail leading the way, and a throng of new friends riding behind me. 

It’s hard to describe the sound of the combined thunderous roar of more than three dozen bikes riding in formation, the feeling of solidarity and belonging; for instance, every passing motorcyclist would raise their hand to us in a friendly salute, and our entire group would acknowledge them in a stately, synchronized return. Additionally, Cotton’s band of bikers had a whole system of hand gestures and signs; if anyone in the pack had a problem, the whole gang would stop for them. And, while I’d often feel vulnerable riding alone among the unpredictable and often inattentive vehicle traffic back home, passing cars and trucks didn’t come anywhere near our impressive caravan of motorcycles. 

Those two days with the biker club were perhaps the most liberated and protected I had ever felt; I felt higher than I did wielding Lightning in a storm. But, moments like that are indeed fleeting, and nothing lasts forever; we would reach Reno that evening, and after one last night of carousing and drinks – in my case, root beer – with my newfound friends, the next morning I would have to re-embark on my solo trip to Sacramento. My life, the only life I could remember, had previously been encapsulated into an interminable three-year period, filled with nothing but emptiness and questions. 

It was finally time for me to start getting some answers. 





Chapter 5 




My dear Aspen, 

I hope you are doing fine and staying safe! Would you try to find a pay phone somewhere along the way to California so we can chat for a few minutes? Do you have enough money to get by until we meet again? Are you eating well? Not just popcorn, I hope! Aiden tipped me off. He’s a good boy, I’m beginning to like him very much. Did you know he plays piano? He was up late last night playing something beautiful on Carol’s old oak upright. He’s had some coughing troubles – don’t worry, it’s nothing to fret over – but I couldn’t sleep either so I went down and sat with him for a few minutes. When I asked him what he was playing, he told me it was just some ‘silly thing’ he composed himself! Can you imagine that? Between you and me, I think he misses you very much. We all do – Robert speaks about you all the time! 

I am doing fine here. Robert’s sister, Carol, is just a doll and we’re really hitting it off. She’s very graciously given me the guest bedroom, which has a computer and a flat-screen television. I did have to put her extensive collection of dolls away in the closet, however. I don’t enjoy having so many little faces eyeing me while I put on my girdle. Anyway, Carol and I plan on having a Turner Classic Movies marathon while the boys are gone. They’ll be leaving in just a few hours to make their way to Tulsa in Carol’s truck. What they plan on doing once they get there, I am not sure. Frankly, I don’t even think they know! But they assure me it will be safe, so I am trying not to do that thing I always do where I work myself into a neurotic tizzy. 

Please call me soon or at least write when you can. 

I love you to the moon and back. 

Grandma Evelyn 

*** 




After sending a proper response to Evelyn’s email, I decided to take a long, steamy shower before rushing out the door to Sacramento. I had unsuccessfully tried to take a shower in Grand Junction, but the hot water felt unbearable against the fresh burns snaking across my shoulder, so I resorted instead to a lukewarm bath, which I also abandoned after just a few minutes. After three years without electricity in the cabin, I had taken enough cold baths to last me a lifetime and I couldn’t bear another one in a dingy motel bathroom. But that morning in Reno I had the idea of first covering the burns with a cold washcloth, and then taping a vinyl shower cap over my entire shoulder to keep my blistered skin safe from the steaming water. The fresh tattoo on the inside of my forearm would still sting from the heat but I didn’t care. In general, I tried to pay as little heed to that five-pointed blemish as possible. 

I stood in the shower for a very long time as the hot water poured down my body, slowly alleviating the tense, knotted muscles in my neck and shoulders. Riding a motorcycle for hours and hours isn’t exactly ergonomic, especially when it’s not something you’re used to doing. But my shoulders weren’t the only thing in knots that morning; my stomach felt as though it had been twisted into a pretzel-shaped bow. I had no idea what I was going to find in that safe deposit box, or whether it even still existed. And Aiden was getting closer and closer to the Pyromantic Containment Center in Tulsa… what would he find once he got there? And then another thought struck me, one I had been trying very hard not to think about – if Sarah was indeed still there, how would he break her free? What if he was captured? 

What if something happens to him? 

I sat on the floor of the tub and tucked my knees against my chest as the water from the shower streamed down on me like pouring rain. I held my hands cupped out in front of me like a basin, then formed the water I had collected into a large, floating orb. The outside of the watery sphere rippled as drops continued to splash on the surface from above. In that moment I wished I could transform it into a crystal ball, something that would tell me all I needed to know about what was yet to come. But that was a kind of magic I could not conjure. I let the ball of Water fall to the bottom of the tub, where it made a satisfying splash. 

I have to get to them in time, I have to help. 

The thought snapped me out of my dithering and I rose from the bathtub, already crunching figures in my head as I turned off the shower water. Sacramento is only two hours from here – meaning I could get to the bank, take everything from the safe deposit box, then head straight to the airport. 

But what about the motorcycle? I thought dismally as I brushed my wet hair with the hairbrush I had bought the night before. I swallowed tightly. 

I’ll have to leave it at the airport and come back for it. I hated the thought of leaving my grandfather’s bike behind, but I knew it was the only way I would be able to get to Robert and Aiden in time. 

I quickly finished brushing my hair, doing my best to put it up in a ponytail while my freshly-bandaged shoulder fiercely protested, then walked over to a small pile of new clothes on the bed. I yanked the tag off one of the long-sleeved shirts, a deep emerald-colored one, then carefully pulled it over my head. Once I was all packed up, I scrawled a quick note to Cotton and Gail and tucked it under their door on the way downstairs to the lobby. Between Aiden, Evelyn, and Robert, and now the new friends I had made on the way to California, I was quickly starting to realize that I wasn’t great with goodbyes. 

Back to my usual crack-of-dawn routine, I was the first person in the hotel’s dining area for the continental breakfast. Several workers were still setting out pitchers of juice and fresh coffee as I approached. Nodding to them politely, I quickly grabbed a yogurt, a big cup of black coffee, and a blueberry muffin, then sat down at a corner table to write a quick message. 




Aiden, 

I’m a little over two hours outside of Sacramento, but I wanted to let you know about a slight change in plans (and please don’t argue, we both know I’ll do it anyway). It’s 6:15 a.m. right now. I plan to make it to the Sunshine Valley Bank by the time they open, empty my parents’ box, then head to the Sacramento International Airport to buy a ticket and fly into Tulsa today. If you’re going to break into a jail filled with imprisoned Pyromancers, I’d humbly like to point out that it might help to have a (relatively) skilled Hydromancer on-hand. And I just happen to know someone who’s up for the job. 

See you very soon, 

Aspen 

PS – While I’m not quite ready to officially take on a boyfriend, I’d like you to know that your name is at the very top of my very short list. In fact, yours is the only name on that list so… I’d say the odds are definitely in your favor. 




After hastily hitting ‘send’ – if I re-read what I’d written, there’s a good chance I might not have sent that last part – I perfunctorily scarfed down my breakfast, hardly tasting the food. A sense of growing urgency was propelling me now, and I was feeling as though I was quite literally being pulled in two different directions: West, to find my parent’s safe deposit box and the answers inside, and East, to get to Aiden and Robert in time to help them rescue Aiden’s sister. 

I rose from the table, leaving a half-finished mug of coffee, zipped up the leather jacket Gail had generously given me, then carefully slung my backpack over my left shoulder, attempting to give the burns across my right shoulder as long of a break as possible before the upcoming two-hour ride into Sacramento. As I left the dining area and made my way to the front of the hotel, my heart abruptly stopped. There, speaking to a hotel receptionist at the front desk, was a woman about my height, in a tight, form fitting red dress and heels. Her straight, glossy black hair was cropped just below her ear. Every hair on my body stood on end as I gripped the wall next to me to steady myself. 

Savannah. 





Chapter 6 




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!” 

“Miss?” came a loud voice, sharply pulling me back to the present. “Miss? Are you okay?” 

I was leaning heavily against the wall in the hotel lobby, clutching the frame so hard my knuckles were white. The ceiling lights overhead were surging brightly; one or two of them had made a loud popping sound as the filaments burst inside. I vaguely registered that a man was speaking to me. A small gathering of people had amassed to gape at the strangely-behaving ceiling lights, but several of them had turned to look at me as well – including the woman in the red dress, whose concerned face was perfectly smooth and free of burns or bandages, despite the injuries Savannah had sustained less than two days ago. That’s when my eyes properly focused on the woman, and I could see her dark, plain features were not that of Savannah’s pale, overly made-up complexion. 

I took a deep, ragged breath. The lights above dimmed again and then were steady. The man beside me, part of the hotel staff, had an alarmed expression on his face as he reached a tentative hand forward to help steady me. I took it falteringly, humiliated by the scene I had made, frightened by the attention I had drawn. 

“Are you alright?” he asked again, glancing first at the ceiling lights, then back at me. 

“I-I’m fine,” I said, trying to sound ‘fine’ as I straightened up. “Thank you,” I added brusquely. 

He opened his mouth, but before he could say anything else, I quickly pulled away and jogged across the lobby, pulling my helmet down over my head to avoid making eye-contact with any of the confused onlookers as I hurried out the revolving front door. 

You can’t make scenes like that! I chided myself angrily as I mounted my bike, revving the engine awake. I could hide the tattoo, keep my eyes to the ground, but if I constantly made the electricity surge every time I became emotional, I’d leave a trail of exploded light bulbs leading directly to me. Without another look back, I tore out of the parking lot, my long, black ponytail flying behind me, and made my way toward I-80 West. 

I wish I could talk to Ori, I lamented, thinking of the powerful Electromancer who had almost become my friend. Not only did he possess a wealth of knowledge about controlling Lightning and Electricity, he also seemed so easy-going and approachable. Is he still in Colorado? I wondered. Or is he already back in Tel Aviv, now that his only student is missing? A dispiriting thought. Despite Ori’s persistent flirting, I really did like him. 

And what about Eileen? What story did Savannah tell her to hide my sudden disappearance? That I transferred to another chapter? That I died? I suddenly remembered that Eileen had given me her number the last time I saw her. I should call her, tell her the truth… Maybe even ask to speak with Ori so I can get advice on these stupid electrical fits… I grimaced. 

You can’t trust anyone, came another voice, matter-of-factly. So you’re going to have to figure this out on your own. 

I merged onto the wide highway, which was still quiet at 6:30 on a Friday morning. The weather was perfect – mid-sixties and sunny – and the sun was just high enough in the sky to warm the black leather on my back. The open road from Reno over Donner Pass is a stunning, twisting highway that cuts through the Sierra Nevada mountains and is framed by lush, green forests. But I forbade myself from enjoying the scenery, and instead forced myself to closely examine, one painful memory at a time, every major event from the last three years of my life, from waking up alone in a strange cabin with no memories, to finding out my parents were most likely dead – or worse. I knew I had to stop running from things that would only continue to chase me. Because no matter how much I tried to evade them, those memories would eventually find me – a big enough problem in and of itself if you’re a normal person, but when paired with uncontrollable Electromantic attacks, those breakdowns would become a flashing neon arrow that could eventually expose my location to Savannah. 

Deep in thought as I left the sprawling metropolis and made my way into the looming mountains to the west, I didn’t even notice as I passed the Welcome sign for California; it was only when I had been riding for about thirty minutes and started shivering, that I finally snapped out of my brooding reverie. At first, I thought it was from a particularly chilling memory of Strauss sitting primly in Evelyn’s living room, but I soon realized that the temperature itself was rapidly dropping. The sun had become concealed by low, overhanging gray clouds. Just then, I noticed the white powder covering the towering evergreens on either side of me. I gently squeezed the brake and decreased my speed; just ahead on the shoulder, I could see huge drifts of dirty, black-crusted snow piled alongside the highway, accumulating into tightly-compacted, six-foot walls of plowed snow as I rode farther. I regarded my surroundings in amazement; it was surreal, going from the warm, dry desert valley of Reno to a landscape that looked just like my backyard forest in Colorado, in the middle of winter. 

As I passed the sign that read "Donner Summit – 7,240 feet” I could feel my motorcycle losing traction on the icy road. I was used to frozen back roads in Colorado, but those had always been treated with salt right away, and easier to maintain traction on. This highway was slick and treacherous; the shoulder was blocked by heaping mounds of snow, and I couldn’t tell which parts of the smooth asphalt were covered by black ice. My heart started to race. Several cars were coming up behind me and several more were coming from the other direction. If I hit a particularly slippery patch of ice, my tires would slide out… 

They have a group within the Security and Containment division that is dedicated to detecting and controlling unauthorized Elemental activity, I could hear Aiden’s voice in my head. But the activity has to be quite strong for them to sense it at a distance… 

Please don’t let there be any nearby Elementalists, I thought to myself, tightening my jaw as I focused on the road ahead. Steam began rising from the highway as the ice quickly melted and evaporated. I glanced in my rearview mirror at a silver SUV, perhaps thirty yards behind me, hoping they wouldn’t notice. I furrowed my brow, concentrating on only heating the ice enough to adequately melt it, but not noticeably evaporate it. It’s not easy to safely ride a motorcycle while mentally clearing ice from the road – I really don’t recommend it – but I somehow managed. I even cleared some ice from the oncoming lane when I noticed another lone motorcyclist coming from the opposite direction. He gave me a small wave from his Harley as he safely passed, and I smiled to myself, wondering if he was on his way to meet Gail and Cotton. 

*** 




The rest of the ride was smooth, and less than a couple of hours later, I finally pulled into the small parking lot of the Sunshine Valley Bank, a nondescript building located next to a gentrified strip mall, nestled in the suburban outskirts of Sacramento. There were just two other cars in the lot. I knelt beside my bike, rummaging through the backpack to find the red envelope with the safe deposit box number written on it. My anxiety was off the charts; my heart was pounding so hard, it made my head feel faint. When I finally found the tiny envelope near the bottom of the backpack, my hands were shaking so badly that when I pulled it out, it slipped through my fingers and into a dirty puddle of water. Muttering curses, I carefully retrieved the envelope from the muddy liquid with the very tips of my fingers and concentrated on extracting the water from the paper, which fell in clear drops back into the puddle below, then scraped the residual dirt from it with a fingernail once it was dry again. After carefully tucking it in my pocket, I glanced at my phone. 8:55 a.m. Weirdly, still no response from Aiden. 

I looked around me, sighing. Some small part of me had hoped I might recognize the bank, the neighborhood, a landmark that might jolt some random memory as I made my way into the large, sprawling city where I had apparently lived with my parents for nearly fifteen years. But nothing looked familiar; I was once more in a foreign place with no memory of ever having been there before. My eyes began to sting with frustration as I stared intently at the front of the bank, willing back memories that would not come. I gave up after a long minute, roughly wiping away the gathering tears that threatened to spill over. Now wasn’t the time for self-pity. Instead I turned my attention to the large lilac tree beside the bank building, whose long, violet-blossomed branches gently billowed in the warm breeze. It was a lovely sight. There aren’t many flowering trees in Colorado, certainly not in my neck of the woods. My breath slowed and I exhaled deeply. Something about the tree was soothing… 

Just then, from the corner of my eye, I could see a woman inside the bank approach the front door. She waved at me as she unlocked it. My stomach was in complete knots again as I made my way to the entrance. When the automatic doors slid open and I stepped inside, the faintness in my head became almost unbearable. The edges of my vision were white and blurry and my ears began ringing. I had to actively remind myself to breathe as the same woman approached and greeted me. She was quite tall and very slender; her sandy brown hair had been pulled up into a neat bun at the top of her head and her magenta-rimmed glasses sat primly on the tip of her nose. 

“How can I help you today?” she asked in a chipper tone. My throat caught. 

“H-Hi. I’m here to access a safe deposit box,” I managed to answer. My voice sounded strangely muffled in my ears. 

“No problem. I just need a quick peek at your ID and then we’ll head back.” 

I felt a wave of dread wash over me and almost faltered. I had spent the last few years doing everything I could to avoid having my identification asked for. Steeling myself against the instinctive panic I felt, I did my best to compose a serene look on my face as I fished around my jacket pocket. 

“Sure – here you go,” I said, retrieving the ID my parents had left me. I didn’t breathe as she bent to examine it. 

“Thank you very much, Ms. Smith,” she answered, reading the name on my old driver’s license. “My name is Danielle. I’ll take you back there now.” 

Wish they had left me that three years ago, I thought to myself gruffly. 

We headed through the small lobby and towards the bank’s large, metal vault, which had a very intimidating-looking, round, 24-bolt steel door that had to have been eight feet high. The door was propped open, though steel bars still blocked our path to the vault. Danielle took out a set of keys clipped to her skirt pocket, unlocked the barred gate, then swung it open, revealing rows upon rows of metal boxes inside, ranging in size from a few inches wide to well over a square foot. With my limited memory, the whole thing felt like something out of a movie, but I imagine it was all very routine for her. 

“We’ll just have you sign in,” she said, thumbing through the contents of a large filing cabinet until she pulled out a green sheet of paper. “Here we are – Rose Smith.” She motioned for me to follow as she set it down on a small counter inside one of the two semi-private stalls on the right side of the room. 

“Looks like it’s been a while, huh?” she quipped pleasantly. 

I walked over to take the paper from her, doing my best to keep my hands steady, and saw that the box had only been accessed once before, by Dennis and Rose Smith, on February 3, 2015. ‘Dennis’ must have been my father’s alias, I realized. My heart leapt into my throat as I traced my finger over his elegant signature. A long moment passed before I remembered Danielle patiently standing beside me; I gingerly took the pen chained to the counter and signed my name, doing my best to mimic the spiky signature I had apparently scrawled in before. In my concentration, I almost signed “Rowan”, but quickly turned the beginnings of the “w” into an awkward “s”. I hoped Danielle wouldn’t notice. 

Danielle picked up the sheet and inspected it, seemingly satisfied. “Can you please verify the number of your box, Ms. Smith?” she asked. 

“Uh… 1124,” I answered, taking the small brass key from around my neck. 

She led me down one of the rows of boxes, then knelt down beside a medium-sized box near the floor. “Here we go – I’ll go ahead and put the bank key in this slot; please go ahead and insert yours here.” I bent down beside her and did so; the key turned with an easy clink and the rectangular metal cover swung open, revealing the safe deposit box inside. 

“Please feel free to take all the time you need,” Danielle said, straightening up after she helped fetch me the long, metal box. “I’ll be waiting just outside the vault door once you’re ready.” 

“Thank you,” I answered, my voice barely a whisper. 

She stepped outside and I stood there dumbly for a moment, holding the heavy box in both my hands. With a deep, shaky sigh, I walked back over to the counter and opened the lid, totally unprepared for what I was about to find inside. There, placed atop all the rest of the contents, was a piece of folded, yellow notepad paper, scrawled in a hurried hand. I picked it up and started to read. 

“Dear Rowan,” it started. I let out a small gasp. 

The handwriting was mine. 





Chapter 7 




Dear Rowan – Or, I guess I should say, Dear ‘Me’. 

I’m writing this letter from the back of the car – not the family car, but some clunker van Mom and Dad just traded in the sedan for. More than anything, I want to go on about how angry I am – at the Assholian Order, at Mom and Dad… about having to leave the university abruptly, right after they mysteriously showed up and yanked me out of an O. Chem lecture without any warning. My first thought was that someone had died – in a way, it may not be that far off from the truth. They’re coming after us. Mom and Dad think that I’m the one they are most eager to catch, given my ‘special’ abilities. But I’d trade it all away – every bit of it – if it meant we could go home; back to school, to my friends. To Wes. They wouldn’t even let me tell him goodbye. Not even a note. 

Which brings me to the reason I’m writing this letter. They – Mom and Dad – opened some new account at a bank on the other side of town a few weeks ago. We’re heading there now. Apparently, that’s the only stop we’re making before Utah. Mom says… well, she says we have to take drastic measures. To keep me safe. So I can’t remember any part of my life for a while. I won’t remember how to access my abilities or even that I have them. I won’t even remember Mom and Dad, until they can come back to get me. And even then… Mom isn’t completely sure I’ll be able to get back what we eradicate. She’s still unsure if memories are destroyed or simply inaccessible after… well, after “the process.” 

She won’t stop crying. Dad keeps looking at her as though it might be the last time he can… It makes it impossible to stay angry with them, but I’m still finding it hard to speak to the two of them. Shock, selfishness, grief, blame for the past – whatever the reason, I’m just struggling to process everything. 

I wish I had time to write down all the important things, but I don’t, so this will simply have to suffice. I can only hope it will be unnecessary in the end. Your name, of course, is Rowan Elizabeth Fulman, but almost everyone back home thinks your name is Rose Smith. (An annoyance and a necessity, thanks to the Asterians.) As of this date, Feb. 3, 2015, you’re in your last semester of college at Sacramento State, enrolled in the pre-med program with the goal of becoming a Neurologist. (MCATs are in the bag, passing scores are in this box.) You intend on focusing on electricity in the brain and using your gifts in correlation with future research to help advance our current understanding of neural regeneration. That college essay – minus any mention of Electromancy – is also enclosed, I hope you’ll enjoy reading it more than I enjoyed writing it. You’ve been seeing Wes Creighton for nearly three years. His number is 555-1225. Call him as soon as you can, if you haven’t already. He’ll be devastated when he finds out you’ve left. 

I’m running out of time to write and my mind is a mess. Let’s see… You love nerdy movies, rock music (Blame Wes for that), and taking Dad’s motorcycle into the mountains to watch the sunrise. No known allergies. Well, you’re allergic to lilies but you adore them anyway – especially Tiger Lilies. Eggs: over-easy, the way Dad makes them. The scar on your elbow – I rubbed the scar on my right elbow absentmindedly as I read – a failed attempt at ballet. You’re not great at dancing. Avoid small spaces. Definitely steer clear of horror movies – you’re known as ‘The Screamer’ and banned from any and all scary movie events with the group. This may not be relevant if your abilities don’t resurface, but be careful with Lightning. According to Mom, in large quantities, it makes you a bit… Erratic. It’s also your biggest ‘tell’. (And why you ultimately had to confess part of your abilities to Wes – he was genuinely starting to worry poltergeists had found their way into our apartment with all the lights and appliances constantly turning on and off.) 

Mom and Dad are amazing and love you more than life itself. Don’t forget that. No matter how angry, confused, betrayed, etc. that you may feel… Forgive them. They’re doing everything they can to protect you now, as they always have. 

We’re at the bank. I have to go. I hope that, by the time you read this, I won’t be a stranger. 

-R 




*** 




It was a strange and chilling sensation to read a letter, written by me, to me, that I had no memory of writing. If it hadn’t said my name, mentioned the Asterians, and been very clearly written by my hand, I would have assumed it was penned by a stranger. College, neurology, ballet…Tiger Lilies? Had I ever even seen a Tiger Lily? I skimmed through the letter again, feeling light-headed as I did so. 

I had a boyfriend? For three years? My breathing was getting ragged. 

“Ms. Smith, no rush, but I did want to let you know that we have another customer who would like to access their safe deposit box,” Danielle called from the vault entryway. “Please do take your time, though.” 

“I’ll be out in a moment!” I replied, my voice a little shrill. The lights above me flickered dimly. 

Not here. Not now. 

Carefully tucking the startling new information to a safe corner of my mind, I folded up the letter and quickly thumbed through some of the other items in the box: a bunch of old photos; various paperwork and legal documents; partial college transcripts from Sacramento State; several pieces of expensive-looking jewelry; a few handfuls of old coins in plastic and paper sleeves; a thick folder stuffed with hand-written notes; a debit card in my name (well, Rose Smith’s name) with a sticky note that had four digits scrawled across it… 

“Sir? …Sir!” Danielle called out sharply. “Only one customer can go in the vault at a time, you will need to wait in the lobby as I’ve already instructed.” 

I whipped around to see her blocking the path of a very tan man with short-cropped, silver-gray hair. He glanced over his shoulder at me as he turned away from her; his pale blue eyes were narrowed, as though I were inconveniencing him. Bristling, I turned back around to dump the contents of the box inside my bag. I really didn’t feel like sorting through everything with an audience, nor did I think it would be a good time for an accidental Electromantic surge. Zipping the green nylon flaps of my backpack shut, I slung the heavy bag over my shoulder and walked over to hand Danielle the empty box. 

“I’m so sorry about that—” she started to say, but I shook my head. 

“No problem. If we can just put this back, I’ll be on my way.” 

As I hurried through the lobby, I saw the man sitting in the waiting area. He wore a tight gray polo shirt over his California-tanned arms and was perhaps in his late forties or early fifties; I could feel his prying eyes on me as I made my way to the door. I didn’t appreciate the discourtesy and I didn’t like the sensation – I was sick of feeling like I always had eyes glued on my back. A pointed glare over my shoulder seemed to do the trick – he quickly shifted in his seat and lowered his eyes back down to his cell phone as I strode past him. 

Once outside the bank, I didn’t rush to the airport or tear open the backpack; instead, I immediately made my way toward the large, flowering lilac tree next to the building. My bag hung heavily on my shoulder. The wind, as though urging me forward, was blowing against my back as I walked over to take a closer look at the dangling purple flowers. It wasn’t until I was standing beneath the tree’s long, overhanging blossoms that their sweet fragrance wafted over me, immediately transporting me to a porch swing in front of a small, yellow house. The sweet, honeyed scent of lilac was all around me as purple and white blossoms fell from the tree in the front yard and fluttered down to gently kiss my small, bare feet. I gingerly reached down to touch one resting atop my toes… Then, just like that, I was back outside the bank. 

I gasped and stumbled forward, catching myself on the tree’s sturdy, gnarled trunk. 

What was that? 

“Rowan?” 

I jerked my head up in time to see the man from the bank striding across the grass to the spot where I stood beneath the tree. 

“Is that you?” he called, quickening his pace. I froze then, completely caught off-guard by the sound of my real name. 

He stopped just a few feet in front of me. “Rowan – it’s me, Ted. Ted Nichols – do you remember me?” 

My thoughts went back to the file I held in my hands just the other night: David and his wife resurfaced in Sacramento, CA after a tip was provided by family friend and S&C Officer (I), Edward (Ted) Nichols. 

My fists clenched at my sides. 

“You must have me confused with someone else,” I answered coolly, admittedly sounding much calmer than I felt. I took a furtive glance towards my bike, which was all the way on the other side of the parking lot. Ted’s gaze followed mine, and when he saw the motorcycle, his eyes narrowed, almost imperceptibly. There would be no fooling him, not if he knew me from before. 

“I think…” he said, taking a cautious step toward me. I tried not to flinch. “That I know exactly who you are.” He glanced around us, then quickly lowered his voice. “Rowan – drop the act. I know who you are and I know why you’re here. The Order has sent out notices to every official in the U.S. to look for you, including me. I came here, hoping I might find you first. But the others won’t be far behind me.” 

I took a step back, reaching for the lighter in my pocket. I had taken it halfway out when Ted saw it and rolled his eyes. “I’m a Pyromancer, Rowan – so don’t try it. I’m not here to hurt you – I’m here to warn you.” 

My hand froze, along with my breath. 

“The Order has already informed us that you would likely flee to Sacramento; that wasn’t exactly a far-fetched conjecture to make, since you obviously saw that part of your father’s file.” 

I bristled at that, but said nothing. He must have seen my hardened expression, because his quickly softened. 

“I’m sorry. I’m not trying to upset you. I’m trying to warn you… You need to leave, it’s not safe for you to linger here. I can help you. I can get you somewhere safe, where they won’t—” 

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I interrupted coldly. I briefly wondered if there was a water pipe nearby and started to feel for it, gently prodding deep below the ground to check… 

Ted sighed in frustration, running his hand anxiously over his buzzed gray hair. He looked uncertain, as though he was struggling to decide what to say next. 

“Look… I can’t force you to come with me. And I know you probably don’t even remember me, not after Elizabeth…” 

“…Erased my memories to keep me safe from people like you?” I supplied angrily, feeling the blood rising to my face. The ground below us began to rumble. 

“You have no idea—” 

“I know enough!” I shouted. The ground lurched violently, causing Ted to stumble. I saw a look of fear flash across his face. “I know she told me to stay away from the Asterian Order and anyone who’s a part of it!” 

“That might be so, but I’m the only one who can tell you where she is!” he shot back, attempting to regain his footing. My mouth snapped shut abruptly. The ground below us was still. 

More lies? 

Ted took a deep breath and lowered his voice again. “Look, I swear to you… I am only trying to help you. I know where your mother is. I also know they’re in the process of moving your friend’s sister. Just… here,” he said, rummaging around his shirt pocket, eventually retrieving a business card. I saw a flash of ink on the inside of his forearm, kicking myself for not seeing it earlier, inside the bank. I had to be better about noticing details like that – details that might save my life. 

I tentatively reached forward to accept Ted’s card. “And what about my father?” 

“That’s – I can’t…” Ted sighed. “Look, that I don’t know. Something happened to him during the interrogation. They only told me afterward that…that he didn’t make it.” 

My eyes dropped to the ground. They were filling with hot tears, but I quickly wiped them away on my jacket sleeve. 

“David was my best friend,” was all he said. “I’m really sorry, Rowan.” 

I raised my eyes to glare at him angrily. Ted’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second, before he quickly changed the subject. 

“Look, hey – my contact information is on the back of that card, okay? Just… get out of here, go somewhere they won’t think to find you. Stay out of Colorado, California, and, whatever you do, do not go to Tulsa. Your friend is in danger.” 

“How do you know that?” I asked, the accusation in my voice sounding harsher than I’d intended. 

“Because he apparently went through his father’s file and, again, it’s not a difficult conjecture to make, given the specific pages he stole from it,” he replied calmly. 

My blood went cold. He wasn’t lying. Aiden… I have to warn him… 

Ted took another step toward me and gently put his hand on my shoulder. I didn’t know whether to pull away or thank him or punch him. So instead I just stood there stiffly. 

“I want you to know that I deeply cared about you and your family. We go a long way back, all of us. Hell, you and my daughter were good friends back in the day…” 

“I… I have to go,” I stammered, taking a step back. 

As I turned around and started jogging back to my bike, I heard him call after me. 

“Please call me, Rowan! I promise I can help you!” 

I didn’t turn around to look back at him again until I was peeling out of the parking lot, the rear tire of my motorcycle squealing as I raced away. Ted hadn’t moved from his spot beneath the lilac tree; I could feel his icy eyes follow me as I sped off, making my way toward the airport as fast as possible. 





Chapter 8 




Aiden, I’m sorry for the barrage of texts. I hope you’re seeing them. I’m at the airport, on my way to you now. No matter what, DO NOT GO TO THE CONTAINMENT CENTER. They know you’re coming. Please, write me back when you can. 

*** 




It had taken me about forty-five minutes to get to the airport from the bank, which included some fairly aggressive maneuvers as I bobbed and weaved through growing traffic. I pulled into the long-term parking garage just outside Terminal A and parked my motorcycle directly under a bright light at the very end of a long row of cars. After parking, I took off my helmet and slung it over the handlebars mournfully, fully expecting that it would no longer be there when I eventually returned. As I turned my back on my grandfather’s bike, leaving it to be abandoned at the Sacramento airport for who knows how long, I actually cried. What I wanted, more than anything else in that moment, was to sit on the concrete beside his motorcycle, put my head in my arms, and cry – not just for the bike, but for everything else that had happened, and everything else that I knew was yet to come. But Aiden needed me. I didn’t have the luxury of, or the time for, useless self-pity… No matter how therapeutic a good, long cry might have felt. 

I strode through the parking garage with outward determination, doing everything I could not to dwell on the fact that I had no idea how or where to buy a plane ticket, whether I could pay for it in cash – did I even have enough? – if my old driver’s license with the fake name was good enough to get through airport security. Just outside the elevators heading to Departures was an ATM machine, which suddenly jogged my memory. I knelt down and fumbled around my overstuffed bag until I pulled out the debit card that was left in the safe deposit box, half-expecting it to have already expired; to my great surprise, the expiration date listed said 02/19, which was ten months away. 

“Here goes nothing,” I muttered, sticking the card in the machine. 

When it prompted me for a PIN, I punched in the four numbers that someone had scrawled on the sticky note attached to the card. As the machine was processing, I tried to keep my expectations properly managed; I only had about $1,100 in cash left, and I very much hoped I might be able to scrounge together a few hundred dollars more from whatever may have been remaining in that account – if it even still existed. A prompt appeared on the touch screen, with several options to choose from below. 

What would you like to do? 

“Check account balance,” I replied aloud, hitting the corresponding button. A new window popped up on the screen. 

Account Balance: $191,307.24 

My heart stopped dead in my chest. I shook my head and blinked hard to make sure I’d been reading the decimals right. 

They were right. 

This has to be a mistake. Could the balance have been listed in the wrong currency? Rupees, perhaps? Yen? I cancelled the transaction, pulled out the card, blew on it – as if that would help – then very carefully re-inserted it into the machine. 

What would you like to do? 

I triple-checked that my finger was hovering over the right button, also making sure that the currency was listed in American Dollars, then selected ‘Check Account Balance’. 

Account Balance: $191,307.24 

Some number of minutes later, I was still staring at the screen in a slack-jawed stupor when a man pushing a toddler in a stroller came to stand behind me, waiting to use the ATM. Shaking my head, still dazed, I retrieved my card again, tucking it safely inside one of my inside jacket pockets, just beside the dwindling wad of cash I’d been keeping in there. As I turned to hurry past the man, he smiled politely at me, and I forced myself to do the same, inwardly feeling as though I had just robbed a bank. I had absolutely no idea how to process the information I’d just received. It had to have been some kind of mistake. There’s no way I could rightfully possess that kind of money… 

Still in shock, I practically stumbled through the huge, crowded terminal, eventually making my way to the ticketing counter of one of the big commercial airlines. The tired-looking woman standing behind the counter gave me a reflexive smile when I approached her. 

“Good morning, you can go ahead and check in at one of the kiosks behind you,” she said in a pleasant, mechanical sort of tone, gesturing to one of the half-dozen machines next to the queue. 

“I don’t actually have a ticket yet,” I replied awkwardly, totally unacquainted with purchasing airline tickets. 

“Oh, I see,” she answered, somewhat surprised. I imagined most people she interacted with had already purchased their tickets before arriving at the airport. “Well, where are you looking to go?” 

“Tulsa, and I need to get there as soon as possible,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady. It was bad enough that I was trying to get on a commercial airplane with a fake ID, but I had other things on my mind besides possible jail time. 

Why haven’t I heard from Aiden? 

“Will that be round-trip or one-way?” 

“Huh?” I replied automatically, then quickly blushed. “Oh, I’m sorry… Um, one way is fine.” Who knows when I’ll be coming back… 

She nodded, then turned back to her computer screen. “Tulsa… Let’s see…” she said, her long, red fingernails clacking against the keyboard in front of her as she typed. “I do have a flight leaving at 11:15 this morning… It has a very short layover in Salt Lake City, but you won’t need to get off the plane… That flight would get you in at 4:55 p.m. local Tulsa time. Other than that, I don’t have another flight going out there until 5:15 this evening.” 

“I’ll take the one at 11:15,” I said, glancing at the clock above her head anxiously. 

“You’ll have to hurry, it’s going to be a bit tight with the security lines… Also, I’m afraid we only have one seat left on that flight, and it’s first-class. I wish I could discount it for you, but it’s not something the airlines allow in situations like this anymore…” 

“First class is fine,” I answered quickly. 

“Okay, I’ll just need to see your ID and credit card,” she replied, looking up at me expectantly. My heart skipped a beat. 

“Will this work?” I asked, sliding her the debit card. 

“Mmhmm, as long as there’s adequate funds in the account,” she murmured at the screen. I tensed, wondering if there would be. “Okay…The first-class ticket price, including taxes and fees, comes to $719.” 

I could feel the blood drain out of my face, but I managed a stiff nod when she glanced at me for approval. Time to find out how much money that bank account really has. 

“Is this address listed on your Driver’s License current?” she asked. 

“Yes,” I lied. 

I had completely forgotten that there was an address on there and was mentally chafing at the idea that I had gotten so close to my old house, and didn’t even stop to go see it. Of course, if I had, I might have been apprehended by an Asterian Containment Unit, at least according to Ted. I idly wondered if the house still existed; whether it had gone into foreclosure, if another family might currently be living there, if they were also conjurers of natural elements… 

After a moment of clacking my information into the system, she swiped the debit card on the side of her computer screen. I held my breath, half-expecting it to be declined. 

“There we go,” she said a moment later, gathering my boarding passes and receipts from the printer. She handed those, as well as my fake cards, back to me over the counter. “Thank you very much for choosing to fly with us today, Ms. Smith. Have a pleasant trip!” 

“Th-thanks,” I replied, quickly stuffing everything into my jacket pocket. My mind was racing. What kind of people were my parents that they were able to acquire fake ID’s, passports, and open up bank accounts under assumed identities? Who the hell has $200,000 lying around to deposit into their college kid’s bank account? I didn’t have much time to ponder these questions as I hurriedly made my way through the unfamiliar airport, praying I would make my way to the gate in time. 

After somehow managing to get through the initial identification checkpoint with a fake ID, I stepped in line and took off my jacket and shoes, placing them in a bin, along with my backpack, to be X-rayed. My necklace I kept tucked safely beneath my t-shirt, hoping it wouldn’t set off the metal detector. Luckily, it didn’t. I let out a long, relieved breath as I stepped out of the intimidating body scanner and was waved through… Until I saw one of the TSA agents holding up my jacket. 

“Is this yours?” he asked, looking at me. He had a thick accent that I couldn’t place; North African, perhaps. 

I gave a diffident nod. 

“Please step over here,” he said, motioning me over to a metal counter away from the screening machines. I approached him warily as he slipped on some white latex gloves. 

“Is there anything in here that might harm me when I reach into the pockets?” 

I shook my head. He stuck his hand inside the jacket’s inside breast pocket; a moment later, he pulled out Aiden’s silver lighter. My heart sank. It hadn’t even crossed my mind that the lighter would pose a problem. 

“You can’t take this on the plane,” he said gruffly, turning to drop it into a large trash bin. “The airport has heightened security measures today.” 

“Oh no, please don’t,” I started, my emotions rising in my throat. I held out my hand to implore him to stop. “It’s very important to me.” 

His eyes narrowed as he started to say something ostensibly harsh in response, then quickly widened as his gaze fell on my arm. 

“It can’t be…” He started, his face contorting in shock. “Are you…?” 

My own eyes widened when I realized he was staring at my fresh tattoo. I quickly folded my arms in front of my chest, doing my best to hide the colorful sigil of the Pentamancer, unmistakably emblazoned on my forearm for all the Elementalists of the world to see. The TSA agent gently set Aiden’s lighter back on the counter, then carefully looked around as he rolled up his shirt sleeve to expose his own tattoo, a purple Auromancy symbol embedded there on the inside of his left forearm: 
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“I… I did not think there were any Pentamancers in existence,” he whispered in a hushed tone. “Not for hundreds of years…” His expression was that of absolute awe. I didn’t know how to respond, so I said the only thing that mattered to me in that moment. 

“Please, just… Please don’t take my lighter. It’s very important to me,” I pleaded, trying to keep my voice low. 

He took another furtive glance around him to see if anyone was watching, then quickly tucked the lighter back in my jacket pocket. As he handed it back to me, his expression was fierce, almost… revering. 

“Travel safely and may peace be upon you, Pentamancer.” 

*** 




Aiden - I’m on my way to Tulsa. I don’t know whether you got my earlier messages so I’m emailing you as well. Please, whatever you do, do NOT go to the Containment Center there. They’re expecting you to come; it’ll be an ambush. I just boarded the plane and we’ll be departing in a few minutes. Arriving shortly before 5:00 this evening… Please write me when you get this. I’m getting worried. -Aspen 




I leaned back in my seat heavily, clutching my bulky backpack to my chest with one hand, tightly gripping my cell phone in the other. I managed to find a pay phone just outside the gate and tried calling him once I’d gotten through security, but his phone went straight to voicemail. Evelyn’s line just rang and rang… And while I had given Robert my number before I’d left Colorado, I realized, infuriatingly, that I’d never bothered to get his. 

Why hasn’t Aiden answered me? Where’s Evelyn? What’s going on over there? 

“Miss, if you could please place your bag under your seat, we’ll be taking off shortly,” a flight attendant said kindly as she passed by my seat with a tray of beverages. “You’ll also need to switch to airplane mode for the duration of the flight.” 

Oh, I thought despondently. 

“Would you care for a beverage? Sparkling water? Orange juice? A mimosa, perhaps?” 

“Um, just water, please,” I answered, pushing the backpack under the seat in front of me. I switched off the phone as well, tucking that into my jacket pocket. 

“I’ll have one mimosa now, and a second one in about five minutes,” the older woman sitting beside me chimed in. She was wearing oversized, rhinestone-emblazoned sunglasses and some sort of purple faux mink stole. She grinned at me devilishly as the flight attendant handed her a flute of sparkling orange juice. “They are free after all! Well, not free exactly, since these first-class tickets cost us an arm and a leg!” She elbowed me jokingly. I forced a taut smile that probably looked more like a grimace. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, if I could just have your attention for a short safety demonstration,” a flight attendant said, draping an orange life jacket across the seat back in front of me. 

The woman beside me, obviously disinterested in hearing the details of the safety presentation, downed her mimosa in a few gulps, then asked, “Where you headed?” 

I could only assume she was talking to me, since she didn’t look at me as she asked the question; instead, she was gazing into a small, gold compact mirror as she reapplied mauve lipstick to her plump, pursed lips. 

“Tulsa,” I replied, trying to listen to the flight attendant’s comment regarding life jackets. Now that we were only moments away from taking off, my heart-rate was in the triple digits. 

“In case there is a loss in cabin pressure, yellow oxygen masks will deploy from the ceiling compartment located above you,” the flight attendant beside me trilled cheerfully as she modeled a clear mask attached to a plastic bag. “Always be sure to secure your own mask before helping a child or infant.” 

I let out a little gasp that sounded like a squeak. The woman beside me turned away from her compact to look at me, raising a derisive penciled-in eyebrow as she did so. Then she started laughing. 

“Oh, you poor thing – you’re absolutely terrified, aren’t you? Haven’t you ever been on an airplane before?” 

“Not that I remember,” I answered tersely, concentrating on the back of the seat in front of me. The flight attendant was pointing out our nearest emergency exit, where an inflatable slide would eject in case of a water landing. 

“Is it the take-off that bothers you? Or flying thirty-thousand feet above the ground? Personally, I’m not a fan of the constantly recirculating air – my immune system is very delicate and my son-in-law, who’s a pathologist, told me about a study where they found that the dirtiest part of an airplane is actually the tray table – yep, that fold-down part right there in front of you – which is even dirtier than the toilet, and that’s saying a lot, because they actually found fecal matter on the doorknobs.” 

As the plane started pulling away from the terminal, I forced myself to turn and look at her as she continued to prattle, seemingly to herself. My expression must have appeared rather distressed, because she quickly trailed off, frowned thoughtfully, then bent over to rifle around in her giant, rhinestone-bedazzled purse. The plane made several turns on the tarmac as we made our way out to the runway; with every turn that brought us closer to take-off, I gripped the armrests tighter, until my knuckles had turned completely white. 

“Here, take this,” the woman said suddenly, retrieving a blue, oblong tablet from a white-capped prescription bottle. I hesitantly let go of the armrest to accept it – mostly out of morbid curiosity – and brought the pill up to my nose to examine it. 

“What’s this?” I asked, eyeing the microscopic markings etched on either side. 

“My son-in-law prescribed it for me,” she replied nonchalantly. “It’s for nerves. I take one a half-hour before every take-off. It has a very mild sedative effect – mostly just takes the edge off your anxiety.” I regarded the blue tablet in my hand apprehensively. I didn’t even like taking allergy pills, if I could help it. “It’s totally harmless,” she said, waving a lazy hand. “It’ll just help you relax a bit and enjoy the flight.” 

As we slowed to line up with the runway, a tone chimed and the captain’s voice murmured over the loudspeaker, “Flight attendants, please prepare for take-off.” A moment later, the plane’s engines suddenly roared to life as we began to rapidly pick up speed. My ears filled with the high-pitched, whirring noise as my chair began vibrating along with the engine. One of the overhead bins across the aisle fell open with a loud clatter, exposing several rattling suitcases inside. The person beneath the gaping compartment door looked up nervously, but the flight attendant motioned for him to remain seated. That about did it for me. 

Without another thought, I popped a total stranger’s pill into my mouth and washed it down with what was left of my sparkling water. She patted my arm approvingly. 

“You’ll be feeling much better in just a few short minutes!” 

I gave her a tiny, feeble nod as we continued to pick up speed. I felt the nose of the aircraft lifting as we rose up from the ground with a lurch. My back sunk deeper into the cushioned seat as we flew higher, higher into the air, sending my knotted stomach halfway up my esophagus. Several excruciating minutes passed before I eventually forced myself to pry open my eyes. The overhead compartment door had been shut and my seat was no longer vibrating. Everything was… rather smooth. As I glanced past my seatmate and out the window, I could see fluffy white clouds whizzing by us as we soared up into the clear, open sky. 

Do some Auromancers really jump from planes without a parachute? I wondered groggily, just as the wall around the oval window started warbling, as though it were made of wall-colored Jell-O. I wanted to giggle. 

“Is that supposed to happen?” I tried to ask the fancy purple lady on my left, but the words didn’t quite make it out correctly. “Or is that a fig newton of my imagination…?” 

“Oh dear,” I thought I heard her say as my eyes began to close. “I think I might have given you the wrong pill on accident…” 

“Let them know I’d like the chicken…” I murmured. “I don’t trust the beef stroga… strogann – strobe lights…” 

“Don’t worry, dear, I’ll tell them…” a voice echoed from somewhere far away. 





Chapter 9 




“Miss? Miss?” 

“I’m coming, Evelyn, just give me a minute…” 

“Miss.” Someone touched my shoulder gently. “We’ve landed in Tulsa. I tried waking you up before our final descent, but it looks like you fell back asleep.” My eyes fluttered open. A flight attendant was kneeling next to my seat, looking vaguely concerned. “We’ll be opening the aircraft doors in just a minute. Your seatmate asked me to check on you to make sure you woke up in time.” 

I looked over at the empty seat next to me. “Where did she go?” I asked groggily, straightening up in my seat. My back was sore, but worse than that, my mouth felt as though I had eaten a handful of cotton balls. 

“She got off in Salt Lake, during the layover there,” the flight attendant replied gently. “Here you go – I brought you some water. Will you be okay from here?” 

“Thank you very much,” I said, gratefully accepting the water. She smiled, then stood to head back towards the cockpit, where two other flight attendants were assisting in opening the door to the jetway. I squeezed my eyes open and shut a few times, trying to clear the fog around the edges of my vision, then took my phone out of my pocket and turned it on, working to decipher the blurry text on the screen: 4:50 p.m. Just then, a message popped up, from a strange number. I clicked on it: 

Hi Aspen, it’s Robert. Got your messages. We have not gone to the Containment Facility. I sank into my chair as I let out a huge sigh of relief. But there is another complication. My breath caught. I’ll meet you at 5:00 p.m. outside the Arrivals terminal, at passenger pick-up. I’ll explain everything then. 

“I” – not “we”? I suddenly felt uneasy as the last heavy remnants of sleep were quickly replaced by my rising adrenaline levels. Has something happened to Aiden? 

I grabbed my backpack and stood up just as the aircraft doors opened, sliding into the narrow aisle with the other first-class passengers, some of whom were giving me inquisitive sideways glances. The moment I stepped off the plane, I hurried through the jetway, then broke into a run once I was inside the airport, darting between groups of travelers – and sometimes colliding with them – as I frantically searched the signs above my head for the arrows pointing to passenger pick-up. 

What felt like hours later, I finally burst through the sliding glass doors of the airport and was greeted by a blast of warm, muggy air. I set my backpack on the ground and took off my jacket, strategically draping it over my left arm, then re-slung my backpack over my right shoulder. I hardly noticed it digging into the scabbed-over burns by that point. A moment later I heard a polite honk from a car horn about ten yards down and quickly looked up to see Robert waving from a beat-up red pickup truck. As I started to jog over to him, he had already gotten out to greet me. Even from afar, I could tell something was not quite right. I glanced inside and around the pickup; Aiden was nowhere to be seen. 

“Aspen, my dear, it’s wonderful to see you,” Robert said, giving me a somewhat-clumsy, one-armed hug. My face was squashed into his shoulder, but I couldn’t help but feel comforted by the awkward embrace. We stood there for a short moment, until I gently pulled away. When I did, I could clearly see that his tight smile didn’t quite meet his eyes. 

“Is Ev – Is Grandma okay?” 

“Your grandmother is doing perfectly well. She’s asked me to have you call her the moment you set foot in the truck, but I think it might be best if we catch up for a few minutes first.” 

“Where’s Aiden?” I asked, trying to keep my voice from cracking. “Is it them? Did they find him?” 

“No, no… It’s nothing like that,” Robert answered quickly, gently taking my backpack from my shoulder. He led me over to the truck, opening the passenger-side door for me to get in, then dropped my backpack in the cramped backseat. When he got back inside the truck, he clicked on his seatbelt, glanced to make sure I was wearing mine, then pulled away from the curb and back into traffic. A high, operatic voice was ringing through the car’s speakers, which made me wince. Luckily, he reached forward to shut off the radio as we made our way to the highway, but still he was silent, apparently concentrating on his route. I was on the brink of exploding when he finally spoke again. 

“I’m very sorry I didn’t call you sooner – I did see your messages come through Aiden’s phone late this morning. I should have replied then, but I was a little… preoccupied.” Robert glanced over at me hesitantly; I was staring at him expectantly. 

He sighed, then finally spoke again. “Aiden is in the hospital.” 

“What?” I answered, panic rising in my chest. “Did he get hurt?” 

“Not exactly,” Robert replied, pulling the signal lever on the truck’s large steering wheel to merge onto the highway. “He’s… Well, he’s developed a bad case of pneumonia, presumably from his near-drowning episode three nights ago.” 

The panic in my chest was quickly met with shock, then anger, then confusion, then guilt. Has it really only been three nights? I should have called, I should have checked on him. I’ve been so self-absorbed with everything… 

That’s when the awful realization hit me: This is all my fault. 

“He had developed a nasty-sounding cough for the last day and a half, but he kept reassuring us that it was nothing. Despite your grandmother’s appeals that we stay at Carol’s another night, Aiden was insistent that he and I leave yesterday. He convinced me that he was fine and, in empathizing with his sense of urgency to find Sarah and return to help you, I foolishly acquiesced. Shame on me for not listening to Evelyn – that woman’s got a fine instinct. Far better than mine, even with my modest Electromantic gifts.” 

I stared at him, biting my tongue so I wouldn’t shout. 

Robert sighed before continuing, “Anyway, we arrived in Tulsa early last night and got a comfortable motel near the highway. Aiden was in good spirits. He was feeling confident about our plan – which would’ve almost certainly been foiled, so I sincerely thank you again for your persistence. Regardless, it would seem that fate wanted to make doubly sure we wouldn’t go to the Containment Center today, because in the early hours of the morning, he developed a coughing fit that would not relent and was having trouble breathing. I immediately rushed him to St. John’s, where they had to perform an emergency procedure to drain his right lung.” 

At that, my jaw dropped wide open, but before I could even muster a panicked reply, Robert quickly added, “Aiden’s going to be okay, Aspen. Everything went well.” 

I felt some semblance of relief when he said that, but intense, overwhelming guilt was still knotting in my chest. This never would have happened if it weren’t for me. Aiden’s in the hospital because of my selfishness, because I asked him to break into the Order’s filing room with me. He could have died because of me. 

Robert turned to glance at me. “I’ve sensed some Empathetic Electromancy ability in you, Aspen, and so I feel compelled to tell you that true Empathy is a gift – but you must not allow yourself to become enmeshed in others’ emotions… or take ownership of their choices. Aiden chose to come with you Tuesday night. He had been running from his past for quite some time, and in choosing – yes, choosing, because it was of his own volition – to accompany you, it allowed him to find some answers he had been desperately seeking for a very long time. Do not blame yourself; it would cause him great distress if he learned of it.” 

I nodded to let him know I heard him, though I still couldn’t forgive myself. 

“Where is he now?” I asked. 

“He’s still in the hospital; he’ll have to remain there for some time. He was still in recovery when I left to get you, and he doesn’t know you’re here. I have a feeling your presence will be just what the doctor ordered.” He winked at me then, his smile finally reaching his twinkling, bespectacled eyes, and somehow, I felt… better. 

“How do you do that?” I asked, furrowing my brow. 

“Do what?” 

“Make me feel better like you just did.” 

“You mean, am I manipulating your emotions with Electromancy?” he asked, after mumbling to himself about a highway exit sign we had just passed. 

I nodded. 

“Quite honestly, I don’t have much ability in that area, though Electromancers like your mother, and perhaps even yourself, can exert influence on others’ thoughts, memories, and even emotions through subtle electrical manipulation. Mostly I can just unreliably sense what others are thinking, and therefore be able to supply an efficacious response in a highly cognizant, ingenious, and charismatic manner.” 

I arched a high eyebrow in his direction, until he gave me another quick wink and I burst out laughing. 

“Did I mention I also pride myself on being exceptionally humble?” he added wryly. “Except…oh dear… I do think I’ve just passed our exit…” 

After an unexpected back-and-forth sightseeing tour of a very particular two-mile stretch of Highway 11, we were finally headed in the right direction once more, and, according to Robert, getting close to the hospital. At some point along the way, I’d started wringing the seatbelt strap anxiously. 

“I must confess,” Robert said suddenly. “I am curious to see how your Electromantic abilities may be manifesting in an Empathic sense. Would you mind if we give it a quick test? It won’t be particularly scientific, but it might sate my curiosity, for the moment.” 

“Uh… sure,” I answered, half-suspecting that he was just trying to distract me. 

“It’s a simple test. I’m going to tell you two truths and one lie. Let’s see whether you might be able to discern the lie from the truth,” he said, scanning the exit signs closely. “Are you ready?” I nodded. 

“Okay. I was born in a small down in Mississippi.” 

I frowned. He didn’t have a trace of a southern accent. 

His expression perfectly composed, Robert continued, “As a young man, I suffered from severe Glossophobia – the fear of public speaking.” 

And so you decided to become a professor? I wondered. Seems unlikely. 

“Growing up, my family owned a talking African gray parrot named Bobby.” 

My scalp tingled. I rubbed the back of my neck absentmindedly as I frowned, trying to figure out which statement may have been a lie. 

“Don’t think,” Robert instructed. “Intuition is an instinct, not a thought process. Where was the lie?” 

“Umm… the parrot?” I asked, feeling foolish. 

He glanced at me with a twinkling eye. “Too right – our parrot’s name was Rosie, not Bobby.” 

I arched an eyebrow. “That’s the lie?” 

Robert chuckled. “Obviously, we’d have to do many more tests like that one to see whether you possess that ability, and even if we determined that you might, it’s not always an exact science. Sometimes feelings are fleeting, and even well-trained Electromancers can sometimes confuse reason with intuition. And of course, the hardest lies to decipher are those told by individuals who have come to believe their own lies. So – not a foolproof science. But interesting nonetheless.” 

I nodded thoughtfully. 

“Here we are,” Robert said, pulling into the hospital visitor’s lot. “Let’s go see how our patient is holding up.” 

*** 




After I bolted out of the car, Robert had to all but jog to keep pace with me as we made our way into the hospital, up the elevators, and down the hallway to the third-floor recovery area. Luckily, we only had to wait a few interminable minutes after checking in with the nurses’ station before a woman in teal scrubs and a white lab coat approached us. 

“Aspen, this is Aiden’s attending physician, Dr. Sharma,” Robert said to me, smoothly rising from his seat. Upon seeing her, I practically leapt from my own stiff chair. She smiled politely as she reached out a hand to shake Robert’s, then mine. 

“Nice to see you again, Mr. Borstein. Aspen, it’s good to meet you. I assume you’re Aiden’s girlfriend?” 

“Um, something like that. How is he doing?” I asked, hoping the flush rising to my cheeks wasn’t noticeable. Dr. Sharma glanced down at her chart. 

“Well, as you know, Aiden developed a case of pneumonia with pleural effusion – that is, he had fluid accumulation in the lining of the lungs – after inhaling water while swimming several days ago. I’d frankly have liked to have seen him sooner, since the condition could have become life-threatening without treatment.” My breath caught in my throat; Robert put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Luckily, we were able to remove the fluid—” 

“Remove the fluid?” I repeated dumbly. 

“Yes, by inserting a needle between his ribs and into his lungs, we were able to extract the accumulated fluid build-up…” She trailed off when she saw my blanched expression. 

“Oh,” I murmured. I felt faint – and rather groggy. I gripped the straps of my backpack tightly, as though they might help anchor me. 

“Perhaps we could discuss the specifics later,” Robert suggested, tightening his grip on my shoulder to help steady me. “But suffice it to say, it sounds like Aiden can expect a full recovery…?” 

“Oh yes,” Dr. Sharma answered. “I’d like to keep him overnight to monitor the inflammation, since we may need to administer the treatment again if the fluids continue to build up. But seeing as we already know the cause of the effusion and he’s in perfectly-good health otherwise, we can certainly expect a full recovery. So long as he takes his full course of medication, gets plenty of rest, and avoids inhaling more lake water, he’ll feel fine in a couple days.” 

“Aspen, why don’t you go on ahead and see him first?” Robert suggested. “I have a few more questions for the doctor and then I really do need to give your grandmother a call.” 

I nodded. “Will you tell her I’m fine and that I’ll give her a call in the morning?” 

“Certainly.” 

“Aiden is in Room 309, just over there,” Dr. Sharma said, gesturing to a room a few doors down. “He might be sleeping, which is for the best – we’ve given him a steady dose of morphine due to his discomfort and high respiratory rate.” 

I quickly nodded, turning away before either of them could see my eyes filling with tears. Just because Robert could sense my emotions, didn’t mean I wanted him to see them. 

When I got to Aiden’s room, the door was slightly ajar. As I gently pushed it open and entered the dark room, the tears that had been gathering in the corners of my eyes suddenly spilled over my cheeks. For the second time in a week, there was Aiden, lying in a hospital bed – only this time, instead of bolting upright as I entered, he was fast asleep and unmoving, connected to various machines and beeping monitors. I quietly approached his bed, wiping the tears from my face just in case he opened his eyes at that moment. He didn’t. 

I gripped the side of his hospital bed, surveying him silently as he slept. His normally sun-kissed face seemed pale, almost pallid, his lips blanched. He didn’t move or stir. If not for his chest slowly rising and falling beneath the blanket tucked across his torso, he might have looked… Well, I didn’t even want to think it. Carefully, I reached forward to brush a dark curl from his forehead. Even in that state, I couldn’t help but think how beautiful he was. As gently as I could, I leaned down and brushed my lips against his. 

“Aspen…” he whispered softly. 

I gasped, pulling away just enough to properly see his face, but his eyes remained closed; he said no more. 

“I’m so sorry for everything, Aiden,” I whispered, softly kissing his forehead before I rose again. “But I promise you I’ll do whatever I can to help make everything right.” 

I dropped my bag on the floor and tiredly slumped in a chair beside his bed. I watched him breathe for a long time, relief and gratitude flooding over me with every breath he took. At some point, I clasped his hand in both of mine and rested my head on the side of his bed, watching the rise and fall of his blankets. I must have eventually dozed off, because some time later, I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder. 

“Aspen?” Robert whispered. “Why don’t we head back to the motel? I can get you a room next to mine and Aiden’s so you can sleep properly.” 

“I think I’d like to stay here,” I answered, sitting up to rub my eyes. “I don’t want him to be alone when he wakes up.” 

Robert nodded. “I thought you might say that, so I’ve already ordered you room service. They’ll be up with a fancy grilled cheese plate in a little while. I specifically requested muenster cheese, at Evelyn’s suggestion.” 

I smiled. “Thank you, Robert.” 

“Your grandmother sends all of her love. I told her everything is fine and you’re definitely sleeping in a warm bed tonight… in case she asks tomorrow. In the meantime, I’ll just be over here in this cozy armchair in the corner, catching up on some much-needed sleep. I somehow still feel as though I’m on Brussels time.” 

“Are you sure you don’t want to sleep at the motel?” I asked, feeling guilty. “I don’t mind staying here with him, and I’m sure you’ll sleep better there.” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied, yawning. “Wake me if you need anything at all, and if I snore too loudly, as Aiden has recently accused me of doing, kindly put a pillow over my face.” 

“Absolutely not!” 

“You say that now.” 

I stifled a laugh, then turned back to Aiden, who was sleeping peacefully. 

What I wouldn’t do to make you better, I thought wistfully… then abruptly jumped as Robert’s voluble snores came trumpeting across the far corner of the room. Aiden wasn’t kidding, I thought with a smirk. I glanced back at him, worried he might be woken by the bugle-like reveille, but he was sleeping as soundly as ever. 

My own sleep eluding me for the time being, I sighed and took my jacket off, unworried – for the moment, at least – that some strange Elementalist might saunter by and see the star of the Pentamancer on my arm. As I went to drape it behind the chair, I saw the corner of Ted’s card sticking out of the pocket and took it out to take a closer look. 

Edward (Ted) Nichols 

S&C Officer (II) 
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Washington, D.C. 




A Pyromancer and a Terramancer? I thought, staring at the orange and green emblem. That means he could have prevented the ground from shaking all on his own. But he made no move to use his abilities in front of me… Why? 

I stiffened at the memory of him shouting at me in front of the lilac tree. I’m the only one who can tell you where she is! Was he lying about my mother? Another Asterian trying to manipulate me into joining them? Or did he really mean to help me? Could I afford to trust him? 

Can I afford not to? 

Unwilling to think about such things for the time being, I carefully tucked the card back into my jacket pocket, then leaned over to pull my overloaded backpack onto my lap. There was so much in there, I didn’t know where to begin – so I pulled out the thick folder of papers and took out the first item I found. It was a postcard, addressed to me, from… Mali? I marveled at the photo on the front of the postcard, an ivory-tusked elephant standing regally in the tall, golden brush, then turned the card over, blinking my tired eyes to try to make out the small, crowded script. 




12/25/14 

My beautiful Rose, 

Merry Christmas! Don’t worry - despite half our medical tent contracting malaria, I’m happy to report that I haven’t! …Yet, that is. In the meantime, I’m popping these malaria pills like candy. But, seriously, I’m honestly counting the minutes until I can see you again. I’m so sorry that we can’t be together for Christmas. I really tried to make it happen but Dad needs me here, and with my unimpressive MCAT score, every bit of volunteer work helps for getting me into medical school – especially if I’m to follow my future wife to UCSF! 

Thinking of you constantly, 

Wes 

PS – That reminds me. Is it too soon to ask you to marry me again? 




I gasped, sending the postcard fluttering to the floor. 





Chapter 10 




My heart felt as though it had dropped to my stomach. And my stomach felt as though it was going to vomit my heart into a bucket. 

Wes had asked me to marry him? Then a more terrifying thought came: Would I have eventually said yes? 

I went back to the folder, quickly pulling out a torn-open envelope that was tucked behind the postcard. It was post-dated January 1, 2015. Just over a month before my family and I were tracked down by the Asterians. Inside was a 4x6” photo: a young man in a blue-striped polo shirt with dirty blonde hair was smiling into the camera. He was kneeling in front of a white building, his khaki shorts ruddy from the red, dusty ground, closely flanked by a little Malian boy who was grinning from ear-to-ear. The boy was clutching a soccer ball between his hands. On the back of the photo, in the same handwriting as the postcard, was a note: 

My new friend Oumar, and me. When I showed him a picture of you, he asked me if you were an angel. Without hesitating, I answered, “Yes.” 

Happy New Year, my love! 

Yours, Wes. 




Mystified, I flipped the photo back over to get a better look at the person who had asked me, at least once, to be his wife. With his tousled, sandy hair, tanned skin and sea-green eyes, Wes was no doubt conventionally attractive. But… he seemed so… so… 

Well, certainly not my type. 

Do you even know your ‘type’? Came the derisive rebuttal, causing me to grimace. It wasn’t necessarily an unfair question. I wanted to think that something as intimate as physical and emotion attraction would be innate, regardless of my memories… However, my internal discussion was interrupted by a quick rap on the door. 

“Room service,” an elderly lady in a blue smock said cheerfully, coming over to hand me a tray from her cart. 

“Thank you,” I said, rising awkwardly from my chair to take it from her. The backpack almost spilled its entire contents to the ground in the process, but I kicked it back upright just in time. 

“Do you need anything else?” she smiled. 

A psychiatrist, I thought disparagingly. 

“Uh, no… this is great, thanks,” I answered, setting the tray down on the counter beside the door. I suddenly wasn’t feeling very hungry. 

“Have a good evening!” she said, rolling the cart away from the room. I managed a small wave at her back. 

“Aspen?” I heard Aiden murmur. I whipped around just in time to see him struggling to sit up in bed. “What are you…?” 

“Aiden!” I cried, rushing to his side. I leaned forward until our faces were just inches apart, though it took every ounce of willpower I had not to throw my arms around him. 

“How did you… What are you doing here?” he asked, his stunned, pale face breaking into a wide grin. I was smiling too, so much so that my eyes were welling with tears. “I’m so glad to see you,” he said, taking my face in both his hands. 

I leaned forward to kiss him, and though his soft lips felt warm and perfect against mine, I could feel him wince as he leaned forward to embrace me. 

After a painfully short moment, I gently pulled away. “Are you badly hurt?” I fretted, carefully putting a hand to his cheek. He placed his IV-free hand on mine and shook his head. 

“I’m okay – just stubborn and short-sighted, as Robert rightfully reprimanded me for, repeatedly, while racing me to the hospital.” He chuckled, then crinkled his face in discomfort. 

“Aiden, I’m so sorry, I really am…” Tears began flowing down my cheeks, but I didn’t bother wiping them away. 

“Come here,” he said, motioning me to climb into bed beside him. I hesitated. “It’s okay, I’m not made of glass,” he smiled, scooting himself over to make room. I thought I saw him grimace in the process, though if he did, he recovered quickly. 

As delicately as I could, I climbed into bed beside him, ducking beneath the long, clear IV tube hanging from the stand next to the bed. I stretched out beside him on top of the covers, then tucked my head beneath his, breathing in his warm, soothing scent as I nuzzled against his neck. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed him until that very moment. 

“I’ve missed you, Aspen,” he murmured softly, his face nestled against my hair. 

I reached across his chest and gently took his hand in mine. He squeezed my fingers reassuringly, as though I were the one who’d been admitted to the hospital. We lay there, entwined together like that for a long time, until I could feel his breath gradually slow as he eventually fell back to sleep. And though my thoughts were equally torn between that exquisite moment by Aiden’s side, the lost fiancé I never knew I’d had, and my mother, who was probably locked up, all alone somewhere in the world, I somehow managed to fall asleep as well, though my dreams would not let me rest peacefully. 

*** 




The sun was warm and bright – almost too bright - making the edges of the lovely scene appear white, nearly incandescent. Just ahead was a small blue lake, its glassy surface cool and serene. It was framed on either side by lush lilac trees, their long, swooping branches draping curtains of purple blossoms across the otherwise-undisturbed water. A man in a cream-colored suit stood alone at its grassy shore, surveying a tall, white crane that was standing at the edge of the lake, regal and still as a statue, patiently waiting upon the circling fish below. The man turned to look at me, his wide smile crinkling the corners of his beautiful sea-green eyes. In his hand he held a bouquet of orange and crimson lilies. 

“Rose!” he called out to me. “My beautiful bride! Come here!” 

He beckoned me to join him beneath a tall arch I hadn’t noticed before. Green vines with lovely white roses crawled up the sides of the white, crisscrossed wood and hung from the domed roof in long, curling tendrils. I looked down at the long, white dress I was wearing, cascading across the tall grass beneath my bare feet. I wanted to know this man, to speak to him, to touch him. Reaching down to gather my dress in front of me, I noticed the five-pointed star emblazoned on my arm glistening in the sunlight and gasped; the ink was still wet. More than that – it was slowly seeping from the edges of the tattoo. My eyes widened in horror as black, muddy ink oozed from my arm, dripping down the front of my snowy-white dress like blood from a wound. 

“Rose!” the man cried suddenly, gesturing toward the sky in trepidation. Above us, thick, purple clouds began to roll across the sky as the darkening surface of the lake churned and roiled. The crane flew away, a black fish wriggling from its yellow beak. 

“ROSE!” 

I looked over just in time to see the green-eyed man pitch forward into the lake, as though pulled by some invisible force. I wanted to cry out, to plunge into the black, murky water to help him, but, frozen as I was to the ground, I could only watch as he disappeared beneath the violent waves. As his figure faded, I understood, somehow, that he was gone forever, and I grieved the loss of him as though a part of me had drowned along with him. 

“Rowan,” came another voice. I whipped around to see a strange woman standing a few feet behind me. She wore a long, black dress. Her raven hair fell in obsidian cascades well past her narrow waist; her eyes glowed blue, like electricity. 

“Rowan,” she said again, her husky voice barely a whisper. 

“Who are you?” I called to her, frantically trying to staunch the torrent of ink pouring from my arm, which had soaked through the delicate layers of chiffon at the bottom of my dress and was slowly creeping up my lace bodice. 

“I’ve been waiting for you, Rowan…” 

“Where are you? How do I get to you?” I cried, stumbling to reach her as I fought against the long, heavy folds of the black-stained wedding dress. 

“I’ve been waiting,” she whispered as she disappeared. 

“Mom!” I screamed. “Please – don’t go!” 

I crumpled to the ground and sobbed, my black gown billowing around me as gusts of wind tore at my hair. 

“Aspen…” 

I jerked my head from my hands. I knew that low, gentle voice before I saw him. 

“Everything’s going to be okay,” Aiden said from beside me. I shielded my eyes from the elements as I looked up at him. Despite the cold wind and rain that had begun to fall, he was unbuttoning his white shirt as he spoke to me. Rainwater poured down his face and bare chest. “You have to understand. You are the key to all of this.” 

“What do you mean?” I cried out, my voice barely audible above the blowing gusts of wind. Lightning crackled just above us, though Aiden didn’t seem to notice. He pulled off his shirt, exposing his lean, muscular body to the bitter elements, then knelt down and took my arm in his hand. His red Pyromancer tattoo was glowing faintly as he pressed his shirt to my skin, gently wiping away the dripping ink. 

“Rowan… Rose… Aspen… I don’t know who I am anymore,” I shouted, choking back tears. Aiden’s dark eyes rose to meet mine for a lingering moment, then fell back to my arm. He had sopped up every last drop of wet, black ink from my skin, his pristine white shirt ruined; and yet, the Pentamancer’s sigil still remained branded against my skin. 

“You are all of those people, and none of those people,” he whispered softly. I closed my eyes, mourning the meaning of his words. 

“I am the Pentamancer.” 

He nodded, kissing my forehead. 

The wind and lightning and rain stopped suddenly, and all was quiet once more. Aiden put his hand, cold as ice, on my cheek. I shivered. 

“Aspen…” 

“Aspen?” 

I opened my eyes. Dr. Sharma was standing over me, gently shaking me awake. Daylight was streaming through the blinds on the window. I’d spent the entire night in Aiden’s hospital bed. Craning my neck awkwardly, I found Aiden, who was bright-eyed and awake, and also grinning down at me conspiratorially. The color in his cheeks had returned. 

“We’ve been busted, Ninety-Nine.” 

“Sorry my dear,” Dr. Sharma smiled, “but I’ll have to ask you to nap somewhere else for a few minutes, so I can check your, uh… well, my patient, for any signs of fluid re-accumulation in his lungs.” 

I hastily sat up, groggy and mortified, yet mindful enough not to touch any of the tubes or sensors sticking out of Aiden. 

“I-I’m sorry,” I stammered, my face burning hotly. I hurriedly climbed out of Aiden’s bed, awkwardly sliding by the doctor to stand self-consciously at the foot of it. 

“Not at all,” she replied, motioning for Aiden to sit up, then put her stethoscope to his chest. “Love is the best medicine, and I can see there’s plenty of that in this room.” 

Aiden started coughing abruptly, just as all the blood in my body immediately traveled to my burning face. 

“Sorry, sorry,” Dr. Sharma said, once Aiden’s coughs subsided. “I can see that’s a sensitive subject; I’ll try to refrain moving forward.” 

“Refrain from what?” asked Robert as he entered the room carrying a bagel. He took a big bite, then pulled a second one out of his pocket and tossed it to me. 

I caught it clumsily, just as Dr. Sharma replied, “Refrain from putting my freezing-cold stethoscope against Aiden’s bare skin.” 

“Ah, quite right,” Robert replied, a twinkle in his eye. “Good morning, everyone! Aiden, you’re certainly looking less gray, always a promising sign. Aspen my dear, would you like to use my phone to call your grandmother?” 

My eyes met Aiden’s. Dr. Sharma noticed and smiled. 

“Aiden is doing great today. No significant fluid build-up, hardly any wheezing. I’ll just do a bit more poking and prodding in the meantime, so it’s probably a good time to duck out anyway.” 

“If you need anything, call me on your shoe,” I told Aiden with a wry smile as Robert handed me the phone from his pocket. Dr. Sharma cocked her head. “It’s… well… I’ll let him explain,” I deflected, making my way for the exit. 

“Oh, come on, hasn’t anyone ever heard of Get Smart?” I heard Aiden protest as I deftly slipped out the door. 

I punched in Evelyn’s phone number; much to my discomfort, it showed up on Robert’s phone as ‘Pookey’. Nevertheless, Evelyn answered after a fraction of a ring. 

“Hello?” 

“Hi Ev – Grandma. It’s me.” 

“Aspen! Sweetheart, I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear from you. What took you so long to call?” 

“Cross-country travel, mostly…” 

*** 




Evelyn and I chatted for a long time. I filled her in on everything – the bank, Ted’s mysterious appearance (minus his warning not to go to Tulsa), rushing to Oklahoma, having to leave Grandpa’s bike at the airport, inadvertently sleeping through the first flight I could ever remember taking…Even Wes. She was extremely sympathetic about everything, especially the bike, but on the subject of my long-lost boyfriend… well, her response surprised me. 

“I don’t remember ever hearing anything about a boyfriend, but that obviously wouldn’t have been high on the list of priority subjects when you and your parents showed up,” Evelyn sniffed. “Anyway, if you ask me, that part of your life was a long time ago, and you were in a very different situation and a very different person.” 

Clearly. I thought back to the bizarre letter I’d written myself. 

“If you want my honest advice, sweets? Let it go. At least for now. I worry that with so much on your plate, that kind of emotional experience – reaching out to Wes, that is – might be too much to bear right now. And certainly not relevant.” 

“But he might be a key to remembering more of my past—” I started. 

“Forget that part of your past! At the hotel in Burlington, I might have accidentally walked in on Aiden while he was shirtless. Have you seen him without a shirt?” 

“Grandma!” I hissed, feeling my face turn twelve shades of crimson. 

“Besides, Aiden is clearly intelligent, he doesn’t communicate like a lummox – a rare trait in men – and he seems very loyal. I really think you should forget about this ‘Wes’ fellow… Unless you truly think he might jar some memories that could help you?” 

I sighed. “Nothing seems to be jarring any memories at all. Except…” I hesitated, not quite sure how to explain. “Well, there was this lilac tree in front of the bank in Sacramento, and when I smelled the flowers, I think I might have had some sort of… flashback. Maybe. But it was very brief. I was sitting on a swing in front of a yellow house, and there was a lilac tree in front of it. But that’s it… that’s all I could remember.” 

“Hmm,” Evelyn said thoughtfully. “You know, now that you mention it… I have a photo of you, sent a long time ago by your parents, of you pulling a teddy bear in a red wagon. You were standing in front of a yellow house… and there was a big, flowering tree in front of it.” She gasped softly. “Sweetheart… I think you remembered your family’s house in Sacramento!” 

I was quiet for a moment. 

“…You still there, sweets?” 

“Yeah, I’m still here. Just… thinking.” 

“Once we can safely go back home, I have a whole box of photos to show you. Pictures of you, some along with your parents, their wedding photos… You know, your grandfather, Donald, walked your mother down the aisle. I’ve also got plenty of photos of your father as a child – some of them are with your paternal grandmother, Katherine. I couldn’t put them out for all these years, for obvious reasons. I’m so glad I can finally show them to you.” 

“I would love that, Grandma,” I said, hoping my voice had the proper amount of enthusiasm. If we can ever go home… 

“Anyway sweets, I know you need to get going, and I know you hate it when I do this, but I’m just going to repeat myself from before one more time. About that man, Ted? – Don’t trust him. Don’t trust any of them. I know you want to do whatever it takes to find your mother, but… wherever she is, she’s there with the hope that you’re safe because of the sacrifices she and your father made for you. If you get hurt – If you get caught – It will make everything she’s gone through to protect you all for nothing.” 

“I know you’re right,” I said wistfully. “I’ll – I’ll try not to do anything reckless.” 

“You’ll try?” she pressed. 

“I won’t do anything reckless,” I amended. 

“Good. I love you, sweets. I can’t wait to see you very soon. Robert says you’ll be on your way back to Wichita tomorrow afternoon at the latest, once Aiden has a chance to recuperate a little longer. Give him – well, both of them – a big kiss from me, will you?” 

“Uh… yes. Absolutely. I love you, Grandma… Bye.” 

Back to Wichita? So we’re not going to the Containment Center? I thought anxiously as I tucked Robert’s phone in my pocket. But what about Sarah? Aiden will be devastated. 

And I was right. When I walked back into the room, Aiden and Robert were in the middle of a heated discussion, Aiden’s hands tightly balled into fists above the white sheets pulled across his lap. In his pastel blue hospital gown, his curly hair ruffled from sleep, he suddenly looked much younger than thirty as he glowered at Robert, who was sitting on the very edge of his chair beside the bed. Though Aiden flashed me a tight smile when I walked in, they both were clearly agitated. I shuffled over to lean against the back wall by the armchair and crossed my arms, trying my best to remain inconspicuous. 

“I will not help you do something so reckless,” Robert said through gritted teeth. “No matter how powerful we both know you are on a normal day, today you are not well. Next week, you still won’t be totally well. Pneumonia is no laughing matter, as you’ll recall from this morning.” Aiden cleared his throat to speak, which then triggered an unfortunately-timed coughing spell. 

“You see?” Robert said once the coughs had subsided. Aiden scowled at him. “On top of that, as Aspen already informed us, they are, not unsurprisingly, anticipating your arrival.” I felt a sudden twinge of guilt. “No, Aiden, I’m sorry – we will go back to Wichita, regroup, and come up with a better plan; one we’ll consider attempting in a few months, once the initial fervor of your escape earlier this week dies down.” 

“But we’ve come so far…” Aiden started to say. “If I could just—” 

“If you try anything, there’s no way our dear, stubborn Aspen…” Robert gave me an apologetic glance, “…will stand by and let you go alone. Do you want to put her in harm’s way as well?” I started to open my mouth to speak, but Aiden inadvertently cut me off. 

“Absolutely not! I’d never allow—” 

“Good. Then we’re in agreement.” Robert said, leaning back in his chair with an air of finality. 

Aiden rubbed his forehead in frustration, then sighed. “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” he finally said, slumping into his pillows in resignation. “We’ll regroup and come back for Sarah in a few months…” 

Robert smiled in satisfaction, then picked up the newspaper tucked beside him and began to read. 

“…if she’ll even still be there…” I could have sworn I heard Aiden mutter as he turned to stare out the window. 

Not if I have a say in the matter, I thought to myself, glancing down at my tattoo. It wasn’t oozing, of course, but it was a part of me now, like it or not. There was no point to being a Pentamancer if I was forever running and hiding. I had to figure out some way to get Sarah – it was the least I could do, after the trouble I’d caused for Aiden. 

Evelyn’s previous words admonished me from afar. If you get hurt… if you get caught… it will make everything she’s gone through to protect you all for nothing. 

I’ll just have to be careful, I thought, trying to rub away the fresh chill running down my arms. 





Chapter 11 




The rest of the morning was quiet. Aiden slept for a few more hours; Robert, when he wasn’t making small talk with me or typing on his laptop, quietly read the newspaper; and I tacitly began to hatch a plan – which was unexpectedly abetted when Robert graciously let me borrow his laptop for entertainment while he dozed in the corner armchair later that morning. One of the many tabs he’d left open in his internet browser was from the online Asterian Archives – specifically, an article on the location and high-level details of the Order’s newest Pyromantic Containment Center. 




“Opened in 2015, in what was previously a private, non-Elemental penitentiary, the SRPCC (Southern Regional Pyromantic Containment Center) is equipped with state-of-the-art anti-Pyromantic measures to ensure the utmost safety for its surrounding communities, while also remaining millions of dollars under-budget to date, thanks to the existence of such an opportune property (which was generously coordinated by Mayor Christopher Haynes (H-II)). Given the nature of the SRPCC’s inhabitants (treasonous, high-risk, mentally-unstable), and due to various – and obvious – safety concerns, visits are not allowed at this high-security complex, which is of course in the best interest of the Asterian Community, since rehabilitation has been determined to be unviable for the impenitent offenders inside…” 




The words on the screen began to blur together. This was the place where Aiden’s younger sister had been held captive for years? And for what? What crime could she have possibly committed to warrant such a punishment, to be imprisoned inside an old penitentiary, without any chance of freedom – without, even, the comfort of a visitor? How could people condone such a thing? My hands clenched reflexively. Were members of the Asterian Order so brainwashed that they would simply allow friends, even family members, to be locked away like this? 

A heavy lump formed in my throat. Is my mother trapped in a place like this? 

“What’s wrong?” a voice asked softly. I looked up from the screen to find Aiden awake, closely watching me. 

I cleared my throat, trying to compose my features. “I… I was reading this article on the Pyromantic Containment Center here. It’s… awful.” Aiden said nothing. He was looking at Robert, who was in the corner, snoring loudly. Suddenly, it dawned on me. “You’re not planning on leaving without her, are you? You’re going to try to get her.” 

He started, turning to give me a confused look. “Why do you say that…?” 

I shrugged. “I just… know. Tell me I’m wrong.” 

He shifted uncomfortably, looking down at the sheets. I couldn’t help but chuckle. 

“I was going to sneak out tonight, while the two of you slept,” I admitted. “I guess there’s no chance of you waiting at the motel with Robert until I come back?” 

Aiden gave me a horrified look. “You were going to go there, alone, without having any idea of the layout of the compound? The guard situation? Without even knowing what Sarah looks like?” His voice came out as an angry hiss. “Are you out of your mind?” 

I faltered, admittedly at a loss for a good retort. 

“Aspen, you cannot just saunter into an Asterian Containment Center all by yourself!” 

“But you can?” I shot back. 

“She’s my sister!” He whispered angrily, immediately erupting into a coughing fit. I shot up from my chair to do, well, something, but he waved me back down with a hand. A moment later, he wheezed, “The doctor says coughing is good for me; it clears any residual fluid from my lungs.” 

He glanced over at Robert, who was thankfully still sleeping – and snoring – soundly. I lowered myself back down into my seat, giving Aiden what I hoped was a measured, steely look. 

“I’m going, Aiden. So, we can either go separately and muddle up each other’s plans, or we can go together, and give ourselves the best chance of getting Sarah out of there.” Aiden looked as though he would argue with me further, but after a moment, he simply sighed. 

“You’re right,” he said, surprising me. “I… I can’t feasibly do this without you.” 

I gently took his hand in mine and kissed his fingertips. “Thank you,” I whispered. “I want to help.” 

He sighed again, but this time it was from frustration, not resignation. “I need you to forgive me in advance for what I’m about to say, because I have a lot of residual, un-inhibiting pain killers in my system, but… If you don’t stop kissing my fingers like that, I’m going to pull you straight into this bed, and then we’ll have a serious problem on our hands.” 

My eyes widened, but I didn’t take my lips away from his fingers. “And what problem would that be?” 

“The problem is three-fold; one, I’m to avoid strenuous exercise for a week, and that doctor’s order would certainly fly out the window…” At that, my fluttering stomach practically leapt into my chest. “…two, there is no lock on this door, and three, my colleague, the one who co-authors most of my essays and articles, is sitting ten feet away from us. Which would make my ravishing you incredibly awkward, if he were to wake up.” I bit my lip, suddenly wishing very much that we were indeed alone, with a sturdy deadbolt on the door. 

“Which brings me to my next question, one which I must also beg your forgiveness for, but I’ve spent several nights away from you now and I confess my mind has wandered to places I can’t always control. Still, I have to ask…” His eyes locked onto mine, smoldering with such intensity that my heart caught roughly in my throat. 

“Aspen, have you…” he started, his voice low. “Have you ever… been with a man before? At least, that you can remember?” 

My heart sank – not because of his question, which was a fair one, but because my thoughts immediately went to the letters and photos burning a hole in my backpack, the ones I had been strategically avoiding since the night before. The ones penned by a man who claimed he loved me… a man, I for one, couldn’t remember. 

“I…” my voice caught in my throat. “I… don’t know,” I finished lamely. 

He frowned, concern – and perhaps a touch of pity – touching his eyes. 

My eyes sank to my lap as I let go of his hand. “But… I do feel like I need to tell you…” Suddenly uncomfortable, I absentmindedly began picking at a cuticle on one of my fingers. 

He needs to know. It’s now or never. 

I sighed. “I just found out that I had a boyfriend before, in Sacramento. Along with a bunch of other things that belonged to my parents and me, there were letters and photos from him tucked away in my family’s safe deposit box, as though I’d wanted to make sure I’d remember one day. His name is Wes. I guess we’d been seeing each other for a few years, and… I think he’d asked me to marry him… But it doesn’t appear that I said yes,” I quickly added. 

Aiden was silent. A long moment passed before I could bring myself to look at him, not knowing what to expect… Anger? Hurt? Disappointment? But as he looked out the window, he only looked… pensive. 

“I can’t say I’m surprised, Aspen,” he said, the tone of his voice measured. “You’re a remarkable woman. The most remarkable woman I’ve ever met, in fact…” He trailed off for a moment, then cleared his throat as he turned to look at me. “Do you remember him? Did it… upset you… when you found out about him?” 

I paused, searching for the right words. “I mean, it was certainly unsettling to find out… but I can honestly say I don’t remember him.” I could see the slightest hint of relief touch the corners of Aiden’s eyes. “The only memory that was triggered in Sacramento was, of all things, lilacs.” 

Which suddenly made me remember. 

“I don’t want to change the subject, because I think this discussion certainly deserves more attention but, I need to tell you before I forget… An old friend of my parents’, Ted Nichols, found me at the bank. He’s an Officer in the Order… and I think he knows your father.” 

Aiden leaned forward sharply. “Did he hurt you? Did he try to follow you?” 

I shook my head. “He told me that he’d arrived before the others could, that he wanted to help me. He even warned me not to come here, that they would be waiting for us at the Containment Center. That’s why Robert was so adamant about you abolishing the plan.” 

I expected Aiden to be stunned, disappointed at the very least, but he appeared unperturbed by the revelation. 

“Even before Ted’s warning, I half-expected them to be waiting for us, since even Savannah would be able to guess my next move based on the files I took. But I have a plan for that. For now, tell me – do you trust this Ted?” 

“I didn’t get a strong feeling either way,” I admitted, “but my father’s file said that my parents were tracked down thanks to a tip from a family friend – Ted Nichols.” 

Aiden sighed. “Well, that gives us our answer.” 

“I’m inclined to agree with you, except… Well, when he said he wanted to help me, I didn’t get the impression that he was lying.” 

Aiden raised an incredulous eyebrow. 

“I know how it sounds… Totally crazy. But lately, more and more, I almost feel like I can… I don’t know… Feel what people are thinking, maybe even when they’re being dishonest. Not clearly. Not always. It’s imperceptible, almost an instinct… But it’s there. And I feel like it’s getting stronger.” 

Aiden frowned slightly. “That sounds almost exactly like Robert’s description of his own ability.” 

“There’s one more thing.” 

“What’s that?” he asked. 

“He said he knows where my mother is.” 

Aiden leaned back, putting his knuckle against his lip thoughtfully. “That is an interesting development—” 

He was cut off by a sharp knock and the door swinging open as a cheerful, red-headed woman in purple scrubs briskly entered the room. She smiled at us as Robert stirred awake in his corner armchair. 

“Afternoon, Aiden. My name is Violet – like the scrubs, so you won’t forget,” she winked. “Dr. Sharma has asked me to check your vitals and chest to see if we can’t get you out of here this afternoon. You about ready to bust outta this joint?” 

Aiden gave me a meaningful glance before answering. 

“You have no idea how ready I am.” 





Chapter 12 




We finally left the hospital late that afternoon; Aiden, back in his street clothes – a tight-fitting black t-shirt and jeans – and carrying a thick stack of discharge papers, Robert cheerfully talking about various non sequitur topics to fill the silence, and me, lost in thought as I mentally ran through all the possible outcomes of the evening we were planning – most of which would likely land us in an underground prison complex or, at the very least, would ultimately leave me chained to Savannah’s desk by a leash. 

“I suppose we hadn’t accounted for three passengers when I traded vehicles with Carol,” Robert mused as we approached the rusted red pick-up truck. “I’m sorry to say we might be a little cramped on the way back to the motel tonight. Not to mention the ride to Kansas tomorrow.” 

Aiden chuckled as he opened the passenger door for me. I hoisted myself in, scooting into the middle of the long front seat. He slid in next to me, right as Robert sat down on the driver’s side. I was quite snugly sandwiched between them, though I certainly didn’t mind being pressed up against Aiden; the outside of his thigh pushed against mine, as did his warm, muscular arm. As he took my hand in his, gently kissing my knuckles before resting it atop his leg, I don’t think my heart could have been racing any faster. 

I shot a sideways glance at Robert just as he did his best to hide a smirk. Of all the supernatural gifts in the world to possess, Robert’s just had to be mind-reading. 

“Aiden, I was thinking,” he said nonchalantly, pulling the truck into reverse. I inelegantly tried to move my leg out of the way of the gear shifter as he did so. “I could really use a good night’s sleep tonight, and while I’ve certainly not minded being your suitemate for the majority of this trip, I was thinking we could perhaps stay in separate rooms this evening. Would that be alright for you?” 

Aiden kept his face carefully composed as he answered, “I’m certainly fine with that, Robert.” 

“Great. And of course, Aspen, we’ll get you a room right next to ours. I’ve already called the motel to arrange for that. Now, what shall we do for dinner this evening? I know it’s only five o’clock, but I fully intend to be sleeping by seven so we can get an early start back to Wichita.” I squeezed Aiden’s hand reflexively. “I’m anxious to see Evelyn again… And of course, Carol too,” he quickly added, seeing my own wry smirk. 

Aiden and I exchanged glances and I knew we were sharing the same thought. 

“You know, Robert, I’m not very hungry. A quick sandwich would be just fine. The sooner we can get back to the motel, I think, the better.” 

Aiden chose that moment to look out his window, but I caught a glimpse of a smile. 

Robert chortled. “Fine by me, my dear! I have an email to write your grandmother anyway.” 

*** 




We’d decided on a quick, early dinner of hamburgers at a restaurant across the street from the motel, where I took a packet of matches from the counter on the way out. Afterwards, Aiden and Robert both excused themselves to their respective rooms while I settled into mine. It was relatively spacious, with a queen-sized bed, a writing desk, a flat-screen TV, and a small, round wooden table with chairs. After unpacking the few wrinkled items of clothing I possessed, I took a long, hot shower, my shoulder finally healed enough to manage it, then put on a white terrycloth robe as I quickly towel-dried my hair. I’d hardly had time to wonder when Aiden might come by when a knock sounded on the door. I hadn’t felt a whisper of anxiety until that very moment, when I opened it to find him standing there with a large paper bag and a nervous expression. 

“Oh, I didn’t order any takeout – you must have the wrong motel room,” I said, pretending to close the door. 

Aiden chuckled. “I most certainly meant to come here. But in all seriousness,” he added, surveying my robe and damp hair, “Would you like me to come back in a little bit…?” 

I only hesitated for a split-second. “No. Come in.” I held the door open for him, then closed it behind him, locking the deadbolt as I did so. 

“As you wish.” He brought the paper bag over to the table and began emptying it. “I’ve brought us ice…” he set the bucket on the table, then pulled out two plastic champagne flutes, “…and a couple of very fine pieces of plasticware.” 

I grinned. “How thoughtful!” 

“And I also managed to find the one and only bottle of champagne from the local liquor store,” he said, carefully setting the bottle in the bucket of partially-melted ice. “Though I am limiting you to just one glass, given what happened the last two times I saw you drink a modest amount of alcohol.” 

“What else is in there?” I asked quickly, blood rising to my cheeks. 

He chuckled, then pulled out a package of votive candles. “Do you still have the lighter I gave you?” 

I nodded. My throat was suddenly very tight as I walked over to my jacket, which was slung over one of the chairs. Aiden had busied himself with carefully placing the candles – about two dozen of them – around the room. When he was finished, I shyly handed him the lighter. 

“I’m very glad this proved to be useful to you during your travels,” he said softly. I couldn’t answer – I was too distracted by his smoldering eyes. He gave me a wry half-smile. “Would you mind getting the lights?” 

I gave a tiny, obliging nod, and had just turned to flip the switch on the wall when it occurred to me that I could do it without moving. I had to concentrate for a moment before the lights in the room eventually dimmed to darkness, one at a time. For one, my limited experience with Lightning and Electricity had shown me that it could be a bit unruly, compared with the other four elements – instigating trouble when I would least like it to, behaving recalcitrantly when I tried to will it away. But beyond all that, the truth is, I was really just unbelievably nervous. In the pitch-black room, standing inches from one another, the desire between us was palpable. I could hear Aiden’s gentle breath, feel the warmth emanating from his body. 

Without a word, he flicked open the top of the lighter and produced a small flame, which remained hovering in the air as he pulled the lighter away. I watched, mesmerized, as the solitary flame smoothly split into two, and then split again, and again, and again. Within moments we were surrounded by tiny, glowing spheres of light, floating between and around us like fireflies. I looked around us in delight as they danced in the air for a beautiful minute, then parted in separate directions to each land on a waiting wick somewhere in the room, like a fairy bending to kiss a flower. As the candles flickered to life, the room became basked in a warm orange glow that reflected in the dark pools of Aiden’s eyes, which were gently searching mine as I turned back to face him. 

“We don’t have to do anything tonight, not if you don’t want to,” he said quietly, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear, causing me to tremble slightly. 

“I want to,” I answered, a little too quickly. I blushed at my own eagerness, hoping he wouldn’t notice in the dim light. 

“And you’re sure, even with Wes…?” 

I put a finger to his lips. “I want this. I want you, Aiden.” 

He bent down to kiss me, softly at first, and then more hungrily, as his fingers entwined themselves in the long, damp waves of my hair, and my head tilted back eagerly to receive his tender kisses. I let out a soft gasp as his lips made their way to my jaw, then down the side of my neck, causing the skin on my back, still dewy from the shower, to erupt in tingling goosebumps. My knees felt weak. A moment later, Aiden gently pulled away from kissing my neck. He pressed his forehead against mine, his lips lingering only a centimeter from my parted mouth. 

“The champagne…?” he started to ask. 

“Forget the champagne,” I replied, my voice a hoarse whisper as I knotted my fingers into his hair, pulling his face down to mine for another deep, toe-curling kiss. Our bodies were pressed so tightly together, even through his jeans and my robe, I could feel him harden with raw excitement. That’s when I realized that despite his chivalry, he’d wanted me as desperately as I wanted him. 

Aiden pulled away, abruptly scooping me into his arms. He swept me up off the floor with such ease and agility that I gasped – until he pressed his mouth firmly against mine. I let out a quiet moan as he kissed me tenderly, sliding his tongue into my mouth; his hot, sweet breath mingled with mine. As he gently laid me across the bed, still kissing me greedily, I hardly noticed as the lights flickered on and back off again. His firm body was pressed against mine; my robe had hiked itself up my thighs, the warm light from the candles on the nightstand flickering against my exposed skin. As he knelt between my legs to peel off his tight, black shirt, it took everything I had to keep my jaw from dropping. 

As I’d pictured in my dreams, this real, non-fantasy Aiden was powerful and lean, with broad shoulders and muscular arms – everything I had ever imagined… except better. So much better. And as he bent back down to kiss me, his scent – the spicy, sweet musk of his body – was utterly, unimaginably intoxicating. I bit my lip, arching my back to press my body firmly against his. Part of my robe had slipped off, exposing my bare shoulder, and as he knelt down to kiss it, his eyes never left mine. 

That’s when – for the briefest, tiniest fraction of a moment – I could have sworn his dark brown eyes changed color. As they poured into mine, they looked almost… green. I let out a small gasp, but as soon as I blinked, they were brown again. 

Aiden bent to kiss my shoulder, tracing his tongue and lips against my skin until he found my collarbone, then ran his lips over the top of my breast. With that, I immediately forgot my temporary hallucination; a soft moan escaped my parted lips as he tenderly ran his hand up the inside of my thigh. My head tilted back in ecstasy; I wanted to cry – I had never before felt such physical pleasure. My desire for him burned through me, alighting every nerve in my body as though fueled by gasoline. When his hand reached the top of my thigh, I cried out in pleasure. 

That’s when my cries quickly turned to screams of horror. 

“Oh my god!” 

The candles burning beside the bed had suddenly erupted with such force that the containers surrounding the votives shattered, spraying tiny, glittering shards of sharp glass all over the nightstand… just as the tall, bedside lampshade caught on fire. 

And boy, did it catch on fire. 

My eyes widened as I lay there gaping in frozen shock, watching the two-foot flames shoot into the air as they quickly engulfed the entire lamp. Aiden’s startled eyes met mine for the briefest fraction of a second before he shot out of bed, grabbed the bucket of ice from the table, and dumped it on the candles and the lampshade. The fire let out an angry hiss as most of it was extinguished, but a long, fiery tatter of the smoldering lampshade had fallen onto the bed, abruptly catching the comforter on fire. I scrambled to my feet, tottering awkwardly on top of the bed, and immediately directed the puddle of ice water toward the flames, just as Aiden quickly waved his hand to extinguish the rest. Only a small, sopping wet singe mark remained. 

Aiden began coughing from the smoke, so I jumped off the bed to guide him over to a chair, awkwardly adjusting my robe – which was open and hanging askew – with one hand. 

“Did… did you just dump a bucket of ice on a fire…?” I asked as he sat down heavily. “Did you forget you’re a Pyromancer?” 

“In that particular moment, I had forgotten my own name,” he answered, in-between coughs. “Besides, you’re one to talk.” He wheezed, which turned into more coughing. 

“We shouldn’t stay in here, there’s smoke,” I said worriedly, using the breeze from the air conditioner to blow the smoke away from him. 

“My room?” he suggested. 

I hesitated. If I couldn’t keep my powers in check, I might inadvertently kill everyone in the motel. Not to mention the fact that Aiden clearly needed to get some fresh air. I held my robe closed as I peeked out the curtains at the crimson setting sun. 

“You have no idea how much it pains me to say this, but… perhaps we need to move onto the more, um… pressing matters of the evening?” 

“I think I have some idea,” he muttered. 

I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“The good news – other than the obvious, which is that my sister will finally be out of that horrible place – is that Sarah was a Pyromantic trainer, and a far better teacher of the Elements than I could ever hope to be. You, my sweet Aspen, appear to be getting more powerful, and power, without control or restraint, can be a very dangerous thing.” 

I blushed at the endearment as well as the critique. I knew he wasn’t wrong. 

“I will train harder than any other Pentamancer you’ve ever known,” I said, putting my arms around his neck as I sat across his lap. He started to point out the obvious – probably that no one alive has ever known another Pentamancer – but I quickly kissed him. He wrapped his arms around me tightly, returning the kiss tenderly. 

A moment later, he pulled away and regarded my face with a strange expression. 

“There – just now. Your right eye, the darker one – I thought I saw something strange right after the candles erupted. But just now, I am absolutely sure that I saw it flash.” 

I blinked, taken aback. 

“Flash?” 

“It went from a deep indigo color to almost… ultraviolet. Like it was glowing very brightly, but only for the briefest moment. I’ve honestly never seen anything like it.” 

“It’s happening more frequently now…” I bit my lip nervously. “Do you think there’s something wrong with me?” 

“I wouldn’t presume either way but tomorrow I’d like to ask Robert if he’s ever come across something like that in his reading.” We fell silent for a moment, each of us lost in our own thoughts. A moment later, Aiden glanced at his watch and sighed. 

“Are you absolutely sure you want to come with me?” he asked, his chiseled face creased with worry. 

“I’m not even going to favor that absurd question with a reply,” I answered, smoothly rising from his lap. My robe slipped from my shoulders as I did so, gathering in the crooks of my elbows and exposing my entire back to Aiden as I walked away. Hearing his sharp intake of breath, I refrained from adjusting it as I headed to the dresser to gather an armful of clothes from the top drawer, then made my way across the room to change. Just after I tossed the clothes into the bathroom, the robe slipped from my elbow, draping almost entirely onto the floor. I confess it wasn’t wholly intentional, but it had a gratifying effect nevertheless; as I quickly shut the door behind me, I could hear Aiden groaning even from across the room. 

“I’m going to go take a cold shower, Aspen,” he called, his voice sounding somewhat ragged. “Would you give me thirty minutes? …Actually, make that an hour, please.” 

Not a bad idea, I mused to myself as I heard the door to the motel room gently close behind him. 





Chapter 13 




A moment later, I peeked my head out of the bathroom to be sure Aiden had left, then made my way to the counter where my phone was charging beside my hairbrush. I warily regarded it for a long moment before finally picking it up, praying I wasn’t about to make a terrible mistake. If you’ve ever needed a girlfriend to talk to, I told myself as I scrolled through my very short list of contacts, now’s that time… I found the number I’d saved there a few days before, took a deep breath, then started composing a new text message: 

Hi Eileen – it’s Aspen. Sorry for the random message, but I could really use someone to talk to, if you have some time. 

I quickly hit ‘send’ before I could second-guess myself, then set the phone down and got in the shower. I wasn’t expecting a reply, if any came at all, for a few hours – it was dinnertime in Denver, and a Saturday night, after all. But barely ten seconds after getting into the shower – which was suitably cold enough to take my mind off Aiden, at least for a moment – I heard the phone chime: once, twice, three times. Then a fourth time. What in the world…? I hastily lathered and rinsed the soap off my body – missing some suds in the process – turned off the water, then put my hair up in a towel. 

As I walked over and picked up the phone with wet hands, it chimed again as soon as I touched it. Without thinking, I used Hydromancy to clear away the drops of water I had dripped onto the phone screen, then blinked at my own strange reflex – a dry washcloth was sitting right next to the phone. Shaking my head slightly, I opened my phone to see Eileen’s frantic messages: 

6:08 p.m.: Aspen?! OMG – WHERE ARE YOU? 

6:09 p.m.: I’ve been worried SICK about you!! Things here have gotten WEIRD. And Ori’s a complete mess. He’s refusing to go back to Israel until he knows you’re okay. 

6:10 p.m.: I just called – why aren’t you answering? 

6:12 p.m.: Are you okay? Pick up your phone! 

6:14 p.m.: Please please please call me? Just to let me know you’re okay? 

My eyes widened at the unexpected onslaught of messages. I’m fine, I quickly typed. I just don’t have any talk time on my phone. 

Her reply came about four seconds later: Connect to wi-fi if you can!! I’m calling you in 30 seconds! 

I stared at the phone in confusion, but managed to do as she said. A half-minute later, just as she promised, the phone started vibrating and a window popped up for some sort of FaceTime application. As soon as I clicked the green icon, Eileen’s anxious face popped up on the screen. She was sitting on a wooden chair inside of a tiny, dimly-lit kitchen; the bright green streak of hair framing the right side of her face harshly contrasted against the rest of her platinum-blonde hair and pale, screen-illuminated skin. 

“Aspen! Oh my god, it’s good to see you! Are – Are you naked?” Her eyebrows raised as she surveyed my bare shoulders. My own eyes dropped to my very low-draped towel. 

“No! I’m not naked!” I stammered, blood rising to my face. “I’m in a towel – I didn’t know this was going to be a video kind of call!” 

“I never thought I’d say this to a gorgeous, half-naked woman, but would you please put a shirt on? If my girlfriend were to come home right now, I’d have a lot of questions to answer.” 

“H-Hang on,” I muttered, putting the phone on the counter. I quickly reached for a white tank top that was sitting atop the pile of clothes I’d tossed on the bathroom floor. “Can you still see me?” I asked self-consciously as I pulled it over my head. 

“No – I can only see the ceiling – haven’t you ever used FaceTime before?” 

“No,” I grunted, tugging on underwear and a pair of black leggings. “Long story.” 

I grabbed the phone once I was dressed again to find a very amused-looking Eileen grinning at me, her chin resting on her open hand. 

“Okay, but seriously – you’re okay?” she asked, her smile quickly replaced by a worried frown. My tank top did very little to cover the ugly-looking burns on my shoulders. “I’ve been so worried about you!” 

Now’s not exactly the time to ask for Elementalist dating advice, I quickly realized, feeling a wave of guilt. Of course Eileen would have been worrying about me, a new student who abruptly disappeared without a trace after one lesson. 

“As okay as can be expected… Have you, uh – heard anything about what happened?” 

Eileen shrugged. “I heard something, but you’ll have to tell me if it’s the whole story.” 

I nodded, leaning against the bathroom counter. 

“So, get ready for this weirdness: this past Wednesday morning I show up to give my usual crack-of-dawn Terramancy lessons, but the Arena’s been completely closed off – yellow tape and everything – and my badge isn’t working. When I go to ask Savannah about it, her office door’s half-open, so I let myself in just like I would any other day. But that morning, she slams the phone down and starts screaming at me for no apparent reason – I mean, really letting me have it. Meanwhile, half her face is burnt off like some crispy Bond villain. Finally, probably after registering the sound of her own nuttiness, she starts carrying on about some sort of break-in that took place the night before, then tells me that you were kidnapped?” 

In the split video screen, I could see my own eyes bulge in their sockets. “She said what?” 

“Exactly my reaction!” Eileen said, nodding her head vigorously, “She said that some crazed Pyromancer broke in, stole some records, then tried to kidnap you, and that she, Tom, and that squirrelly-looking guy – what’s his name? – all tried to save you, which is why they’re in the hospital.” 

My jaw dropped. Eileen’s expression became strained, and she spoke her next statements as though she herself didn’t believe them. “But… I guess the kidnapper got away…? Taking you with him…?” Her brow furrowed with uncertainty. “Which now, I guess, in hindsight, I have to admit all sounds like a load of steaming crap.” 

I fingered my tanzanite pendant in amazement, quiet for a long moment. 

“So, what really happened, Aspen?” Eileen’s face was creased with concern. “You can tell me – I am not and have never been a fan of Savannah.” 

I rubbed my forehead wearily. “It’s a very long story.” 

“Sophia’s not coming home for another hour and my evening classes have been cancelled. I’ve got all the time in the world.” 

I studied her face for a long moment, searching for any sign of duplicity. Suddenly, I heard Robert’s voice in my head: Intuition is an instinct, not a thought process. I remembered the first time I met Eileen. She’d graciously helped me in the arena, during the grueling Elemental assessment Savannah had put me through. Even then, I couldn’t help but like her, despite my own paranoia and mistrust of the Asterians. And so, with a deep breath, I told her everything. 

*** 




When I finally finished, Eileen was staring at me, dumbstruck. Nevertheless, I exhaled for what felt like the first time in weeks and my tired shoulders felt fifty pounds lighter. Other than Aiden, I’d never told anyone the truth about myself or my past before – and now I’d just told Eileen the whole story: my complete lack of memories, the file I found on Savannah’s desk with my parents’ names, the Denver Asterian Officers forcing me out of my job and bribing me to join the Order, the information in my father’s file – right up to the part where Tom and Strauss had nearly killed Aiden, on Savannah’s orders. The only thing I didn’t mention was that I had to use Hydromancy to save him. Since Eileen didn’t know I could manipulate Water, it would be an obvious tip-off that I was a Pentamancer. That admission, I figured, would have to be a conversation for a different day. 

“Hold on,” Eileen croaked. “They sent in the entire Containment Squad to subdue you? How did you possibly escape?” 

I grimaced at the memory. “We only got out of there because Dr. Chen believed my story and helped us escape from the hospital. But not before Savannah tried to block Aiden and me from getting away.” I realized then that I had been pacing back and forth in front of the foot of my bed for the last half-hour, so I sat down on the edge of it, exhausted. Eileen was shaking her head in disbelief. 

“So – wait a minute. Is that the reason why the street in front of our building has a massive fissure in it? Because Savannah tried to stop you from escaping?” 

I nodded grimly. 

“That bitch!” Eileen gasped, startling me. “Sorry, sorry. But Savannah made it sound like it had been done out of sheer desperation, like she was trying to save you! I’m the one who had to repair that damn hole, and it took me nearly all morning, in the pouring rain, with no help whatsoever, since little miss Pants-on-Fire claimed she had to take calls all morning.” She looked positively livid. 

“I’m really sorry,” I nearly whispered, feeling awful. 

“Pffft – don’t be,” Eileen said, waving dismissively at the camera. “It was her fault, not yours. – Ha! “Fault”! Get it? Man, it was really shoddy work, too – all the rock layers just crumbled, total deterioration, no organization of the strata whatsoever…” 

I couldn’t help but chuckle as I leaned back against the headboard. 

Eileen was giving me a funny look. “Hey, Aspen? Why does it look like you recently tried lighting your bed on fire?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. I followed her squinty gaze to the damp, blackened comforter beside me, suddenly remembering my original reason for calling. 

“I mean… that’s not really relevant right now…” 

“Maybe not, but why is your face turning beet-red?” Eileen cocked her head, a bourgeoning smirk tugging at the corners of her mouth. 

“It’s nothing. Aiden brought over some candles last night.” 

“And, sorry, tell me again – Aiden is your boyfriend, right?” she asked. 

“Er – kind of. It’s… complicated,” I admitted, glancing at my backpack on the floor. 

“I’m detecting a hint of shiftiness, so I’m going to need a lot more on that subject later,” she said, pulling her knees up to her chest. “But for now – what happened?” 

My face flushed furiously. “We – uh… Well, he lit the candles, and then we… Well, I…" I looked at Eileen helplessly, trying to find the words. “Umm…” 

Her smirk turned into a frown. “You…?” 

I sighed in resignation, my face burning as hot as the fire I’d accidentally lit. 

“We-almost-had-sex-but-I-couldn’t-control-my-powers-so-the-lamp-caught-on-fire-and-fell-onto-the-bed,” I blurted, the words rushing out of my mouth like a freight train. Just then, my breath caught. Eileen didn’t know I could manipulate Fire. I tried to keep my expression controlled, but she was so fixated on the topic of sex, she’d completely missed my inadvertent admission of Pyromancy. 

“Oh no,” she breathed, and my shoulders relaxed. “But I mean, that wasn’t your first time trying, right? You guys have been able to do it before…? Right…?” I shook my head despairingly. 

Eileen’s eyes widened as she leaned toward the phone. “But you have had sex before Aiden, right? …Aspen?” I self-consciously looked down at the blackened covers I was wringing between my hands. 

There was a knock on the door. My stomach wedged itself into my throat. 

It’s time. 

“I am really sorry to do this, Eileen, but Aiden’s here, and we’re about to…” My voice trailed off. Telling her the truth about what had happened in Denver was one thing, but tipping her off to what we were about to do in Tulsa was something else entirely. Sarah’s freedom depended on my secrecy. 

“Let me call you back tomorrow, okay?” I said, quickly jumping out of bed. 

“Fine – but I’ll expect full details when you do!” she said, giving me a brief stink eye before ending the call. 

Please let me be able to talk to Eileen again after tonight, I prayed as I grabbed the matches from the restaurant and tucked them into my back pocket. 





Chapter 14 




“Of all the components of tonight’s plan, I think I’m most anxious about this part,” I whispered to Aiden as we stood in the empty walkway outside Robert’s motel room door, listening for any sounds of life inside. Outside in the warm evening air, all I could hear were the shrill croaks of frogs and crickets. 

“Why is that?” he asked softly. 

“Because we’re about to steal my grandmother’s boyfriend’s sister’s car.” 

“To be fair, we’re ‘borrowing’, not stealing,” he whispered, pressing one ear against the door. 

“Remind me to tell you about the time I ‘borrowed’ someone’s bicycle to go visit Evelyn.” 

Aiden chuckled. “Duly noted… I don’t hear anything at all, and I don’t see any light coming from beneath the door. Wait here while I go grab the key from his jacket pocket?” He carefully slipped a room card into the slot above the handle and pushed the door open gently, sliding deftly between the door and the frame. 

I stopped the door with my foot before it closed fully, clandestinely peeking into the crack to watch Aiden tiptoe in the direction of Robert’s tweed jacket, which had been casually slung over the back of a chair. Robert was snoring from one of the two beds in the room – the one farthest from the door, thankfully. A moment later, Aiden had retrieved – and quickly muffled – the jangling set of keys and was making his way back to the door when Robert suddenly snorted and fell silent. Aiden froze, his face contorting into a tight grimace. After an interminable moment of silence, Robert finally rolled over and began snoring again. Moving with the quiet agility of a cat burglar, Aiden quickly slunk the rest of the way through the room and shimmied out the door, carefully shutting it behind him with the tiniest of clicks. 

“Let’s get out of here,” I whispered. It was inevitable that Evelyn would kill me for what we were about to do, but I was hoping to at least stave off my dire fate until after we’d successfully gotten Sarah back. 

“Agreed,” Aiden said, nervously running a hand through his hair as we made our way to the stairwell. “That was scarier than presenting my PhD dissertation.” 

I gave him an incredulous look. “After everything that’s happened this week – including your near-death experience and me nearly burning our room to the ground less than an hour ago – that’s the example you use?” 

“One of the dissertation committee members was not a fan of mine,” he replied, opening the door to the stairwell for me. 

“Oh, well that explains it,” I answered, rolling my eyes as I walked past him. He chuckled as he fell into step behind me. 

We made our way down a flight of stairs and then pushed open the door on the ground level, just outside the parking lot, where Carol’s truck was parked under a streetlight on the far side. I glanced at the clock on my phone – just after 8:00 p.m. 

“Are you sure we shouldn’t go later tonight?” I asked Aiden as we passed a young couple stepping into a taxi. They looked like they were dressed for a night on the town, whatever that meant in Tulsa. I looked down at my own outfit – black leggings, a black long-sleeved shirt and a black jacket. Aiden must have had the same idea, because he was wearing a black long-sleeved shirt and dark-washed jeans. “It is a Saturday night – lots of people out and about.” 

“The facility is in the middle of nowhere, and, according to the dossier I pulled from my father’s file, the night shift, which is considerably less-staffed than the day shift, has already clocked in for the night.” He pulled out Robert’s keys and unlocked the passenger-side door, opening it for me. 

“Yeah, but if they’re tipped off to the fact that we’re coming…” I started, hoisting myself into the high seat with the help of Aiden’s steady hand. 

“That’s why we’re going in through a remote entrance, located in the middle of a cornfield a half-mile away from the Containment Center,” Aiden replied, once he had sat down in the driver’s seat. “I took a picture of the location and access details, but left the actual page tucked deep within my father’s file so they don’t know that I’ve seen it.” 

“Smart,” I remarked, half to myself, as Aiden turned the key to the ignition. The truck sputtered to life. 

As we pulled out of the parking lot and made our way for the highway, I felt antsy, impatient… and scared witless. Aiden also seemed on edge as his fingers drummed against the steering wheel. The air in the cabin felt thick with our own apprehension. 

Are we really doing this again – breaking into Asterian property for the second time in a week? I wondered to myself. 

As if reading my mind, Aiden remarked, “This feels a little like déjà vu, doesn’t it?” 

I nodded grimly, then, sensing his guilt, I quickly added, “Except this time, we’re not doing it to satisfy idle curiosity. Your sister’s wellbeing is at stake. To be locked up in some sort of remote prison, without any access to her friends and family – and for what? …Do you have any idea why they put her in there?” 

As the passing light from the highway’s orange streetlights illuminated Aiden’s face, I could see his jaw tighten. “According to my father’s file, she had become outspoken against certain practices within the Order.” 

I gasped softly. “So, she’s been locked away, all these years, just because of her –” 

“Opinions, yes.” Aiden took a deep breath. “It would seem she had become aware of some unethical Electromantic methods, used against dissenters and lawbreakers – Elemental and non-Elemental, alike – and when she continued to impart that knowledge to others in the organization, the Officers had no choice but to… contain her.” 

I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand on end as the words from my mother’s letter hung heavy in the air: We were carefully-indoctrinated, blinded, and ignorant to the true meaning of our own actions. I am ashamed of those actions I carried out before we deserted. If you ever learn of them, I pray you’ll forgive me for those transgressions. 

“Not… my mother?” I asked softly. 

Aiden glanced at me, his expression unreadable, but said nothing more. 

We drove in silence for some time, each of us lost in our own distant thoughts. As we exited the highway, the soft glow of the city outskirts behind us, Aiden reached across the seat to take my hand in his, squeezing it gently. 

“No matter what happens, we’re in this together, Aspen.” 

“Together,” I agreed, smiling tightly. 

We continued down a dark, two-lane road, heading farther and farther away from the city. At first, we passed the occasional cluster of houses or a corner gas station, usually with a streetlamp or two nearby, but after a while, we found ourselves in the middle of sprawling farmland, surrounded on all sides by corn and wheat fields. After we passed the last streetlamp, its yellow beam casting dimly on a round area of dirt road just outside a small general store on the edge of a tiny town, Aiden switched on the truck’s high-beam headlights. The unlit road became more rugged as we continued driving, and with every bump I felt myself grow more anxious. Aiden was gripping the steering wheel so tightly, I could see his white knuckles even in the dark. I cleared my throat, the sudden noise startling us both. 

“Would you walk me through the plan once more? I’m still a little unclear on some of the details.” 

Aiden started. “Oh, yes, of course… Well, as I mentioned, we’re not going directly to the Containment Center. We might not even see it as we pass, I don’t think, since it’s situated a couple miles away from the main road. Keep an eye out for a sign that says ‘Haynes Family Farms’. The mayor’s family owns it, several of whom are, conveniently, high-ranking members of the Asterian Order. Haynes was the one who made the deal with the company that operated the privately-owned penitentiary. He’s the one who oversees most aspects of the facility, from what I can tell.” 

“The Asterians appear to be everywhere,” I mused. 

“You have no idea,” he replied, sighing. “Anyway, we’ll go in through the fields – I took a picture of the map I found in the file – then we’ll enter the complex through an underground tunnel which was added after the PCC opened. But today it only seems to be maintained for emergencies or hypothetical evacuations, so I wouldn’t expect it to be guarded.” 

“And the tunnel is a half-mile long?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “What an absurd amount of money to spend on an emergency exit.” 

“Well, I imagine they used Terramancers, making it a fairly cheap deal. They probably offered them some sort of incentive in exchange for the labor.” 

I thought of Eileen then, and felt a twinge of guilt. Was I right to call her and tell her everything? What if something goes wrong tonight and she doesn’t hear from me again? What if she starts digging for information in the wrong places, like I did? 

Aiden started coughing, jerking me back to the present moment. He slowed down the truck until the fit passed, making a dismissive wave when I offered to drive. 

“It’s okay, I’m fine,” he said, clearing his throat roughly. I frowned. 

“Anyway,” he continued, “Robert and I did some extra reading and found out that the emergency exit was originally designed as a service tunnel so they could bring people and supplies in and out of the complex without being noticed. It’s the perfect cover, really, since the tunnel is underneath a privately-owned cornfield in the middle of nowhere.” 

“That does make sense,” I conceded. “And I suppose that because it was already built, they just decided to keep it as a secondary escape route?” 

Aiden nodded. “That’s my guess.” 

“And once we enter the complex?” I asked. “Then what? We’ll be somewhere in the administrative area?” 

“Yes, exactly. From down there in the basement, I should be able to find a roster and locate her cell, which will be controlled by electricity.” 

My throat suddenly felt tight. “And the guards?” 

“All Hydromancers. The good news is that they’re more concerned about people breaking out than people breaking in, so their naivete will be our advantage. Plus, the facility is designed only with Pyromancers in mind – completely fireproof, so there won’t be a source of flame or fire of any kind. But the entire complex is heated and powered by electricity. And it’s in the middle of Oklahoma, so I’m quite sure it will have some sort of air conditioning. Furthermore, Robert believes that all the ceilings will be equipped with sprinklers to assist them in the event of a fire – Elemental or otherwise.” 

I nodded thoughtfully. “I can see why having a Pentamancer will be handy… Hey – there’s the sign for the Haynes Farm,” I pointed to a small, wooden sign marking a tiny dirt road that was almost completely hidden by dried corn stalks. 

Aiden shut off the high beams, then pulled the truck just onto the narrow path, where he cut the engine. He turned to look at me, the left side of his face faintly illuminated by the lights on the dashboard. 

“Aspen, if there were any other way – any other way to get my sister out of this place – believe me, I would not bring you into this. I’m – I’m…” He faltered, then sighed, running a hand through his hair anxiously. “I don’t know if I can ever forgive myself for even allowing you to come with me tonight.” His head bowed slightly. 

I stiffened as a wave of grief rippled through me – as though someone I loved were dying. My chest constricted with a tight, gnawing feeling of guilt… his guilt. I’m experiencing his pain, not mine, I marveled, momentarily stunned by the realization. 

I reached for Aiden’s hand and gripped it in both of mine. “I’m not here because you allowed me to be here, Aiden.” He looked back up at me; even in the darkness I could see the glint in his eyes. “Just the other day, a very wise, very humble old man told me that you can’t allow yourself to take ownership of others’ choices.” 

Aiden chuckled. “That Robert, always taking lines from fortune cookies.” 

“Yes, but they were very insightful fortune cookies,” I answered seriously. He laughed again. I could feel the tension in the truck dissipating. “Frankly, you’d be an idiot to try to attempt this jailbreak without your friendly neighborhood Pentamancer.” 

“Thank you,” Aiden whispered, leaning in to kiss me softly. “For everything.” 

As his lips brushed mine, I trembled – with fear, with eagerness, with desire. His eyes met mine, and I knew he felt the same. 

“C’mon,” I said, forcing myself to pull away. “We have a Pyromantic Containment Center to break into.” 





Chapter 15 




Dry dirt and dead corn husks crunched beneath our feet as we made our way down a straight path that led into the cornfield, using only the light from Aiden’s flashlight and the pale crescent moon to guide us. 

Moments before, standing on the hood of the truck while Aiden grabbed a crowbar from the bed, I could barely make out the large structure looming just past the fields, where the corn was fresh-planted and the green stalks were low. But here, along the narrow gravel path, the dried, dead corn stalks towered high above our heads, obscuring everything around us. Every rustle – real or imaginary – made me jump. After a handful of embarrassing gasps and stumbles, I finally forced myself to look straight ahead at Aiden’s back, instead of at my sides or behind me, where the pitch-black cornfield seemed to stretch endlessly. 

“Hey – just ahead, I think I see something,” Aiden whispered, using the crowbar to point to a dark, shiny patch on the ground about twenty feet out. 

“Oh, thank god,” I muttered, half an inch from the back of Aiden’s shoulders. “I was starting to envision gruesome horror stories in my head.” 

“Did they include chainsaws and hockey masks?” 

“Why would they have chainsaws and hockey masks?” 

Aiden stopped abruptly to turn toward me, and I let out a little yelp as I walked right into him. 

“Remind me not to add any horror movies to the list of films I need to show you,” he chuckled softly, reaching out to help steady me. 

“I actually have strict orders from myself not to watch horror movies,” I muttered, eliciting an odd look from Aiden. “…Er… I’ll explain later.” 

“Yes, that’s definitely a story I’d like to hear,” he smiled. “In the meantime, I think we’re here.” 

He pointed his flashlight at a yellow fire hydrant just a few yards in front of us. Beside it, a large brown tarp had been tied from its corners to four metal stakes in the ground. After untying the two corners closest to us, we pulled back the tarp the reveal a heavy, square wooden hatch that was resting atop a mound of raised dirt. A large ring pull made of heavy bronze was attached to one side of the door, but when Aiden bent over to give it a hard yank, the door didn’t budge. 

I knelt down to inspect the hatch closely while Aiden shone his flashlight on it. 

“It must be locked from the inside,” I mused. “Think we can pry it open with the crowbar?” 

“I have a better idea,” Aiden said, kneeling down beside me. “Would you mind handing me my lighter, please?” 

I dug it out of my pocket and handed it to him. “I have some matches too, if that helps.” 

“I keep forgetting you’ve only been aware of your powers for a short time,” Aiden chuckled. 

Oh, right. 

“It’s very endearing, really,” he added, flicking open the lighter. “Though I am excited to see what happens once you are able to control – and remember – all that raw potential you possess. Still, right now we’re going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.” 

He arranged a few handfuls of dried corn husks on top of the door before holding the flame to the pile, blowing on it the moment they caught. I stared at him incredulously as he fanned the flames that were beginning to blossom across the dried kindling. 

“Why not just… shoot a plume of Fire at the door? Won’t that be much faster?” 

“It would be much faster,” Aiden agreed. “It would also be sensed by every single Elementalist in that compound, particularly the imprisoned Pyromancers, who might become rather excited at the prospect of a nearby conjured flame.” 

“Oh, of course,” I answered, feeling stupid yet again. “Because Elementalists can sense when someone is wielding an Element close by, right?” 

“Right – the more power I use, the more acutely they’ll feel it. Even Hydromancers, to some extent, can sense Pyromancy, if it’s strong enough or in close enough proximity to where they are. The next time I use my powers near you, try to see if you can sense it.” 

“What would that even feel like?” I asked, watching the flames slowly engulfing the wooden door. Aiden rose to his feet, dusting the dirt off his jeans. I followed suit and we stood side by side, the orange glow from the fire illuminating our somber faces. 

“It’s something that I can’t quite explain,” Aiden replied, a pensive expression on his face. “Almost like trying to describe sight or smell. But as you become more acclimated to your own powers and to the powers of others, you’ll begin to sense when an Elementalist is practicing nearby. While I’m quite attuned to Fire, and less so the other Elements, I imagine you’ll be able to sense all five rather easily.” 

I nodded thoughtfully as the wood of the door begin to crackle and snap. Suddenly I felt the slightest sensation creeping down my back, as though a trickle of warm liquid was spreading across my skin. I glanced at Aiden, who was looking at me expectantly. 

“I might have given the fire the tiniest nudge,” he said, almost guiltily. “Nothing they’ll notice a half-mile away.” 

“I felt something, just then,” I said, rubbing my hand over the back of my neck. 

Aiden nodded; his eyes looked far away. “It’s so thoughtless, almost naïve, really, putting an emergency exit with a wooden door outside a Pyromantic facility. It’s like… they put all their thought and effort into keeping people in, but the thought never crossed their mind that they’d have to keep people out as well.” 

“I guess there’s just not much opposition within the Order,” I remarked. “Everyone seems to view it as some Elementalist utopia. And I suppose if they don’t… well, they end up here.” 

“Not many Elementalists end up in these Containment Centers,” Aiden replied, staring into the crackling flames. “The Order spends an exorbitant amount of money to contain a rather insignificant number of offenders. As for the rest of the Community acquiescing without question, I suppose it’s easy to become complacent and comfortable when you’re willfully blind to the things you don’t want to see.” 

“And when the Order bribes and seduces you with money, along with whatever else you could ever hope for,” I muttered bitterly. 

Before he could reply, the door in the ground suddenly cracked inwardly, making a loud crashing sound as the charbroiled wood collapsed into the deep, square-shaped hole below. 

“That’s our cue,” Aiden announced, kicking dirt over a few rogue corn husks on the ground to extinguish them. 

My heart racing, we cautiously approached the small mouth of the entrance and looked down at the remains of the door far below, now just a pile of hot coals and ashes scattered about twenty feet down at the bottom of the shaft. I casually directed its coiling plume of smoke away from Aiden’s face with the help of the evening breeze. 

“Thank you,” he smiled, bending down to ease himself onto the metal ladder that rose from the tunnel below. “Would you mind?” he asked, handing me the crowbar. 

I nodded, taking it from him carefully. Aiden climbed about halfway down, then craned his neck to look down the tunnel. 

“It looks like it’s decently lit down there, so that’s a plus.” He hopped down to the ground, holding up his hands to motion me down. “Ready when you are!” 

“Heavy metal object coming your way,” I called down to him, wincing as I dropped it. He caught it deftly, then gave me a thumbs-up. 

As I hoisted myself onto the ladder to follow him down the metal rungs, I could see that there were indeed some dim electric lights that had been wired alongside the ladder and, ostensibly, throughout the tunnel. I clambered down the ladder awkwardly; I’m not afraid of heights, per se, but climbing down a twenty-foot ladder with sweaty palms, poised just above a pile of smoldering coals – let’s just say it wasn’t exactly a relaxing endeavor. As I reached the bottom of the ladder, I jumped from the last rung, narrowly avoiding the smoldering pile of hot coals with Aiden’s help. As I slumped against him – panting, my arms pinned against his chest – he leaned down to kiss my forehead gently. 

“You okay?” He whispered against my skin. 

I nodded, glancing nervously down the dimly-lit passageway, which appeared to stretch on indefinitely. Its walls – merely bare, packed dirt – were strung every eight or so feet with dim LED lamps, the high ceiling was reinforced by large metal support beams, and the ground was crisscrossed with narrow tire tracks. Golf carts, perhaps? 

“Just remember – if anything goes wrong, run. Don’t wait for me, don’t linger – just get out of there, and take the truck with you.” 

I rolled my eyes. 

“I’m serious, Aspen,” Aiden said, gripping my arms tightly. “I want you to promise me that if anything happens, you will leave – just fry the lights and go.” 

“I promise,” I uttered reflexively, caught off-guard by the urgency in his voice. 

He paused, searching my eyes for a moment, then exhaled. 

“Thank you,” he said, taking my hand to lead me down the tunnel. “Now – according to the information I found, the service tunnel goes about a half-mile underground, leading to the administrative offices in the basement, which should be unmanned in the evening.” 

“And if they’re not?” I asked, walking briskly alongside him. “If there are guards there?” 

“Then I’ll handle them – I just need your help finding the roster with my sister’s cell. I can create a diversion while you open her cell door. Once we have her – well, she’s also a Level-Three Pyromancer, even more talented than me.” 

My eyebrows raised in surprise. “Wow… Talented family.” 

“Pyromancy runs strong in our family, yes. I think my sister and I are the twelfth generation of Pyromancers or something outrageous like that. My dad is somewhat of an oddity, with his secondary Auromantic skills. But both he and my mom were always very proud of our lineage.” He snickered then, almost disdainfully. “My mother was constantly trying to set me up with her friends’ Pyromantic daughters to continue that trend.” 

My stomach knotted. I had never realized that I had jealous tendencies, not until meeting Aiden, at least. I frowned inwardly, troubled by the realization. 

Aiden glanced at me and chuckled. “Don’t worry – Pyromancers aren’t really my type. I’m finding, more and more as of late, that I seem to have a thing for Pentamancers.” 

“Just any old Pentamancer who crosses your path?” I teased. 

“Nope – only the ones with raven-black hair and two-toned eyes,” he smiled. 

“That seems extraordinarily particular.” 

“Well, I have extraordinarily selective taste.” 

I blushed, self-consciously tucking my hair behind my ear. We were quiet for some time after that, the only sounds in the tunnel the dull plodding of our feet on the packed dirt, and our quick, shallow breaths from the brisk pace of our walk. The long underground tunnel really did seem as though it would stretch on forever, and though it was probably ten feet wide and at least as tall, I couldn’t help but feel like the walls were inching closer and closer, as though the ceiling might collapse on top of us at any moment… 

When we finally approached a black-painted, narrow metal door at the end of the tunnel, Aiden and I stopped just in front of it, eyeing it warily. My heart was thudding inside my chest like a lead mallet. I wanted nothing more than to burst through it and get out of that dark, suffocating place; but it was entirely possible – probable, even – that I’d have to face something much worse than claustrophobia on the other side. I looked around the ceiling above the door, wondering if there was a camera hidden somewhere, if we were already being watched. I didn’t see one – not that that necessarily meant one wasn’t there. Aiden let go of my hand and stepped forward – giving me one last resolute glance as he did so – then turned the knob. 





Chapter 16 




The door didn’t budge. 

Aiden rolled his eyes. “Figures,” he muttered. He took the crowbar in two hands, securely wedging it just above the handle of the door and the frame. Then, with both hands gripping the top of the bar, he heaved his body against it with a grunt. I heard a loud cracking sound right before Aiden erupted into a coughing fit, which he quickly stifled into his shoulder. When his coughs had again quieted, he clutched the crowbar tightly in his right hand, reaching for the handle with his left hand to open it. 

“Do you think we’ll need that once we’re inside?” I whispered softly. 

“Not for the doors, we won’t,” he muttered, turning the knob. 

“Oh,” I replied, slightly taken aback. 

The door opened to a tiny dark office filled halfway to the ceiling with boxes and files. With the pale light from the tunnel filtering inside, I could see a small table piled high with thick binders and a smattering of papers in the middle of the room. The wall behind it housed a few low file cabinets, as well as a door with a window panel that thankfully revealed a dark hallway. I let out my breath as Aiden carefully shut the door to the tunnel behind us, then motioned with his flashlight for me to follow him across the cluttered room. We each stood on either side of the window and cautiously peeked through. The fluorescent lights to the administrative offices had been shut off, though a couple of emergency bulkhead lights in the hallway remained on. Like the office we were standing in, the inside walls of the rest of the building were made of smooth, gray concrete – as were the floors – and just as Robert had predicted, the ceilings were all covered in sprinkler heads. 

“I’m thinking the roster will be in the Warden’s office,” Aiden whispered. “I have no idea which one is his, but there are placards outside the door that should tell us.” 

I nodded. 

He pulled the handle and opened the door a few inches, just enough for us to squeeze through, then quietly shut it behind us. We tiptoed along, hugging the wall of the long, dim hallway, checking every brass nameplate we slunk past. At the very end of the corridor was a thick, steel door with frosted security glass, leading to some area – the prison itself, I could only presume – outside the administrative offices. Just beside it was the last office in the hallway. With window panels on either side of the door, I could tell it was bigger than the other offices we had already checked. 

As Aiden and I inched closer to the final office, I suddenly heard muffled voices coming from behind the steel door. I grabbed Aiden’s sleeve to still him; he stopped mid-step, frozen as a statue. The people continued speaking somewhere outside the door, two indistinct male voices engaging in what sounded like a casual conversation. We waited a long moment, my heart thundering against my ribs, until Aiden took a tentative step, and then another. I followed closely behind, peering over his shoulder at the nameplate outside the office: Watchkeeper. He turned to look at me, nodded, then reached forward to open the door. We slipped inside the vacant office as quickly as possible, locking the door behind us. Aiden leaned the crowbar against the wall and let out a big sigh. 

“Thank god we didn’t need that,” he muttered. 

“‘Watchkeeper’?” I whispered, rolling my eyes. “‘Aggregator’? These people are so…” 

“Euphemistic?” Aiden offered. “Pompous? Ostentatious?” 

“All of the above.” 

“Agreed,” he said, glancing out the window to make sure no one had entered the hallway. “I’ll start looking through the file cabinets, if you wouldn’t mind checking the desk.” 

I nodded and made my way over to the desk, turning on my phone’s flashlight to make sure I didn’t stumble into anything. Aiden had done the same thing, heading over to the large filing cabinet in the corner. Tucking the phone under my chin for a not-so-steady source of light, I tried several drawers inside the desk, one of which was locked, then started rifling through the papers sitting out on top. Nothing resembled a roster. I made my way to the neat stacks of papers that were resting in a couple of wire file trays on the edge of the desk. At the very bottom of one of the stacks was a thin, green binder. Gold embossed letters on the front said “Roster”. 

“Damnit – the cabinet’s locked,” I heard Aiden mutter softly. “I can’t get it open.” 

“It’s okay. I think I found what we need,” I whispered quietly, flipping open the binder to the first page. Aiden hurried over to look over my shoulder. 




South Regional Pyromantic Containment Center – List of NV Occupants 

Current Occupancy: 21* 




“This looks about right,” Aiden murmured, leaning forward to scan the list of names alongside me. 




Arlington, Josiah (P-II), DOB: 12/05/1979 

Conviction: Repeated disclosure of Pyromantic abilities to non-Elementalists. Expected date of release: Psychiatric Report pending. 

Cell Block: W-3 

Childress, Wendy (P-I), DOB: 08/31/1954 

Conviction: Aided and abetted a convicted offender (James Childress – A-II) in leaving the state after he was sentenced to 16 years for treasonous activities. 

Expected date of release: TBD. Next release hearing set for July 24, 2021. 

Cell Block: E-12 

Fu, Sheng (P-II), DOB: 01/12/1998 

Conviction: Repeated unauthorized use of abilities in non-sanctioned areas resulting in non-Elemental exposure; Mnemonic Manipulation of three N/E witnesses was required. 

Expected date of release: To be transported to low-security Containment Center on March 9, 2020 – pending favorable behavioral assessment. 

Cell Block: S-2 




“What the hell?” I muttered, skimming every entry up through the ‘L’ section. “These are hardly crimes!” 

“Look,” Aiden said abruptly, pointing to an entry. “Here she is.” 




Lawson, Sarah (P-III), DOB: 10/23/1990 

Conviction(s): Disclosure of certain high-security practices to members lacking appropriate clearance. Repeated condemnatory remarks against aforementioned practices to both Officers and non-Officers alike. Threats made against Organization. Treason of the highest order. 

Date of Release: N/A 

Cell Block: E-14 




I could feel Aiden stiffen at my side. I myself felt queasy as I read Sarah's entry and all the others. From what I could tell, none of the people there had committed any hostile or violent crimes. They had all been locked up in a high-security prison for petty offenses or politics. 

“I have to confess,” Aiden said, gripping the top of the desk, “that there was some tiny, naïve part of me that hoped her name wouldn’t be in here, that it was somehow all a sham. Perhaps all this time I’ve just been clinging to an alternate reality where she really did just run away with her fiancé, that she was happy with him, somewhere safe…” 

“We won’t leave without her,” I whispered. “We’re so close – we just have to find her.” 

Aiden nodded brusquely, scooting closer to flip through a few more pages. 

“She was engaged, right? Your sister?” I asked as Aiden continued scanning the entries. He nodded. “Is her fiancé listed in here as well?” 

Aiden shook his head. “His last name is Daniels. Kurt Daniels. But I didn’t see him listed…” He flipped another page, stopping at a rectangular diagram: 
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“Here, look – this is a map of lower floors of the building,” he pointed, his voice shaking slightly. “We’re right here, in the basement. Directly outside that steel door and to the right is a staircase leading to cell block W; I suppose that’s the West side of the building. Then there’s some sort of big open space in the center, and directly across that is where Sarah is, in cell block E. The main entrance, and our soon-to-be exit, is here, on the North side of the building.” 

“Let’s go,” I whispered, quickly gathering the roster and putting it back where I found it. Not that it really mattered. The ‘Watchkeeper’ – the entire Asterian Order, most likely – would find out what we were about to do soon enough. 

I absentmindedly patted the restaurant matchbook I’d stuffed inside my back pocket as I followed Aiden out to the hallway, where he stopped to listen outside the door leading into the prison. Silence. As he reached forward to open it, I put my hand on his arm. 

“Aiden,” I whispered softly as he regarded me over his shoulder. “The people here – they aren’t criminals.” 

“I know,” he replied. Even in the shadows, the anger on his face was plain. 

“They don’t deserve to be locked away.” 

“You’re right – they don’t.” 

In the dim light of the frosted glass, my eyes met his, and I knew that we were thinking the same thing. A determined expression appeared on Aiden’s face as he turned to open the door, and though my heart skipped a beat, we were met with only an empty, brightly-lit stairwell. Silently, on tip-toe, we entered, closing the door behind us as quietly as we could. Just one floor above us, I could see the metal staircase led straight to another steel door, one that would lead us to the cell blocks. Through the frosted ballistic window of the door above us, I could see movement: one, maybe two gray figures were standing in front of it. Hydromantic guards – and quite powerful Hydromancers, most likely. I hadn’t had much practice with Hydromancy, save for heating a bathtub… 

And saving Aiden’s life, I reminded myself. But that was in an extremely dire circumstance, using pure adrenaline and instinct – and even then, I’d barely managed to manipulate the water in time to rescue him. I had no idea what I’d be able to achieve against coordinated, trained experts. 

Unless you catch them off-guard first. 

The rogue thought startled me, and yet… It was true. All I really needed was the element of surprise. Aiden’s warning from the tunnel suddenly echoed in my mind: If anything goes wrong… just fry the lights and go. 

Bingo. 

As if reading my thoughts, Aiden looked at me from the base of the stairs where we stood, tucking a stray hair behind my ear. His other hand, white-knuckled and shaking slightly, gripped the crowbar. 

“Aspen, I want you to wait here – at least until I neutralize the situation. From there, with your help, we can open Sarah’s cell and make a run for it, through the North Entrance.” 

But what about the others? 

I gave Aiden an even look; though he was as handsome as he’d ever been, his skin appeared pale – too pale – beneath the harsh fluorescent lights. As his eyes locked on mine, he ran a hand through his dark curls – a nervous habit, I’d come to realize – then immediately stifled a cough against the inside of his elbow. 

Robert was right. Aiden really wasn’t well enough to do this. But he’d also never let me put myself in harm’s way to protect him – not even to rescue his own sister. 

Let alone the rest of them… 

That’s when I knew what I had to do. I should have been anxious about the decision – doubtful, terrified beyond all reason, really. Perhaps I was delirious with anger at the injustice, at the miserable fate of those poor people who were trapped in there for petty offenses; it’s entirely possible that I was suffering from some sort of grandiose and unsubstantiated delusion that I could handle whatever came my way; hell, maybe all that pent-up sexual frustration was adding fuel to my intrepid and audacious pursuits of justice. Whatever the reason, in that brief, quiet moment before the storm, I wasn’t scared. I was high on adrenaline and the absolute certainty that we had the moral high ground – and therefore would succeed in the end. 

Again, not exactly a logical conclusion. But it fueled my resolve, nonetheless. 

I took one step up the stairs, my hand firmly on the metal handrail. “Aiden,” I whispered, glancing first at the guards behind the door, then back at him. The corners of his mouth were tight, his eyes anxious. “Whatever happens – I’m glad to have met you. And if we both make it out of this alive – I’d like to discuss this whole ‘relationship’ thing, if the boyfriend offer is still on the table.” 

I caught the briefest glimpse of his stunned, wide eyes as I reached my hands behind his head and pulled him in for an open-mouthed kiss – just as every light in the stairwell suddenly went dark, along with every other light in the building. Then, without a further second’s pause, I immediately ran up the pitch-black stairs and burst through the heavy stairwell door. 





Chapter 17 




As I shoved the full weight of my body against it, the steel door to the cell blocks swung open wildly, making an audible thunk as it knocked into the two guards who had been standing just outside of it. At least one of them toppled over, probably more from surprise than anything else. 

“Auugh!” I could hear him cry out as I not-so-gingerly stepped on top of him to make my way into the open square between the walls of cell blocks. It was so dark, I could hardly tell up from down; even the emergency exit lights were off. 

“What the hell—!” I heard another voice shout from behind me as some sort of scuffle broke out. A loud clang sounded, followed by a heavy thud. That would be Aiden joining the party. If I could just get us some extra help before the rest of guards appeared… 

Running blindly to what I guessed was the center point of the open area, I pulled the matchbox from my pocket, fumbling as I struck a match on the side as deftly as possible in the overwhelming darkness. As soon as the first spark flew, I copied Aiden’s move from the motel: feeding, then duplicating the flame, splitting the pair again and again until I was surrounded by tiny balls of Fire – which gave me just enough light to begin to see the rows of cells surrounding me on three sides, at least a dozen of which housed a pair of shining white eyes that had come to see what all the commotion was about – and the source of the fire. 

“A Pyromancer is loose!” A frantic voice shouted from my left. 

“Sound the alarm!” 

“The electricity is out – nothing’s working!” 

“Where are the backup generators?!” 

I could feel the brush of someone beside me and I knew without looking that it was Aiden. “I’ve never been so angry and so simultaneously awestruck with someone,” he muttered, the tone of his voice matching his words – angry and awestruck. 

“I’ll muster up a proper apology later,” I whispered. “For now, let’s give these Pyromancers some Fire.” In the dim orange glow of the hovering flames, I could see Aiden’s face break into an incredulous grin as he followed my lead, duplicating the suspended flames. 

“Great. Now I’ll need a new trick for the next time we attempt something amorous.” 

I suppressed a snicker as we quickly delivered the glittering orbs of Fire to each of the dozens of cells surrounding us. Most of the cells were empty; there, the unclaimed flames quickly extinguished. But behind twenty or so of the barred prison cells, I could see the bewildered, illuminated faces of caged Pyromancers as they reached through the bars to seize the flames. They cupped their Fire as reverently as one would cup water from a spring in the desert. 

The emotional moment was cut short by heavy, stumbling footsteps as more guards poured into the inner square. 

“Do you see Sarah?” I asked Aiden urgently. He shook his head as he craned to get a glimpse of the far prison cells in the eastern cell block. 

“What’s wrong with the sprinklers?” A man’s voice cried. 

“Forget the sprinklers – just break the water pipes – NOW!” 

“That doesn’t sound promising,” I glanced at Aiden, who appeared distraught. “Get ready for the lights to turn back on – I need Electricity to open the prison doors and I can’t figure out how to do it in sections. Rally the Pyromancers. We’re gonna need a huge diversion if we’re all going to make it out of here tonight.” 

“All?” he echoed. I nodded gruffly. 

He gave me a dubious look, though his palms erupted with Fire as he wove the flames encircling him into two huge, fiery spheres. Inside the cells, I could see a dozen Pyromancers following suit. Most of the others merely clung to their tiny flames, staring at us with stunned, frozen looks of disbelief. The coordinated footsteps all around us indicated that the guards had finally begun to organize themselves. I felt something cold trickle down my neck, but when I reached behind my head to feel for it, my skin was dry. 

The Hydromancers were priming for attack. 

It was now or never. I took a deep breath, trying to ready myself for what I knew would be an onslaught of dizzying Electricity. 

Please don’t let me down, I half-thought, half-whispered to the electrical currents humming all around me. 

All at once, the inside of the compound went from pitch-black to blinding-white as every light in the prison buzzed on, surging ten times as brightly as the balls of Fire we had dispersed to the hostages. Every guard – at least two dozen of them – who had filed into the wide, open rectangular area between the three walls of mostly-unoccupied cells, shielded their face from the blazing assault on their eyes. My eyes, however, I forced wide open as my fists clenched tightly at my sides, my toes curled in my boots, and all the hair on my head stood on end. My mouth was filled with the acerbic taste of metal; the scent of ionized air flooded my nose. 

The air was alive with electrical currents, and I felt drunk – wild, uncontrollable. Somewhere beside me, Aiden was yelling something, but I couldn’t make out his words, if they were even directed at me. Straining against the maniacal electrical current I felt thrumming through my veins, I clenched my teeth tightly, forcing myself to stare at each of the prison doors, willing the restless electricity purring inside them to do my bidding. For a moment, as the guards, the prisoners, and even Aiden were stunned from the onslaught of white light, and the electricity deep in the walls of the compound teased and evaded my grasp, everything around me stopped, suspended in frozen chaos… 

And then everything happened at once. 

As if on cue, the sprinklers in the ceiling finally erupted, sending a downpour of cold, dirty water onto the prison’s concrete floor, and all at once the doors of the prison cells flew open. As the freed Pyromancers gingerly stepped outside their cages, each guarding the precious flames in their hand from the shower above, I quickly released my hold on the electricity and instead focused on suppressing the water that poured from pipes in the ceiling. The sprinklers ceased, the prison doors snapped shut – a series of deafening, echoing clangs – and the entire facility was bathed in blackness once more. 

As angry, bewildered shouts suddenly erupted all around me, I remained rooted to my spot – panting, shoulders slumped, hands gripping my thighs for support. My head spun from the exertion of trying to control so much Electricity; my knees shook from the effort of trying to hold back the water in the ceiling. 

“Aspen? What’s wrong?” Aiden asked. 

Why are the walls glowing purple? I wondered faintly. 

“Aspen!” 

I stared at him in delirious admiration. Even drenched in water, he had managed to keep the fire burning in his palms, a warm beacon for the crowd of Pyromancers who had begun to approach us: young and old, tall and weathered – their expressions illuminated by the fire they tenderly cradled. As I straightened, still struggling to suppress the water pipes high above us, I could see the sudden realization dawning on their faces: Freedom was within reach. 

I wanted to rally them, to encourage them, but the cold trickle I had felt on the back of my neck earlier suddenly intensified as control of the water was finally wrenched from me, and the sprinklers began raining down on us again. But before I could even try to shield the Pyromancers’ Fire from the deluge, the water streaming from the ceiling abruptly withdrew. It soared across the room in horizontal sheets, summoned by the nimble hands of the Hydromantic guards, who were creating a massive barrier of Water all around them. The water that had been pooling on the ground below the sprinklers retreated towards them to reveal dry concrete beneath. Even the excess water in my soaking-wet hair was pulled away in trailing drops to merge with the swelling wall of Water. I couldn’t help but stare in wonder as their liquid shield grew bigger and bigger, sloshing and surging against the invisible Hydromantic forces that kept the barricade in place. I exchanged a wary glance with Aiden, whose fists were still encapsulated by flames. From somewhere behind us, the voice of an old man shouted, “They outnumber us, but combined, our Fire will easily evaporate their Water!” 

The rest of the Pyromancers began cheering; even from yards away, I could feel the heat from their growing Fire against my back. But in front of me, the wall of Water was steadily growing – how much time did we have before the Hydromancers switched from defensive measures to offensive? Minutes? Seconds? Breathless, exhausted, I tried to ignore the throbbing in my head, the flash blindness in my eyes. As I looked around me, trying to blink away the purple remnants of the bright lights that were now black, the realization of what I had done had finally forced its way through the overwhelming spell of adrenaline. Breaking into the prison tonight, my only goal was for Sarah to be freed – and to help protect Aiden, who was sick because of me. Once I’d realized the others were innocent as well, I knew I couldn’t just leave them there. But what I hadn’t considered was a full-on confrontation – where dozens of people might be hurt... or worse. 

As if to prove my point, the Pyromancers’ rallying cries were cut short by the shrill voice of a female guard, who stepped directly through the glimmering wall of Water to address us – yet stayed completely dry. The other guards remained behind the six-foot curtain of Water; indistinct, dark figures that bobbed and wavered menacingly, like twisted, watery apparitions. 

“You will all cease and desist at once,” the guard hollered, her voice shaking slightly.  “If you do not immediately surrender, restore the electricity, and return to your cells, we will be forced to employ Fervor Sanguinis!” 

The shouting, unruly Pyromancers behind us suddenly fell deathly silent; I could hear Aiden gasp as he abruptly extinguished the raging fire in his hands, leaving only a trace of low burning flames gently simmering between his fingertips. Turning to give him a puzzled look, I jumped as another thunderous voice cut through the silence, bellowing from the North entrance to our left. 

“STOP! Officer Price, you will do no such thing!” 

I whipped around as a large, blue-uniformed woman with dark skin and pulled-back, braided hair burst through the doors of the compound. She lunged for a huge fire hose that trailed from its mounted reel on the wall beside the entrance, one hand perched firmly on top of the metal release valve. 

“You!” she shouted, pointing the hose first at Aiden, and then at me, as she strode across the floor. “This ends right now!” 

She stopped about fifteen feet away from where we stood, her gray-uniformed guards lining up to stand behind her; their watery barrier lowering to just below their faces to keep their line of sight clear. There were more of them than I’d initially thought – at least forty. I regarded the newcomer warily from where I stood, quickly glancing over my shoulder to check on the others. That’s when I realized the Pyromancers were no longer standing in front of their cells. Instead, all two dozen of them had gathered to stand just a few feet behind Aiden and me. Drops of water fell from their hair and drenched brown jumpsuits, but the flames they guarded between their hands continued to burn. I regarded each of them – every tired, astonished, determined expression – but none of their faces resembled Aiden’s in any way. 

That’s when I finally realized – Sarah wasn’t there. 





Chapter 18 




Has this been all for nothing? 

Panic rising in my chest, my eyes immediately darted to Aiden, who was standing stiffly at my right, his fists clenched. He’d already realized. 

“Where’s Sarah Lawson?” he asked; his low, gravelly voice quite nearly a growl. 

The woman ignored him, directing her wordless stare at me instead. 

“He asked you a question – where is she?” I demanded raggedly. The sound of my own voice in my ears made my head hurt. She dropped the hose by her feet, then took a cautious step forward. 

“So, it’s true?” the woman asked, her voice tight. “You’re really a Pentamancer?” 

I hesitated. I knew I wasn’t supposed to expose myself – but there was simply no use in hiding the truth, either. 

“It’s true,” I answered, rolling up my jacket sleeve. Beside me, I heard Aiden’s sharp intake of breath. 

“Don’t!” he hissed. But it was too late. 

“I am the Pentamancer.” I held my arm above my head, showing her the unmistakable five-pointed star. The entire room erupted into sharp gasps and hushed whispers. “Now tell us,” I said, lowering my arm back to my side, “Where is she?” 

“She’s… not here,” the woman answered, shifting uncomfortably. “She was taken last night.” 

“Where was she taken?” Aiden demanded. The simmering fire in his hands reignited, flaring brightly; the guards standing behind the woman began to stir anxiously. She made a placating gesture first to them, and then to Aiden. 

“My name is Vivian Simmons. I’m the Watchkeeper of the SRPCC. I have strict orders from D.C. to detain both the Pentamancer, Rowan Fulman, and her accomplice, Aiden Lawson – I can only assume that’s you,” she said, gesturing to Aiden. 

“That won’t be happening,” I answered calmly. “As soon as you tell us where Sarah is, we will be leaving this facility, along with everyone who stands behind us. The so-called crimes these people committed do not warrant this kind of punishment.” 

“I can’t let you do that,” Vivian said through gritted teeth. “And if you try to resist, we’ll be forced to take drastic measures, which I really don’t want to have to do.” 

Though her words were deliberate, the tone of her voice sounded uncertain. I took a tentative step forward. I could feel the heat from Aiden’s Fire as he followed close behind me. 

“And I can’t let you keep these people locked up,” I replied, the steadiness of my voice surprising even myself. “They’ve done nothing wrong and they deserve due process.” Behind me, I heard several voices shouting in agreement. 

Vivian stepped forward as well, until she was only a few feet away from me. When she spoke, she addressed me directly – in a voice so low, I had to strain to hear her. 

“If you incite them to action, they’ll all be killed.” 

I stiffened. “You can’t mean that.” 

“Perhaps you’re unfamiliar with the term Fervor Sanguinis?” she continued, her hushed voice barely audible, even from inches away. “Just this week, I, along with five Level-Three members of my crew, was given direct authorization from D.C. to use whatever means necessary to prevent a possible jailbreak and subdue the both of you, should you be reckless enough to show your faces here.” 

Aiden spoke up from beside me, “You would kill two dozen innocent people in cold blood?” His tone was skeptical, but I could sense the apprehension behind his words. “Or I suppose I should say, ‘boiled blood’?” I stared at him in horror. Of course. Hydromancers can manipulate Water – the major component of blood. 

“I assure you, we can affect every one of those people standing behind you. Upon my command, they’ll be dead within seconds.” 

A deep chill ran down my spine. I glanced over my shoulder at the group of Pyromancers standing behind us. The youngest was an Asian man, perhaps a few years younger than me. He had a determined look in his eyes as he fearlessly twirled Fire between his fingers. The oldest, a woman, looked to be somewhere in her sixties. She didn’t wield any Fire; instead, she watched me with a hopeful, trusting expression. With her wisps of gray hair and big, round eyes, she reminded me of Evelyn. 

I turned back to face Vivian, whose face was unreadable. 

“I am not a criminal, Vivian, and I mean you no harm. I only want justice for Sarah, who, like the others who stand behind me, has done nothing to deserve this kind of punishment.” 

Aiden stepped forward. “Her only 'crime' was witnessing something unethical and reporting it. That does not warrant a lifetime sentence behind bars.” 

Vivian squeezed her eyes shut, her mouth contorting into a tight grimace. Whether we were getting through to her or merely inciting her temper, I couldn’t tell – but I pressed on, regardless. 

“You have to admit that the punishment Sarah was given, along with everyone else here, does not fit their alleged crimes,” I pleaded softly. "We only wish to rectify that. Please, just tell us where to find her, and let us go.” Vivian’s eyes shot open. 

“You don't understand,” she whispered, her face mere inches from mine. I could see beads of sweat forming across her smooth forehead. “My hands are tied in a way you couldn't possibly imagine. I cannot simply let you just walk out of here…” Her eyes shifted to the line of guards standing behind her. “…Even if I wanted to.” 

The meaning of her words suddenly hit me. 

“Where can we find Sarah?” I asked, my voice so low even Aiden had to step closer to hear. 

Vivian swallowed. She looked at the ground, scowling as though fighting with herself. When she eventually spoke, her voice was barely a whisper. 

“The Polymantic Containment Center. Below ground, in D.C.” 

Aiden was staring at us in disbelief. 

“Thank you,” I breathed. I had to restrain myself from hugging her. 

“You must make your escape believable, or I'll be forced to let them stop you,” she replied, her voice low and urgent. “Already, the others are on their way. You don't have much time.” 

“I understand.” I took a step back, along with a very deep breath, then abruptly shot my tattooed arm in the air for all to see. I glanced at Aiden, praying he’d realize what I was doing. His mouth was pressed into a thin, grim line, but he gave me the tiniest of nods – he’d understood. 

“Everybody listen up,” I shouted, my voice echoing throughout the compound. Vivian stumbled several feet back, a feigned look of terror on her face – at least, I think it was feigned. I reached out with my other hand to ‘borrow’ some of Aiden’s flames, then held the fire directly in front of me. I hoped the orange glow would cast an ominous, flickering shadow across my face. Melodramatic as it may have been, it proved effective nevertheless. 

“Only a handful of feet below the ground,” I continued, trying my best to imitate Robert’s loud, booming lecture hall voice, “are gas lines that run the entire length of this facility.” That was probably true; I was fairly certain that I could feel them as I prodded the shallow layers of dirt below the concrete. “And I can reach them within a fraction of a second… But, because I too can wield Water, I'm impervious to whatever gutless Hydromantic method you may attempt to try and stop me.” 

That last part was a blatant lie. I’m sure they could have boiled my blood within seconds since I had no idea how to protect myself. As the guards stared at me in newfound confusion, I felt the need to prove my unsubstantiated comments somehow, so I concentrated on their surging wall of Water, hoping against hope that I could affect it in some way, despite their continual influence over it. It took every ounce of fortitude I had, but within moments, their massive barrier of Water had turned first to slush, and then to solid ice. The effort of doing it caused me a staggering headache and the worst bout of vertigo I’d ever experienced, but it had the desired effect: several loud gasps erupted from the guards, and also from the Pyromancers behind me. Even Vivian’s eyes were wide with what appeared to be genuine fear. But most importantly, I couldn’t feel the Hydromancers making any attempt to re-thaw the wall of ice, indicating that my fear tactics had worked. In hindsight, I suppose that openly displaying a tattoo was one thing – anyone could counterfeit a simple five-pointed star, after all – but brandishing actual, indisputable Pentamantic abilities in the flesh provided something altogether more convincing… and, apparently, terrifying. 

My eyes locked on the long line of guards – who still had not made a move to melt the wall of ice. “If you do anything to impede our exit or harm anyone here, in any way, I will shake this building to the ground and ignite those lines, leaving nothing but ashes in my wake.” 

To illustrate my point, I slowly knelt to the floor, doing my best not to totter on my unsteady feet. As I pressed my hand against the concrete, the ground beneath us began rumbling – much more than I had intended it to – inciting cries of alarm from everyone around us, including Aiden. After a terrifying moment that was likely more frightening for me than it was for any of them, I carefully rose again, halting the earthquake only because I had to. I was on the very brink of passing out – or worse, vomiting – which would certainly undermine any intended dramatic effect. 

Vivian held up a hand to hold her terrified squadron in place. “Tell us your demands, Pentamancer.” 

“My demands are this,” I said, glancing at Aiden, who gave me a reassuring nod. “Let us walk out those doors, and do not follow us. If I even suspect that we're being tracked, I'll blow this entire building – and everyone inside it – to smithereens.” I winced at my corny choice of words at the end, but Vivian didn't falter. 

“You heard her,” she barked at the guards. “Do not make any attempt to stop them, or we're all dead – and I, for one, would like my last meal to be something other than a half-eaten can of cream of mushroom soup.” That garnered several agreeable nods. 

Still holding a ball of Fire in my right hand, I shot my other hand in the air dramatically. The lights in the prison suddenly flickered back on, though the effort caused me to teeter precipitously; thankfully, I felt Aiden's strong hand grip my shoulder as he discreetly helped steady me. 

“You – Warden… er, Watchkeeper,” I pointed at Vivian, doing my best not to squint from the abrasive fluorescent lights, which caused my head to throb even harder. For a split-second, it appeared as though there were two of her. “Unlock the main exit doors. We'll follow. Do not bring any other guards. Once we're out, you will return to this room and remain here until the others come. You will not call for back-up, you will not communicate our location to any of the incoming Asterians. If you do, you and the others are dead.” I swallowed tightly as I spoke those last words. I had no intention of causing any harm to anyone, let alone blowing up a complex full of people. And I’ve certainly never been a skilled liar, as Evelyn will readily attest to. As soon as the words left my mouth, I could hear how hollow they sounded. My only hope was that they held some substance to the credulous ears of the guards. 

To my relief, Vivian nodded curtly, playing along much better than I could ever have hoped for, then briskly led the way to the front entrance. Aiden motioned for the Pyromancers to follow us, keeping his other hand firmly planted on the small of my back. We headed through the steel double doors, which Vivian had motioned one of the guards to open, and into a long, steel-reinforced, concrete corridor. Once the doors had been closed behind us, Vivian fell into step beside Aiden and me as we and the liberated inmates quickly made our way through the passage. 

“There’s a white-painted school bus on the far side of the parking lot,” she murmured, slipping Aiden the key. “Your friends can take it – but they should abandon it as soon as possible. I won’t mention it’s missing until tomorrow, but one of my guards might notice in the meantime.” 

“We can’t thank you enough for your sacrifice,” Aiden said softly. 

“I can no longer turn a blind eye to these injustices,” she replied. Her voice was raised now, just loud enough for the entire group to overhear. Upon hearing her words, everyone in that hallway stopped to stare – not at Vivian, but at me. Their sunken eyes were filled with gratitude, reverence, fear… and hope. 

Vivian’s intense, dark eyes locked on mine. “The Pentamancer has shown us the way. May her light and courage guide us all to freedom.” 

I gave her a startled glance, then quickly looked down at the fire still burning brightly in my hand. I tried to extinguish it, but as I narrowed my eyes to concentrate on it, a wave of vertigo overtook me. All of the energy I had exhausted, all the fear I had suppressed, the adrenaline I had been torching nonstop for days – in that overwhelming moment where all eyes were unnervingly on me – all of my choices had finally caught up with me. The hallway began spinning; the ground beneath my feet lurched violently as I vomited up the nausea that had been bitterly churning in my stomach all night. As blackness replaced the starkly-lit corridor, I could just scarcely make out the strong, familiar hands that reached out just in time to catch my falling body. 





Chapter 19 




Something slammed beside me. Close by, a tone was chiming. 

“Did you get everything?” 

“Yes.” 

“All of her things as well?” 

“I checked her room twice.” 

“I’ll navigate, you go ahead and drive. I think you’ll agree speed is of the essence.” 

“Do we stop at the hospital?” 

“There’s nothing non-Elementalists can do for her. Time alone will be her friend, I’m afraid.” 

A roaring noise filled the air with a shudder, followed by weightless silence as sleep took hold of me once more. 

*** 




Blackness. 

I could vaguely hear the murmur of low voices, but in that moment, simply opening my eyes seemed impossible. The link between my mind and body felt disjointed, disconnected. As my thoughts slowly came into focus, it took several more disorienting moments before I could fully register what my body was doing. As I slowly curled my fingers and toes, I realized that I was in fact lying on my side in a warm place – a bed? – covered to my chin by a heavy comforter. It felt so cozy and safe in that moment, I wanted to sink into that soft mattress and never climb out. 

“I could kill you. I quite literally could kill you.” My heart skipped a beat. 

Danger? The sluggish thought came. 

A half-second later, I heard Aiden’s soft chuckle and relaxed into my pillow again. I felt strangely relieved to hear the sound of his voice but couldn't quite remember why. 

“I think you mean ‘figuratively’, Robert.” 

“Actually, I’ll do something worse – I’ll write you the most scathing mentor review you could ever imagine, thereby sabotaging your dreams of ever becoming a full professor. You’ll still be my lowly, groveling Associate when you’re gray-haired and senile, mark my words!” 

“You’re going to wake her,” Aiden said, making a shushing noise. 

“Poppycock. If she expended half the energy you claimed she used tonight, she won’t wake for a day and a half.” 

That’s right… I realized. We broke into the Containment Center earlier tonight. But what’s Professor Borstein doing here? 

“Robert, in my thirty years inside the Order, I’ve never seen anything like her. She was remarkable – like something out of Asterian legend. The prisoners, the Watchkeeper – even the guards – they were all looking at her as though she was some kind of… I don’t know… savior.” 

Robert made a low noise. “Well, certainly for the prisoners, at least, she was a savior.” 

Where am I? I wondered, forcing myself to squint through half-closed eyes. Directly in front of my face was a white-painted wall and above that, a framed printed painting of some sort of garden. Robert and Aiden must have been speaking from somewhere behind me. I lightly ran my hand along the mattress; the sheets were rough with starch, and the room smelled vaguely of mildew and cleaning chemicals. … A motel? 

“I still can’t believe Aspen got all the Pyromancers out of there with no casualties. It couldn’t have happened without the Watchkeeper’s help.” 

Vivian, I remembered, feeling a wave of gratitude. The events of the night were slowly starting to trickle back to me. 

“After Vivian helped us load everyone onto the bus, I honestly thought she might come with us. But at the last minute, she decided to go back. She gave me her contact information, though – I know Aspen will be glad for that. I’m hoping one day we can properly thank her for helping us…” 

Robert snorted. “Some help – we’re stuck in a motel in the middle of Lebanon!” 

Huh? I blinked, sure I misheard him. 

“It is rather funny that they have a town named Lebanon in the middle of Missouri…” Aiden chuckled. 

I exhaled softly. Missouri? 

“I really don’t know how you can be so glib at a time like this. What about Sarah?” Robert asked. 

Aiden sighed. “We might not have gotten to her tonight but I’m getting closer. In addition to what Vivian told us, one of the women on the bus confirmed that Sarah must have been transferred sometime Friday night. She said that she saw her in her cell at lights-out that evening, but the following morning, she was gone. No explanation was provided.” 

“But the Watchkeeper told you she was moved to D.C.?” 

“Right.” 

“And you believe her?” Robert pressed. 

“I have no choice but to believe her,” Aiden answered. 

“What happened to the others?” Robert asked. 

“After I got Aspen back inside the truck – I’m sorry again for that, truly,” Aiden said, the remorse evident in his voice. “I promise I’ll find a way to make that up to you.” 

Robert made a disgruntled grunt. 

“Anyway, I gave each of the freed prisoners all the cash I had in my wallet – not enough to do much beside buy them some clothes and a meal, frankly. They all looked like refugees, Robert. Hollow-eyed and exhausted. I don't know what they'll do now; most of them said they'll track down their loved ones. I can only hope they'll have the sense not to linger in those places.” 

Would they be tracked down? I fretted nervously. Did we free them, only for them to be captured again? 

“You do realize, Aiden, that you've effectively sown the seeds of dissent? Those you freed will spread the word about these barbaric Containment Centers, and their families, once they’re reunited, will disseminate it further. It is a true blow to the carefully-constructed outer facade of the Asterian Order, who has not seen open opposition such as this since the Second World War.” 

“When the U.S. Asterian Chapters wanted to sit back and let the non-Elementalists of the world exterminate themselves,” Aiden replied thoughtfully. “No, that certainly didn't sit well with many Elementalists at the time.” 

I wanted to hear more about that, but Aiden changed the subject, speaking in a lowered voice. Inconspicuously as possible, I tugged the comforter away from my ear as I strained to hear his next words. 

“You know,” he said quietly, “They tried to thank me tonight, but I insisted that all praise be reserved for Aspen. I broke in there thinking only of my sister; Aspen stood her ground until every captive had been freed. I only wish she had been awake to hear them… She gave them their lives back, Robert.” 

“Impulsive though she may be, she is certainly remarkable. I have countless questions I’d like to ask her about her extraordinary gifts… You, however, are an imbecile of the highest order. I can’t believe I once considered you a prodigy! To think you were planning on going in there alone – while recovering from pneumonia – with no back-up, no plan whatsoever!” 

“I did have a plan…” I thought I heard Aiden mutter under his breath, but Robert kept right on going. 

“If Aspen hadn’t gone with you, I’d have most certainly lost my Assistant Professor forever!” 

“Associate Professor,” Aiden corrected. 

“We’ll see about that,” Robert retorted. “Incidentally, do you know how long it takes to grade a hundred and forty-six freshman term papers without help?” 

“I’d say approximately ten days, if you skip bathroom breaks.” 

Robert let out a long, exasperated sigh. “And now what?” He asked, the irritability in his voice growing. “I suppose you’ll just waltz over to Washington, D.C., saunter into the underground Polymantic Containment Center there, then stroll back outside a few minutes later in unfettered bliss, arm-in-arm with Sarah?” 

A long pause; I could feel the tension in the room. “I know you’re seriously considering all the viable ways to kill me right now, Robert, but I could actually use your advice.” 

“If you’re inquiring about how to not be killed before Monday, I think you can already surmise my response.” 

“Please, just listen to me,” Aiden pressed, his voice urgent. As the air conditioning unit above the bed flipped on, I squeezed my eyes shut, concentrating on making out his muffled words. “If Vivian didn’t lie, and Sarah is, in fact, where she said she was – I am almost positive Elizabeth Fulman might be in there too.” 

My eyes shot open. 

“What makes you think Aspen’s mother would be in that compound?” Robert replied warily. 

“There is no Electromantic-specific Containment facility in the country – not that I’ve been able to find, at least – and I’ve been scouring every known archive on the subject for Aspen’s sake. This is the only Polymantic Containment Center in the world – strictly intended for Polymancers, as well as powerful Elementalists who turn their backs on the Order. Not to mention the nastiest of Elemental felons: murderers, psychopaths, and the like.” 

I lay there frozen, momentarily unable to breathe. 

“How could they possibly contain such a powerful assortment of prisoners in one facility?” Robert demanded. “Other than simply killing dissenters on the spot?” 

“Well, as you know from the reports of your conspiracy theorists, they do resort to killing them, using civilian guards who have been trained to execute insurgents on a moment’s notice. I’ve heard my father discussing it. And they also use things like Faraday cages to block electromagnetic fields for Electromancers, state-of-the-art NASA technology to deal with Hydromancers – they're always the trickiest to contain…” 

Though my breath had returned, I hardly dared to exhale. If they knew I was awake and listening, they’d never talk openly about my mother’s whereabouts like this. I tried my best to calm my emotions, not wanting to tip off the quasi-telepath across the room. 

A long silence passed before Robert finally spoke. “If Aspen finds out that both your sister and her mother are potentially in the same place, nothing will stop her from going there to find them herself.” 

“That’s why I need your advice – I can’t keep something like this from her; but if I tell her the truth, she may get herself killed – or worse. She's incredibly powerful, as you know, but she's also impulsive and untrained.” 

Not true, I thought, chafing slightly at Aiden’s words. I was trained by my parents for years back in California – I just can't remember any of it. 

Robert let out a long sigh. “We should move this conversation to the other room. I can bring my laptop and can make some phone calls. I don’t know what the right thing to do is in this situation, but I know a Moral Philosophy Professor at UPenn who happens to be a gifted Hydromancer. He might have some insight.” 

“I’m worried about leaving her – what if she wakes up?” 

I could almost hear the smile in Robert’s voice. “I can tell you really care for this girl, Aiden.” Though I felt guilty for eavesdropping, my heartbeat quickened. 

“I know it sounds crazy, Robert. I mean, I hardly know her as well as I’d like to, but… I’ve never felt so strongly for a person before in my life.” 

My breath caught in my chest. 

“Believe me, my boy, I understand,” Robert answered. “I feel the same way for her grandmother – who will undoubtedly string me up by my toes when she finds out that we’ve somehow gotten farther away, rather than making our way home as I’d promised we’d be doing today. Now, let’s go – Aspen won’t be waking for some time, and we have a lot of research to do.” 

Their chairs scraped gently against the floor. Hearing the sound of soft footsteps growing closer, I quickly shut my eyes. A moment later, I could feel the gentlest brush of lips on my forehead. 

“Sleep well, Aspen,” Aiden whispered. Somewhere in the room, I could feel a light click off. Aiden’s footsteps receded and I could hear the motel room door quietly open and close again. 

I finally exhaled. Their voices faded outside as they headed into what I assumed was the room next door. I waited ten seconds after the latch clicked to be sure, then quickly sat up in bed – a mistake, as the room immediately began spinning. As I gingerly rubbed my aching forehead, I squinted at the digital clock on the nightstand. It took a moment to make out the time, since the numbers were warbling like Jell-O. 2:30 a.m. I had to have been out for a few hours, at least. All of the lights in the room were off, save for the dim lamp on the far side of the bed. I stared at the lamp until it grew adequately brighter, then glanced around the room. There were two beds; the one I had been sleeping in and another full-sized bed, untouched. My leather jacket was carefully slung over one of the chairs at the table where Robert and Aiden must have been sitting; my backpack and some fresh clothes had been caringly placed on the edge of the bed. 

I crawled over to them, where I grabbed my backpack and turned it upside down to dump its full contents on the bed: some remaining snacks and a half-emptied bottle of water, two small cardboard boxes, the folder with dozens of Wes' letters, several scraps of paper, various pieces of jewelry, and scores of photos lay scattered across the white comforter. Tentatively, I picked up the photo closest to me: a smiling young girl stood in front of a man and a woman on the concrete front porch of a yellow house, each of her hands clasped in one of theirs. I could see part of a red porch swing behind them and purple petals resting on the narrow sidewalk as I brought the photo closer to my face to examine it. The young girl had a long, dark ponytail hanging over one shoulder and sapphire-colored eyes. 

The young girl was me. And behind me, my parents. 

My father was grinning widely at the camera, his pale eyes twinkling behind a pair of metal-rimmed glasses. His hair was chestnut brown and curled at the ends. I traced the edges of his handsome, unfamiliar face with the tip of my finger. He had my grandfather's chin; that much I could tell from the photo I carried in my pocket. But my mother – I squinted, peering closer – she did look familiar. I gasped softly. Like the woman I saw in my dream, my mother had long ringlets of black hair, only hers fell just past her shoulders, not below her waist. And, thankfully, her eyes weren't electric blue – but they were blue – a deep, midnight blue. She was breathtakingly beautiful, lovingly resting her head against my father's shoulder, the corners of her mouth gently upturned. 

Seeing them for the first time was bittersweet; I finally was able to put faces to their names, but those faces were mostly unfamiliar to me. I wanted so badly to remember that moment captured in the photograph – the smell of the newly-fallen lilac blossoms in the grass, the feeling of my parents clasping my hands in theirs, the words we might have spoken to one another just before the shutter clicked. 

I reached for another photo, one of my mother and me sitting together in the grass. I had to have been seven or eight; she was braiding daisies into my long, black hair. Beside it was a photo of my father and me at the beach. I was no more than five years old, dressed in a frilly turquoise swimsuit; he was lying on his back while I used a yellow bucket to cover him in heaps of sand, though his toes still remained free as he flashed a goofy thumbs-up at the camera. More photos – my parents posing in matching red sweaters with hearts sewn on them. A skinny, teenage version of me in denim overalls, holding a ball of blue Fire in front of me with both hands; behind me, a man – Ted, I realized, squinting at the photo – had his hands on my shoulders, beaming at the camera proudly. A younger, auburn-haired Grandma Evelyn holding a newborn baby in her arms while my father and grandfather stood on either side of her, gazing at the baby lovingly. I stared at that one for a long time, my fingers shaking. 

Dozens of photos lay scattered around me on the bed, most of them centered around some younger, unfamiliar version of me. But I couldn’t remember a single memory that they depicted. Feeling absolutely flooded by foreign images, I’d started to gather up the photos and set them aside when a flash of yellow caught my eye. I gingerly picked up the creased photograph: like most of the other photos, it was a picture of me, though it couldn’t have been taken very long ago – I only looked a few years younger. I was standing at the foot of a long, wooden staircase, wearing a daffodil-yellow gown and white gloves. My hair was pulled into a loose updo at the top of my head and I was smiling – smiling up at a tall, sandy-haired man in a tuxedo, who was gazing down at me with crinkled, sea-green eyes. 

It was me, that much I was sure of, but looking at the photo – it was as though someone had pasted my face on a stranger’s body, at a strange house in a strange place, inexplicably posed together with a strange man. Dropping the photo back into the pile of countless other strangers, I felt a sob roughly anchor itself to the back of my throat. I sat in that bed for a long time, staring at the assortment of unfamiliar items in front of me, not seeing them, not able to see them, not wanting to see them. 

After a quarter hour or so, I slid out of bed and walked over to the table where Aiden and Robert had been sitting, taking my jacket from the chair. I reached into the breast pocket and pulled out the business card I had stuffed in there, then mechanically made my way to the nightstand between the two beds, where I took the phone and placed it on the floor beside me. I punched in one of the phone numbers listed on the card and felt oddly calm as the line rang. 

A gravelly voice answered after three rings. “Hello?” 

“Ted – it’s Rowan.” 





Chapter 20 




“Rwan?” Ted sputtered. “Are you okay? Where are you?” 

“You told me you know where my mother is,” I replied, dismissing his questions. 

A split-second’s hesitation. “Yes, I did say that,” he answered cautiously. 

“Then tell me,” I said, working to keep my voice cool and composed. “Where is she?” 

“It’s… Well, it’s more complicated than that, Ro,” he replied, almost defensively. “Listen – Where are you? I’ll come meet you wherever you are, we can talk about everything then.” 

“Tell me where my mother is, then we’ll talk.” 

Ted paused again; after a long exhale, he simply said, “She’s in a Containment Center.” 

“I’m aware. Which one?” 

“You are?” He sounded genuinely surprised. “Rowan, listen, there are things we need to discuss—” 

“Which one?” I demanded. “You say you were her friend, you say you want to help me. So, help me. Where is she?” 

He sighed. “She’s in D.C. – There’s a Polymantic Containment Center there.” 

So, Vivian was telling the truth, I thought. 

“But Rowan, you need to listen to me. It’s more complicated than you think—” 

“I appreciate you telling me, Ted. I’ll be in touch.” 

“Rowan…? Rowan! Wait. Do not hang up,” he pleaded. I hesitated, the phone inches from my ear. “Rowan, are you…?” 

“I’m here.” 

“Rowan, please just listen to me,” Ted started, speaking quickly. “I want to help you. I want to be there for you. You are my goddaughter, after all – did you know that?” I stiffened but said nothing. “Did you know your parents made me your godfather? Years ago, they told me that if anything ever happened to them, they wanted you to come live with me.” 

“Then why did they flee with me to Colorado?” I demanded. 

“Look, it’s… it’s complicated, okay?” 

“I doubt it’s so complicated that you can’t explain it.” 

Ted made a noise somewhere between a groan and a growl. “It was when your parents moved to Sacramento – I had just started working as a Containment Officer in a small satellite office there, flying back and forth once a month to D.C. Despite the risks, I helped your family – helped the three of you get new identification, helped make sure the Order didn’t track you down. I even helped train you, Rowan; from the time you were a little girl, I helped your parents teach you to be the strongest Elementalist any of us had ever seen…” 

“And then you betrayed us?” I asked, my voice cold and dispassionate. 

“I – what? …Betrayed you?” 

“I saw my father’s file,” I replied flatly. “You’re the one who turned them in, who told Terry Lawson where they were hiding.” 

“Rowan, listen to me. The situation was so much more complicated than you think. I cared about you and your parents. From the time you were a toddler, I’ve only ever wanted what was best for you.” 

“Yes, you’re not the first Asterian to tell me that,” I answered, my voice shaking. “I’ll be in touch.” I dropped the phone back onto its cradle, then leaned my head against the nightstand. 

Tears were streaming down my face. For the first time in years, I knew my mother’s identity, and that she was alive – for the moment, at least. I even knew where to find her. The only problem was, for every answer that I got, ten more questions would arise. My mother was in a Containment Center in D.C., but how long had she been there? How could I get to her? Even if I did manage to successfully get in, how would I ever get her out? I certainly couldn’t hope for another sympathetic Watchkeeper. One was miraculous enough. As for Ted – he claimed to have all the answers, but could I really trust him? Unless my father’s file was riddled with lies – which, I knew, it very well could have been – that answer was a categorical no. I sat on the motel room floor brooding over these questions and many more for over an hour, my head buried in my knees as I bleakly considered the options ahead of me, all of which had glaring shortcomings and obvious risks. I didn’t bother to look up when I heard the card reader outside click and the door to the motel room creak open. 

A moment later, Aiden’s voice sounded from the doorway, filled with concern. 

“Aspen?” His footsteps thudded on the low carpet as he hurriedly approached me. “What in the world are you doing up? We didn’t think you’d be awake for hours.” I felt him lower himself down next to me. “Are you okay?” 

“What did the Moral Philosopher have to say?” I murmured, my voice muffled against my thighs. “About whether or not you should tell me about my mother?” 

Aiden exhaled deeply. “Oh.” 

I stared at the laminate wood floor between my feet, not wanting to face him with tears in my eyes. Aiden sat down next to me, stretching out his feet in front of him. Through the gap between my legs, I could see matted blood covering the knee of his jeans. 

“I suspect you’re being facetious,” he sighed. “But I’m happy to tell you anyway. He said that, according to Benjamin Constant, ‘telling the truth is a duty towards those who are entitled to the truth. But no man has a right to the truth that harms others.’ That’s when Robert, admittedly, argued that we really had no business telling you – for the moment, at least. But then his friend cited the Kantian argument, which states that lying is not only morally corrupt, but that it also prevents others to act rationally and freely, thereby undermining the dignity of others.” 

I made a muffled scoffing sound. 

Aiden put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “He had quite a bit more to say… but I had no intention of keeping that information from you, Aspen – I swear it. Regardless of what Robert or his loquacious friend may have said, please believe me that I would have told you – I just didn’t know how. Or when.” 

A soft knock sounded at the door, which was still ajar. I looked up to see Robert craning his head through the crack. 

“Aiden?” he whispered loudly. “Are you in – oh… Oh!” He took a sharp intake of breath. “Aspen, my word! You’re awake already?” 

I frowned at him as he took a seat on the edge of the bed just above Aiden and me. 

“After all the energy you expended earlier tonight—” he started. 

Along with the contents of my stomach, I thought darkly, grimacing at the embarrassing memory. 

“—well, I truly thought you’d be out until at least this afternoon.” 

“It seems Aspen was awake earlier,” Aiden said carefully. 

“Oh?” Robert asked, a little too casually. 

“And heard what we said about her mother.” 

“Oh.” Robert sighed. “…Aspen, for what it’s worth, I for one am terribly sorry. If we had known you were awake—” 

“You never would have let me hear you talk about her, I know,” I replied, scowling at my shoes. The rubber sole on the front-inside of my right boot had somehow been partially melted off earlier that night. I took a long, deep breath through my nose and let it out slowly. 

In truth, I wasn’t really angry, not at them. Aiden and Robert, at least in their own minds, were simply looking out for me. Like my parents, years before, when they decided to abandon me before fleeing for their lives; like Evelyn, constantly trying to protect me from the world; like Savannah, trying to recruit me through lies and duplicity; like Ted, and his claims that he had my best interests at heart – whatever that meant. It seemed as though everyone was always trying to look out for me, when it was my job to look out for myself. At least in Aiden and Robert’s defense, their motives were purely benevolent as they tried to protect me from… 

Well, from myself, I relented. And from my own recklessness. 

Far from being angry with them, in that moment, what I was really angry about was the fact that my mother was out there, most likely suffering, and I had no idea how to rescue her. Not alone… not even with Aiden and Robert’s help. I let out a resigned sigh just as an unruly tear fell from the corner of my eye and slid down my cheek. 

“Aspen, don’t you worry – we’ll come up with something,” Robert said. His tone was meant to be consoling, but I could still sense a hint of uncertainty accenting his own words. 

Aiden took my hand in his. “If there’s any way it can be done, we’ll do it.” He smiled at me tightly. 

“If we could only talk to them, try to sort this out diplomatically…” Robert mused. 

“I think diplomatic negotiations ended once they attempted to drown me and detain Aspen against her will,” Aiden replied. 

“Yes, of course, but if we could ascertain who we could trust, who we could turn to,” Robert persisted. “Truly, not everyone in the Order is malevolent – in fact, I would say most members are quite benign – altruistic, in fact. Just look at Socrates, Kofi Annan… Lady Gaga!” 

“What if we didn’t have to do this alone?” I asked suddenly. “What if we had help?” 

Both men stopped to look at me. 

“The reason the Asterians are able to function as they do is because of stealth and secrecy, right? Only the highest officers appear to have any idea of what’s really going on, while the rest of the members remain oblivious, sipping away at cocktails at Tuesday Night Trivia or whatever. Those who don’t play by the rules are, at best, excommunicated, like Aiden. At worst, they’re imprisoned, like his sister and my mother. So, what if we stopped playing by their rules and refused to keep their secrets?” 

Robert stroked his beard thoughtfully. “What exactly are you proposing?” 

“I’m proposing that we stop trying to do this alone, that we recruit some friends to help us.” 

“Do you have anyone in particular in mind?” Aiden asked. “Perhaps some half-crazed lunatics who might volunteer for a suicide mission? 

“Actually, I do happen to know a couple people who might be interested,” I replied, pulling myself to my feet unsteadily. From the corner of my eye, I could see Aiden and Robert exchange weary glances. 

“Not to derail the brainstorming locomotive, but perhaps we could talk about this over breakfast – in a few hours?” Robert suggested, stifling a yawn. “It is nearly four in the morning.” 

Aiden rose to take my arm. “Robert’s right – let’s discuss this later today, after we’ve all gotten some sleep. I honestly don’t know how you’re even awake after everything you did tonight.” He glanced at the bed. 

I suddenly remembered the pile of things I’d dumped on top of it. Self-consciously, my eyes trailed to the mound of pictures, where the photo of Wes and me was resting at the very top. 

“You’re right,” I conceded, quickly scooping everything back into my backpack. Aiden’s eyebrows rose in surprise, as though he expected me to put up a bigger fight. Or was it because he caught a glimpse of the photo? I wondered anxiously. 

Robert gave me an affectionate squeeze on the shoulder as he stood. “Your room is just next door, my dear, as long as you don’t mind. It has one large bed instead of two. Between you and me, I think Aiden has become quite wary of sharing a bed with me,” he gave me a conspiratorial wink. Aiden gave a polite cough in place of a response. 

Robert chuckled, stretching his arms over his head as he made his way for the bathroom. “Goodnight to you bo–o–oth,” he said, just as another huge yawn overcame him. “Just please do me a favor and don’t steal any more cars tonight, hmm? Or should I say this morning?” he muttered, glancing down at his watch. I couldn’t help but smile as the bathroom light flipped on and the door clicked shut behind him. 

Aiden was shaking his head. “Speaking of earlier tonight – I want to thank you, Aspen. For… well, for all of it. Even though we didn’t get Sarah, I can’t tell you how much it meant to me that you were there. And to the people you freed.” He kissed my forehead gently, and I could feel my skin flush under his soft lips. 

“Would you like me to come stay with you tonight…?” Aiden asked softly. The nylon strap of the backpack nearly slipped through my shaking fingers. His warm, yet tired, eyes met mine as he gently brushed a strand of hair from my face. 

“I – I should sleep alone tonight… let you sleep,” I stammered, inwardly wanting to kick myself for not saying yes. Beyond the stifling feeling of guilt I couldn’t seem to shake, I also had something I needed to do. Something time-sensitive. 

“I’d normally say that’s a moot statement, since I’ll most likely be lying awake, thinking of you,” his eyes crinkled wickedly and my breath caught in my throat. “But tonight, given our respective exhausted states – I suppose I’ll remorsefully have to agree.” 

As he leaned in to kiss me, however, and his warm lips parted to meet mine, I don’t think sleeping in separate beds was at the forefront of either of our minds. I heard Robert’s sharp yelp from the bathroom as all the motel lights abruptly shut off, blanketing our deep kiss in momentary darkness. 

“Sleep well, Aspen,” Aiden whispered a moment later, his mouth lingering centimeters from mine. 

“Good night, Aiden,” I managed to reply, taking a shaky step backwards before my primal instincts completely took over. 

*** 




As I slumped against the outside of his motel room door a few moments later, my backpack weighing heavily in my hand, I had the briefest urge to hurl it straight into the nearby dumpster, which was divinely illuminated by the orange, humming beam of an overhead streetlamp. My eyes briefly locked with those of the beady-eyed, portly raccoon perched precariously on the upper lip of the dumpster. Clutching his half-eaten bagel between his paws, he bared his teeth at me menacingly, as if to say, Sorry sister – it’s not that easy. 

It certainly isn’t, I thought, shifting the tattered nylon strap onto my weary shoulder. 

But I wish it were. 





Chapter 21 




A few minutes later, Eileen was shaking her head crossly at me from the screen of my phone as I sprawled across the motel room bed to talk to her. “I really like you, Aspen, but between the naked video call from last night and the three-a.m. wake-up call this morning, you’re gonna get me in big trouble with Sophia.” 

“I’m so sorry,” I said again, feeling like an idiot. “I’ll just call you later today—” 

“No, no – it’s okay. I’m awake. Hey,” she started, rubbing sleep from her eyes. She was wearing green plaid pajamas, sitting cross-legged on a couch in a dark room. “Didn’t your bed used to be burnt to a crisp?” 

“I’m in a different motel… I’ll get to that in just a minute.” 

Eileen gave me a funny look. “You look… exhausted. You told me earlier you needed a favor. What’s going on?” 

I hesitated. “Before I talk to you about that, I have to give you a bit of a disclaimer first. And I completely understand if you won’t want to talk to me anymore after I tell you.” 

Eileen’s right eyebrow arched scandalously. “Oh? After everything you told me last night, only now there’s a disclaimer?” 

I bit my lip nervously. “Earlier tonight… Aiden and I broke into a Pyromantic Containment Center… and released all the prisoners inside.” 

Eileen’s eyes looked as if they might pop out of her face. “You… what?” 

“I can explain,” I started, not totally confident that I could. I inhaled deeply, then blurted everything out in one big breath: “Aiden found out that his sister didn’t run away and secretly elope years ago, which is the story his parents told him. She was thrown in an Asterian prison for speaking out against certain high-level… practices.” 

Certain unethical high-level practices that may have been linked to my mother, I thought, feeling my stomach turn. 

“What do you mean, ‘prison’?” Eileen asked, her eyes widening. 

“I mean, well… prison. The facility she was kept in was in the middle of nowhere, inside of a gouged-out, repurposed high security prison that used to be for violent non-Elemental felons. The Elementalists being held there are locked in cages. There are Hydromantic guards everywhere, who are trained to restrain and even kill the people who are kept there if they resist.” 

Eileen rubbed her creased forehead warily. “But… I was always under the impression that Containment Centers are really comfortable facilities – despite the fact that they’re reserved only for violent, unrepentant Elementalists who can’t be rehabilitated safely back into society. My parents told me that, my first Terramancy tutor told me that… It’s common knowledge within the Community.” 

“It might be true that genuine criminals get sent to these places too… But they’re by no means comfortable, and when I looked at the roster, every single person in the high-security Tulsa Containment Center had been imprisoned in there for minor, non-violent offenses, like speaking out against the Order’s policies or revealing their powers to non-Elementalists. And most of the inmates appeared to have no chance of parole or release, according to the documents.” 

Eileen was openly gaping at me. Her face, somehow, had grown even paler. 

“Anyway, Sarah wasn’t there – she’d been moved a few days before we could get to her. But I couldn’t just leave the others inside, so… we got them out… It-It was my idea,” I added hastily. “I don’t know what will happen to them. Aiden says they’ll probably try to find their families…” 

“And you guys?” Eileen demanded. “Where are you? Are you safe?” 

I bit my lip, unsure whether I’d already said too much or not. “We-we’re somewhere in Missouri.” 

Eileen let out a long breath. “Aspen, if what you’re saying is true – and I believe you—” I breathed a sigh of relief. “—It means the Denver Chapter isn’t the only segment of the Community that’s been corrupted. It means the entire Asterian Community has a very big ethical problem on its hands.” 

“I know…” I started, then faltered again. She’s going to think I’m some kind of freak… or worse. 

“You need to tell me everything,” Eileen said firmly. “I’ve been fighting against oppression and inequality my entire life – I can’t blindly follow any organization that jeopardizes anyone’s liberties.” 

“Before I get into all that, there’s something else,” I said, my voice shaking. I couldn’t rightfully ask her for help unless she knew the entire story. “The truth is… I’m not exactly a Polymancer.” 

A frown appeared on Eileen’s face. “What do you mean?” 

I took a deep breath. It’s now or never. 

“I’m actually a, uh… a Pentamancer,” I confessed, showing her the newly-healed tattoo on my left forearm. Eileen’s already-round eyes widened, making her look a bit like an owl. I self-consciously lowered my arm again. 

“That’s not possible,” she whispered, her fingers pressed to her mouth. 

My next words tumbled out like a rockslide. “I’m so sorry that I hid it from you – I didn’t know who to trust inside the Community, and I was afraid of what they might do me if they found out – how they might use me. I knew I had to do everything I could to keep Savannah from finding out. And then she did find out – it’s why she tried so hard to prevent me from getting away that night. It’s why they were looking for me even before we released those Pyromancers. …Anyway, I figure there’s no point in trying to hide it from you or anyone else any longer.” 

“Do you have any idea how insane that is?” Eileen asked, chewing on her thumbnail. “There hasn’t been another one of you in… in…” 

“Three-hundred years,” I mumbled, feeling even more like a freak of nature. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded. 

I looked down at my hands despairingly. 

“You know what? That’s it,” Eileen griped, swiftly rising from the couch. “This changes everything.” 

I gave her a puzzled look. 

“Send me your motel address,” she said, grabbing a small, green notepad. “I’m coming to Missouri.” 





Chapter 22 




After I found a memo pad with the motel’s address printed on it, Eileen and I continued talking for at least another hour, despite the fact that my eyelids felt as though they had five-pound weights attached to them. I imagine we must have said goodbye at some point, but I don’t remember how the conversation ended – I don’t even remember falling asleep. And once I did, it was a deep and dreamless sleep; so deep, that when I woke up later that day, I assumed that only a short time had passed. I reached for my phone, which was on the pillow next to me, but it was dead. Pushing myself onto my elbows with a groan, I propped myself up to look at the clock beside the bed. 

Six o’clock. I glanced at the blinds, confused. The sky to the east looked dark. 

I briefly considered trying to sleep some more, but my stomach was growling loudly, so I begrudgingly climbed out of bed and got dressed – my usual black leggings and a blue button-up blouse – then quickly brushed my teeth and hair. Other than a mild headache and some residual vertigo when I stood up or moved too quickly, I felt fine. Better than I should have, at least, after so little sleep. As I headed outside into the cool, damp air, I shrugged on my leather jacket and closed the door quietly behind me. For a brief moment, I was confused when I saw the parking lot and its big blue dumpster just outside the motel room door – why was I on the ground floor? And wasn’t there a courtyard just outside the room? 

This isn’t Tulsa, I reminded myself. You’re in Missouri. 

I took a deep breath; the air smelled different. In April, Colorado mornings smelled like pine trees, damp grass, and crisp mountain air. Sacramento smelled vaguely like sewage, oddly enough, and lilac trees. Tulsa… pretty much hay and manure, at least in the farm country outside the city. The air in Lebanon, Missouri, however, had a fresh scent – perhaps from the laundry room just on the other side of my motel room – but it was also damp and heavy. Granted, it was much easier to breathe there than in the mountains back home, where the air was thin and crisp from the altitude. Just thinking about it made me miss my little cabin in the woods, which surprised me. After spending the last few years feeling more or less confined to one town, stuck alone in a strange little cottage with no electricity – frequently imagining all the places in the world I’d rather be – I never thought I’d experience something like homesickness. 

Four states in one week, I marveled to myself as I softly knocked on Aiden and Robert’s door. A month ago, I’d never have believed that could ever be possible. 

I waited a moment, then knocked again. No answer. Sleeping is the sane thing to be doing right now, I reminded myself as I jogged past the dumpster and across the parking lot. But my hollow stomach had no interest in staying in bed. It was tirelessly demanding a hot breakfast of everything. My brain was in agreement. 

In the lot adjacent to the motel was a restaurant with a bright pink neon light that simply said “Diner”. There was an odd number of cars in the parking lot, I noted, given the early hour of the morning. When I walked into the brightly-lit, 1950’s-style diner, the bell jingling cheerfully behind me, it was bustling with people. I stood in the entryway for a solid minute, baffled by the crowd, trying to think back to what day it was. Sunday, right? I remembered, just as an older waitress in a poodle skirt hurried past me with a tray of steaming mugs. I frowned. Gina’s restaurant didn’t usually get busy until nine o’clock on a Sunday morning, but perhaps folks in Missouri had earlier church schedules… 

Out of nowhere, a voice pulled me from my reverie. “Aspen!” 

I spun in the direction of the voice to see a group of people crowded around a large, round table in the far corner of the restaurant. I stared at their faces for a long moment, utterly confused. 

“Aspen!” The woman’s voice shouted again. I dug my fingernail into the fleshy part of my thumb to make sure I wasn’t still dreaming. Ouch. A moment later, Evelyn was rushing up to me, throwing her arms around me tightly. 

“Oh good, you found our note!” she exclaimed into my jacket. I stared at the top of her head in bewilderment. 

“Ev—Grandma? What… How did you…?” 

“I came as soon as I heard,” she said, still squeezing me tightly. “When Robert told me about…” she lowered her voice, looking around, “you know, the prison break,” she whispered, “I nearly had a heart attack.” She looked me square in the eye, her small hands firmly gripping my arms. “That was a stupid thing to do. I’m proud of you.” 

She took a step back to survey me. “You are as pale as a ghost! We need to get some food in you right now. Come, your friends are all here,” she said, leading me to the table, where Aiden, Robert, Ori, Eileen, and a slender, dark-skinned young woman I’d never seen before were smiling at me. 

Eileen jumped up from the table and threw her arms around me as soon as I approached. She was wearing her signature green converse sneakers and a faded denim jacket. 

“There you are! Aiden was just about to try and wake you again – we’ve been waiting for you to wake up all afternoon!” 

I stared at her dumbly. The bright lights in the restaurant felt as though they were spinning wildly around my head. 

Ori walked over and playfully ruffled my hair. “Ma nishma, little lightning bolt! You have no idea how glad I was to hear that you weren’t kidnapped by this guy!” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder at Aiden, who was shaking his head in exasperation. 

“I don’t understand…” I started to say as Ori pulled out a chair for me, then sat down beside me. I thought I saw the briefest glimpse of annoyance cross Aiden’s face as he did. 

“It’s six in the evening, Aspen,” Robert remarked perceptively as he rose to pull out a chair for Evelyn to sit just across from me. “You’ve been sleeping all day.” 

What? “I have?” I asked, stunned. 

Eileen plopped down in the vacant seat to my left, “We – well, Ori, Sophia and I – got here a few hours ago. Your grandma – who I absolutely adore, by the way,” she grinned at Evelyn, who gave her an affectionate wink in return, “– arrived shortly after.” 

I gave Evelyn a puzzled look. 

“Robert’s sister and I took a Greyhound here together, then she drove back to Kansas in her truck,” Evelyn explained. “The ride was comfortable enough, but it was very awkward having to use a toilet on a moving bus,” she shuddered. “Carol sends her regards, by the way.” 

“You took a bus all the way here?” I said, astonished. Evelyn nodded. 

“We’ve all been filling each other in on all the various bombshells and dramas of the last several days,” Eileen chimed in. “It’s been a fascinating afternoon! Oh, by the way, this is my girlfriend, Sophia. Sophia, this is Aspen, the Pentamancer who doesn’t know how FaceTime works.” Eileen flashed a wicked grin that made me blush, but Sophia was thankfully genteel. 

“It’s very nice to meet you, Aspen,” she said, reaching across the table from beside Eileen to clasp my hand. “I’ve been hearing remarkable things about you.” 

She was somewhere in her mid-to-late twenties, and wore a peach-colored, short-sleeved dress; I could see the blue and purple Elemental symbol tattooed on the inside of her arm, with a black “III” tattooed underneath. 
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My eyes widened slightly. A Level-Three Hydromancer and an Auromancer? 

“I… It’s nice to meet you too,” I told her, draping my jacket on the back of my chair. 

“I heard that kalba branded you like a steer,” Ori grumbled, tapping the colorful star on the inside of my bare arm. “We have different rules about tattoos in the Middle Eastern chapters – for example, upon initiation you can opt to get it on a more concealed location, like your shoulder, since tattoos aren’t widely accepted in our part of the world. As for me,” he shrugged, “I didn’t really care. I thought it looked cool. But to tattoo a person against their will? That’s a serious violation on at least ten different levels.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “You have to admit, though… it looks awesome.” 

I folded my arms awkwardly; I didn’t know what to say. Ori, unfazed by most things, didn’t seem to notice my discomfort. 

“By the way,” he added, “I’m not going to believe any Pentamancy stories until I see the proof! Which reminds me – I heard about some guy in the New Delhi chapter who got a fake Pentamancer’s tattoo once. Things didn’t go well for him after that. I think someone stabbed him. Here, let’s see some Pyromancy – toast my bread for me,” he said, taking a roll from the bread basket in the center of the table. 

Flustered, I glanced across the table at Aiden, who was eyeing Ori with obvious annoyance. Evelyn sat beside him, patting his arm affectionately. Everyone else was looking at me expectantly. I realized I was staring back at them, likely with a dumb expression frozen on my face. 

“I’m sorry – it’s just… I can’t believe you’re all here,” I said finally. 

“Eileen called me at five o’clock this morning,” Ori said, his mouth full of bread. 

“I’m pretty sure it was even earlier than that,” Eileen said. 

“Yeah – so she unfortunately got quite the earful.” 

“It was all in Hebrew, but I was able to gather the intended meaning,” Eileen grinned. “Something about how I’m his very favorite person in the whole world… roughly.” 

Ori gave me a playful wink. “But as soon as she told me you needed our help, I only asked where and when. Unfortunately, the answer was ‘Lebanon’ and ‘right now’.” He rolled his eyes. “Which gave me a mild heart attack since I can’t exactly go to the country of Lebanon with an Israeli passport.” 

“Ugh – I’ve already apologized for that a dozen times!” Eileen groaned. 

“Who names a town in the middle of Missouri after a country halfway around the world?” Ori asked, waving his butter knife dramatically. 

“Have you ever heard of Italy, Texas – or Russia, Ohio?” Robert offered. 

“Americans…” Ori muttered into his generously-buttered bread roll. 

I glanced at Aiden again, who still hadn’t said a word. He was watching me intently, giving me a small smile when our eyes met. 

“It’s been wonderful getting to know your friends, Aspen,” Evelyn smiled at me from across the table. “I must admit, I was a little taken aback that you even had friends, let alone such… talented ones.” I balked slightly. “But they’re such a special group of people! Like your grandfather! Ori has been telling me all about Lightning and Electricity. He even helped Carol jump the dead battery in her truck before she left – without using a jumper! Can you imagine that!” 

I gave her a bleak smile, remembering the prison roster in Tulsa. Any discussion of Elementalism with a non-Elementalist was, at least according to the Asterians, an imprisonable offense. But no one at the table seemed fazed by Evelyn’s knowledge of Elemental trade secrets, so to speak. In fact, they all seemed completely at ease with her presence. 

Just then the waiter – a gruff-looking man with 1950’s-styled, slicked-back red hair – came with a big tray of food, which included an extra plate of spaghetti and meatballs that Aiden was going to box up and bring to my room after dinner. I gave him a grateful look as I ravenously poised my utensils above my heaping dinner portion. It smelled better than anything I’d smelled in a long time. My stomach whined impatiently. 

“Can I get you anything to drink?” the waiter asked me, once all the plates had been served. 

“A vanilla milkshake,” I answered, my mouth full of spaghetti. “As large as you can make it,” I added, wiping sauce from my chin. He raised a dubious eyebrow. 

“You know, when you were a little girl,” Evelyn smiled at me from across the table, “I remember your favorite milkshake was a strawberry-chocolate milkshake, and you were very specific about its preparation: two-thirds strawberry, one-third chocolate – that way, you’d explain, the chocolate wouldn’t overwhelm the strawberry flavor.” 

“I’ll have that, please,” I quickly amended my order before taking another huge bite. The waiter gave me a somewhat pejorative nod before heading back to the kitchen. 

“So,” Ori started, just before taking an appreciative bite of his massive cheeseburger. “Oh God – this is so good. Do you know how hard it is to find a cheeseburger in Tel Aviv? …What was I saying?” He stopped chewing for a moment. “Oh, right. So, it appears we’re all headed to Washington D.C. to initiate a jailbreak?” 

I stared at him, caught off-guard by his nonchalance. But as I quickly glanced around the table, everyone else’s expression appeared just as serene. Even Evelyn’s. 

“You’re… You all know?” 

Nods. 

“And everyone’s on-board with this?” I asked, directing my question primarily at Evelyn. 

She shrugged, primly dabbing her mouth with a napkin. “I realize there’s no way to talk you out of it, and even if I tried to, you’d just do it anyway. Better to have a group of friends and a solid plan than to force you into doing something desperate, all by yourself.” I watched Robert give her hand a supportive squeeze. 

I turned to look at Eileen and Sophia, who I’d only just met. “What I’m proposing is extremely risky,” I cautioned, “and we’ll almost certainly get caught.” 

Eileen snorted indelicately. “Yes, Robert and Aiden have done their best to warn us of every possible outcome. Almost like that sped up voice at the end of a pharmaceutical commercial—” She ticked the list off her fingers drily. “Consequences may include: excommunication, imprisonment, slander, decapitation, loss of limbs, uncontrollable vomiting, hives, sudden death…” 

Sophia was giggling into her turkey sandwich. 

“The point is – we get it,” Eileen smiled. 

I stared at my plate of half-eaten spaghetti, suddenly not hungry anymore. 

“Aspen,” Aiden said my name quietly. My eyes quickly rose to meet his. “Everyone knows the risks and everyone here knows that they are absolutely free to opt out at any time.” 

“But…” I protested, looking from Eileen to Sophia to Ori. “Why would you knowingly put yourselves into that kind of danger?” 

“I have rather strong views on the subject of wrongful imprisonment,” Ori said, his ever-jovial demeanor momentarily serious, “as many of my family members were put in concentration camps just a couple generations back. That topic, by the way, is a contentious one within our Community. Could the Asterians have put a stop to human atrocities such as the Holocaust, and many other large-scale acts of violence that have occurred before and since then? Most likely – but their official stance appears to be to let humans exterminate themselves.” 

“Hear, hear,” muttered Robert, glancing at Aiden. 

“So, I’ve never supported certain Asterian policies to begin with,” Ori continued, “but the questions you’ve raised about the Containment Centers bother me in particular, partially because of my family’s history, but also because of the heated debate about barricades in my own backyard. Suffice it to say, I’m an advocate for liberty and justice… like the American school children recite in that creepy school chant.” 

“Liberty and justice… not to mention due process,” Aiden added, “Which the Asterians don’t seem to bother with when they lock these people away without a judge, lawyer, or jury.” 

The table fell quiet for a long moment. 

Sophia cleared her throat softly. “I was adopted when I was a baby, but was disowned by my adoptive family when I told them I was gay,” she said, her voice soft. “I was sixteen. The kids in my school bullied me. My church excommunicated me. Had any of them known I could manipulate Elements as well, they’d probably have locked me up in a basement somewhere, Medieval torture-style” she added with a rueful smile. “I was completely alone until I met Eileen a few years ago, and she introduced me to the Asterian Order.” 

“I recognized Sophia’s talents right away,” Eileen said, squeezing Sophia’s hand, “Taught her all about Elementalism, introduced her to the Asterians. I wanted her to experience that inclusivity, since it was a Community I’d always felt privileged to be a part of,” she explained. “For years, Sophia and I felt safe there – sheltered, even. We were led to believe the Asterians celebrated diversity and transparency. But now we’ve discovered that they’re locking away Elementalists for speaking their minds, for disclosing their gifts to others, for openly disagreeing with practices that deserve to be questioned in the first place… Not to mention the fact that they tried to physically harm the two of you!” she added, glancing from Aiden to me. 

“The more we’ve talked with Robert and Aiden,” Sophia added, “the more we’re realizing that we’re unwitting members of a Cult, not a Community. Given everything we’ve heard – some of which we’ve also witnessed with our own eyes – these practices are not something we can willfully stand by and watch… or worse, be a part of.” 

“We’ve all been lied to,” Aiden murmured, staring at his untouched food. 

“Here’s your milkshake,” the waiter said, startling me by his sudden appearance. 

“Th-thanks,” I replied, taking a much-needed gulp for my parched throat. He nodded curtly and walked away. “Oh wow,” I said, looking at Evelyn. “That is good.” 

She smiled at me, reaching across the table to take my hand. “What you did last night, sweets – freeing all those people? I couldn’t be prouder of you.” Her eyes were shining brightly. “While the thought of you getting hurt scares me more than anything… I want you to know that I support you. Your grandfather would be so proud of you. And your father, wherever he is – he would have done the same thing as you. He would have fought for justice. And he wouldn’t have rested until your mother was safe.” 

“You’re damn right,” a voice said from behind us. I whipped around in surprise. 

“Ted?” I gasped. 





Chapter 23 




“What are you doing here?” I hissed, panic rising in my chest. I anxiously looked around the diner, expecting to see Savannah and her cronies. 

“It’s just me,” Ted said, ignoring my spoken question while answering my tacit one. 

“Is this man bothering you?” Ori asked, rising from his seat. Aiden was already standing. 

“Hey – easy,” Ted said, holding up his hands. “I’m an old family friend. I’m not here to bother anyone.” 

“Aspen, who is this man?” Robert asked, eyeing Ted closely. 

“I’m Rowan’s godfather,” Ted replied, casually taking a fry from Ori’s plate. When the lights in the diner flickered ominously, I honestly wasn’t sure if it was Ori or me. 

Evelyn drew a sharp breath. A handful of patrons at the other tables were pointing at the ceiling lights. 

“Nothing’s wrong – everything’s fine,” I said quickly, rising to look Ted in the eye. “I’m just going to chat with Ted outside. I’ll be right back,” I added, giving Evelyn my best reassuring smile. 

“Aiden, would you please go with her?” Evelyn asked, patting his hand. 

“Already on it,” he smiled tightly at her. “Ori…? Care for some fresh air?” 

“Yup,” he answered, covering his plate with a napkin. “Eileen – guard my fries, please.” 

“No promises,” she replied. “Also, Sophia and I will come check on you if you’re not back in…?” 

“Fifteen minutes,” I supplied. She nodded, eyeing Ted warily. He had already turned to walk outside. 

“Aspen – a word?” Evelyn said, beckoning me over. I walked around the table and knelt down between her and Robert. Aiden and Ori stood awkwardly side-by-side a few feet away. 

“I’ve never met that man before,” she murmured. “And your parents never mentioned a living godparent when they left you in Colorado.” 

I nodded. “I’m still piecing everything together. Stay here – please?” I could see she wanted to argue, but Robert rested a mollifying hand on her arm. “If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, I give you permission to come outside and throw punches.” I glanced at Robert, who gave me a quick nod and a wink, as if to say, Don’t worry, I’d never let that happen. I smiled at him gratefully. “In the meantime, this is for everyone’s dinner, okay?” I dropped a wad of cash from my pocket onto the table. Evelyn was staring at me as though I’d lost my mind. 

“I’ll explain everything later, okay?” I said, turning to go. “Please just stay inside until I come back.” 

I could feel her worried eyes burning into the back of my neck as I joined Aiden and Ori and headed outside, uncertain what – or who – we might find out there. 

*** 




Five minutes later, in a vacant lot across from the diner, Ted and I stood facing one another beneath the orange glow of a streetlamp. Aiden and Ori flanked me closely on both sides. Across the street, I could see the pink neon sign of the diner flickering, hear the bell’s faint jingle as customers entered and exited the restaurant from a safe distance away. The evening air was cool and humid; a thick layer of clouds had completely obscured the darkening sky. 

“What are you doing here?” I demanded again, crossing my arms in front of my chest. 

Ted crossed his arms as well. “As I said, I’m here to help you,” he replied, eyeing Aiden and Ori up and down. Though both appeared casual in posture, I could feel the tension rolling off of them in waves. Aiden was absentmindedly flicking his lighter open and shut, his eyes frozen on Ted’s. 

“How did you find me?” I demanded. 

“Star-six-nine is a handy tool,” he answered. “I had already been called into Tulsa to help contain the situation I’d warned you to not become involved with in the first place… When you called me from your motel room early this morning, I traced the number here.” I stared at him, feeling absolutely livid with myself. I could feel Aiden’s gaze shift to me, making my cheeks flush even redder. “Anyway, I followed you here,” Ted continued, “hoping to talk some sense into you. I swear to you no one else is here … yet.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ori asked, taking a step forward. The streetlamp above us glowed brighter. From the corner of my eye, I could see him glance in my direction. “Who is this guy, Aspen?” 

My chest felt tight – as though I hadn’t breathed properly in weeks. I forced myself to take a deep breath, fill my lungs with air. The sensation felt foreign. 

“Ted is an Asterian Officer and used to be a close friend of my family.” 

“Oh, that guy,” Ori said, crossing his arms. “Aiden told us about him.” 

“I’m sure Aiden told you many things,” Ted replied casually. “Did he also tell you about his father, Terry? You know, the officer who chased down Rowan and her family?” 

Rowan? Ori mouthed to me, scratching his dark curls. A moment later, he muttered, “…Oh, right…” 

“I did tell Aspen about my father, thank you for checking,” Aiden replied, his voice like gravel. The tension between them was palpable. “And I believe you were the one who was spying on Aspen’s family for him, is that right? You’re the one who eventually provided the tip on their whereabouts?” 

Ted looked at him for a long moment, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I wonder if Aspen knows the whole story, though?” His voice was so low, I wasn’t sure if I heard him correctly. From the corner of my eye, I could see Aiden reaching for something in his pocket. 

“What is it that you want, Ted?” I asked quickly, taking a step forward. “Are you here to drag me back to the Asterians? Tell me more lies about my family? Are you going to try to hurt me and my friends, like Savannah did?” 

Ted shook his head crossly. “Savannah’s an idiot; what she did was wrong, on multiple levels. Believe me when I say she doesn’t represent the Asterian Order or how we ought to do things.” 

I wanted to argue with him, to try and call his bluff – but I was tired, jaded, and weary of the cat-and-mouse games. 

“What do you want, Ted?” I asked again. “Just get to the point so we can skip this whole charade.” 

“I just want to help you,” Ted replied. “That’s all. I’ve known you since you were a baby, Rowan.” He rolled his eyes. “Or, Aspen, if you really prefer that. Whether you remember it or not, I looked out for you as though you were my own daughter, helped grow your powers with a sense of pride that was rivaled only by that of your parents. You are the most incredible Elementalist to walk this earth in centuries. What you did yesterday? It was… stupid, reckless, and dangerous… but it was also incredible, by the guards’ account of it. It would appear the damage your mother inflicted in her attempt to block your powers was not permanent.” 

I narrowed my eyes. 

“The point is – whether by Savannah’s idiocy or your own – without me, you’re going to get yourself killed. And that would be a damn shame not just for you and your friends, but for the entire Community.” 

“I don’t need your help,” I said, turning to walk back to the restaurant. 

“You’re obviously gonna try to break your mother out of her Containment Center,” he called after me. I paused. “Along with Sarah Lawson, right? When’s that going to be? In a couple days? A week? A month? Regardless of when or how, do you really think you’ll get lucky again – have another Watchkeeper let you walk out of there, scot-free? Vivian’s been detained for questioning by Savannah, by the way.” 

I turned around to meet his gaze. He was giving me a steely look. 

“Full disclosure, Aspen: Savannah knows I’m here. She and the others think I’m working for them, using my previous relationship with your family to earn your trust. I’ve assured them that even if I can’t persuade you to trust me, I’ll keep an eye on you, follow your every move, keep them informed of every step you take in your mother’s direction or otherwise.” 

“Hard to do that if you’re dead,” Ori remarked casually. I gave him a startled look. “I’m just saying,” he shrugged, “that there are many of us and only one of you, so it seems silly to be making threats.” 

Ted appeared unruffled. “I’m not threatening you,” he said calmly. “I’m warning you. Without me, they’ll send others. But if I can convince them that everything’s under control, I might just be able to help you buy enough time to get your mother out of there. And Sarah, too,” he added. 

“Why?” Aiden asked. “What’s in it for you? What’s your endgame?” 

Ted was quiet for a moment, his eyes frozen on mine. 

“My goddaughter stays safe,” he murmured. “My best friend’s wife is free to see the blue sky and her long-lost daughter again. My sins are… lessened.” 

“So, you admit it?” I asked. “You admit that you betrayed my family?” 

A muscle in his jaw tightened. “I lied for your parents, helped conceal you all in California, trained and protected you, Aspen – for fourteen years I was loyal to your family, putting my own livelihood at risk. But…” he trailed off, his pale blue eyes far away. “The risks became too great,” he said, finally. 

“You deceived us once,” I whispered. “I see no reason to let you do it again.” 

Ted didn’t have a retort. Instead, he said, “Your mother is being kept in an underground facility that includes scores of the most powerful and dangerous Elementalists in the world. In addition to the dozens of guards located there round-the-clock, you’ll also have to successfully navigate through non-Elementalist surveillance systems and plainclothes government officers, given the Containment Facility’s strategic location inside the Nation’s capital… And yes, there are Elementalists in the White House itself who have a personal interest in keeping that facility under wraps and well-contained.” 

The full weight of what he was saying hit me like a wave of despair; my words felt heavy, stuck to the back of my mouth. 

Ori spoke them for me. “So… you’re saying there’s no way to get to them?” he asked. 

“I’m saying,” Ted replied, “That there’s no way to get to them without my help.” 

“How convenient,” Ori answered drily. 

“And we’re just supposed to believe that you’ll help us?” Aiden demanded. “That you won’t betray our real plans to the others who are counting on your reconnaissance? Like you did to David and Elizabeth?” 

Ted stared at Aiden, his expression a mix of irritability, exasperation, and… something that looked like smugness. “If you want to get your sister and Aspen’s mother out of there… Yeah. You’re just going to have to believe me.” His eyes fell back to mine. “And you, Aspen… You’re going to need more training – and a lot of it – in order for us to get them out successfully. How are you going to get that without someone on the inside to cover your tracks, make sure the Containment division isn’t flagged by you using your powers outside of the designated chapters?” 

Ted turned to walk away, then stopped, taking a lone cigarette from his coat pocket and placing it between his lips. He pulled out a lighter to light it, turning towards me as he spoke again. 

“Unless you’re prepared to kill again, and I don’t think you are, I suggest you accept my help.” 

“Kill again?” I asked, frowning. “What are you talking about?” 

He exhaled a cloud of smoke, then looked at the ground. My skin erupted in goosebumps, as though he’d already spoken. 

“I guess you wouldn’t know… Tom Richardson, Denver’s Head of Security and Containment, died last night. His burns became septic. There was nothing to be done.” 

His words hit me like a backhand across the face. 

“All choices have consequences, Rowan,” Ted said softly before he turned to leave. “…Some graver than others.” 

*** 




Back in my motel room, I leaned on the edge of the bathroom counter, staring at my reflection in the mirror. The circles under my eyes starkly contrasted with my blanched face, making them appear even darker. 

A man is dead… 

My hands gripped the counter. 

…Because of me… 

The ground rumbled. A few moments later, my phone chimed. I ignored it. In my mind I saw the boiling wave of Water I had summoned in the arena, heard the screams of Tom and Strauss as they writhed on the ground in agony. 

A man is dead. 

A knock sounded at the door. I didn’t move to open it. The knock grew louder. A minute passed; eventually the door creaked open as Aiden stepped inside the room. I regarded him bleakly in the mirror as he slung his jacket over a chair and made his way over to me. 

“Are you okay?” he asked, putting a gentle hand on my shoulder. 

I didn’t answer. 

“Hey… Talk to me,” he said softly. 

I stared at the counter, at the dark mildew crawling up the white grout of the bathroom tiles. The faucet dripped drearily into the chipped porcelain sink. 

“I killed a man,” I said, my voice sounding distant. 

Aiden was quiet for a long moment before he answered. 

“I don’t think you did, Aspen. He got up after you hit him with the hot water – which you wouldn’t have done to begin with if Savannah hadn’t forced your hand. I’m the one who hit him with the fire. I’m the one with blood on my hands. If anyone’s to blame, it should be me. Don’t put that on yourself.” 

“You wouldn’t have been there that night if I hadn’t dragged you along,” I muttered. 

“And you wouldn’t have felt compelled to break in and check your file if they hadn’t lied to you – or torn your family apart in the first place.” 

I didn’t answer. 

“Hey,” Aiden said, gently turning me around to face him. “Everything is going to be alright, Aspen… Okay? I’m here for you. We’re all here for you. Even that scumbag Ted – I think he might have actually been telling the truth out there. But you tell me – that seems to be your recent area of expertise.” 

He forced a small smile that didn’t meet his eyes, then swept his dark curls away from his face. I noticed then that he hadn’t shaved in a few days; a dark shadow shrouded his chiseled jaw, making him appear rougher, hardened. His eyes, so brown that in that moment they were nearly black, burned into mine. He was so perplexing, so breathtakingly handsome, I realized then, he overwhelmed my senses. 

“Why?” I asked suddenly, taking a step backwards. 

“Why what?”Aiden looked confused. 

“Why are you helping me?” My eyes spilled over with hot tears as the words I’d been suppressing for days finally bubbled to the surface. “In the grand scheme of things, you – Robert, Ori, Eileen, Sophia – you hardly know me. So why are any of you even here? Why are you doing any of this for me?” 

Aiden took a step back. “I can’t speak for the others…” 

“Is it because you can’t get Sarah without me?” I asked, hearing the unfairness in the question the moment I asked it. He didn’t ask me to come to the Containment Center – I insisted on going. 

Aiden turned away from me, rubbing his forehead. 

“I’m here because… well, because I care about you, Aspen. There’s something about you that’s drawn me to you ever since you made the lights in the lecture hall flicker. I can’t explain it. …I-I can’t adequately explain my feelings for you. But the more I’ve gotten to know you, the more drawn to you I feel.” He sat down on the edge of the bed, motioning for me to sit. 

I stood in front of him, too unsettled to sit. “I appreciate that. And I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel the same way about you…” He gave me a small smile. 

“…But that can’t be the only reason.” 

Aiden sighed. “I guess I just feel this need to protect you, like I can’t let you do this on your own.” I scoffed. “Not because you can’t handle it,” he added quickly, “But because no one should feel alone in this world, like they have no one to trust or turn to. I’ve been there – I’ve felt that hollowness, that overwhelming loneliness.” 

I gave him a level look – deep within his dark, tired eyes… something wasn’t right. 

“Tonight, Ted was insinuating something about you, something you hadn’t told me – and I want to know what that is,” I said, crossing my arms in front of my chest – perhaps to keep myself from shaking. 

Aiden made a sound like a grunt, then rose from the bed as though he might leave. He stopped halfway between me and the door, quiet for a long moment. When he finally spoke again, his voice was so low, I had to strain to hear it. 

“For a long time, Aspen, I knew things about the Asterians that I shouldn’t have known. Heard my parents’ whispered conversations behind cracked doors, came across memos at my father’s office that I wasn’t meant to see. Before my sister disappeared, she tried telling me things – things I didn’t want to hear.” 

Aiden had begun to pace as he spoke. 

“I was rising through the ranks of the Asterian Order. I was the youngest Pyromancer in history to have a team of so many people beneath me. My father, he kept telling me – for the first time – how proud he was of me. He insisted that one day we’d have the entire D.C. Chapter reporting to the two of us. My mother was lining up women for me to date – rich, beautiful Pyromancers from powerful families. I was weeks away from receiving my PhD at George Washington University and, with my parents’ contacts all over the District, I could have had my pick of Professorships at any of the top Ivy League schools in the nation.” 

He stopped pacing suddenly. I could feel a lump forming in my throat. 

“When my father told me that Sarah had eloped and cut off ties with the family, I could see in his eyes that he was keeping something from me. Of course he was – she’d never turn her back on us like that. She’d never leave without telling me. But I didn’t pry. For weeks – for weeks – after her disappearance, I chose to believe the lies, because the truth was so much harder to swallow. Had I just opened my damn eyes to what was happening around me, listened to what she had been trying to tell me, I could have helped her. I could have done something, maybe even prevented her imprisonment… Instead, because of my own self-absorption, I chose to remain blissfully ignorant.” 

Aiden closed his eyes, quiet for a long moment. Eventually he sighed, shaking his head. 

“The point is, Aspen, I could have saved her, but I didn’t.” 

When he looked at me again, his eyes were full of grief. 

“And,” he added coarsely, running a shaking hand through his hair, “I could have saved your parents.” 





Chapter 24 




“What?” I asked dumbly, caught off-guard by his comment. 

Aiden closed his eyes. “Sarah… found out about a secret method of Empathic Electromancy that certain factions of the Order had begun employing. And it… disturbed her.” 

“I don’t understand,” I started, “you already told me this…” 

“Well, there’s more,” Aiden replied. My mouth snapped shut. “Sarah apparently searched the archives to learn more and found unauthorized general-access entries posted there – uncensored articles that had been published for anyone searching the public archives to find with the right keywords. They were put there by your mother shortly before her disappearance. I didn’t know about any of this until last week, when I read my father’s file – because his file also contained excerpts from your mother’s file.” 

I lowered myself unsteadily to the edge of the bed. 

“These entries explained, in detail, how Asterian Officers were using Electromancers to affect moods, alter memories, even erase them… They were effectively engaging in psychological torture against dissidents, traitors, and non-Elementalists who had inadvertently witnessed things they shouldn’t have…” 

I stared at Aiden as he paced; the words spilling from his mouth felt like tiny daggers, each one hitting a fresh, vulnerable spot on my body as he spoke. 

“Your mother headed the program for several years leading up to her disappearance,” Aiden continued, “It appears that when she left, she wanted to make sure that other people would learn of the atrocities that had been committed by her and others. But it seems only one person managed to stumble onto those archives – my sister. And when Sarah tried to spread the word of what she’d learned, they had to contain her. 

“After my sister’s… disappearance… my father grew cold, callous. Angry. At the time, I assumed it was from her abandonment. Yet another serious misjudgment on my part. Now I’m beginning to see that he blamed your mother for my sister’s imprisonment. It wasn’t until she was gone that his efforts to find David and Elizabeth Fulman intensified. He became obsessed, consumed by his struggle to track them down. Even then, I recognized his increasing rage every day that he failed to find your parents,” Aiden said, slumping into a chair. “And I was there, manning my station in the D.C. Containment Center, the day that tip came in, stating that David and Elizabeth were hiding in Sacramento.” 

He looked at me, his eyes filled with agony. 

“I not only heard my father’s side of that call, but during my final days in the Asterian Order, I unknowingly helped him train and organize the team that eventually tracked your parents down.” 

I stared at him wordlessly. A cold, empty feeling was beginning to spread through my body, replacing the shock and pain his words had inflicted. The silence stretched between us, weighing down the very air we breathed. 

“I’m so sorry,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “I know I should have told you sooner.” 

“Let me get this straight,” I said, slowly rising from the edge of the bed. “You helped the Asterians hunt down my parents?” 

He slumped into a chair, grimacing at the floor. He never cared about me. He only pitied me. 

“Is that why you’ve been so committed to helping me? Because you had some sick feeling of guilt you were trying to alleviate?” 

Aiden’s face contorted as though he’d just been slapped. Somewhere behind me, I heard a loud pop. 

Vaguely, I could feel my fingernails digging into my palms. “Did you already know who I was when I entered your classroom? Is that why you looked at me the way you did – with disgust?” 

Aiden shook his head vigorously. “No, I swear, I had no idea who you were. I sensed that you were an Electromancer when the lights flickered and my first thought was that you were a spy sent by my father. That’s the truth.” 

“But that night on the porch, after I broke into Savannah’s office – I mentioned my parents’ names – you knew then, didn’t you?” My voice was rising. “Didn’t you?” 

The lamp beside the bed grew brighter and brighter until… Pop! That corner of the room went dark. 

Aiden rose to his feet, holding up his hands in a placating manner. “I barely remembered your parents, and even after you told me their names it took days for everything to finally click.” 

“You honestly expect me to believe that you didn’t remember training the team that hunted them down?” I demanded, my voice growing shriller. 

“I helped train many teams—” he started. My eyes narrowed. “Look – at the time, I didn’t know what that team would be used for, I only did what I was instructed to do. It’s a horrible excuse, I know, but it’s true…” He rubbed the bridge of his nose tiredly. “Listen, you asked me once, on our first date, why I left the Order, what made me realize what they were. It was those last few weeks that made me realize the truth I’d been trying my best not to see: my sister’s disappearance, my father’s rage, my mother’s deterioration, the bizarre memos and whispers circulating around the Containment Division… In a way, it was not just Sarah’s disappearance, but your parents’ reappearance that made me realize that I was part of something…evil.” 

I cradled my temples, feeling faint. “Asking me to be your friend, inviting me over for dinner… it was all just to make yourself feel better,” I choked out. 

“No, that’s absolutely not—” 

Suddenly, I had an even worse realization: Even when Savannah called him out, Aiden swore he didn’t know any of the details about my parents’ capture. 

“You lied to me,” I whispered. “That night, in the Records room…” 

Beside me, the television suddenly flickered alive and a cheerful-sounding woman’s voice trilled loudly from the screen, “…Not only that, but if you call in the next five minutes, we’ll throw in an extra order at absolutely no extra cost!” 

Aiden was staring at me, his eyes wide. “Aspen, please listen – I swear, I didn’t mean to lie to you. I just didn’t realize – didn’t remember – until that night.” 

“…but wait, that’s not all!” 

I shot an angry look at the television and the screen went black again. 

“But I asked you that night!” I practically yelled. “Why did you insist you didn’t know?” 

“Because these things happened three years ago!” he shouted, then immediately winced. “I’m sorry – that night, all I could think about was what they might do to you – how helpless I was, how outnumbered we were! Nothing else was registering.” 

“Even still – after you read Terry’s file, after you found out all those things about my mother,” I said, my voice rising, “You knew I was doing everything I could to find anything – anything – about my parents, and yet you kept that information from me?” 

Pop! Pop! Pop! Every light in the bathroom behind me exploded. 

Aiden rubbed his face in exasperation. “I wanted to tell you, Aspen, I swear, I was just trying to figure out how—” The last light in the room, the floor lamp beside the table where he stood, glowed brightly, temporarily bathing the room in cool, white light. 

Pop! 

We stood facing each other in near-pitch-black darkness. An empty, hollow silence filled the room; the only sounds to be heard were the rasps of our short, shallow breaths. My head was pounding so badly, I dimly registered faint pulses of purple light, thrumming with the same cadence as my racing heart. I shook my head to clear the visions. 

“Aspen – nothing from my past dictated my motives or my feelings for you… and I swear to you, I was going to tell you everything. I’ve wanted to tell you every day since I understood the role I played – especially once I’d realized last week that your mother was connected to my sister. I just… I just didn’t know how to.” 

“Get out,” I whispered. 

“Please—” 

“Get out!” I screamed, as all the lights outside the motel window abruptly went dark. 

*** 




I wandered aimlessly along the pitch-black streets surrounding the motel for a long time, ignoring the throbbing in my head, the tightness in my chest, the buzzing of my phone in my pocket. Years ago, after I woke up in that cabin, I was alone, frightened, and destitute – but I still had hope, a sense of purpose, as feeble as it may have been: Find food. Make fire. Earn money. Keep going. And in my solitude and confinement, there was no one around to hurt me. My family members were still faceless, nameless, intangible concepts; my neighbor, Evelyn, was just a kindly stranger who insisted on bringing me dinner. I’d avoided romance, never tried to forge a friendship, never heard of the Asterians. I was a blank, untarnished slate. 

But that night, for the first time in my life, I felt completely, utterly hopeless. A maelstrom of thoughts and emotions churned ruthlessly in my mind: I don’t know who to trust. I don’t know what to do. I can’t save her. I can’t abandon her. A man is dead. My father is dead. Savannah’s coming. Aiden lied to me. 

…Wes. 

My throat caught. How happy I looked in that photo with him, dressed for a ball or some sort of dance, my hair set in curls, my rouged, smiling face worry-free. 

Call him as soon as you can, if you haven’t already, I’d written myself. He’ll be devastated when he finds out you’ve left. 

Safe beneath the cover of darkness, underneath the black streetlamp, the cloud-obscured moon, I took my phone from my pocket and stared at its empty screen, reflecting upon the past I’d once known, the distant life that belonged to a stranger. 

“I wish I’d never left home,” I whispered. 

As though in response, the voice that had haunted me for as long as I could remember once more drifted through my ears – only in that moment, the whisper sounded more like a taunt: 

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

*** 





Chapter 25 




The next morning, I sat cross-legged in the center of a field, miles away from the nearest road or gas station, idly pulling apart blades of dead grass. A few yards away, Ori, Eileen, Sophia, and Ted were discussing the training schedule for the day. Robert and Evelyn were spending the day at a mall on the other side of town, at my insistence. If anyone ever questioned the others, I didn’t want them to have to admit to displaying Elemental powers to non-Elementalists. I also didn’t want Evelyn anywhere within the vicinity of me and my uncontrolled, unpredictable abilities. 

And, if I were to be honest with myself, some part of me wasn’t ready to directly expose that part of myself to Evelyn. I clung to the notion that one day we’d be able to go back to the life we once had: milk and cookies on a Friday night in front of her old TV set, heading to the town library together in the Buick, me trying – and failing – to crochet a scarf under her direction while she tsk-ed my irregular stitches. If she actually saw me hurling Fire or splitting the ground apart, as opposed to just hearing the others’ accounts of my abilities, her perception of me would change even more… And more than anything, I just wanted some sliver of normalcy to remain in my life once everything was finally over. 

“Are you sure the Containment Division won’t track us down?” I heard Eileen press, repeating Ori’s same question from five minutes ago. 

“I told you, I took care of everything,” Ted replied crossly. “We’re good.” 

I still wasn’t sure if I trusted him or not, and I’m ashamed to say that my spirits were finally low enough that I didn’t care. Whether I failed or succeeded, was killed or captured – it made no difference to me in that moment. Short of Evelyn – who had Robert now, anyway – I had nothing else to lose. Even the thought of freeing my mother – the woman who had headed the program that employed Electromantic torture methods – was now a bittersweet notion. Did she deserve to be free? 

Did I, a killer, deserve it any more than she did? 

The only thing I cared about in that moment was the others’ well-being. Earlier that morning, I’d taken Ori and Eileen aside, tried with all my might to convince them to go home, to call Savannah and tell her the truth about what they did so they could remain on her good side. When I’d finally finished my impassioned speech, they both were staring at me as though I were out of my mind. 

“We can’t just go back to a Community that commits these kinds of atrocities, then resume our normal lives as though nothing has changed,” Eileen had argued. “We have to get to the heart of it – discover the truth, determine just how high within the Order the corruption goes.” 

Ori had been quick to side with her. “The short one is right,” he said, as Eileen scowled in his direction. “I, for one, need to find out if this is just a crazy American anomaly or what, so I can go back to Tel Aviv and tell my chapter heads there what’s going on. But it’s not enough to report hearsay. I need to see it for myself.” 

I begrudgingly agreed, all the while concocting plans in my head to ensure their safety should Ted betray us – which, I figured at that point, was about a fifty-fifty chance. 

That’s what I was thinking about as I sat alone in the damp grass– how to convince the Asterians that the others were innocent in case of our discovery – or worse. Maybe I could say I performed Empathic Electromancy on each of them in order to manipulate them into following me. It was a total fabrication obviously, but given my mother’s powers, perhaps the Containment Division would buy it… 

“So, this Ted guy – he’s an old family friend?” Eileen asked, walking over to sit beside me in the grass. She stretched her bright green sneakers out in front of her, turning her face upward to soak in the mid-morning sun. 

“Yeah, something like that,” I replied. 

“Well, he gets props for being an Earth-mover,” she commented. “I saw he has some secondary Terramantic ability… But he also works for the Security and Containment Division?” 

I nodded. 

“Do you trust him?” she asked, glancing at me from the corner of her eye. “What do your Electromantic Spidey Senses tell you?” 

That I’m in way over my head, is what I wanted to say. 

Instead, I simply replied, “They tell me he’s telling the truth… At least, I think he is.” Suddenly, I cocked my head to look at her. “Wait – Robert told you about the empathic weirdness?” 

“Aiden did, actually – and it’s not weird, it’s awesome. Ori and Robert both agreed that, while rare, it does tend to be a reliable trait among certain Electromancers… such as yourself,” she grinned. 

I sighed, yanking another handful of dead grass from the ground. 

“Where is Aiden?” Eileen asked suddenly. 

“I don’t know,” I replied, a little too tersely. “We, um… had a fight last night.” 

She nodded. “Well, I won’t pry… Unless you want me too?” she asked hopefully. I shook my head. “Figured,” she smiled. “But I will say this: while you were slumbering away yesterday, and we all had a chance to catch up and get to know one another, it was… evident – at least to Sophia and me – how much Aiden cares about you.” 

I kept my eyes glued to the blade of grass I was fiddling with. “…Have you ever kept anything from Sophia?” I asked carefully. 

“Kept anything?” Eileen repeated. “Not… explicitly, no.” She glanced at me sideways, her head still tilted skyward. “But in the beginning of our relationship, I did have my secrets… Things I didn’t necessarily want to share, past experiences I was ashamed of. Sophia was the most amazing person I’d ever met in my entire life, you know? I was scared of losing her; afraid she’d lose interest in me if I let her see my flaws. But she didn’t have the patience for any of my nonsense; she’d been hurt too many times in the past by people who supposedly loved her. Right up front, she wanted to know the real me – ‘the good, the bad, and the ugly,’ she’d joke.” 

“Yeah?” 

Eileen grinned. “Over time, even though I’d been used to keeping my little unspoken secrets, I learned that I could tell her anything, and her love for me – her acceptance of me – never faltered.” 

I stared at the blade of grass in my fingers that I’d been splitting over and over again with my thumbnail. It had become as thin as a strand of hair. I tossed it into the air, sighing. 

“Here, I brought something for you,” Eileen said, casually changing the subject. She passed me a thick, brown, leather-bound binder. 

“What’s this?” I asked, awkwardly hoisting the heavy book in my lap. 

“Open it,” Eileen smiled. 

I carefully flipped open the cover. Inside were pages and pages of clear plastic sheets, and every sheet had about twenty-five pockets. At first, I thought it was a coin collection because each transparent pocket contained a small, disc-shaped object, all perfectly uniform in size and shape, about the size of a nickel. But as I regarded the pages, I quickly realized that the colors and textures varied widely from coin-sized sample to sample. I glanced up at Eileen, my brows raised with bewilderment. 

“It’s my collection of Earth elements and useful alloys,” Eileen explained, gazing at its pages lovingly. “I’ve fashioned samples of just about every non-radioactive element and alloy that one could accrue from common soil and rocks, collected from thirty-five countries so far.” She smiled. “It’s nowhere near complete, but it’s my pride and joy.” 

Fascinated, I stared at the vast collection of materials she had assembled. Beneath each of the samples was a small, handwritten entry. Flipping through the hundreds of descriptions, which were meticulously arranged throughout the pockets by name and function, I read through several of them: 




(As) Arsenic; brittle metal - poisons, semiconductors, light-emitting diodes (LEDs), signal lights, tiny lasers. L: Earth’s crust, commonly found in realgar, mispickel (arsenopyrite), and orpiment. 

(C) Carbon (activated – see other uses); methane and hydrogen storage, air/gold/water purification, decaffeination, metal extraction, medicine, sewage treatment, air filters, compressed air, teeth whitening, others. L: Ubiquitous, produced from carbonaceous source materials such as bamboo, coconut husk, willow peat, wood, coir, lignite, coal, and petroleum pitch. 

(Li) Lithium [keep immersed in mineral oil]; lightest metal, soft, reactive - lightweight aluminum alloys, batteries, ceramic cookware, mood stabilizer. L: Predominantly S. America (Chile, Argentina, Bolivia), typically extracted frombrine pools. 

(SiO2) Flint; hard, sedimentary cryptocrystalline form of the mineral quartz – tool, spark producer, building material. L: Common, form of chert which is found primarily in sedimentary type rocks such as chalk, marble, and limestone. 







“You must have hundreds of samples in this thing,” I marveled, turning through the dozens of mineral-laden pages. 

“There are only two hundred and fifty entries in this binder, but I have two other books back at home,” Eileen grinned. “I’m up to 672 samples so far.” 

My eyebrows arched. 

“But that’s nothing,” she said, waving dismissively. “The Smithsonian has something like 600,000 specimens in its collection – rocks, minerals, meteorites, gems… Savannah had promised me that after I devoted 250 hours of Terramantic training at the Denver Chapter, she’d arrange for me to intern there in the next year or so.” 

She smiled wistfully and I could feel my stomach knot with remorse. 

“Anyway, there’s not enough time to get into the details now,” she continued easily, “but I want you to borrow this for a while. There aren’t very many Level-Three Terramancers in the world, but of those who achieve that rank, a good percentage are what we jokingly call ‘Allomancers’, though not in the fantastical sense you may have read about in books.” 

I nodded cluelessly; I had no idea what she was talking about. 

“I can’t be sure about your abilities in this area until we test out my theory, but in simplest terms, Allomantic Terramancers memorize the ‘feel’ of various physical elements, and are then able to retrieve and manipulate those specific substances – mainly minerals and metals – from the Earth itself. They can also use a form of Metallurgy to affect the behavior of metallic elements and their man-made mixtures, which, I probably should have mentioned earlier, are called alloys. They can even separate metals from their ore… Remember how I told you about the South African Terramancer who’s able to convert coal – well, technically graphite – to rough diamonds?” 

I nodded, remembering our lesson from last week. It seemed like it had been ages ago. 

“Not only can he do that, but he’s also working with a team in Johannesburg to seek out and extract raw diamonds directly from remote volcanic Kimberlite pipes in order to gain more funding for the Asterian Order. It’s diabolical but fairly brilliant,” she chuckled. 

I frowned slightly. “So – you’re saying that some Terramancers can memorize the feel of – I don’t know – gold, for example, and then just walk into a mine and call that specific element to them without even having to search for it?” 

She beamed. “Exactly! If the mine has any appreciable amount of gold nearby, that is.” 

“Are you able to do that?” I asked, fingering the disk of pure gold inside one of the pockets. 

Eileen looked somewhat abashed. “I’m only a Level-Two Terramancer, but I can summon a handful of minerals and metals, mostly transition and post-transition metals like copper and tin. But, unlike some of the most powerful Terramancers in the world, I don’t have the ability to manipulate or combine elements.” 

Combine elements? My mind was spinning. 

A shadow fell across Eileen’s face; I looked up to see that Sophia had joined our impromptu Chemistry lesson. 

“But even the best Terramancers don’t mess with gases,” Sophia smiled. “That’s getting into advanced Auromancy. Speaking of which, it looks like I’m first up to train you today, if that’s alright with you, Aspen?” 

Eileen pouted at Sophia from the grass. “But I was just getting to the good stuff.” 

I held back a chuckle as I carefully passed Eileen her treasure trove of mineral samples. 

“Would you hold this for me, just for now? I promise I’ll sit with you later and go over these samples in more detail.” She nodded, still evidently put out by the abrupt end to our Terramancy lesson. 

I stood up, brushing the dead grass from the seat of my pants, and gave Sophia a tight smile. “I should warn you, I have very little Auromancy training, save for musical theory,” I admitted, trying to refrain from rolling my eyes. 

“Jo?” she asked with a soft chuckle. 

I nodded. 

“I’ve heard stories,” Sophia said, winking at Eileen. “In that case, let’s get started. I hope you don’t mind a small audience?” she asked, motioning to the others; Ori had settled onto the grass beside Eileen and her thick binder. Ted stood a few feet away from them, his arms crossed over his polo shirt. 

“Having a little extra pressure will be good for her,” Ted said. “She always used to get a little gun-shy in front of others, and if we’re gonna get in and out of the D.C. facility successfully, we need her at her best. She’s the key to everything.” 

“No pressure there,” I muttered. 

“Well, in any case, let’s get started,” Sophia said, clasping her hands together. “Eileen tells me that, to her knowledge at least, you’ve never had a formal Hydromancy lesson, is that correct?” 

I nodded. 

“Well, that’s not necessarily true,” Ted intervened, causing me to crinkle my nose. “Her father was a powerful Hydromancer. He routinely took her out to practice, until just a few years ago…” He trailed off. Our eyes met briefly. 

It was disconcerting, at times, the way Ted looked at me, reminisced about my own past – he had all these memories of me, of my family, yet he was a complete stranger to me. It occurred to me then that he probably felt as awkward as I did – but for the opposite reason. 

“Anyway,” he continued, “She was good. From what I remember, she was an expert in most aspects of Hydromancy but struggled with Cryokinesis.” I shifted uncomfortably. 

Sophia nodded. “Well, we have a breeze today, but not much viable water – I mean, we certainly have the humidity in the air and the water in our bodies – but I’m not comfortable starting right off the bat with that topic. So, let’s start with Wind. It sounds like you’ve already conjured tornadoes – and pretty powerful ones at that. Did I hear correctly that you toppled a moving truck earlier this month?” 

I grimaced at the memory. “Yes… Well, not exactly – I mean, I did – but I didn’t mean to. It just sort-of… happened.” I clamped my mouth shut before I could utter any further incoherencies, but Sophia was nodding thoughtfully. 

“Wind naturally parts around objects. Because of this, only extremely skilled Auromancers can incite currents powerful enough to cause that kind of result. Despite the fact that you can’t actively remember it, you clearly have a powerful foundation in Auromancy.” 

“Her mother was also a Level-Three Auromancer,” Ted grunted, lowering himself down to sit in the grass a few feet away from Ori and Eileen. 

“Ah, there you have it,” Sophia remarked. “And I think Aiden mentioned something about you combining Fire and Wind in the arena, which is most impressive. Combined, those two Elements can be rather difficult to control.” 

I nodded grimly. 

“Well, when it comes to Auromancy,” Sophia continued, “I tend to differ from Jo, the Denver instructor you previously worked with.” 

“That’s perfectly fine by me,” I muttered, remembering the torturous windchime session. I still had nightmares where a poorly-rendered tune of Mary Had a Little Lamb played in the background over and over again. I shuddered, trying to clear my head of the tune before it could lodge itself in my brain and became a full-blown ear-worm. 

Sophia smiled. “The thing that virtually all Auromancers struggle with at the beginning of their training is the concept of “control”. That can be found at the heart of all other Elementalist practices, but it doesn't quite work here. If Wind embodies one thing, in my opinion, that thing is freedom. And so, as an Auromancer, you shouldn’t seek to control the wind. Instead, you should focus on guiding it; on forming a sort of symbiosis with the wind currents and losing yourself in them.” 

“For the record, Aspen, this is the exact opposite of what you should be doing with Lightning!” Ori called. “Do not ever get lost in electrical currents – it does weird things to a person’s mind.” 

“Shh!” Eileen hissed, nudging him in the ribs. “Just shut up and try to learn something.” 

“I’m just saying, it’s kind of crazy how different the Elements are… Can you imagine having to control all five of them?” 

I took a moment to feel the breeze in the air, letting their voices fade into the background. At that very moment, the thought of losing myself in the wind sounded quite nice. 

“Come,” Sophia said, putting a gentle hand on my arm. “Let’s give ourselves some extra space.” 

We headed away from the group and farther into the field, where the grass gave way to long, slender stalks of wheat that waved lazily in the breeze. Out of earshot from the others, Sophia turned to look at me, her honey-brown eyes glinting in the afternoon sun, reflecting tiny flecks of gold. 

“It sounds like you’ve had a rough few days,” she said softly. 

For some reason, my eyes brimmed with tears. 

“It’s a good day for Auromancy, I think,” Sophia smiled, her voice gentle. “Wind manipulation is a practice in calmness and passivity; to surrender one's self entirely to the air that surrounds us all, as opposed to forcing one's will onto the thing we wish to shape… Instead of jumping straight to offensive tactics, such as the tornadoes you already conjured during moments of fear or panic, I’d like to spend our time today working on more deliberate defensive actions: making your footfalls lighter, negating air currents that would normally be disturbed by your movement… Later on, we’ll practice amplifying your hearing by changing the magnitude of air displaced by sound waves. There’s a lot to cover.” 

I must have been giving her a strange look, because she laughed. “I know this all sounds very complex – and it is – but if you can knock over an out-of-control semi-truck, you can certainly do these things.” 

“I just thought Wind was for blowing things around… knocking things over,” I confessed. 

“Auromancy is an art in delicacy and elegance – as well as a powerful weapon,” Sophia said. “Once you’ve truly learned to enter the right meditative state, you can use Wind to replicate sounds by precisely moving air molecules, create force fields, even breathe underwater.” 

I raised my eyebrows at that. “If I’d only known that last week…” 

“Which brings me back to the meditation component,” Sophia said, standing in front of me. “I want to help you find that quiet place – to learn it, become familiar with it, like an old friend – so you may enter it quickly, even in the most stressful of circumstances. Now close your eyes.” I did so. “What do you feel?” she asked. 

“My heart is pounding,” I said, squeezing my eyes shut. “My chest feels tight.” 

“And your thoughts?” 

“Everywhere.” 

“I want you to try and release all of those thoughts, clear your mind,” she said softly. 

Easier said than done, I thought to myself. 

“Can you feel the wind? Do you feel it brushing past your hair, caressing your face?” Sophia pressed gently. I nodded. “Feel it. Smell it. Breathe it. Open yourself to the wind flowing around you. Its infinite molecules interact with one another in a seemingly random way, but truly, it isn't at all random. Everything is connected. The flow of every single molecule will inevitably affect every other molecule to form the flowing waves and currents we call Wind.” 

The wind picked up just then, as though it was blowing from below me. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with air. When I exhaled, I felt lighter, somehow. Not calm, exactly. But calmer. 

“Keep breathing,” Sophia coaxed. “Lose yourself in the breeze.” 

I nodded, feeling the calmest I had in weeks. 

A moment later, she spoke again. “Now open your eyes.” 

When I did, I gasped. My boots were hovering an inch above the ground. “Did I do that?” I asked, stunned. 

Sophia smiled as my feet gently lowered against the crunchy dirt once more. 

“No – that was me. But I’ll teach you how – just as soon as we conquer all the fundamentals of Auromantic Meditation.” 

I did my best to suppress a groan. 

*** 




It took an hour or so, but I eventually was able to get to a tranquil enough state to guide the wind in basic movements – at least about half of the time. It was certainly different than what I was used to doing in the recent past, which was essentially panicking and getting lucky. 

As we headed back to the others, my breath caught; Aiden had arrived and was talking to Ted. Their conversation appeared civil, but when Aiden’s dark eyes rose to meet mine, my heart immediately began racing. 

“Aiden, welcome,” Sophia called to him as we approached. “Good timing, too. I was just about to raise the subject of Pyromancy.” 

“Oh?” he asked, facing us. I took that opportunity to pick at a loose thread on my shirt tail. 

“I wanted to take a moment to talk about the interplay between Auromancy and Pyromancy,” Sophia said, motioning me to follow her. “A skilled Auromancer can empower a friendly Pyromancer – or hinder an unfriendly one – by manipulating the oxygen in the air. If you don’t mind, I’d like to take this opportunity to help Aspen practice that skill.” 

I refused to look Aiden in the eye; an awkward silence ensued. 

“I’ll do it,” Ted said, taking a step forward. “What do you say, Ro – er, Aspen? It’ll be just like old times.” 

“Sure – why not?” I replied, trying to sound more nonchalant than I felt. 

“Excellent,” Sophia said. “Here – Ted, you stand right here. Aspen, come stand about ten feet away from him, over here.” She flashed Eileen a quick smile before walking over to stand in the middle of us. “Aiden, if you don’t mind remaining on standby just in case Aspen needs some help?” He nodded, crouching on the grass a few feet away. 

I swallowed tightly. 

“Okay – so the concept is fairly simple, though the execution itself is somewhat complex.” Sophia said. “Ted, I’d like you to maintain a small flame – preferably not on the ground, since the grass is so dry – but in the air. That’s all; just maintain its size and potency, and let Aspen do the rest.” She turned towards me. “Aspen, without using any Pyromantic influence, I’d like you to try and strengthen that Fire, with the focus being to assist Ted in fueling it. The trick here is to increase the oxygen fueling the flame, allowing Ted’s Fire to become stronger without him needing to use any additional Pyromantic resource.” 

I nodded. 

“Ted – if you don’t mind?” Sophia asked. 

He took a match from his pocket and deftly lit it on his boot, then pulled the flame away from the tip and held it in front of him. That simple action, paired with the smell of the burning match, jarred something in a far corner of my mind. But before I could think on it further, Sophia spoke again. 

“Now, Aspen, I want you to do like we practiced before. You’ll need to clear your mind, enter a trance-like state. The wind won’t bow to your pressure, but it will realign with your guidance.” 

Doing everything I could not to glance at Aiden, I took a deep breath and shut my eyes. Still, I could feel his dark eyes burning into me. 

Clear your head, I reminded myself. Don’t think of him, don’t think of Ted… just feel the wind. 

“Very good, Aspen,” Sophia said softly. “Now, touch the wind, see it… use its tendrils like fingers to wrap around the flame and breathe oxygen into it.” Across from me, Ted snorted, but I did my best to ignore him, reaching forward with the wind to embrace the fire, to breathe life into it as Sophia had instructed. 

A moment passed, and then another. 

Ted let out a sharp yelp. My eyes shot open just as the flame erupted into a white-hot plume, like a welder’s flame. He yanked his hand away but didn’t extinguish the flame. Aiden was on his feet; Eileen and Ori were standing as well, shielding their eyes from the fire’s incredibly bright light. 

“Excellent!” Sophia beamed. 

Distracted by her voice, I let go of the wind and the fire burned away, leaving only its residual marks on my retina. I tried to blink away the bright purple splotches fluttering across my vision. 

“So, you see,” she continued, “Even at low pressure, pure oxygen will do incredible things to Fire, providing an assist to even the strongest Pyromancers.” 

That’s a handy defense, I thought to myself. But my thoughts drifted to Aiden and Tom fighting in the arena, and it suddenly felt as though a fist had connected with my solar plexus. 

“Now, let’s try the opposite,” I heard Sophia say. “Let’s try using the wind in self-defense, and extinguish a flame by pulling oxygen away from it.” 

“I’ll take over,” Aiden said, stepping forward. 

“As you wish,” Ted replied, before I could summon the words to protest. Aiden took his place, standing directly across from me. I did my best not to scowl at him. As for him, his expression remained unreadable. 

“Take a few steps back, Aiden… Yep, that’s perfect. Okay,” Sophia said, standing between us. “Now, Aspen, this should be relatively easy, since you’ve just successfully attempted the counter-movement, which is frankly harder to master. Aiden, I want you to send Fire in Aspen’s direction, as though you were attacking her. Aspen, I want you to extinguish his Fire by cutting off its oxygen source. Make sure you’re concentrating on the air around the fire itself, so we don’t inadvertently cause Aiden any discomfort in breathing.” 

Aiden glanced at Sophia. “Can Auromancers do that?” 

“What?” she asked. 

“Suffocate a person by removing oxygen from the air?” I clarified, for the same question was burning in my mind as well. 

Sophia looked slightly uncomfortable. “It’s not anything that’s ever really talked about or sanctioned, but yes… Hypothetically, a Level-Three Auromancer would be able to suffocate a person by displacing the oxygen around them… But to be perfectly honest, an easier way to do it would just be to withdraw the air directly from their lungs.” 

A few yards away, Ori blanched as he gave me a horrified look. Eileen looked unfazed. I imagined she’d probably heard all of this before. 

“Average Auromancers can affect Wind – primarily its speed, direction, force, temperature, and so on. It takes a rather adept Auromancer to be able to affect the molecules of the air itself.” 

“It’s a good thing Sophia is such a gentle creature,” Eileen chimed in, “because Level-Three Hydromancers and Auromancers are always the worst villains in all the old Elemental stories – between boiling peoples’ blood and sucking the air right out of their lungs, I certainly wouldn’t want to cross someone as powerful as Sophia in a back alley.” 

“On a lighter note, I’ve actually led Elemental CPR training sessions to help Auromancers to coax air back into the lungs of a person in respiratory distress,” Sophia added brightly. “Well-intentioned Auromancy saves lives! Anyway, let’s focus on the matter at hand. Aiden, I want to up the ante a little bit. Aspen seems to have a fairly good grasp on entering a meditative state, so try not to hold back with the fire, okay?” 

Aiden glanced at me uncertainly. 

“Hey, if you don’t feel comfortable, I’ll do it,” Ted offered. “Now’s not the time to be babying her.” 

“No, I’ve got it,” Aiden replied tersely. Ted shrugged. 

“Sophia is right,” I said, finally meeting Aiden’s eye. “We don’t have time for slow-pitch.” 

He nodded, his mouth pressed into a thin line. 

“Okay, Aspen,” Sophia instructed. “Get ready – only this time, keep your eyes open. You must let yourself go, while also being present. Aiden… Give her until the count of ten, then proceed at your leisure.” Aiden’s right hand went to his pocket, where I knew he always kept his lighter. 

I took a few shaky mouthfuls of air, doing my best not to think about the night before. It was also incredibly difficult, I noted with no insignificant amount of chagrin, to watch Aiden without my mind naturally wandering. He was undeniably good-looking, wearing a white t-shirt that was stretched tightly across his chest; his angled jaw tightened in concentration, his toned biceps flexed as he prepared to attack. 

Stop it, I chided myself, feeling blood rushing to my face. 

At that exact moment, a ball of Fire shot at me, catching me entirely off guard. I yelled out an expletive and flung myself to the grass, feeling the flame’s sizzling heat against my skin as it soared past me, inches from my face. 

“Aspen, are you okay?” Aiden called out, running over to me. 

“I’m fine,” I groaned, heaving myself up from the ground. I refused to look at him or anyone else, instead brushing the dead grass off my pants. I could feel my face burning furiously. 

“What happened?” Sophia asked, a worried look on her face. 

“Nothing. I’m fine,” I replied brusquely. 

“Maybe we should—” Aiden started. 

“I said I’m fine,” I interrupted. 

Ori gave Eileen a pointed look. “I think we can safely assume the cause of the power outage last night,” he whispered. I shot him an angry look. “Just speculating!” he called to me, shrugging impishly. Eileen punched his arm. “Ouch! What’d you do that for?” he whined, rubbing his shoulder. 

I gave Aiden a level look. “Again. Don’t hold back.” 

He looked as though he wanted to argue, but simply walked back to his place and nodded. 

“Tell me when,” he said. 

I took a deep breath, forcing all errant thoughts in my head away. I felt the familiar breeze gently whipping at my hair. It was there, waiting. I could almost hear it whispering in my ear. 

“Now.” 

A plume of Fire came at me, and I could feel the blast of heat against my face; a split second later, it evaporated – extinguished almost as quickly as it came. I smelled something acrid. 

“Aspen, your hair!” Eileen cried out. A piece of my hair, just below my chin, was smoking. 

“I’ve got it,” Sophia said, waving a casual hand. 

I curiously examined the singed strand of hair between my fingers, now no longer burning. 

“Thanks,” I called to Sophia, then turned to Aiden. “Did… did you do that? Exterminate the fire?” 

“That was all you,” he replied, running a hand through his hair. 

“It was?” I asked, looking to Sophia for confirmation. 

She nodded, a smile spreading across her face. 

“Well… in that case,” I replied, “Let’s do it again. Give me everything you’ve got,” I said, giving Aiden a steely look. 

“I really don’t think –” 

“What? That I can handle it?” I asked. 

“She can handle it,” Ted said. “I used to throw plenty worse at her, back in the day.” 

“I’m a Level-Three Pyromancer,” Aiden said, his jaw clenched. “How much worse could she have possibly have handled?” Ted looked slightly affronted. 

“Just do it,” I said, planting my feet on the ground firmly. “I can handle it.” 

Aiden rubbed his forehead. 

“Don’t hold back,” I warned. 

“Fine,” came his terse reply. “Get ready.” 

We stared at each other for a long moment. Whether it was a few seconds or a few minutes, I can’t rightfully say; but within that interminable moment loomed a growing compendium of emotions we’d been hoarding for some time between us – desire, betrayal, attraction, pain, fear. The tension between us was so palpable, I could taste its sweet, bitter corrosiveness on my tongue. Then it came, as he promised it would – a wall of flames that erupted like an explosion. The crimson fire roiled and churned in a mesmerizing, almost liquid manner as it billowed forward. The sheer, staggering heat emanating from it was like nothing I’d ever felt before. My eyes widened as it came right at me, momentarily blinding me with its unbelievable intensity. 

For a split second before it hit, I was reminded of the time a deer had jumped in front of my motorcycle in the middle of the night on a narrow, unlit mountain road. Even as the glaring white light from my headlamp filled its terrified, unblinking eyes, it stood there, completely still, as though it openly greeted death. 

In that moment, much like that pitiable animal, I stood completely paralyzed, greeting death as though it were an old friend. 





Chapter 26 




Of course, death didn’t come. 

“What the hell were you thinking, just standing there like that?” someone hollered. Ted? My eyes shot open; I was sitting on the grass, my feet splayed out in front of me, surrounded by a handful of blurry, disjointed figures. I blinked as everyone’s concerned faces came into focus. All but one – Aiden was standing a few yards away from us, his arms crossed, his back turned. 

“Please, everyone, just calm down, she’s okay,” Sophia said, holding up a hand. She gave me an apprehensive look. “Right, Aspen, you’re okay?” 

“I’m… fine,” I replied. “What happened?” 

“You just stood there, that’s what happened,” Eileen replied, examining the shallow burns that snaked along the outside of my arm. “Luckily Sophia and Ted intervened just in time.” I grimaced as she turned over my arm, exposing more blisters on the underside. “The burns aren’t deep, but they should probably be cleaned up,” she noted. 

“Yes, I think that’s probably enough lessons for today,” Sophia said, kneeling beside me. “What happened? Did you just panic?” she asked softly. 

“I just… I had no idea he was so strong,” I muttered, shaking my head to clear it. 

“I don’t know what the hell he was thinking, going full-blast like that,” Ori said, loud enough for everyone to hear. I could see Aiden’s shoulders tense. 

“I told him to,” I answered, quickly standing up to dust off my pants. I had somehow torn a hole in the knee. 

“Yeah, well, one of my students might ask me to electrify them in a moment of idiocy – doesn’t mean I’d oblige,” he muttered. 

“I’m so sorry, Aspen.” 

Aiden’s voice was so low, I wasn’t sure for a moment that it was, in fact, his voice. But just as I opened my mouth to reply, he abruptly walked away. Part of me wanted to go after him – tell him that it was okay, that we were somehow going to be okay. Instead I only watched as he headed in the opposite direction of town. Though my anger from the night before was still fresh, another emotion was beginning to displace it. Can it be that… that this is it? I wondered, gazing after his shrinking silhouette. 

Is it over between us? 

“He’ll be fine,” Eileen murmured. “I’m sure he knows deep down that it wasn’t his fault. Come on, let’s get you back to the motel and patch you up.” 

*** 




After a cramped ride back to the motel in Ori’s tiny rental car – Ted had departed in his own vehicle – Eileen, Ori, and Sophia had graciously, and repeatedly, offered to accompany me to the doctor. 

“Can we at least take you to the nearest drugstore, get you some supplies to bandage yourself up?” Eileen asked as I unlocked the door to my motel. 

I shook my head. “To be honest, I’d just like to rest,” I answered. “Thank you though – I’m just going to take a short nap and I’ll meet up with you guys later tonight, okay?” I smiled, then gently shut the door before they could argue. It was rude, and I knew I owed them more than such abruptness, but in truth, I just needed to be alone. 

Dropping my jacket on the chair, I slumped down on the floor beside the bed. The curtains had been drawn shut. I concentrated for a moment on the lamp above me, frowning when nothing happened, then suddenly remembered that all the bulbs in the room had burnt out. Perfect, I thought dismally, leaning my head back on the nightstand. The burns on my arms were stinging, but it was nothing like the pain I’d been feeling for the last twenty-four hours. In truth, I’d never been prone to depression – small bouts of anxiety, perhaps – but the stifling, bleak melancholy that had been gradually overtaking me that week was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. 

I thought about the agonizing expression I’d seen on Aiden’s face, both last night and an hour before. He’d been my first friend in years, apart from Evelyn; the closest thing I’d ever had to a boyfriend – since arriving in Colorado, at least. As Evelyn had pointed out, on paper, he was nothing short of perfect: intelligent, successful, honest, gentle, mature… 

…Breathtakingly handsome. I grimaced. 

Aiden, I suddenly understood, was someone who I’d never have expected to give someone like me – a quiet, awkward loner with no past and no prospects – a second look. And yet, our friendship had blossomed so rapidly. I’d felt incredibly comfortable with him, more comfortable than I’d ever felt with anyone. Unlike the leading men in those cheesy rom-coms Evelyn and I would watch together on Friday nights, Aiden didn’t play games or act standoffish. He seemed so genuine, so warm, I felt like I could tell him about anything – even Wes. But on the other hand, we’d become so close, so fast, that I couldn’t help but feel skeptical about our relationship, as though there had to be some kind of catch. In fact, I realized, I’d almost expected there to be a catch. 

A voice in my head – a voice that was beginning to sound remarkably like Evelyn – started chastising me: You just couldn’t understand why someone as incredible as Aiden would genuinely care for someone like you. You’ve been actively looking for a reason not to trust him. 

But I was right, I insisted. He lied to me. 

Did he? The voice interjected. He told you right away that he’d recognized your parents’ names… He just didn’t realize how all the pieces fit until the night you broke into the Denver Chapter. When would he have told you? After you gave him mouth-to-mouth? At the hospital? In the basement of the Containment Center? 

There were plenty of opportunities to tell me, I argued feebly, then stopped. I’m arguing with myself, like a crazy person. 

I stood up, realizing I needed a real person to talk to. But I wasn’t ready to face Aiden just yet. I needed something better than a voice in my head; I needed the real Evelyn. Decided, I picked up the phone on the nightstand to dial her number, but after three rings, it went to voicemail. 

Hi, you’ve reached Evelyn Messner. I’m not here to answer your call so please leave a message… Okay, now what do I do? I heard my own muffled voice telling her to press “1”. Oh, right. Click. 

“Hi… Grandma,” I started awkwardly after the tone. “It’s me – uh, Aspen, that is. I guess you would have already known that, sorry. Everything’s okay, I just wanted to talk to you about something, that’s um, well, it’s not exactly important, but…” Just then, there was a knock at the door. 

Aiden, I thought, my pulse quickening. 

“Actually, Grandma, someone’s here. I’ll try you again later or just knock on Robert’s door. Thank you again for coming here. I’ll talk to you soon.” 

I hung up the phone quickly, striding across the room to open the door. My heart was racing at the prospect of facing Aiden after everything that had happened… 

“Ted?” I asked in surprise, seeing him standing in the doorway, gripping a plastic bag. “What – what do you want?” 

“Nice to see you too, kid,” he answered, brushing past me to walk into the room. 

“I was just about to take a nap,” I lied, frowning after him. 

“Be my guest,” he said, dumping the contents of the plastic bag out on the table. “But first things first, we’re going to clean you up.” 

“I don’t need any—” 

“Have you looked in a mirror?” Ted asked, tugging open the drapes. I glanced at my reflection in the mirror hanging on the wardrobe door. Between the dirt-crusted scrapes feathering my cheeks and the skid marks burned into my forearms, I did look a little worse for wear. 

“Fine,” I conceded. “But I can do it myself.” 

He rolled his eyes. “Just sit down… Please,” he added, pulling out a chair for me to sit. I eyed him warily. “The sooner we fix you up, the sooner I’ll be out of your hair… Unless you’d prefer I send for your grandmother after explaining what happened? Or Aiden perhaps?” 

I slumped down in the chair heavily, spreading my arms, palms-up, out on the table. 

“Do your worst,” I relented. Ted smirked, then pulled out the chair beside me and began unwrapping a pack of gauze pads. 

“You know… This is not the first time I’ve bandaged up your burns,” he said, pouring apple cider vinegar onto a sterile pad. 

“It’s not?” I raised an eyebrow, then winced as he pressed the pad against a burn on my forehead. It not only stung, but it smelled terrible. 

He shook his head. “Nope… we used to spar all the time – until you eventually got better than me. On one occasion, maybe ten years ago, your father had to intervene. Showed up unannounced in my backyard to find us both getting a little too into it. There was a koi pond back there and he dumped about half of it – including a koi or two – right on our heads. He thought it was hilarious but we weren’t quite as delighted.” 

I hesitated before asking. “We practiced Pyromancy in your backyard?” 

Ted nodded. “Yep. We practiced Terramancy, too – just not the ground-shaking kind. I oversaw Containment for the Tri-state Western Region in a satellite office not far from where you and your parents were living, so it was convenient to hide our training sessions. I just never noted them,” he grinned, pouring more vinegar on a fresh pad. “You would come over a few times a month for lessons when you were a kid; you were real close with my little girl, so it also gave me and your dad a chance to catch up over a beer or two. Maybe three or four, in my case… Here, sorry, this is gonna sting for a sec,” he said, right before spraying some sort of anti-septic on my elbow. 

I winced, then sighed. “I don’t remember anything about my dad. I only recently saw a picture of him.” 

Ted began unfurling a roll of gauze. “David was the best friend I’ve ever had. We went to college together, joined the same frat house – an Asterian fraternity, of course. We worked in D.C. together – intermittently, at least, since I moved around a lot.” He took my arm in his hands and began gently wrapping gauze around it. I noticed he wasn’t wearing a wedding band. 

“You said your daughter and I used to play together,” I said, watching him closely. “Where is she now?” 

He’d finished wrapping my right arm and began inspecting the scrapes on my left elbow. His eyes were diligently avoiding mine. 

“Jenny? She, uh… she died. A few years back.” 

“I’m sorry,” I said. “How did she die?” 

“Accident.” 

I frowned slightly. “And her mother…?” I asked. 

Ted sighed in exasperation. “Any way we could just revert back to awkward tension? Or even just open hostility?” 

I scoffed. “You know all of these things about me and my parents that I don’t know… it seems only fair that I know a thing or two about you.” I did my best not to flinch as Ted roughly blotted some cream on my elbow with a cotton ball. 

After a minute or so had passed, I figured he was just going to ignore my question altogether, but he finally replied, “My ex has not been in the picture since Jenny was born. She was… not from the Community.” 

“The ‘Community’?” I asked. “You mean, she was a non-Elementalist?” 

Ted nodded. “Yeah. Anyway, I pretty much raised Jenny on my own. Your parents graciously stepped in a few times, when I was an utter failure at playing both Dad and Mom.” 

“But Jenny didn’t die in an accident,” I said, leaning away from him. “There’s more to the story.” He gave me a surprised look. 

“You remember…?” he asked warily. 

“No – but I’m starting to get the knack for knowing when people are lying,” I said, carefully crossing my bandaged arms in front of my chest. 

“You sound like your mother.” 

“I—” 

Ted’s phone began vibrating on the table. He glanced at it, then muttered something under his breath. “Sorry, but I have to take this,” he said, rising. 

“Feel free,” I said, motioning grandly for him to sit back down. “I can be quiet.” 

He looked uncertain for a moment, then sighed. “Yeah… might as well show you I have nothing to hide.” He picked up the phone and answered it. 

“This is Ted.” A muffled woman’s voice. “Well hello, it’s very nice to hear from you as well, Savannah,” he replied drily. 

Savannah. Just hearing her name made my stomach lurch. 

“Yes, I’m obviously free to talk,” he snapped. “Would I be answering my phone if I wasn’t?” 

The voice on the other line became shriller. Ted was quiet for a long moment; his expression fading from irritated to concerned. 

A minute later, he replied, “Yes, I think I’ve made good progress. She seems to be abandoning her plans to break into the complex. The others…” Ted glanced at me; I realized I’d been biting my lip. “They’re doing their best to talk her out of it as well. Yes, even Lawson’s boy.” I exhaled slowly. “It seems like a non-starter, from what I can see.” 

A pause. 

“I understand. I’ll make certain that doesn’t happen,” Ted said, then hung up the phone. 

“What’s going on? What did she say?” I asked. 

“Get your friends,” Ted replied, rising from the table. “We need to go. Now.” 





Chapter 27 




“What do you mean, you have to go?” Evelyn was frantic, pacing back and forth at the foot of my motel bed; Robert sat at the table, attempting to look serene as he casually drummed his fingers together. 

“There’s not much time to explain,” I replied, quickly shoving my clothes into my backpack, along with the heavy book of metal and mineral samples Eileen had given me. “We have a window – it might be our only chance – and we need to go. This afternoon.” 

“We’ll come with you,” Evelyn said firmly. I glanced at Robert, who was quietly watching our exchange. He shrugged his shoulders helplessly. 

I had to think quickly. “I-I need someone remote, someone who can research the compound and keep us informed, make sure the information Ted gives us is in-line with whatever information you can glean from the Asterian archives.” Evelyn started to protest but I cut her off. “We’ll also need constant weather updates, local news – anything that will be useful.” I added hurriedly, through gritted teeth. “You and Robert are the only ones I can count on to do that.” 

“But we can do that from Washington—” 

“No!” I shouted, catching both of us off-guard. The floor rumbled. As Evelyn and I eyed one another warily, I could feel the air in the room heating up – rapidly. 

“Aspen,” Robert said, taking out a handkerchief to wipe his brow. “Take a deep breath.” 

I closed my eyes for a moment, doing my best to cool down – literally. 

“Evelyn, I just… I can’t… You can’t come,” I said, brushing past her to grab my things from the bathroom. “I need you safe. Please. Go back to Wichita with Robert.” 

There was only silence behind me as I grabbed my toothbrush and deodorant. When I turned back around, Robert had just finished whispering something in Evelyn’s ear. 

Her face blanched. “You and Aiden are fighting?” 

“No,” I replied, yanking an undershirt from the towel rack so hastily, I nearly took the entire rod with it. 

“Sweetheart,” she began tentatively, “Every couple has arguments sometimes…” 

“Really?” I asked, snatching my cellphone charger from the nightstand. “Do all couples have to deal with the fact that one of them readily assisted the cult that killed and/or imprisoned the other’s parents?” I asked, attempting to re-straighten the charger’s newly-bent prong. “Or the fact that he lied about it?” I hastily tried to shove everything I’d gathered into my over-burdened, eight-dollar backpack all at once. 

“I guess every new couple has to grapple with the fact that if it weren’t for one of their own mothers making her department’s torture practices public, the other person’s sister wouldn’t have been thrown in supernatural prison?” I grunted, pushing everything inside with both hands to get it all to fit. “And I’m sure you and Robert love debating over which of you was actually responsible for killing a man last week!” I yanked the backpack’s zipper closed forcefully; the entire zipper tore from the green nylon, causing most of the bag’s contents to spill out onto the bed – dirty clothes, salty snacks, unread documents… photos of me with various strangers. 

“Auuughhhh!” I yelled, flinging the ripped bag to the floor. Eileen’s prized book of elements thumped on the ground heavily. 

Evelyn was staring at me, mouth agape. I could see the fog of my own breath crystalizing in the now-frigid air of the motel room. I collapsed on the edge of the bed, putting my face in my hands. She walked over to the bed and gingerly picked up a photo that had fallen to the floor. 

“I’ll be the first to admit that I'm a fairly simple woman, Aspen,” she said, lowering herself down beside me. Between the gaps of my fingers, I could see the photo she held was a photo of her – red-haired and smiling – and my grandfather holding a carefully-swaddled newborn baby. 

“Until this month, I'd never traveled outside the country. Until this month, I'd only ever loved one man apart from my own father – your grandfather, Donald. My first husband, whom you've never heard of – and for good reason – was a brute of a man with a love of liquor that sent him spiraling into violent temper tantrums. There were days I wished he were dead; looking back, if the police hadn't finally taken him away in handcuffs, I wonder if there weren't days when I might have been capable of killing him myself.” 

I finally turned to look at her, my chin balanced on my tightly clasped hands. 

“I can't begin to imagine what you're going through,” she said softly, “because, while I was married to your grandfather for twenty years, I never saw a glimpse of the complicated world you were both born into, the world he hid from me until shortly before he died. But I will tell you this, Aspen: You can't let fear rule your life. You can't let cynicism prevent you from trusting. And whether you’re a simple woman like me or the most powerful human in the world – when a hand flies up, you have the right to defend yourself. Because sometimes you’ll have the luxury of turning the other cheek… and sometimes… Well, sometimes, you won’t.” 

Robert came over to sit down on my other side. His tweed jacket smelled vaguely like worn leather and… something else. Something acrid and sweet. Pipe smoke…? I idly wondered if he’d ever tried lighting one up in front of Evelyn. 

“If you only ever believe one thing from this old, rambling mouth of mine,” Robert said, clasping a hand on my shoulder. “Believe me when I say that Aiden wouldn’t hurt you. He might be guilty of being a fool – most men in love are – but nothing he’s ever done has been with malice. I’ll go ahead and guarantee that – with the disclaimer that if he ever keeps anything from you again, I’ll break his arm myself.” 

I smiled despite myself. 

“Give him another chance, Aspen. It is my belief that you and Aiden need each other, now more than ever. Because you’re right – just as your grandmother can’t stop you from going, she can’t go with you. Neither can I, as much as I’d like to.” 

From beside me, Evelyn gave a shaky sigh. 

“The world has not seen a true Pentamancer in hundreds of years,” Robert mused. “Now, I’m not a religious man, nor a superstitious one – but I believe your awakening, despite your mother’s valiant efforts to quell your powers – is a sign. A sign of great things to come, and certainly some hardships as well. Trust your instincts – moreover, trust those who support you – and I know we’ll see remarkable things from you, Rowan Aspen Fulman.” 

Rowan Aspen Fulman. It was the first time I’d heard my two names recited side by side like that. I liked it. 

I rose from the bed, gently gathering the photos and memorabilia from the safe deposit box that had scattered across the comforter. 

“Keep these somewhere safe for me, Grandma?” I asked, presenting Evelyn with the small pile of mementos. “I’ll be back to get them from you very soon. And hopefully with some repaired memories to go with them.” 

She smiled up at me and nodded, tears gathering in the corners of her cloudy-gray eyes. 

*** 




“So,” Ori twisted around from the front seat. “First we get gas… And then next stop, Savannah’s sharp, pointy claws?” 

I could see Ted roll his eyes in the rearview mirror. 

We were all packed into his immaculately clean Ford Explorer, which smelled vaguely of cigarettes and department store cologne. Ori was up front in the passenger seat, Eileen and Sophia were seated side-by-side in the second row, while Aiden and I were awkwardly paired together in the back seat. He was staring wordlessly out the window at the low setting sun while I was occupying myself with the heavy book of elements in my lap, illiterately fingering various samples in an effort to not have to look up and risk making eye contact with him. 

“It takes sixteen hours to get to D.C. from Missouri,” Ted said as we pulled into the gas station. “Not counting gas and rest stops. If all goes according to plan, we’ll arrive sometime late tomorrow afternoon, which gives us just enough time to take advantage of our window.” 

“When they switch over to the new security system?” Eileen asked. “That’s copper, by the way,” she added, turning around in her seat to see which section of the book I had reached. “It’s a great electrical conductor.” I traced a finger over the cool, smooth metal. 

Ted turned around to face us. “Exactly. The break-ins in Denver and Tulsa have opened the Officers’ eyes to how ill-equipped their present security systems are, given the fact that they’ve never had to deal with this kind of active dissent. They’re taking this opportunity to roll out a new, high-tech system, starting with the D.C. unit. There’s also going to be increased Elemental activity as they prepare the various sites for construction and installation – meaning that, during that window, at least, it’ll be fairly impossible to tell what’s authorized Elemental activity and what’s not.” 

“But how are we supposed to know this isn’t a trap?” Sophia asked. I watched Ted’s eyes carefully as he answered. 

“Trust me, it’s not. Savannah made it perfectly clear that I’m to do everything in my power to ensure you are nowhere near D.C. tomorrow night. It’s the one chunk of time where their defenses will be down – the only reason it’s happening then is because I’ve reassured them you won’t be there. It’s ultimately my ass on the line if we’re caught,” he added, slamming the car door behind him as he went outside to pump gas. 

“I have a lot more questions,” Ori said, glancing back in our direction. “But in the meantime, who wants a slushee before we’re all incarcerated? It’s amazing how artificial coloring and copious amounts of high-fructose corn syrup can taste so good, but you Americans have found a way to do it!” 

He gave us one last impish grin before he too left the car, practically running towards the convenience store. 

“I could use a bathroom break. And maybe a sandwich,” Eileen said, taking off her seatbelt. “Aspen? Aiden? You guys wanna come?” I shook my head. 

“I’m good.” I still had snacks in my bag, but moreover, the thought of eating seemed almost absurd at that moment. 

“Aiden?” Sophia asked. “Would you like anything?” 

“No, thank you,” he answered, fingering the flame of his lighter idly. 

Sophia and Eileen exchanged quick glances before getting out of the car. Outside, Ted had left the gas pumping and followed the others into the store. 

I sighed, setting Eileen’s heavy book down on the seat between us. The ensuing silence in the car was nearly deafening as each of us stared wordlessly out of our respective windows at nothing in particular. For me, by then, the anger had worn off, but the hurt still lingered. I’d hoped Aiden might say something – out of nothing more than sheer stubbornness perhaps, I didn’t want to be the one who spoke first. Still, I couldn’t help but think back to what Robert had said: He might be guilty of being a fool – most men in love are – but nothing he’s ever done has been with malice. 

He’s probably right, I conceded to myself. Just then, the other part of his comment hit me; the part I hadn’t even registered the first time. ‘In love’? I thought, my pulse quickening. Did Robert really mean that, or was he just being cavalier? 

A sound made me look up. Just outside the entrance of the convenience store, I could see Eileen and Sophia laughing; Sophia ruffled Eileen’s platinum blonde hair playfully as she opened the door to follow her inside. Over time, even though I’d been used to keeping my little unspoken secrets, I learned that I could tell her anything, and her love for me – her acceptance of me – never faltered. 

I glanced at Aiden, who was absentmindedly twirling flames between his fingers, and sighed. 

“Aiden… about the other night…” 

“There’s really nothing to discuss,” he replied curtly, still gazing out the window. 

“Look,” I pressed. “While I still don’t think you were right to keep those things from me, I realize that it couldn’t have been easy for you. And I know there hasn’t exactly been a good opportunity for a heart-to-heart talk in between hospitalizations and orchestrating prison breaks and everything…” A muscle in Aiden’s jaw tightened. Get to the point, I scolded myself. 

“Anyway, when you told me you’d been keeping things from me, I got really emotional. I lost my temper and… and I’m sorry about that.” 

“You’re sorry?” he replied, turning to give me an incredulous look. 

I sat back slightly; I’d been expecting a different response. 

“You’re sorry?” Aiden repeated. “After learning that I chose to remain blissfully ignorant all those years, that I could have helped not only my own family but yours as well? You’re sorry? After risking your own life to help me rescue someone who’s a complete stranger to you? After enduring my idiotically-timed advances, when you had just told me about a man you were once in love with!” The fire in his hand burned brighter; it wasn’t until he caught sight of my expression that he abruptly extinguished it. 

“Not to mention having to confess your own biggest secret to people who are effectively strangers – just to continue to help everyone else while simultaneously ignoring your own well-being.” He laughed derisively, shaking his head. “You’re sorry…” 

I stared at him for a long moment. 

“Aspen, believe me, it’s not you who should be apologizing,” he said, his eyes lingering on the bandages on my arms. 

“I didn’t endure anything the other night,” I whispered. Aiden gave me a puzzled look. “I’ve never wanted anything more than I wanted you, in that moment.” 

His mouth tightened into a thin line. “Yes, but I shouldn’t have –” 

“Furthermore,” I pressed on, “We’ve all made mistakes, Aiden… Some of us are just lucky enough to not remember most of them. I’m sure, in my previous life, that I was no saint myself. I’m sorry for judging you for your past choices.” 

“Please stop apologizing, Aspen,” Aiden said softly. 

Outside, I could see the others heading back to the car, all with slushees in-hand – even Ted. When my eyes met Aiden’s once more, they were filled with sorrow. I wanted to reach out and touch his face, take his hand, say something – anything. But after a moment of hesitation, the others had already gotten back to the car. Aiden cleared his throat, turning to look out the window once more. 

“Aspen, I hope you like cherry,” Ted said, passing a cup back to Eileen to hand to me. 

“And Aiden, I got you banana-flavored,” Ori said, smiling a little too innocently as he passed it back to us. 

“Thanks, buddy,” Aiden said drily, sticking his odd, chemical-colored drink in the cup holder without looking at it. I looked down at the red, slushy liquid I was clutching tightly between my hands. 

I knew then that it was going to be a long drive. 





Chapter 28 




It was indeed a long drive from Lebanon, Missouri, and on more than one occasion someone in the car wondered aloud why we couldn’t take a plane. 

“Because they’ll be expecting that, and they’ve probably already put eyes in various airports,” Ted would reply each time, offering no further elaboration. One time, shortly after we crossed the Illinois border, he added, “Do you know how much it would cost to get a last-minute flight to Washington, D.C. from here?” 

“I could pay for the tickets,” I offered, but my voice was drowned out by Ori’s follow-up commentary on the evils of capitalism. Aiden gave me a confused look, the first glance he’d given me – or anyone else – in over an hour. 

“That reminds me,” I said, pulling a thick wad of cash out of my pocket. When I handed it to him, he continued to stare at me as though I’d lost my mind. “I heard what you told Robert,” I confessed, somewhat sheepishly, “about giving all of your money to the prisoners we released… I really appreciate you doing that. I’m only sorry I couldn’t contribute.” 

“What in the world makes you think I’d ever take your money, Aspen?” Aiden asked, staring at me incredulously. 

“I guess we really haven’t had time to catch up,” I replied, feeling even more contrition about the previous night. “My parents left a chunk of money sitting in a bank account in my name – I had no idea until last week.” 

“I’m thrilled to hear that,” Aiden replied, “I mean that. It gives me one less thing to worry about, regarding your situation. But I’m not taking your money.” He gently pushed the wad of cash back in my hand. 

“I’ll take it,” Ori offered from the front seat. I blushed – I hadn’t realized the others had suddenly gone quiet. 

“I meant to ask you – did you find anything else of note in their safe deposit box?” Ted asked, watching me from the rearview mirror. 

I shook my head. “I mean – I’m not entirely sure. There were a lot of photos and letters. Some jewelry. Various documents. I haven’t had the proper chance to look through everything. I gave it all to Evelyn to look after, for now.” 

Ted’s eyes lingered on mine for another moment, but he was quiet after that. 

*** 




Sometime after we crossed the Indiana state line, Eileen requested a bathroom break, and Ted readily agreed. We pulled off at a gas station not far from the interstate. The sun had just set, and low, dark clouds obscured any traces of its residual light on the horizon. Somewhere off in the distance, thunder growled. The hairs on my arm stood on end; I could feel the storm’s energy, even from miles way. Ori stood beside me and followed my gaze outward, ostensibly thinking the same thing. Above us, the harshly-lit fluorescent light was flickering ominously – only this time, I was pretty sure I had nothing to do with it. 

“Someone else can drive for a while,” Ted said, knuckling his lower back after he slammed the car door behind him. 

He and the others joined Ori and me, and together we stood watching the towering pillars of purple clouds flickering in the distance. Just beyond the cover of the gas station awning, a light misting of rain began to fall under the yellow cast of a nearby streetlamp. 

“Hey,” Ori said suddenly, “We’re a bit ahead of schedule, right? 

Ted looked at his watch. “Yeah, I guess we are – why?” 

“According to Google, there’s a forest nature reserve not far from here, and a storm coming in from that direction. You said yourself that Aspen needs all the training she can get before we break into the most-heavily guarded Containment Center in the world, right?” 

Sophia chimed in, “The rain’s getting heavier. We could get a Hydromancy lesson in as well.” 

Ted nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t see why not. The closest Asterian satellite office is all the way in Nashville; I know the guy that works it. There won’t be anyone posted nearby to notify D.C. about unauthorized Elemental activity…” He glanced at his watch again. “Yeah – let’s get one final lesson in before tomorrow night. We’ll have about an hour, maybe even two, assuming the next person to take over driving can maintain the same pace I’ve been keeping.” 

“I can manage that,” Aiden said from behind me. 

“Alright,” Ted said, tossing him the keys. “I’m gonna hit the head. Everyone else, grab some food, freshen up, whatever, and we’ll meet back here in ten. After that, we’ll see if we can’t toughen up our resident Pentamancer.” 

He pulled out his cellphone and flipped on the screen as he turned to walk into the dingy convenience store. The others, save for Eileen, followed suit; Aiden glanced back at me over his shoulder as he walked into the curtain of mist, the corner of his mouth turned upward. I smiled sadly, remembering the night he stood outside my house in the pouring rain. Why would an Electromancer use a frying pan for self-defense? he’d asked himself, as fat droplets of rain slid down his dark curls. 

Why indeed? I thought, heaving a wistful sigh. 

“Don’t worry, Aspen,” Eileen put a hand on my shoulder. “I won’t let Sophia and Ori have all the fun. We’re well overdue for an advanced Terramancy lesson, I think.” 

“Listen, Eileen,” I started, fumbling for words. “I want you to know, I really like you…” 

A feigned look of alarm crossed her face. “You’re not breaking up with me, are you?” 

I gave her a look. “Please, just listen.” 

Eileen shifted her features, doing her best to look serious. 

I rubbed my forehead wearily. “Eileen, I like you. And I trust you – from the moment you helped me get through that assessment. Frankly, I can’t thank you enough for coming all this way. But…” I sighed. “Look, earlier today, when Ted was talking to Savannah, he told her that you and the others were trying to talk me out of whatever plan I was concocting. In other words, if you go back now, you can tell her that you did your best to help the Order, and she’ll believe you. You can get out of this mess, scot-free.” 

Eileen’s eyes narrowed. “We’ve already been through this, Aspen…” 

“I’ll even pay for your airplane tickets,” I said, pulling the money out of my pocket. “Anything you need, I’ll cover it for you. For all of you.” 

She gave me a strange smile. “You really don’t get it, Aspen.” 

“Get what…?” I asked, letting my hand drop to my side. 

“You might not see it – maybe because you’re clinically modest, or maybe because you’ve lost your memories of growing up in an Elementalist household—” 

My throat tightened. 

“What I mean is, Aspen, you’re the story we’ve all heard, again and again, ever since we were children. You’re the Legend generations of Elementalists have all been waiting for.” 

I started to open my mouth, but Eileen continued talking, staring out at the lines of cars on the highway below, like glowing threads of red and white being pulled by an invisible needle. “Growing up in a Terramancer household,” she said, her eyes far away, “I wasn’t raised on fables like the Gingerbread man or Thumbelina like Sophia was. From the time I was a toddler, my parents would tell my big brother and me bedtime stories about legendary Elementalists within the Asterian Order… And our favorite stories of all time were about the almighty Pentamancers from centuries ago. More powerful than any human to walk the earth, they were the warriors and the heroes of all the best legends.” Eileen smiled at some distant memory then, her eyes shining with the same excitement she had when she spoke of the fine intricacies of Terramancy. 

“Aspen… there have been entire religions devoted to the appearance of the next Pentamancer, Asterian prophecies predicting the precise circumstances of your birth – none of which turned out to be true, by the way – the last story I heard claimed you’d be a Norwegian man,” she added, chuckling. 

I was openly gaping at Eileen by that point, but she didn’t seem to notice, or mind. 

“Some Elementalists claim the next Pentamancer will signal the end of the world as we know it,” she said, turning to give me a small smile. “You might not think you’re special, Aspen, but to the rest of us Elementalists – religious, superstitious, scientific, or otherwise – you’re the most remarkable thing any of us will ever witness in this lifetime. And you’re clearly fighting the good fight. So, you better believe me when I say that I speak for all of us here. We’re not going anywhere.” She glanced at the clock on her phone. 

“Okay, I’ve really gotta go. I’ve had to pee for hours – those damn grape slushees go right through a person!” She gave me a quick hug, then pulled her hood over her head as she jogged over to the mini-mart in the quickening rain. 

“Just to be clear,” she called over her shoulder, “I’m a fairly sacrilegious person, so I don’t count myself among those who might call you a Saint or a Prophet, but I’m definitely on the Aspen bandwagon!” She flashed me a thumbs-up from across the lot as she hurried into the store. I stared after her, dumbstruck, rooted to my spot like a turnip. 

Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled. 





Chapter 29 




“Dabs! I already called dabs on the first lesson!” Ori exclaimed, slamming the car door shut behind him. The rest of us stayed in the car, avoiding the downpour outside for as long as possible. The nature preserve – a tremendous swath of uninhabited forest – had closed over an hour ago, but with only one electric barrier gate blocking the dirt road entrance – and two Electromancers in the car – getting in was no problem. 

“It’s dibs,” Eileen yelled out the window. “So you get nothing! –Bleh!” She quickly rolled up the window as a gust of wind blew a spray of water in her face. Ori was pouting at her from outside. 

“To be fair,” Sophia said, casually waving her hand to remove the raindrops from Eileen’s face. Eileen smiled at her gratefully. “With the pouring rain, it really is the ideal condition for Aspen’s first Hydromancy lesson.” 

Ted turned off the engine but left the headlights on, casting the thicket of trees ahead of us in towering, ethereal black and white shapes. All around us were colossal trees – maple, oak, pine, and many more that I couldn’t place. As I stepped out of the car, I tried to steer the buckets of rain away from my face using some feeble Auromancy, but I immediately got a dirty look from Ted when the blown-off rain blew straight into him. Aiden took out his phone flashlight, doing his best to shield it from the watery onslaught, and swept the ground until he found a handful of large, dead branches several feet away. 

He gathered them in his arms and walked back over to the group, completely drenched. His thin, white buttoned shirt clung loosely to his skin, completely soaked through in a matter of minutes. Having left my jacket in the car to avoid ruining the leather, I looked down at my own t-shirt, which was clinging to me much in the same fashion. I crossed my arms self-consciously. 

“Sophia, would you mind drying these out for me?” Aiden asked, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye. 

“No problem,” she replied, holding a hand over the thick branches in his arms. Trickles of water began seeping from the bark, leaving dried wood from the inside-out. 

She then turned her attention skyward, and the rain suddenly stopped falling – actually, I realized, only the ten-foot radius of forest that surrounded our group was shielded from the falling rain, as though an invisible tent had been magically constructed over our now-dry heads. I marveled at the ground beneath my feet, where tiny rivers of water were trickling away in streams that snaked back out to the edge of Sophia’s Hydromantic barrier. After a moment, even the soil on which we stood was dry and covered in crunchy twigs once more, while just a few feet away, torrential rain continued to spill to the muddy forest floor, undeterred by the thick canopy of branches above. 

“Sorry for the delay – that was thoughtless of me,” Sophia said, just as I realized my hair and clothes had been dried as well. 

“Thank you,” Aiden said, smiling at Sophia as he knelt down to light the pile of dried branches. “I hate to admit it, but I’ve never been a big fan of heavy rain storms – or large bodies of water in general. Makes me uneasy.” 

“Heh… me too,” Ted said, inching closer to the fire, which already sprouted waist-high flames. “I honestly thought it was just me.” 

Aiden looked thoughtful. “I wonder if all Pyromancers are somewhat hydrophobic…?” 

Ted shrugged, placing his hands deep in the flames, which he deftly parted to avoid singeing off his skin. “Maybe.” 

“Me, I have the opposite problem,” Sophia said, watching the fire thoughtfully. “I get nervous when there’s no water around. Even on short walks, I just naturally gravitate towards fountains, hydrants, puddles. My adoptive parents took me camping in the desert once when I was a toddler. They said it was the fussiest they’d ever seen me. They kept having to chase me away from the cactus plants! I guess, even then, I was drawn to water.” 

“Yes, but isn’t the human body something like seventy percent water?” Ori said, warming his hands over the fire. “I mean, you’re never very far from your element. I read once that humans are basically just cucumbers with anxiety.” 

Sophia laughed, then grew serious again. “Yes, but it’s extremely dangerous to mess with the Water in our own bodies. And even for Hydromancers who are authorized to employ such practices in the medical field, it’s an extremely delicate process. While treating a patient with hypothermia, for example, heating the blood just slightly too much could cause instant death.” 

I swallowed, thinking how close the Hydromantic guards had come to doing exactly that back in Tulsa. 

“Anyway,” Sophia said, clapping her hands together, “I’d say it’s about time we get started. Are you ready to get wet again, Aspen?” 

I nodded, taking one last minute to enjoy the dry warmth of the fire. Aiden gave me an encouraging smile, which I instantly returned. 

Maybe we’ll be alright after all, I thought as I followed Sophia into a dark clearing of trees a few yards away. 

Maybe… 

“Don’t worry,” Sophia called over her shoulder to the others. “I can still maintain your water-free zone from over here.” They cheered happily from their singularly-dry spot in an otherwise waterlogged forest. 

“Okay Aspen,” Sophia said, after we’d walked several yards into the clearing. She had to raise her voice over the sound of the crashing rain. “I’ve come to realize that your instincts are way past basic training, so let’s cut right to the important stuff. We’re going to incorporate Wind as well – it pairs nicely with Water.” I nodded, trying to blink the fat droplets of water from my eyelashes. 

“From Aiden’s recount of what happened in Tulsa, and from our brief session yesterday, it’s evident that you’re excellent at mimicking – so watch what I do, and try to mirror it back to me.” 

“I’ll do my best,” I replied, thoroughly drenched again. I wiped a few coils of sopping wet hair away from my face. 

Sophia, dry and elegant as ever, was staring at the sky. All at once, drops of rain – both from the storm clouds above and the large puddles on the ground – began to coalesce above our heads into one shimmering wall of Water that steadily grew in size; much like the Hydromantic guards had constructed at the Containment Center. But after it had accumulated enough volume – about ten feet high and stretching across both our heads – it began to change shape, morphing first into a giant sphere, and then a towering five-pointed star. 

“At its most basic,” Sophia said, casually transforming the watery sculptures from one massive shape to another, “Water is a molecule comprised of one oxygen atom and two hydrogen atoms, bonded together by shared electrons. It's polarized, which means it’s charged positively at the hydrogen atoms and negatively near the single oxygen atom.” The mountain of Water shaped itself into three connected atoms – an upside-down V – to illustrate its molecular structure. 

“Because of that polarity, water molecules are naturally attracted and stick to each other, forming a hydrogen bond.” The single H2O molecule suddenly split into a half-dozen smaller molecules to demonstrate, all while accumulating in volume from the downpour above. 

I gaped at Sophia’s Hydromantic display, entranced. Making little orbs of Water in the shower is one thing, but this was something entirely different. And much, much bigger. From a few yards behind us, I could hear Eileen and Ori exclaiming. 

“Because of that bond, Water is, by nature, quite cohesive, and therefore easy to manipulate and shape – like clay,” Sophia explained as the giant ‘molecules’ suddenly collapsed into a shallow pool directly above us, causing me to gasp. I could see the stormy sky from beneath the taut blanket of Water, its refracted image undulating like the muddy floor at the bottom of a clear pond. It was extremely fascinating – and disorienting. 

“It’s hard to say why – perhaps it’s because we humans are already seventy percent Water ourselves – but Water is the most amiable and accommodating of all the Elements; even Level-One Hydromancers can usually affect it with relative significance. Because of that, Hydromancers have gotten a bit of a reputation for being ‘jocks’, as Eileen likes to say, because of all the Elementalists, they seem to have the most natural ability, and also appear to be the least interested in the ‘why’ or the ‘how’ of their Element,” Sophia smiled, gazing up at the floating lake above our heads. “As for me, being both a Hydromancer and an Auromancer allows me to appreciate the science behind my own Elements, as well as their unique pleasures.” She flashed me an uncharacteristically wicked smile then. 

“Take control of it,” she directed. Her voice was soft once more, now that the rain wasn’t falling in buckets from the sky. Instead, it was steadily collecting in the growing reservoir that hovered only a few feet above our heads. 

I hesitated, awed by the sheer volume of Water that had accumulated. 

“Go on,” she pressed gently. “I know you can do it.” 

Cautiously, on tip-toes, I raised my hand up over my head, nervously running a finger along the rippling surface. Thankfully, it didn’t leak… or collapse. With a bit more confidence, I prodded it gently with my mind, and while I could feel the immense weight of it, it didn’t falter. 

“See?” Sophia asked. “Water is a very friendly Element. And its surface tension helps it maintain its cohesion, even while changing shape. Go ahead – see what you can do.” 

“Okay…” I replied uneasily. I wasn’t feeling terribly confident, but I knew she wouldn’t let me look like a drowned rat in front of the others… At least, I hoped not. 

Raising both arms over my head, I tried to mimic what Sophia had done in altering the water’s shape. Imagining water circling down a bathtub drain, I tried to stir it from a flat sheet and into a funnel. The water immediately inverted like a bowl and sloshed around, some raining back down on us, but it didn’t quite become the dramatic spinning top I had hoped for. 

“The wind is blowing – see if you can combine the two Elements,” Sophia suggested. “Like this.” 

Gusts of Wind whooshed from between the surrounding trees, encircling the cone of Water above us, which now resembled wine being swilled in a narrow goblet. I could feel Sophia back off for a moment, allowing me to take hold once more. Wind and Water momentarily flowed together, creating a deep funnel of Water that spun wildly like a twister. It stretched down to the ground in front of us, pulling rain into it from every direction. I grinned with pride as Sophia stepped forward once more. 

“You can heat it,” Sophia called, as plumes of steam began billowing out from the watery cyclone, “or you can cool it,” she added, and the steam drifted away, leaving a slushy, slow-churning funnel that looked like the clear version of the frozen cherry drink Ori had given me earlier that day. 

“See if you can’t freeze it further,” she suggested, motioning me to take control again. “Ted mentioned that Cryokinesis is an area where you might need some extra help.” I stared dumbly at the partially-solidified cone of Water, not quite sure where to begin. 

“You’ll have to go to a calm state,” Sophia guided me, “almost like with Auromancy, to help lull the molecules into a crystalline shape. You can also cheat by cooling the air around the water – just be careful; ice is less dense than liquid Water and so its equilibrium will shift.” I nodded awkwardly, trying to absorb all the information Sophia was feeding me, while also allowing my mind – and the water – to get to a “calm” state. 

Suddenly, the massive cone fell to the ground, its cold slush rapidly spreading across the forest floor. It slid neatly beneath my feet and under fallen boughs and branches. My eyes widened as it quickly hardened into a thin sheet of ice so smooth, I could see the reflection of the cloudy sky on its glassy surface. Drops of rain falling from the clouds began splashing onto my face once more as I took a tentative step forward to test its hardness. It was solid all the way through. 

I stared at Sophia in amazement. “Did I do tha—aah!” 

Suddenly, my foot slid out from under me, causing me to pitch backwards. Before I could even cry out, a gust of Wind sailed behind me, gently pushing me back to my feet well before the back of my head could crack against the thick sheet of ice. I gazed at Sophia with gratitude and reverence as the ice beneath my feet melted back to water. The streams gushed through the muddy grass toward the surrounding trees as rain fell freely from the clouds once more. 

Instinctively, I looked up, feeling a surge of energy forming directly above us. A second later, a huge peal of lightning shattered the sky; a deafening clap of thunder soon followed. 

Ori appeared suddenly at my side. “Okay, Water playtime is over!” he announced. “Everyone, remove every piece of metal from your body,” he shouted at the others, who were still watching us from beside the fire. “Not you,” he instructed me as I reached behind my head to undo the clasp on my necklace. 

I breathed a sigh of relief, though the others were staring at Ori as though he were crazy. Sophia’s eyes widened as she twisted a thick ring off her finger. 

“What kind of metal is your ring?” Ori called as she started for the group. 

“Silver,” she answered, a puzzled look on her face. 

“Excellent. Can we borrow that?” 

Sophia looked momentarily conflicted, but nevertheless put the ring in Ori’s palm. “Just make sure I get that back,” she warned. “Otherwise Eileen might flay you.” 

“Don’t tease me!” Ori replied playfully. 

As Sophia went back to sit and warm up with the others, Aiden called out, “Please do us all a favor and don’t electrocute the world’s only living Pentamancer tonight!” Though his words appeared to be a joke, I couldn’t help but note the icy tone. 

Ori rolled his eyes, muttering something about “overly-emotional Pyromancers” as he came over to me and planted the ring in the palm of my hand. I gave him a quizzical look. 

“Silver is by far the most conductive metal on Earth,” Ori explained. “Because it only has one valence electron and that single electron is free to move around with little resistance.” 

Above, lightning flashed again. 

“Blah blah, we can discuss the science later,” he added quickly. “The point is, you can use silver to attract and amplify Lightning’s electrical current – and you can use the rainwater’s conductivity to have better control over its path. We’re gonna do some electrical target practice!” 

I glanced at the others; Sophia was watching us from the dry tree stump she shared with Eileen about twenty feet away. Beside them, Aiden and Ted were staring at me intently from behind the roaring fire. I shivered, envying the fact that Sophia was conveniently keeping all of them perfectly dry. 

“Anyway, no time for details, we’ll learn as we go,” Ori said, ushering me into the center of the clearing. “Just put on the ring, wait for the next bolt, and then grab it, just like you did last week. Only this time, hold onto it!” 

I warily slipped on Sophia’s ring, feeling the need to ask about twenty follow-up questions, but before I could, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. 

“Get ready!” Ori yelled excitedly. 

Above us, a huge branch of white lightning split the sky in half. Without thinking, my hand shot into the air. The lightning flew into my palm with such force that I staggered back and nearly fell. Behind me, I vaguely registered the others’ cries of alarm. 

“Aiden, get back!” Ori yelled from beside me. I didn’t dare turn around to look. “Aspen, whatever you do, don’t let go!” 

I gritted my teeth, which were tingling, and forced the electricity into a blinding, writhing ball of Lightning between my palms. As the basketball-sized orb crackled with intensity, the acrid smell of something burning filled my nose. But, gasping with effort, I somehow managed to hold onto it – though I could feel it protesting from between the cage of my fingers. 

It’s too much, I thought, momentarily flooded with panic. 

“Don’t be afraid of it!” Ori shouted, stepping behind me and placing his hands over mine. The current settled down slightly, though the lightning’s jagged, dancing edges grew brighter as streaks of Electricity poured back and forth between the sizzling orb and my fingertips. 

“This is Lightning, not Fire!” Ori said, his rough voice coming from mere centimeters behind me. “It’s not a battle of wills; don’t try to trap it – Feel it! Lightning can be shaped, coerced, enticed!” 

Water poured down from the sky above. I squinted against the rain and the blinding light emanating from my hands, forcing myself to take gulps of ionized air to counteract the shadow blurring the edges of my vision. I’d nearly forgotten to breathe. 

“You see that tree over there?” Ori asked. “The one on the other side of the clearing?” 

I nodded with effort, feeling raw, manic energy ricocheting through my veins. 

“On the count of three, I want you to throw the lightning at the tree as hard as you can – guide it toward the trunk using the raindrops for added conductivity. Okay?” 

I merely grunted. Both my racing heartbeat and the thundering crashes from the clouds above were rattling in my ears. 

“One!” Ori called. 

The lightning, as though it understood what was to come, stirred restlessly between my fingertips. 

What the hell am I doing? I gritted my teeth so hard I was afraid they might break. 

“Two!” 

As I raised my hands above my head, above my floating black halo of hair, the lightning suddenly lurched, as though trying to break loose from my fingers. 

Easy, I found myself coaxing it. You’re almost free… 

“Three!” Ori shouted. 

With all my might, I flung my arms in front of my body, but the force of my throw was nothing compared to the force of the lightning. It careened away from me as though it were shot from a cannon, hurtling through and past the raindrops with such energy, it reminded me of a hungry animal tearing after its prey. 

A split-second later, it catapulted into the tree with such an explosive force, I had to clamp my hands over my ears as the explosion shattered the very air around us, sending an eruption of light and sound through the clearing that was akin to a bomb detonating. Shards of white-hot coal flew into the clearing as the huge tree exploded into a thousand, thousand pieces, spraying the surrounding forest with a horizontal shower of sparks. Several moments later, as the smoke began to dissipate, I could see a half dozen small fires burning feebly in the nearby blackened grass. 

That’s when I realized something about the scene was… off. The remaining trees encircling the oak I had just destroyed were outlined in glowing purple lines that appeared to burst and pop along their edges. The ghostly lines reminded me of an image of a full solar eclipse I had once seen in a book, where the sun’s fiery corona peeked out from behind the shroud of a black moon as a dancing ring of plasma. 

I blinked hard. “Ori – do you see that?” I asked, pointing to the glowing trees. But the blazing lines had already disappeared, leaving only faint blue traces in an otherwise dark forest. 

“What are you…” His voice trailed off as he took a tentative step towards me, and then another. “What is going on with your eye?” 

I took a step back, turning my eyes downward self-consciously. “I don’t know,” I whispered. 

Ori, in an uncharacteristic move for him, fell silent – as did the rest of the clearing. Even the pouring rain had slowed to a reverential drizzle. 

Just then, I felt a hand on my shoulder. I whipped around to find Aiden staring at me with concern plainly written on his face. 

“Are you okay?” he asked. His eyebrows furrowed when my eyes rose to meet his. 

I shook my head feebly. What’s wrong with me? 

Several steps behind Aiden, Eileen, Sophia, and Ted had jogged over as well. They stood just a few feet behind us, staring wordlessly into the charred area of forest that used to be a towering oak tree. Eileen’s jaw was hanging open. 

“I think we should go ahead and call it a day,” Ori murmured after a moment. 

The rest of us nodded in agreement. 





Chapter 30 




Before getting back on the highway, we made one last stop at the same gas station to freshen up before the long leg ahead of us. While the others headed inside, Aiden reached for my arm. 

“Hey,” he said softly. “Before we spend the next ten hours trapped in a car with the others, I just want to say… I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt you in any way.” 

“I know,” I answered. “I see that now.” 

“I’m glad. It’s just… everything has just been such a whirlwind, you know?” Aiden said, rubbing the back of his neck tiredly. “I wish… I wish we could have met in a different time, when things weren’t so…” 

“Intense?” I offered. 

He laughed. 

“That’s one way to put it.” His face grew serious again. “Honestly, I find myself wishing more and more that I were a normal man, with a normal family… I wish I had met you the way others meet – in a coffee shop, at the movies – hell, even some crowded bar.” 

Cautiously, as though I might pull away, Aiden reached forward to touch my face, lightly stroking my cheek with his fingers. My pulse thrummed to life at his touch; his face tightened as his thumb gently traced a small burn on my cheek. 

“I wish I could have courted you,” he murmured, letting his hand drop listlessly to his side. “Taken you on proper dates and long evening walks, where we’d have endless time to talk about our interests, our failures, our dreams…” I bit my lip, doing my best to fight against the growing urge to cry. 

“I’d take you to my parents’ house, where my father and mother would welcome you, the first girl I’ve ever brought home, with open arms. Sarah would regale you with embarrassing stories from my childhood. My mother would insist on making enough food for a small army in typical Italian fashion. My parents’ half-blind retriever, Lucy, would lay at your feet and beg for scraps with those big brown saucer eyes. It would be awkward and uncomfortable, as all first-time introductions always are, but that would be the worst of our worries – save for my father’s jokes. I get my terrible sense of humor from him.” 

Aiden smiled wistfully; I gazed into his red-rimmed eyes, feeling his sorrow as if it were my own. 

“I never expected to meet a woman like you, Aspen. I know the circumstances we’re in aren’t ideal for weathering a long-term relationship, I know that… But I promise you – if you’ll let me – the moment we’re able to return to normalcy, we’ll do things right. Go on dates, have long talks by the fireplace, make love, the way you deserve to be made love to…” 

With a quiet sob, I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him tenderly. He gasped softly, momentarily taken aback, then wrapped his arms around my waist and lifted me into the air, kissing me as passionately as one could ever dream of being kissed. I wanted to cry and laugh at the same time. From my lips to my toes, every nerve in my body tingled as though it had been brushed by Lightning. 

Whether it had been ten seconds or ten minutes, I can’t rightfully say, but after some indeterminate period of time, I thought I heard someone clear their throat. My eyes shot open; Aiden let out a long sigh that very nearly sounded like a growl. 

“Ahem,” Ori coughed again, this time less delicately. Aiden gently set me down, one dark eyebrow infinitesimally arched in annoyance. 

“You lovebirds gonna get moving or what?” Ori asked, crossing his arms. “Ted says it’s time to go.” The fresh irritability in his voice was audible – or was it something else? I was too jubilant to really tell. 

“Yeah, yeah… just let me go to the bathroom for a minute,” I replied, straightening my shirt with a wide grin, my heart still racing from sheer exhilaration. 

“The bathrooms are outside, around the back,” Sophia said as she and Eileen approached us. 

“Not exactly the nicest toilets you’ll ever use,” Eileen cautioned. 

“Thanks for the warning,” I laughed, turning to give Aiden a quick peck on the cheek. He beamed just as Eileen gave me a not-so-inconspicuous thumbs up. 

“Don’t encourage them,” Ori muttered as he elbowed her in the shoulder. 

I jogged past Ted just outside the store, flashing him a wide smile and a wave. He shot me a bewildered look over his shoulder. “What’s gotten into her?” I heard him ask. 

As I headed around the back of the building, still chuckling, a man was standing there, smoking a cigarette. I gave him a polite nod as I slowed down to walk past him. The light above the door to the women’s bathroom had burnt out and an unpleasant smell greeted me as I approached the handle. I wrinkled my nose, braving the stained, dingy stall within. A long minute later, as I nearly sprinted back outside, the same man was there, his cigarette half-finished. I hurried past him, wiping my hands on my jean pockets as I did. 

“You’re the gal from the Containment Center,” the man said suddenly. “The one who freed us.” 

I turned to peer at him, certain I misheard. “I’m sorry?” 

“I was there,” he said, flicking the glowing cigarette butt to the ground. “Free today because of you.” 

I froze, completely caught off-guard. The man cocked his head expectantly. 

“Well, I’m… I’m glad I could help,” I said finally. 

He didn’t reply; instead, he waved his hand at the cigarette nub trailing smoke near his boots. It abruptly extinguished. 

“Are you here with anyone else…?” I asked casually, looking around. “Are the others…?” 

“They ain’t here,” he said, scratching his scalp. He was balding on top, with long, stringy blonde hair that fell to his shoulders. His wet, tattered windbreaker had a hole in the sleeve. 

“What’s your name?” I asked, a strange feeling beginning to creep down my neck. 

“Name’s Mudd,” he answered. 

“Mudd?” I asked, puzzled. 

“Luther Mudd.” 

I frowned, trying to recall the names I had read from Vivian’s roster. 

“Don’t worry about not rememberin’ me – we didn’t meet face to face, you an’ I. My buddies an’ I just seen you from afar, from the second level.” 

My breath caught in my throat. Second level? 

“You wouldn’t’ve seen us,” he continued, jerking his head to swiftly crack his neck. “Me an’ the other so-called violent offenders left through the cafeteria when you was makin’ all the ruckus downstairs… We’re all grateful for the assist, though, ma’am – you openin’ our cell doors and bringin’ us Fire an’ all.” 

My mouth suddenly become very dry. I have to call the police, I realized, doing my best not to let my face betray the growing panic in my chest. My phone was still in the car… which was on the other side of the building, well out of sight. 

“Well,” I rasped, taking a clumsy step backwards. “I’m certainly glad I could help…” 

But… what could the police do against a crazed Pyromancer? 

“Anyway, ma’am, I’m awfully sorry to do this, but Savannah said she’d let me walk free if I agreed to be of assistance…” Before I had a chance to react, he slammed a syringe into my neck. My eyes bulged as I gasped in pain. 

“Sorry again, it really ain’t my custom to be hurtin’ pretty young ladies such as yourself, but…” He shrugged ruefully, tossing the empty syringe into a nearby trash can. 

I let out a stifled cry as all the feeling in my extremities was replaced with tingling, then burning, then complete numbness. My knees buckled, sending me crumpling to the ground in a breathless heap. I watched helplessly as Luther casually pulled a phone from his jacket pocket. 

“Smile pretty, please,” he said, snapping my picture. 

My head sunk against the asphalt; keeping my eyes from closing took all the strength I could muster. My surroundings – the bricks on the building, the metal trashcan, the wet asphalt – all began to blur together as my vision started to fade; I tried to call for help, to scream, but I couldn’t make the words come. No… Have to warn the others… 

I vaguely registered that my body was being lifted as Luther’s muffled voice drifted from the end of a long tunnel, far away… 

“Yes, Miss Savannah, I have the girl, as promised. We’re on our way…” 





Chapter 31 




My eyes fluttered open – or at least, I think they did. Everything was completely dark either way. I was lying on one side, my back pressed against something solid; the ground felt hard against my throbbing hip. How long had I been lying like that? Feeling surprisingly clear-headed, I hoisted myself to a sitting position, taking quick stock of my body. Other than the tenderness in my hip and the side of my neck – that son of a bitch stabbed me, I remembered suddenly – my body was otherwise unscathed. My hands went to the floor, searching for some sort of clue about my whereabouts; it was rigid and smooth, giving away just slightly when I pressed my full weight into it. Rubber? 

Indeed, the room smelled musty overall, but it also had a strange smell – pungent and acrid, like rubber tires. I remembered the unpleasant odor clearly from a couple of years back, when I had to figure out how to change out the bald tires on my motorcycle. I reached my hand behind me to feel the wall – that too was made of firm rubber. 

Carefully, slowly, I stood up, raising my hands above my head to feel for some sort of ceiling. About six inches above my head, my fingers brushed against the same smooth material that the floor and walls appeared to be made of. Dread turned to panic as the thought of being in a pitch-black, enclosed space threatened to overwhelm me, but I somehow choked it back. Hold it together, I instructed myself. Taking a deep breath of stale air, I held one shaky hand in front of me, pressed my other hand against the wall to my right, and slowly began walking, counting my steps as I did. 

One, two, three, four, five – then a wall. I turned left, repeating the same process: One, two, three, four, five. Wall. After three left turns, I had made my way around the entire four-walled, rubber-padded room, which I guessed was only about six feet long on any given side. I slowly walked the perimeter again, this time sweeping my hand up and down each wall in its entirety; at no point could I feel a seam for a door or window. 

My breathing became ragged as the reality of the situation hit me; I was being held captive in a tiny, lightless, airtight room, with no doors and no windows. Where was I? In a basement? A shed? How much time had passed? Did anyone even know I was missing? I tried to steady my breaths enough to listen, but I heard nothing – no voices, no sounds – only absolute, stifling silence. My clammy hands went to my jean pockets but there was nothing inside them, not even a matchbook. I reached out with my mind to see if I could sense anything – Fire, Electricity, Wind, Water. Nothing. I closed my eyes, creasing my brow to try and find some recognizable Earth element, remembering Eileen’s book of samples. In some distant place, I felt the familiar tug of something, but it was too far to reach. 

I was cut off from the Elements, blind in every possible sense of the word. I slumped to the ground, hugging my knees against my shuddering chest. How long had I been in that room – an hour? A day? Were Aiden and the others safe? Did they have any idea what happened to me? 

I don’t even know what happened to me, I lamented. 

Just then, I heard a noise – a crackle of static. I cocked my head to listen; I didn’t so much as take a breath for fear I might miss it. 

“Rowan?” A woman’s voice came from somewhere in the center of the room. 

I scrambled to the source of the voice and found a small, palm-sized radio sitting in the middle of the floor. I’d missed it when I’d done a search of the room’s perimeter. I quickly fumbled with it, trying to find a button or switch to speak into. 

“Rowan?” the voice crackled again. “Are you there?” 

My thumb finally found the talk button. 

“I’m here!” I answered frantically. “Who is this?” 

“Rowan!” She sounded relieved. 

“Who is this?” I asked again. “Where am I?” 

“Rowan – it’s... it’s me… Mom.” 

My breath froze in my throat. 

“It’s okay! Everything is going to be—” Her voice cut off and was replaced by a loud crackle, then static. 

Then silence. 

I clutched the radio tightly, wondering what kind of strange nightmare I was having, where I could smell and even touch my surroundings. My head shot up as I heard a muffled sound from above my head; after a moment, a crack of light appeared, and then a wide square. I shielded my eyes from the assault of brightness as a metal ladder descended into the middle of the room; a few seconds later, someone was standing in front of me. I blinked as my eyes fought to bring the illuminated figure into focus. 

“Welcome to Washington, Rowan.” 

I stiffened, recoiling at the sound of that saccharine-sweet voice; above, the square hole in the ceiling slammed shut, and the room was bathed in darkness again. A small, battery-powered lantern clicked on and Savannah’s scarred face stared down at me, appearing in the stark shadows even more battered than I’d remembered. 

“Hello, Rowan,” she smiled. 

Though she’d obviously styled her sleek, jet-black hair to mask it, it was clear that the entire left side of her face was damaged – covered in angry, scabbed-over abrasions that tugged at the corner of her mouth; her meticulously-sculpted brow and long eyelashes were conspicuously missing; her left eyelid visibly drooped. And yet, despite everything, she had still taken the time to apply makeup to the right side of her face, creating an almost absurd contrast of lovely and grotesque. 

“Where is she?” I whispered, finally finding my voice. 

“Your mother? Oh, she’s safe,” Savannah replied. “For the moment. Whether she remains safe is entirely up to you.” 

“If you do anything to her—” I spluttered, rising to my feet. 

Savannah smirked – a rather ghastly expression on an equally-ghastly face. 

“Right now, I need you to understand that you’re really in no place to be making threats,” she said, her tone thick with condescension as she ran a finger across my smooth cheek. “You’re presently being held in the most advanced Polymantic Containment Center in the entire world, and this particularly-ingenious cell is even more sophisticated than a nuclear fallout shelter. You are totally and completely cut off from the Elements, as am I.” She leaned back smugly. “In other words, it’s just you and me, sweetheart. No cheap Pyromantic tricks this time.” 

“I see you’ve stooped to hiring thugs to brazenly kidnap people,” I spat through gritted teeth. “Unsurprising, given the fact that you seem to have no integrity whatsoever.” She merely smiled, half her face serene, half monstrous. “What exactly do you want, Savannah?” I asked, crossing my arms defiantly. 

“This,” she replied, slapping me across the face so hard, I crumpled head-first to the ground. Stunned, my hand flew to my face. Her long nails had drawn blood. 

“That’s for this,” she hissed, jabbing a finger to the mottled burns on the left side of her face. “And this,” she said, kicking me square in the stomach with the pointed toe of her red stiletto heel, “is for the trouble and humiliation you’ve since caused me.” 

I slumped to my side, gasping for air wildly. 

“Now,” she said softly, squatting down to balance on her tall heels once more, “While you and I might not be even close to ‘even’, I certainly feel a bit better.” 

I glared at her, still clutching my stomach. “Where’s my mother?” 

“Where’s my mother?” she imitated shrilly, rising to cross her arms in front of her chest. “Where’s Daddy? Why does no one love me? Honestly, I’m getting a little tired of the orphan routine. Whether you deserve it or not, you may very well be the most powerful Elementalist to walk the planet; you are poised to enter the Inner Circle without so much as a formal initiation. Without a shred of work or sacrifice!” She flung the lantern at my face and my arms flew up just in time. It bounced off me and clattered to the floor, sending wraithlike shadows spinning across the room. 

“Do you know how long I’ve toiled to be where I am now? The sacrifices I’ve made?” she demanded, her face appearing even more grotesque in the dancing shadows. “The world is at your fingertips and all you can do is whine about the fact that your parents got exactly what they deserved – a cage for your mother and an unmarked gravestone for your father.” 

“Aargh!” I practically snarled as I jumped to my feet and lunged at her wildly; she deftly turned to the side, narrowly avoiding what I’m sure would have been an absolutely marvelous uppercut to her oddly angular jaw. 

“Anyone ever tell you that you have an extremely mannish face?” I panted, leaning against the opposite wall. Pain seared from my abdomen. 

“That’s not what Aiden said just before we made love all night,” she retorted. 

My fists shook with rage. Terrible images of violence momentarily raced in my mind as I considered all the ways I could theoretically maim her from inside that tiny chamber. From somewhere in her back pocket, I heard a crackle. 

She’s trying to goad me, I realized. Make me lose my temper so she can punish me further. Still leaning against the wall, I slowly released my fist; my knuckles tingled from being clenched so tightly. 

“Look… just tell me where my mother is. That’s all I want.” 

“But sadly, my dear Rowan, that’s not all I want,” Savannah said, taking a step closer. “What I want, is my prize back.” 

“Fine!” I snapped impatiently. “Bring me to my mother and then we’ll talk. I doubt I’m much of a ‘prize’ to you anyway, confined as I am to a rubberized hole in the ground!” 

Savannah’s eyebrow arched slightly. “It is true, you’re no use to me down here.” She took several steps towards me, stopping centimeters away from my face. Her breath smelled of coffee and alcohol. 

“You know, I once tried playing nice with you, Rowan. I tried using honey – but that wasn’t good enough, was it? Was it?” She took my face roughly in one hand. I tried to wrestle free from her grip, but her nails dug deeper into my cheeks. “So now,” she said softly, “We switch to vinegar. And believe me, I’ve got plenty of that. So, know this, Rowan – if you so much as try anything, I’ll kill her. I’ll kill your mother, I’ll kill your friends, I’ll kill your grandmother –” 

“No!” I croaked. I tried to move away, but my back was pressed against the wall. 

“Oh yes,” Savannah smiled. “We started tracking her and Robert Borstein last night – they’re headed back to Kansas to be with his sister. And for the icing on the cake: if you so much as think about starting more trouble here, I’ll kill your arrogant boyfriend and make you watch, just like last time – remember? It won’t be hard – Aiden and the others are already on their way. It didn’t take long for them to realize you’d been taken.” 

“You can’t!” I cried, “They had nothing to do with—” 

“I can and I will!” she interrupted coldly. Her normally-bright eyes were unfocused and glassy, as though she were intoxicated. 

She’s sick, I realized in horror. 

“Whatever Ted told you about our supposed plans,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm, “the idea to come here was my idea and mine alone. The others were trying to stop me – it’s the only reason they tagged along.” 

“Ted?” Savannah asked, chuckling. “Ted had nothing to do with your capture – if anything, it was his ongoing lies that bought you time. But no matter – once we realized his game, we simply used his betrayal to our advantage…” she smiled. “In actuality,” she continued, bending down to retrieve the lantern she had hurled to the ground, “I really couldn’t have brought you here without the help of Luther – we had him begin tailing you just before feeding Ted that bogus story about our system being down this evening.” 

She took a step back, poising the lantern in front of her to fully appreciate my horrified expression. “You remember Luther Mudd, don’t you? He was one of the thirty-seven Pyromancers you helped free Saturday night.” 

“Thirty-seven…?” 

“Oh, you somehow convinced yourself that only low-level offenders get sent to Containment Centers, is that it? Just the pitiful folks who blabbed to a non-Elementalist or disagreed with our policies, right? I guess you never stopped to think that they might actually house violent criminals? Psychopaths? Rapists?” 

I tried to back away from her but there was nowhere to go; my shoulder blades were pressed painfully against the wall, my thin shirt clung to the line of cold sweat spreading down my spine. 

“Do you know why Luther Mudd was locked away in that facility? Hmm?” Savannah asked, raising the lantern high as she took a menacing step to close the gap between us again. “He killed a man after losing fifty bucks in a drunken bet – then he burned the entire building to the ground to hide the evidence, while other people were still inside. The police never would have caught him, but our Containment Division knew what to do. Because of the Asterian Order, the streets of New Orleans were just a little safer… until you released him again.” 

No, I thought in horror. 

“In your quest for so-called righteousness, you single-handedly released nearly a dozen violent criminals back into the world. And, unlike Luther, who bargained his way out of Electromantic Electrocution by offering his services to my team, a handful of those criminals are still on the loose.” 

I shook my head in disbelief. “I didn’t know – wait, electrocution?” 

“Just like Vivian will be undergoing early next week. We really don’t take lightly to disloyal Watchkeepers.” 

“Please,” I pleaded, desperation creeping into my voice, “it wasn’t her fault—” 

“You see, Rowan,” Savannah continued, pacing slowly in front of me, “The world is not so black and white, is it? You seem to view the Asterian Order as some sort of corrupt force, whereas the rest of us see it as a shining beacon of hope for a new, more elegant civilization. One where Elementalists can step out of the shadows and unite as one, indivisible faction, where we can reclaim our rightful, natural order at the top of the world.” 

She stopped pacing then; her slanted, glowing green eyes peered coldly into mine. 

“By the way, you want to talk about principles and integrity? While you may see yourself as some sort of victimized martyr, Rowan, I simply see an entitled brat who killed one of my officers.” She put a finger to her lips thoughtfully. “And I don’t believe murder falls under the category of ‘integrity’, does it? I mean, I for one have never killed anyone…” 

She shrugged. “You see? It’s all a matter of perspective.” 

“But you attacked us! We never meant to hurt anyone!” I cried. 

“I know, dear, but you know the old saying about actions and words, yes?” She patted the top of my head. “Anyway, now that we’re a bit closer to seeing eye-to-eye, let’s go see your mother, shall we? We won’t have much time before your friends arrive and try to break you out of here. But don’t you worry – we’re quite prepared for that. Now, I think that’s enough vinegar for one day, hmm?” she asked cheerfully, pulling a walkie-talkie from her belt. “We really should try to get along – after all, we’ve got a busy day ahead!” 

I slunk to the ground, twisting my fingers through my hair. I can’t let them come here… 

“The little bird is ready to leave her cage,” Savannah spoke into the radio. 

I can’t let anyone else get hurt. 

A moment later, the square of light emerged again as the ceiling door swung open. I shielded my eyes as Savannah lifted me to my feet by my wrist and ushered me towards the ladder. 

“Come, my dear, we mustn’t keep Mummy waiting,” she smiled sweetly, leading me by the arm. 

I clambered up the metal rungs awkwardly, Savannah following just behind me. The climb had to have been no more than fifteen feet, but with my shaky arms and legs, it may as well have been a hundred feet. When I finally emerged from the long, square tunnel leading from the pit deep in the floor, I found myself standing inside yet another cell. It was completely unadorned, save for a small, bare mattress pushed up against the left wall, and a black-clad woman eyeing me stiffly from the corner. Like the guards from the Denver Asterian chapter, she looked like a member of a police SWAT team – silver aviators and all. However, unlike the guards in Denver, this woman was armed. The intimidating weapon she cradled in her hands looked like something out of a futuristic combat zone. 

I tried to avert my gaze, blinking a few times as my eyes adjusted from the darkness of the pit. Larger than the cell below – this room was at least ten by ten feet – it had a string of strange-looking lights embedded around the perimeter of the ceiling. And the entire room, including its partially-opened door, was covered in a light gray, rubber-like material. Only the air mattress, overhead rope lights, and a tiny eye-level window in the door – comprised of what I assumed to be ballistic glass – were rubber-free. 

“Do you like the décor?” Savannah asked, smoothing out her skirt as she emerged gracefully from the hole. “Well-behaved Electromancers get to stay above-ground and maintain certain privileges, while naughty ones must remain in the underground pits. Those, as you know, are cut off entirely from the other Elements; they’re used exclusively for our extremely rare, multi-gifted Electromancers – such as yourself and your mother.” 

She smiled, regarding the walls with something close to reverence, then added, “Our Electromantic quarters feature a thick layer of polymerized chloroprene. One of our scientists made this special synthetic rubber specifically for our Electromantically-inclined guests. The carbon, hydrogen and chlorine polymers are cross-linked to give the material certain desirable properties, such as complete electrical resistivity.” She motioned to the ceiling. “And, the lighting design our chemists have conceived is really quite special: using an enclosed, polymer-based system, we’re able to store solar energy as chemical bonds rather than electrons, eliminating our dependence on electrical lighting. Granted, if we go too many days without sunlight, our residents are forced to live in the dark… but that’s really more their problem than anyone else’s.” 

She smiled sweetly. 

“I assume you’ll need to relieve yourself. I also assume, based on our previous conversation, that you won’t need to be monitored while doing so, as some of our other incarcerated Hydromancers require?” 

I gawked at her for a long minute, until the meaning of her words finally clicked. 

“N-No…” I finally answered. “That won’t be necessary.” 

She nodded, then motioned the other woman to follow her. “There’s a hole for that purpose in the far-back corner,” she called over her shoulder as she and the guard left the room, leaving the rubber-lined door slightly ajar. 

*** 




A few minutes later – still red-faced from the indignity of that water-free, vacuum-flush, dystopian toilet – I tentatively pushed open the door and found myself standing in the middle of a long, polychloroprene-coated hallway, surrounded by a dozen armed men and women in black uniforms. The breast pockets of their jackets were emblazoned with white five-pointed stars and the letters ‘S&C – π’. 

I’m being held captive by a bunch of Mathletes, I shuddered, then quickly frowned at my own glibness. Yeah… Mathletes who can fry your friends’ blood vessels within a moment – and then shoot them with a fifty-caliber rifle for good measure. As I looked around, doing my best to avoid making eye contact with the squadron, I quickly noticed the hallway’s same strange lighting system that Savannah had pointed out before. Long ropes – like strings of yellow-tinted Christmas lights – had been strung all along the high walls of the corridor. 

“Merry Christmas,” I heard myself mutter. Savannah gave me a look. What’s wrong with me? I wondered, shaking my head. 

“Ms. Fulman has indicated that she’ll be cooperating with us fully moving forward,” Savannah said brightly. “Isn’t that right, Rowan?” 

I nodded, biting my tongue to refrain from further delirious outbursts. 

“Kindly escort her to Cell 9E-A, where she will be granted temporary access and meal privileges, if she wishes. I have some brief business to attend to, but I’ll be back down to retrieve them in fifteen minutes. At that time, you will all accompany us to the Amphitheater.” 

One of the men standing closest to me nodded at Savannah, who flashed me a sickly-sweet smile before turning on her heel to glide down the hallway. 

“Rowan, I’m sure you’ll remain acutely aware that your every move will be scrutinized at all times,” she called over her shoulder. “Ta-ta for now!” 

I dug my fingernails into my palms to keep from tearing after her. Truly, at that moment, I wanted to suck the hot air right out of her over-inflated chest, but something told me that would be a catastrophic idea. 

“This way, Miss,” the man said to me, eyeing me from the side as the others abruptly fell in a tight formation around us. He appeared to be one of the higher-ranking peons. 

“Where exactly are we?” I asked him. “Underground?” 

He glanced at me briefly before answering, “I’m not at liberty to say, Miss.” 

“Of course not.” 

We walked down that long, sterile hallway for some time, thirteen sets of boots thudding heavily on the slick, tiled floor. As my stone-faced wards and I made our way closer and closer to where my mother was being kept, I felt neither excitement nor anxiety at the prospect of seeing the faceless woman I’d tried to imagine all of those bitter nights alone in the cabin. Instead, I only felt… numb. Devoid of emotion. As if I’d been forcefully wrung dry of sentiments or feeling. Though I tried, I couldn’t even conjure up a memory of her face from any of the dozens of photos I had thumbed through over the last few days. I may as well have been going to meet a complete stranger. A stranger who, like me, had hurt people. 

At least we’ll have that in common, came the cynical thought. 

A moment later, my captors stopped. 

“This is where we leave you,” the man said, unlocking the door in front of us with a large brass key. “Please be advised that the occupant inside is adept at Empathic Electromancy, and has a record of Mnemonic Manipulation. We recommend all visitors wear full-body insulating suits before entering.” He handed me some navy-blue folded garments that appeared to be made of rubber – or something like it. I reached forward mechanically to receive them, but made no move to put them on. 

“I’ll take my chances,” I muttered, suddenly feeling my pulse fluttering to life. 

“As you wish, Miss. As Ms. Clarke has already advised you, please be aware that all interactions inside the cell will be closely monitored. Any indication of Elemental manipulation will be immediately suppressed by force. As outlined in Section 5, Article 7 of the Asterian Detention Guidelines, every attempt will be made to safeguard your physical and mental well-being, except in cases of willful and/or explicit resistance. If you wish, the afternoon meal has been authorized for you both, but additional Hydromantic oversight will be required for any liquid food or beverages,” he finished, glancing at my arm. Several of the other guards were openly staring at my tattoo as well. 

I must have been suffering from some sort of delirium, because the only lucid thought I had at that point was: Afternoon? Just how long have I been out? 





Chapter 32 




With twelve high-level Elementalists standing directly behind me – who also carried military-grade weapons out of an abundance of redundancy – I stood at my mother’s unlocked cell door, staring at the rubber-coated handle for an interminably long minute. My hands shook as they cradled the neatly folded rubber suit I’d been given for my own protection. 

“You’re welcome to enter now, Miss,” the guard said, nimbly balancing his machine gun in the crook of his elbow as he reached forward to open the door on my behalf. 

As he stepped back to allow me to pass, for one long moment, he and everything else appeared to slow down – the dust particles floating in the air, the nearby guards shifting uneasily on their feet, my own shallow breaths; everything unfolded around me like a reel of film that had been slowed to a quarter-speed. As the door to my mother’s cell swung open, I had the overwhelming urge to turn on my heel and flee… but there she stood in the center of the tiny gray room. 

“Rowan…” I heard her whisper. As my breath retreated into the farthest depths of my lungs, I could feel the protective suit slip through my trembling fingertips and fall to the floor. Independently of my brain, my heavy feet carried me into her dimly-lit cell, one drawn-out, laborious footfall at a time. 

Then, as the door slammed shut behind me, time sped up again, faster than before. My breathing intensified into quick, successive gasps. I could scarcely register my mother’s face before she rushed forward and threw her slender arms around me, clutching me fiercely. 

“Rowan, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry…” she whispered into my hair. I barely heard what she was saying. Instead, I took a deep breath, trying to remember her scent, her touch – something. But nothing familiar came – only the subtle smell of soap and talcum powder. 

She took a step backwards to take me in, still tightly gripping my arms in a way that reminded me of Evelyn. Tall and thin – thinner than the woman I’d seen in the photos – she had long, gray-streaked black hair that was pulled away from her high cheeks in a loose half-knot. Despite her pallor and the dingy gray scrubs she wore, she managed to maintain an air of elegance; her midnight blue eyes, though slightly sunken and framed by crow’s feet, shone brightly. And yet, though we undeniably shared certain physical features, she was as much of a stranger to me as anyone else in that facility. 

“My beautiful Rowan…” she murmured, tears flowing freely from her eyes as she spoke. “I’m so sorry for everything. You were never supposed to be here.” She let out a quiet sob as her eyes fell to the pendant I wore around my neck. 

“Your father gave me that necklace the day we found out I was pregnant with you,” she said softly, brushing her cool fingertips against the stone. “I’m so glad you’ve kept it safe.” 

I swallowed, finding myself unable to speak. 

“It’s okay if you don’t remember me,” she smiled, motioning for me to sit as she took a seat on the edge of her bed. 

I followed suit, drawing the single wooden chair in the room beside her meticulously-made bed. Though her ‘bed’ was actually an air mattress resting inside a wooden frame – with wooden dowels in place of metal nails or screws, I noted – it was comforting to see that she was allowed a warm-looking gray quilt and a pillow. As I sat down, I noticed the large, square-shaped seam at my feet that presumably led to her own underground pit, and shivered slightly, wondering if she’d had to spend any time down there. Unlike the vacant cell I had previously been kept inside, at least my mother’s cell had a small wooden bookshelf that was lined with books and notepads. There was even a current calendar on the wall and one, lone picture tacked beside it – a faded, creased photo of her and my father smiling widely behind a dark-haired, blue-eyed little girl. 

“I woke up alone and never knew why,” I murmured, vaguely aware of the accusation in my voice. My mother clutched her hands together tightly in her lap. The gold and purple ink embedded in her arm looked pale and faded. 

“We don’t have much time before Savannah comes back,” she said, closing her eyes momentarily. “And there’s so much I need to tell you. Have you… met Evelyn?” 

“Yes, years ago,” I replied. “I didn’t know she was family until last week. She gave me your letter.” 

“Then… your powers have returned?” she asked softly. 

I nodded. “But not my memories. My powers only started showing up a few weeks ago – first a tornado appeared, then the water in my bath heated up on its own. I didn’t know what was happening to me. I met a Pyromancer named Aiden who helped me understand what I am. It’s because of him that I was on my guard when the Asterians first reached out to me – he’s Terry Lawson’s estranged son.” 

My mother drew a sharp breath. 

“Anyway,” I continued, my voice sounding hollow, “after my powers began to appear – or maybe even before – the Asterians started following me. They tried to recruit me, offered to train me. But I felt like they were keeping things from me – my past, my family, maybe even the reason for my amnesia – so Aiden and I broke into the Denver Chapter last week to try and learn the truth. We found a copy of his father’s file… and Dad’s. But we were caught.” I grimaced. “They forced me into admitting I can manipulate all five elements.” 

My mother’s eyes widened as she regarded my tattoo. “So… they now know what you are.” I nodded grimly. “Did they hurt you?” Her eyes trailed to the bandages on my arms. 

“We escaped,” I said simply, not wanting to recount the nightmare that ensued. “I went to California to try to find answers about you and Dad, while Aiden looked for his sister in Tulsa.” 

“His sister, Sarah?” My mother asked. “But she’s—” 

“I know. After I got our things from the safe deposit box, I flew to Tulsa and we broke into the Containment Center there to try to find her – and yes, we eventually realized she wasn’t there. I’m also aware that you’re a big reason why she was contained in the first place.” Her mouth pressed into a thin line, but she only nodded. “Before we fled, we were informed that Sarah had been moved to D.C. Ted, your old friend, confirmed you were here as well.” 

“You tracked down Ted?” she asked, eyebrows raised. 

“He found me,” I replied drily. “We – Ted, Aiden, several of my friends and I – were on our way to break you both out of here, but Savannah found me first. She says…” my voice cracked. I swallowed tightly. “…She says the rest are still on their way.” 

My mother was staring at me with round eyes of disbelief. “You are truly your father’s daughter,” she whispered. 

I stood up suddenly, knocking over the chair as I did so. All of this chit-chat felt absurd, somehow. 

“What did they do to him, anyway – my father? What happened three years ago? Why did Ted stab us in the back?” The questions were spilling out of me uncontrollably. “Why did you torture all those people? What gave you the right to destroy my memories? Why couldn’t the three of us have run away, together?” The questions kept coming, each one bringing an onslaught of raw emotions that I’d been suppressing for days, weeks… Years. By the time I’d finished my inquisition, I was weeping – deep, shuddering sobs that sprang forth from a seemingly bottomless well. 

“Oh sweetheart,” my mother whispered, rising to her feet to comfort me. I took a step backwards, quickly wiping my eyes on the bandages on my arms. 

“I wish we had more time.” She glanced at the door to the cell, which remained closed, then sat back down on the bed, rubbing her temples wearily. “What I will tell you is this: Whatever combination of delusion, self-righteousness, manipulation, and ignorance we may have suffered from, when your father and I worked as officers, we believed in what we were doing. We truly believed that we were making the world better. What you accuse me of is true – I did head a department, as it appears you’re already aware of, that influenced people’s memories and state of mind. But most of the subjects were either violent criminals who needed to be emotionally subdued, or non-Elementalists who had witnessed something they shouldn’t have, thereby posing a threat to our Community. For those subjects in particular, we would only erase relevant memories; the next morning, they would wake up in their own beds, completely unaware that they had been affected in any way.” 

“That’s a violation of their minds and you know it,” I said, picking up the chair I had knocked over. I gripped the back of it, doing my best not to openly scowl at her. 

“I see that now. I do,” she sighed. “But my team and I believed that we were working for the greater good and protecting our cause. As for your father – he primarily apprehended violent or mentally unstable Hydromancers in his role. He saved many lives over the years, while I felt like I was safe-guarding the lives of many others. 

“It wasn’t until shortly after you were born that we began to see a different kind of directive begin to trickle down from the Inner Circle. Your father wasn’t just apprehending violent Elementalists anymore. He was starting to receive names of Community members who were committing first-time, nonaggressive offenses: things like marrying non-Elementalists, or revealing their abilities to close friends or non-gifted family members. Until that time, such offenses were handled by local Community leaders, who counseled them at their own discretion. Your grandfather, for example, was married to Grandma Evelyn for many years – the Community in Denver was aware of their marriage and supported him, so long as he never disclosed his abilities or the existence of the Asterians to her.” 

Which he did on his deathbed, I remembered Evelyn had told me. 

“Sometime in the late nineties, that mentality began to shift,” my mother continued. “It was around that time that it had come to my attention that officers within my own department were performing sanctioned memory modifications on Elementalists who had not yet gone through the proper judicial processes. I myself received orders to alter the memories and feelings of those who I did not personally perceive as direct threats; they were merely people who, for whatever reason, disagreed with the Asterian way or agenda.” 

“And did you carry out those orders?” I demanded, finally taking a seat again. 

She nodded plaintively. “I did – for a short time. I convinced myself that our mission for peace and stability remained unchanged, that I was somehow still one of the good guys. But over time, my own actions began to weigh heavily on me. Your father, too, was struggling. Still, not even our own consciences were enough to give us the strength to leave,” she said, raising her eyes to meet mine. “You were the strength we needed.” 

I stared at my hands, at the Pentamancer’s crest on my arm, which, despite everything, had remained surprisingly unscathed. 

“You were beginning to show extraordinary talents, despite your very young age. At just three years old, you could shape Water in the bathtub… By the age of five, you were summoning the wind. And then one day, shortly after you turned six, one of the teachers at the Asterian after-school program called us, exclaiming that she was absolutely certain you made the ground shake when another little girl snatched a toy from you. By then, we had already witnessed your other abilities at home, and we worried what might happen to you if your true gifts were discovered during such a tumultuous time within the Asterian Order.” 

She glanced at the door again. “Suffice it to say, we decided we had to leave. And we had help.” She gave me a meaningful look, which made me scoff. 

Why is she still protecting him? 

“I know most of this,” I said, crossing my arms. “What I don’t know is why your friend turned us in, the reason you guys abandoned me, and what happened to my father.” 

“After we were… discovered,” she said carefully, clearly avoiding my first question, “We – as a family – decided on our next steps. It’s true, Terry Lawson had a personal vendetta against me, because of what happened to his daughter. But it was clear that the Inner Circle wanted you – because of your suspected Polymantic abilities as a child. Elementalists who can wield more than two Elements are exceedingly rare – they are held in the absolute highest regard. It’s why we were so relentlessly stalked. You knew this – you said yourself you didn’t want to be a pawn. You wanted the chance at a normal life. You wanted to get married, have a family, have ordinary children who would be ignored by the Asterians…” 

“With Wes?” I asked softly. 

My mother nodded. My eyes brimmed with tears that I didn’t bother to brush away. 

“You wanted things that our choices, and your abilities, had made all but impossible. And so, I erased your memories as well as the neural access points to your abilities – that way, the Asterians would have no use or interest in you for the time being. Your father and I fled, believing we could escape somewhere they’d never find us. Your grandmother was waiting for our signal, so she could help you get back to us when the time was right… But we were apprehended. During the ensuing interrogation, I disclosed what I had done to you to ensure they would leave you in peace. They… punished me for that. Your father did not handle that well. They had to…” She took a shaky breath. “…subdue him.” 

I clenched my hands together to keep them from shaking. 

“They took me out of the room as it happened… Weeks later, a guard told me he did not survive the interrogation…” Her voice broke. I was overwhelmed by a wave of profound sorrow just then. But, I realized with a start, it wasn’t my sorrow. That’s when I regarded my mother’s face, creased with pain, and I knew… It was hers. 

“His file says ‘presumed deceased’,” I finally managed to say. 

“Presumed deceased?” she echoed, raising her head. “Why ‘presumed’?” 

“I don’t know,” I said, leaning back in my chair in growing frustration. “And Ted? Why did he do it? Why did he betray his best friend?” 

Ted didn’t betray us, she said softly. 

“But Dad’s file—” Suddenly my voice trailed off. My mother’s lips hadn’t moved. 

My hand flew to my mouth as the sudden realization hit me. From the moment I awoke on the floor of my grandparents’ cabin, I had heard a woman’s voice in my head, like a recording: Don’t attract attention. Don’t let them find you. 

I gasped. 

My mother nodded at my reaction, seemingly pleased. He never betrayed us, her voice came again, as clear as though she were whispering in my ear. He helped us for many years, putting himself and his daughter in grave danger while doing so. She gave me one more measured glance, then spoke again, this time out loud. 

“Shortly before Ted turned us in, the team in D.C. discovered that he had been hiding a daughter, whom he’d long ago conceived with his ex, a non-Elementalist. After she gave birth, the woman didn’t have any interest in being a mother, which was for the best, so Ted raised Jenny alone.” 

“How was that for the best?” I asked, appalled. 

“There was a decent chance Jenny would inherit Ted’s Elemental abilities,” my mother replied. “And if she was an Elementalist, those abilities would take several years to develop. Due to the increasingly-strict Asterian laws, Jenny’s mother was forbidden from knowing such things… If she ever found out, the penalties for everyone involved would be severe. But Jenny never developed any Elemental abilities, so Ted kept her a secret from the Order, fearing that he’d lose her if they learned of her existence. For many years, they didn’t know about her, but she knew about our world.” 

Her eyes locked on mine. Jenny was a few years younger than you, and a close friend. When Ted travelled for work, she’d stay with our family. Even after you went to college, she opted to stay with us when Ted was gone for long periods. The last time he visited, Ted had warned us that Terry had reopened our file after many years of inactivity, because of Sarah’s incarceration. We moved to the other side of town as a precaution, but couldn’t bear to uproot you during your last year of college. 

“So, what happened?” I asked carefully. My mother stood up and paced, as though she were trying to find the words. 

The day everything fell apart, Terry intercepted a blocked call that Ted had made from D.C. to check on Jenny. When she slipped and mentioned our names, it was not difficult for Terry to put two and two together. 

“When the Asterians discovered Jenny’s existence,” she said out loud, “they threatened to take her away if Ted didn’t disclose our whereabouts. His hands were tied.” But, she added silently, he still found a way to give your father a head’s up, giving us just enough time to escape. Even under duress, he told Terry he was only recently made aware of our existence in Sacramento, and had been trying to convince us to do the right thing and turn ourselves in – hoping that explanation would be enough to spare Jenny. 

My hands were gripping my thighs so hard, I must have had bruises beneath my jeans. 

“So,” my mother continued, “Ted did what he had to do. But they ultimately took his daughter anyway, because the guidelines about non-Elementalists knowing about the Order are clear. Because of Ted’s help in eventually tracking us down, they promised to do right by him and put Jenny back in touch with her mother.” 

“How do you know all this if you had already been captured?” I asked, frowning. 

“Because they first had to erase her memories of anything related to the Asterians, including those of her own father,” she replied. A cold shiver ran down my spine. “And the Electromancer who attempted it inadvertently left her brain dead.” 

“No…” I whispered, horror-struck. 

“After my capture, they asked me to try and fix it, because of my abilities, but more importantly, because I had ties with the girl. The more familiar you are with someone, the better you can access and navigate their mind…” 

“So what happened to Jenny?” I whispered. 

My mother sat down again, suddenly appearing much frailer than she had a moment ago. 

“I did everything I could, but I couldn’t reverse what had happened to Jenny. She was taken off life support hours later. Ted, left with nothing and no one, remained with the Order. The day she died was the last day I saw him.” Another wave of shared emotion hit me, nearly making me double over in my chair. I shook my head to try to clear the feeling, suddenly registering that there were voices just outside the door. 

“Rowan… they want me to reinstate your memories today,” she said softly, “so you have full access to your powers before being presented to the Inner Circle.” My breath caught in my throat. I begged them not to attempt it, given the risk involved, she said, tears gathering in the corners of her deep blue eyes. 

The lock on the door clicked open. 

But if I don’t attempt the Reinstatement today, Savannah assures me that someone less capable will. 

The door opened then as the Devil herself stepped inside the cell. Still, I remained in my seat… until he entered the room. 

Strauss. At the sight of him, my entire body broke into a cold sweat. 

“You—” I started, scrambling to my feet. Strauss gave me a sneering look of such contempt, such vitriol, that I nearly staggered backwards. 

“Rowan,” Savannah said primly, “I see you remember my associate, Mr. Strauss. He’ll be accompanying us into the Amphitheater this afternoon.” 

I gave him a level look, though my stomach threatened to turn itself inside-out. Strauss wore his usual khaki-colored trench coat and spectacles, though his brown fedora hat was nowhere in sight. Instead, his bald scalp – and most of his face – was covered in gnarled, shiny pink scar tissue, where the boiling water I had doused him with had ravaged his thin, pasty skin. 

“Savannah, I implore you to reconsider this,” my mother said, rising from the bed. “There are other ways – non-Electromantic neuroplasticity exercises, for example – that won’t pose any risk to Rowan…” 

“Elizabeth, we’ve discussed this,” Savannah replied, her smile unwavering. “The Inner Circle will arrive within the hour and they expect to see the world’s first Level-Three Pentamancer – not some brainwashed, half-witted amateur. If you’re unwilling to do the job, my associate here is more than willing… By the way, Rowan, I don’t think you’ve ever been properly acquainted with Mr. Strauss, who is one of the very few Empathic Electromancers in existence.” I looked at Savannah in horror. 

Strauss is an Electromancer? I thought, feeling an even heavier wave of nausea. 

“I’ll do it,” my mother said firmly. 

“Wonderful. We already have a large audience gathered for the Reinstatement,” Savannah continued, “as several dozen of our guards will be there for the special occasion, as well as your friends, Rowan, who I thought you might appreciate seeing. We apprehended them just a few moments ago, hence my delay.” 

No! I thought frantically. 

“Elizabeth,” she smiled at my mother, “You’ve been such a well-behaved guest during your time in D.C., so we brought in a couple old friends of yours as well – Ted Nichols… and Evelyn Fulman. Won’t that be a lovely reunion?” 

My mother gasped. 

“No!” I cried out. “Please, Evelyn has nothing to do with any of this!” 

Savannah smiled at me as my stomach threatened to empty itself onto the floor. “Now, now, Rowan,” she said gently, “we talked about this. You know non-Elementalists are forbidden from knowing about our Community. We spoke about that in my office just earlier this month. Now, Mitch here was just awarded dear Tom’s old job as Head of Denver’s Security and Containment Division, not only because of his relentless work ethic, but also due to his remarkable talent for Corporeal Electromancy – that is, stopping hearts using electrical impulses. He’ll be overseeing your procedure today, as well as your grandmother’s, to ensure everyone continues behaving appropriately.” 

She glanced at her watch. “It’s time to get a move on. We have a big day ahead of us and we have to make sure everyone is ready for the arrival of the Inner Circle! Come, ladies. Your friends await you.” 





Chapter 33 




“We affectionately call this entire complex ‘Little Pentagon’,” Savannah chirped as she led my mother and me through the long, straight corridor. Her heels clacked loudly, almost antagonistically, against the concrete floor as we passed the doors of about ten other cells – half of which had blurry outlines of faces staring out of the thick, glass windows. One of the faces looked as though it had a crop of white hair on top, making my stomach knot further. I forced my eyes away from the line of cells and instead glared at the back of Savannah’s perfectly-bobbed hair, chewing the inside of my lip until it bled. I felt like a mouse caught in a winding trap, the very well-being of my friends dangling in front of me as the bait. 

“For one,” Savannah continued to talk to no one in particular, “it’s shaped like a pentagon, with each of the five sides devoted to one primary Element – this is the Electromantic section, of course, where our Electromantically-inclined guests are kept…” 

I rubbed my forehead, doing my best to tune out her droning sermon. A hundred questions were swirling in my head. I desperately wanted to ask my mother about what was going to happen next, but with Strauss and about fifteen guards trailing just behind us, I didn’t dare give her even a sideways look. 

“For another,” Savannah added, as we approached the end of the long hallway, “we’re located in the bottom-most level of the Pentagon itself, though only Asterian military and government officials working there are privy to that information.” At that, my eyebrows arched sharply. 

“How could you have possibly managed to pull that off?” I demanded. “You told me once that the Asterian Order is comprised of only five-thousand members worldwide.” 

Savannah smiled but didn’t answer. She instead took a crowded key ring from her skirt pocket, unlocked the door at the end of the hallway, and swung it open. It led to a separate, tiny section of corridor with three metal doors: one door leading back to where we came from, one door straight ahead of us, and one door in-between, embedded in the narrow wall to our right. Only a handful of the guards were able to follow us inside the cramped area; the rest waited near the open doorway. 

“That makes it all the more important to put our most talented members in the most strategic places,” Savannah eventually replied, smirking as she unlocked the door to our right. “Come along,” she said, pulling it open. “This is the inner-pentagon; the safety zone that isolates and separates the outer Containment cells from the central Amphitheater.” We followed her inside a wide, brick-covered corridor that was completely unlit, save for the scattered light from the open door. It smelled musty, like damp bricks and still air. As the last of the guards shuffled in behind us, the door slammed shut, leaving us in total darkness. 

“There’s a handrail along the wall,” Savannah said, clicking on a lantern. “Watch your step and follow closely.” 

My mother and I exchanged quick glances just before she fell into step behind me. As I stumbled along in the dark, trying to keep up with Savannah’s brisk pace, I did my best to organize my thoughts using some of the calming techniques Sophia had taught me. Everyone you care about will be in there, I thought, forcing myself to breathe deeply. Evelyn and Robert will have no defenses. If things go south, Aiden and the others could be hurt, imprisoned, or worse. Ted… Ted will probably just do what he can to save his own skin. You have to stay calm. Things can’t unravel like last time. There has to be a diplomatic way to handle this… there has to be. Suddenly, I wasn’t the only voice inside my own head. 

I’m so sorry they brought Evelyn here, I heard my mother say, as though she were reading my thoughts. Perhaps she was. 

Bringing your friends here for the Reinstatement is Savannah’s way of maintaining control; it’s a psychological tactic. It’s imperative that you remain calm. There will be many guards in there, and rather anxious guards at that. 

“It’s amazing how just several yards of concrete, tungsten, and brick are all we need to separate our prisoners from the Elements they abuse,” I heard Savannah murmur ahead, as if musing aloud to herself. 

Just remember, my mother continued, it’s you they want. Savannah is an Aggregator – her entire role is designed around recruitment. Her success is defined by the number of recruits she signs as well as their Elemental potential. Therefore, she has only two goals in this situation: to make you as powerful as possible before presenting you to the Inner Circle, and to secure your allegiance. The better you look, the better she looks. 

I nodded as inconspicuously as I could, letting her know I understood. 

No matter how she intimidates or threatens you, remember that you have the upper hand in this situation. As the crowning jewel of her so-called ‘collection’, you hold the power to make demands – not her. 

“Ah, here we are,” Savannah said, shining her lantern on a set of heavy-looking steel doors. She unlocked the bolt, then turned to look at me. “Are you excited to see your friends, Rowan? I know they’re dying to see you.” At that, I bit my tongue so hard, I could taste blood – my derisive comeback would have to wait. 

Savannah pushed open the doors and marched inside. It took my eyes a few moments to adjust to the immense brightness of the cavernous room. Even larger than the training arena I had seen in Denver, the pentagon-shaped Amphitheater – like everything else I had seen the Asterians design – was extravagant and garish. The immaculate ceiling was at least twenty feet high and each of the five walls, which were supported by wide, black marble columns, was at least as long. As Savannah and the guards ushered me to the center of the room, I quickly looked for my friends among the empty rows of plush stadium seating installed along all five walls… But they were nowhere to be found. Instead, about a dozen guards were standing at the front of a raised, black platform in the heart of the Amphitheater – which, like everything else, was in the shape of a pentagon. About five feet higher than the surrounding tiled floor, the stage looked as though it was designed with an operating theater in mind, with two metal chairs on top and nothing else. 

Once we got to the base of one of the five staircases leading up to the platform, I stopped to gawk at the ceiling. It was comprised entirely of colored mosaic glass, which was garishly lit from behind by lights – Electrical lights, I realized. Squinting, I could see the stained-glass pattern was actually hundreds of large, overlapping five-pointed stars, each arm a different color of the five elements, each center pentagon a clear piece of glass with a bright CFL bulb buzzing behind it. As my eyes fully adjusted, I saw faint traces of glowing purple lines glimmering from behind the glass – more pomp and flamboyance, I assumed. 

As Savannah motioned for my mother and me to follow her up the steps, the guards that had accompanied us through the hallways split away to join the others. In total, there had to have been thirty armed guards on that floor. Strauss, however, followed close behind us. 

“Are you ready to get your memories back, Rowan?” Savannah asked. She stood between two chairs in the center of the stage. They looked like reclining dentist chairs – except they were metal, with black rubber mats glued to the back and armrests… and had ankle, wrist, waist, and head restraints. 

“Where are my friends?” I asked, doing my best to avoid looking at the Mary Shelley-inspired armchairs. 

“They’re right on time,” Savannah replied, just as another set of steel double doors opened on the far side of the arena. My heart sank as everyone – Aiden, Ori, Eileen, Sophia, Ted, Robert, and Evelyn – was ushered into the Amphitheater by another twenty guards. Their hands were all bound by some sort of black rope – even Evelyn’s. Against the backdrop of twenty armed guards, she looked even frailer than usual in her green floral dress and crooked chiffon scarf, which sat askew atop her unusually-frizzy gray hair. I clenched my fists tightly; the lights in the ceiling and all around the Amphitheater swelled brightly. 

“Easy,” Strauss warned from close behind me. 

“Aspen!” Aiden suddenly cried out. The others whipped their heads around in my direction. Eileen, Ori, and Sophia all looked relieved; Robert look troubled; Evelyn looked utterly terrified. But Ted… Ted looked absolutely livid. Upon seeing me, he immediately pulled away from one of the two guards gripping his arm. 

“Elizabeth!” Ted yelled, straining to pull free of the other. “Don’t do this! Don’t let them do this to her! – Hey! Get off me!” Two more guards stepped forward, forcefully pushing him to his knees. A third guard drew his gun, aiming at the back of Ted’s head. 

“Don’t do it, Elizabeth!” he shouted again, still trying to twist away from his captors. “She could wind up dead – or worse!” From beside me, my mother could only stare at him helplessly. 

“Oh, Ted…” she whispered softly. 

Savannah rolled her eyes. “Do not aggravate me, Ted – we’ll skip Containment and go straight to force. After what you pulled this week, I wouldn’t be surprised if you were second in line for Electrocution next week… right after Vivian.” 

“Drop dead, Savannah,” Ted spat. Just behind him, Aiden knelt down to whisper something placating, though his eyes, tight and etched with worry, never left mine. 

“Please,” I pleaded, turning towards Savannah. “Whatever you do, don’t hurt them – none of this is their fault. I take full responsibility for everything that’s happened!” 

“I wouldn’t dream of hurting anyone,” she retorted, mock alarm scrawled across her half-lovely face. “As long as you – and they – behave.” A prim smile spread across her face. 

“Before… all this,” I said, gesturing to the chairs. “Can I at least talk to them?” 

“You can talk to Evelyn right now,” Savannah replied lightly, motioning to one of the guards standing at Evelyn’s side. He took her arm and led her across the floor, then up the short, metal staircase closest to them. Robert shot Aiden a look of alarm. 

Evelyn shook the guard’s arm away the moment they got to the top of the steps. “Take these ropes off me,” she snapped at him. “I’m not a zoo animal.” Savannah nodded at the guard, who hastily untied Evelyn’s wrists. She rubbed them crossly. 

“Evelyn!” I cried, running towards her. In a brief role-reversal, I took her face in my hands, inspecting every inch for the slightest scratch. “Did they hurt you?” 

She shook her head free of my hands. “They wouldn’t dare. And anyhow, I don’t give a hoot about me, it’s what they’ve done to you that I’m furious about…” As her eyes fell upon my mother, Evelyn trailed off, her hand rising to her mouth as though she were seeing a ghost. 

“Elizabeth,” she whispered. “It really is you, isn’t it?” 

My mother, tears pooling in the corners of her eyes, could only nod. 

Evelyn reached forward to pull my mother into a tight embrace. “I never doubted that we’d all be together again,” she whispered. “Never.” 

Savannah tapped her foot impatiently. “We don’t have time for a family reunion. The Inner Circle will be here shortly. Rowan, kindly escort your grandmother to a chair and then have a seat yourself. So long as you continue to be a good girl, I promise she won’t be harmed.” 

Rowan, something’s not right with Savannah, I heard my mother’s voice. She’s far too anxious about the others’ arrival. And none of the other officers are here. 

She’s right, I realized, looking around the room. It wasn’t just Savannah… all the guards looked… uneasy. An anxious feeling hung heavy in the air. 

“Come on Grandma,” I said, taking Evelyn’s arm gently. “There’s no need to be frightened. They’re just going to restore my memories.” 

“Oh sure, sure, I’m to believe everything’s totally fine, is that right? That’s why the gestapo has been brought here, clearly,” she muttered, jerking her head towards the black wave of guards standing below. “By the way, is that the man who spewed nonsense to me while he drank from my good china?” Evelyn asked, pointing at Strauss, who was standing near Savannah on the other side of the stage. “What in the world did he do to his face? He looks like a newborn possum.” Strauss gave her a menacing glare. Despite the fact that her bravado was clearly a façade for my benefit, I couldn’t help but admire her courage. 

“Oh, sweet Lord, that metal is cold!” Evelyn winced as she took a seat on the chair to the right. 

“Evelyn – Grandma – I need you to listen to me,” I said, kneeling in front of her. “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you, okay? We’re going to get you out of here.” 

“Sweets, I am seventy-one years old and not getting a second younger,” she replied sternly, taking my hand in hers. “I need you to worry about yourself now, so you and that gorgeous man behind you can get out of here and make me some beautiful great-grandbabies, you hear?” 

I glanced over my shoulder at Aiden, who was watching me intently along with the others on the floor. His eyes were glued to mine as Ori leaned over and whispered something in his ear; Aiden nodded in response. Poor, gentle Robert was watching Evelyn as he clasped his bound hands in front of him anxiously, while Eileen and Sophia were helping a momentarily-subdued Ted to his feet. Guards surrounded the six of them on all sides. I gave Evelyn a quick kiss on the cheek, then rose to my feet. 

Remember that you have the upper hand in this situation. 

“Savannah,” I said quietly, coming as close to her as I could bear. “Whatever you want from me, I’ll do it. Just don’t hurt Evelyn or my friends.” 

“As I’ve told you, Rowan, you’re really in no position to be making demands,” she answered coolly, examining a broken fingernail. From this close, I could see her bloodshot eyes, the slight tremor in her hands. The reek of coffee and alcohol on her breath somehow smelled stronger than it had before. 

“I think we both know that’s not true,” I answered, my voice low enough for only her to hear. “I think we both know that your reputation, your success, your very place in this Community, all depend on how things go this afternoon. If you let everyone go today – my mother, Vivian, and Sarah Lawson included – I swear to you, I will do anything you ask of me. I’ll jump when you say so; I’ll speak when you tell me to. I’ll…” I swallowed tightly, knowing full well the implications of what I was promising. “I’ll stay right here in D.C… and I’ll publicly swear my allegiance to you and the Asterians.” Her eyes narrowed at me, her left eyelid drooping even lower than her right. 

“But if you hurt them, or keep them locked up, I promise you, I will fight you every step of the way. I’ll crumble every cage you put me in, I’ll counter any type of Electromantic manipulation you try to put me through, I’ll resist you and the Order every waking moment of my life, until you’re forced to kill me – the first and only Pentamancer to walk the earth in three hundred years. Will you find another, more willing, Pentamancer to recruit in your lifetime?” I shrugged. “Maybe… But the odds aren’t exactly in your favor.” While I spoke, a small smile had begun to creep across Savannah’s face. 

“You understand that if you break your promise, I will personally round up every single one of your friends and family members and kill them myself, yes?” 

I nodded, doing my best not to lunge at her throat. “Do we have an agreement?” 

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a large white pill, knocking her head back to swallow it like a shot of liquor. 

“We have an agreement, Pentamancer,” she said, clearing her throat roughly. “Now kindly get in that chair and do try not to squirm too much. I need as many of your neural connections restored as possible for our big reveal later on.” 

“Fine,” I replied, keeping my voice as polite as possible. “Before I do that, would you please untie my friends and let them know that no harm will come to them? I’d also like you to release Sarah Lawson from her cell before the procedure.” 

Savannah’s eyes narrowed. “I… can’t. I need additional authorization to do that,” she muttered, glancing at the guards on the floor. 

I took a step closer to her, until our faces were no more than inches apart. 

“I think you’re doing plenty of things without proper authorization right now,” I whispered. “And I’d like you to release Sarah Lawson.” 

A muscle in Savannah’s jaw twitched. I expected her to argue, but she instead stepped forward to signal one of the guards standing below. “Peterson, go retrieve Sarah Lawson from Cell 14-P and inform her that she’ll be heading home with her dear brother today. The rest of you – remove the others’ bindings. But if any one of them makes a single move to interfere, use whatever means necessary to subdue them. Shoot them if you have to.” 

My eyes caught Aiden’s for a fleeting moment. As a guard stepped forward to remove his wrist restraints, his eyes grew wide with disbelief, then shock, as though he suddenly understood what must have transpired. 

No! he mouthed. 

“Come,” Savannah said, roughly leading me by the arm. “It’s time. Elizabeth, get in position. We don’t have time to waste.” My mother, looking rather tired, turned to stand behind the vacant chair. As I sat down in front of her, Evelyn reached out her hand to take mine. 

“Everything is going to be okay,” she whispered, squeezing my fingers. 

“I know,” I lied, as Strauss knelt to tighten the restraints across my ankles and waist. 

“Remember,” he murmured, rising to secure the strap across my head, “I can stop a person’s heart in an instant, so I do recommend you and your mother don’t pull any tricks.” I tried to twist my head away from his stale, sour breath, but he abruptly tightened the restraint, forcing me to look straight ahead. He put a thick rubber mouthpiece between my teeth, smiled savagely, then stepped aside. 

Don’t be frightened, Rowan, my mother silently spoke, placing her fingers on my temples gently. I won’t let them take anything more from you, I promise. 

“It’s okay, Aspen!” Eileen echoed from below, her hands no longer bound. “We’re here! We’re not going anywhere!” Sophia watched me with frantic eyes, tightly gripping Eileen’s arm. 

“Be brave!” Ori yelled, clutching Eileen’s other hand. “It’ll just be a tingle!” 

Robert stepped forward to clasp Aiden’s shoulder, giving me an encouraging nod as he did so. Ted stood a few feet away from the others, arms crossed, watching my mother and me wordlessly. I wished I could say something to him – how sorry I was about his daughter’s passing, how grateful I was for what he did for my family. Instead, as I held his steely gaze, all I could do was pray that there would be another time for that discussion, another opportunity for forgiveness. 

As my mother’s fingers pressed into my temples, my eyes met Aiden’s one last time. Save for the ragged rise and fall of his chest, he stood like a statue; his fists held stiffly at his sides, his tight, smooth expression appearing to take a great deal of effort to maintain. A muscle in his jaw clenched and Robert tightened his grip on his shoulder. Just then, I saw movement by the far door; my eyes darted just above their heads as a small, dark-haired woman was being led into the Amphitheater, unbeknownst to the others. Her long hair fell in tight, chocolate curls that looked just like Aiden’s. 

I smiled then, my two-toned eyes glued to his, like tanzanite on topaz. 

“I love you,” I said softly. “I always will.” 

Then came the pain. 





Chapter 34 




I cried out as a massive jolt of Electricity seared through my head, sending rippling shockwaves of pain cascading down my arms and legs. I could feel the currents reverberating all the way down to my fingernails, which clawed at the rubber pads of the armrests. Aiden’s startled face disappeared as I squeezed my eyes shut, bearing down on the rubber mouthpiece clenched between my tingling teeth. I tried to fight the electrical currents, to counter them somehow, but the agonizing waves did not relent. The inside of my skull crackled so intensely, I feared it might actually split in two. 

Don’t fight it, Rowan, it will only make my task more difficult, came my mother’s voice. 

I choked back a scream as the inside of my eyelids suddenly became inundated with flashes of recent memories, blazing as hundreds of white-hot bulbs that exploded with intensity, then shattered into blackness once more. There were too many fleeting, overlapping visions to grasp, but some flashed brighter than others: Training in the lightning storm with Ori. Flash. Evelyn’s breath crystallizing in the frigid air of my motel room. Flash. Aiden’s wall of billowing Fire that rushed toward me like dynamite. Flash. Again and again, the lights in my eyes exploded like antique camera flashbulbs, each burst of white bringing a new memory with it. The fiery serpent that tore after the men in the van. Tom and Strauss screaming as my wave of boiling Water slammed into them. The chasm of Earth I split open in the middle of the forest – Aiden clasping my hand tightly to keep me from falling. Stepping into his classroom for the first time, the overhead lights flickering as his dark eyes burned into mine… 

I cried out as a streak of Lightning brighter than anything I’d ever seen before tore across the memory, as though the sun itself was burning into my retinas. I twisted and writhed against the chair’s restraints, tried to clamp my eyes tighter, but the unbelievable brightness was inside my own head, trapped behind my useless eyelids. Without warning, the flash of Lightning was replaced by a semi-truck careening straight towards me, its glaring headlights completely overpowering my vision, its powerful horn filling my ears with a deafening roar. I screamed, just as a massive column of Wind appeared, violently knocking the truck to its side, sending a shower of orange sparks cascading across the asphalt. The sparks suddenly became glowing embers in my fireplace, burning brighter as I shivered from the early morning rainstorm. 

This is where the neurons began merging again – this is where we must start. 

Faster and faster the flashes of light exploded and shattered across my vision, faster and faster the memories came. Stealing chocolate chips from Evelyn’s flapjack batter while dancing away from her swatting spatula. Lying, curled up and alone, in front of the fireplace, playing chess with imaginary opponents. Taking the motorcycle out for the first time, feeling the warm breeze kissing my face. Clearing snow from Gina’s porch, my fingers and toes numb from the cold. Watching the blood from my torn blisters leach into the frigid bathwater after walking eight miles from town. Evelyn calling out to me from the driveway, her face full of concern. Waking up on the floor of the cabin, my dirty white sweatshirt damp with sweat, the inside of my skull throbbing– 

Suddenly, I screamed, a long, agonizing scream, as my head exploded with light and anguish; it was as though every single neuron in my brain had suddenly ignited in a violent blaze. I clenched my eyes shut as tightly as I could, but the light didn’t fade, and the pain only intensified. My teeth gnashed together and my nails tore at the armrest as the agony of it all threatened to overpower me… 

A familiar voice tore through the torment. 

“Elizabeth, stop it, you’ll kill her! Think of Jenny! Think of – aughh!” Shouts erupted from every direction, but I couldn’t pry open my eyes; the glaring light, the excruciating pain, the onslaught of emotions was too much. A great, terrible noise suddenly filled my ears, like a whip cracking through the air. Then screams. So many screams. 

Were they my screams? 

Stay with me, Rowan. It’s going to be okay. 

In an instant, both the screams and the light were gone, leaving only brilliant purple traces stamped across the inside of my eyelids. My mother was hugging me tightly. 

“It’s going to be okay, Rowan, I promise you. We’ll be together again.” 

“We love you, Rosebud,” came a man’s voice. “May you never truly forget that…” 

My eyes shot open. 

Dad? 

My father peered down at me with thick-rimmed glasses. He ruffled my hair gently, then scooped me into his arms. I buried my face in his chest. His smell was so comforting, so familiar… 

Of course, I suddenly remembered. It was that same musky aftershave he always used to wear, the one Mom got him for Christmas. I took a deep breath, filling my nose with his scent. 

“I’ll see you on the other side, okay?” he smiled, tears gathering at the corners of his crinkled eyes. “Be good,” he added, kissing my forehead. 

“Dad!” I cried out, throwing my arms around him. “Don’t go!” – But another flash of light erupted, and he was gone. I stared at the phone in my hand. 

“Rose… I’m sorry. I just… I can’t,” came Wes’ voice. “It’s too much. This is all too much.” 

“Wes, what are you saying?” I asked, blinking at the black receiver. 

“I can’t do this anymore – all the secrets, all the strange behavior. Now you tell me your real name isn’t even Rose, that you’re in hiding? Hiding where? How am I supposed to trust you when for three years I never even knew your real name?” 

“Wes, I’ll tell you everything one day,” I pleaded, leaning against the payphone. “I promise. Just please, don’t—” 

“One day?” his voice cut in angrily. “No, Rose – Rowan, whoever you are. This isn’t what I signed up for.” 

“Please don’t,” I whispered. 

“I’m sorry… Goodbye, Rose.” 

“Wes!” I cried into the receiver. “Wes!” 

There was a great flash of light, then the edges of my vision burned away to blackness once more. Goodbye, Rose, his words echoed, again and again as the line went dead. Goodbye… 

The echoes faded to silence. I lingered in the darkness for a moment, floating in the obsidian void that was my own mind. There was no end and beginning to the emptiness – just quiet stillness. Is this death? I wondered, embracing the nothingness. It’s not so bad… So quiet… So calm… 

Stay with me, Rowan, my mother’s voice whispered. Stay with me. 

A small, flickering light began pulsing in the middle of my vision, like a candle in the dense fog. Weightless, formless, I reached forward to touch it… In an instant, hundreds upon hundreds of memories sprouted forth from the black expanse, inundating me with a raging tempest of thoughts and smells and conversations and emotions. They ravaged the farthest corners of my mind, leaving trillions of nerve endings screaming in their wake as countless old memories intermingled with countless more new ones, forming newer, stronger connections as my two lives merged into one. A thousand white fireworks erupted between each memory, each burst hurting only slightly less than the last: My grandfather’s eyes, twinkling over a ball of Fire as we toasted marshmallows in the living room, became my father’s lithe form, swimming just ahead as we explored the coral reef. He turned around to grin at me, the water parting for him to breathe effortlessly without scuba gear. In the blink of an eye, his smiling face became Jenny’s, young and giggling as we struggled to carry a huge green teddy bear through a crowded carnival. Ted reached out to carry it for us, but the bear transformed into my parents’ old Siamese cat, Liesl, which became a white stuffed bunny as my mother placed it beside me in my crib, then tucked me under a soft blanket while a star-and-moon mobile circled slowly around her head like a halo. 

Flash. 

I managed to suck in a breath in between images. The transitions were becoming slower, less painful, now: Wes and I making love for the first time, in the back of his beat-up Pontiac Sunfire. Sneaking into a bar with my college roommate, Emma, then throwing up grape-flavored vodka for two days straight. Waking up with ink from my MCAT textbook imprinted on my cheek after studying for seven hours straight. My parents bursting into my Organic Chemistry lecture, their eyes wide and fearful. Aiden holding me in his arms while he gently lowered me down on the bed, his eyes filled with tenderness, with desire… That last memory took the longest to fade away, leaving the taste of Aiden’s lips lingering sumptuously on mine. As the edges of my vision began to fade once more, his dark topaz eyes were the last vestiges to linger in the darkness… Until only blackness remained. 

A moment passed, and then another. The crisp smell of ionized air filled my nose. I could feel the touch of clothing against my skin, the beads of cold sweat clinging to my forehead. Silence hung heavily in my ears. Then, a gentle voice penetrated the stillness. 

Come back now, Rowan. It’s time to come back. 

No, please… I begged. Please. Everything hurts… 

I know, Rosebud… I know. It will all be over soon, I promise. 

I took a deep, shaky breath. 

I promise… 

My eyes blinked open, blurry from tears. They locked on the mosaic stained-glass ceiling high above, where thin filaments of purple-blue ultraviolet light snaked around each of the CFL bulbs that illuminated it from behind. They then trailed to one of the wide marble columns supporting the Amphitheater, lingering on its smooth, black finish, before finally meeting the wide-eyed expressions of my friends, who watched me from the floor below. Dozens of tense-looking guards stood behind and on either side of them, unease and uncertainty rolling off of them in palpable waves. I spat out my mouthpiece, which tasted like metal. And blood. 

“Is it done? Were there any complications?” Savannah demanded from somewhere behind me. 

“It’s done,” my mother answered, stepping around the chair to brush a damp strand of hair from my eyes. “Welcome back,” she whispered. Grandma Evelyn stood close behind her, dabbing her own eyes with a handkerchief. 

“Mom…” I murmured, finally seeing her. She was terribly pale and had aged far more than three years since the last time we had seen each other. “Mom,” I said again, the word feeling foreign in my own mouth. “I’m so sorry. I should have come sooner…” 

She knelt in front of me to unclasp my wrist restraints. “Are you okay?” she asked softly. “Any pain or difficulty speaking?” I shook my head, caught off-guard by the strangeness of her tone. 

“I need you to stay calm,” she continued, her voice low. “Your next moves will be very important. Many lives depend on your composure.” 

My gaze shifted then, just over her shoulder to Aiden, who was kneeling on the ground. His expression seemed… odd. Beside him, his sister, Sarah, clung to his arm. Her long, chestnut hair fell across her face in loose ringlets. They were both looking at the ground, where Ted was lying, his head resting on Aiden’s knees. I frowned. Something was wrong… very wrong. Just then, my brain finally caught up with my vision. 

Blood, I gasped. Blood everywhere. 

“Ted was shot,” my mother murmured, moving to unclasp my ankles. “You need to move quickly. I’ll stay with your grandmother.” 

My free hands flew to my head to tear off the restraint, then I bolted. I was leaping off the stage before Savannah or Strauss had time to react. 

“Stop!” Savannah shouted. 

The guards on the floor below tensed their weapons as I scrambled to the ground where Ted was lying motionlessly, splayed out on his back. His gray polo shirt was matted with fresh crimson blood. 

“Where was he shot?” I asked Aiden, quickly putting my fingers to Ted’s neck. I could feel his pulse, but it was weak. 

“Right shoulder,” Aiden replied, giving me a strange look. “He lost consciousness just before you opened your eyes. Aspen, are you—?” 

“We need to get pressure on the wound before he bleeds out,” I said, tearing Ted’s shirt open from the collar to expose the wound. The bullet had entered cleanly. I reached behind his shoulder to feel for an exit wound, then breathed a sigh of relief – the bullet hadn’t gone all the way through. Still, blood was pooling over his chest. 

“Lay him flat on the ground,” I instructed. “Put as much pressure as you can on the wound – put a knee on it if you have to. He’ll thank you later.” Aiden, looking somewhat startled, pressed both of his hands to Ted’s shoulder. 

“Like this?” he asked. I nodded. 

“Here,” Ori said, tearing off his sweater and handing it to Aiden. “You can use this.” 

“Rowan, we don’t have time for this—” Savannah barked from the stage. 

“Sophia,” I called. She and Eileen were standing behind Sarah, who was watching me with wide, hazel eyes as she knelt next to her brother. “Ted’s starting to lose too much blood. Can you staunch it with Hydromancy?” 

Sophia nodded. “Yes, I can do that,” she said, leaning beside him. I felt the sensation of a cold trickle down the back of my neck a split-second later. 

“Eileen, please ask one of these nice guards to get us some plastic wrap,” I said, resting my ear beside Ted’s mouth to make sure he was still breathing. “We need to keep air from being sucked into the wound.” 

“On it!” she said, breaking away to approach a group of female guards who were hovering nearby. 

“Aspen, please, what can I do?” asked Robert, putting a trembling hand on my shoulder. 

“Stay with my grandmother, please,” I said, glancing at Evelyn. She clutched her handkerchief to her mouth; her face looked pale. Robert nodded, then quickly made his way up the stage. 

“Enough!” Savannah yelled, shoving past him to get down the steps. “Ted did this to himself. We do not have time—” With Ted’s blood smeared across my hands and clothes, I rose from the ground to give her a level look. 

“Get this man a doctor, now.” 

“As we already discussed, I don’t take orders from you,” she snapped. 

“Get. This man. A doctor,” I hissed. “Now.” 

Savannah stared at me for a protracted moment, posturing herself as though she might argue. But to my surprise, she eventually gave a terse nod to one of the guards. “Take the injured man to Doctor Ellis… After these two have their memories wiped,” she added, gesturing to Robert and Evelyn. Above, on the platform, Robert was gripping my grandmother in his arms. Her mouth was pressed into a thin, quivering line. The hairs on my arms stood on end as the air in the Amphitheater suddenly became frigid. 

“You’re not putting my grandmother through that,” I growled, taking a step towards Savannah. “It’s torture. I won’t allow it.” 

Savannah’s face was dark. “She will either leave this facility without any memories of us, or she will not leave it at all.” She turned to Strauss, who was still standing on the platform. “Mitch?” He took a menacing step towards my grandmother, who immediately recoiled. 

My mother moved between them. “Step aside,” she said, her voice low. 

I shoved past Savannah to make my way up the stage. A cool mist had begun to form in the air. Below me, the guards had tensed their weapons, waiting for Savannah’s signal. But she stood frozen to the ground, her expression a mix of anger, uncertainty… and fear. 

At the top of the stairs, I closed my eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath as I centered myself, the way Sophia had shown me. The way my mother had taught me many years ago. As my heartbeat slowed, I listened – listened for the familiar sound of the wind currents, rising and falling with the ragged breaths of my friends and the scores of civilian guards who surrounded them. They stood below, anxiety and uncertainty plainly written on their faces, as they watched this strange, unprecedented series of events unfold in front of them. I listened to the quiet hum of the fluorescent bulbs above, thrumming with Electricity. I felt the moisture in the frosty air, the fine layer of mist that had settled in fine droplets upon all the surfaces in the room, the blood of everyone around me as it pulsed through their veins. Some veins throbbed with the force of an adrenaline-fueled heartbeat; Ted’s barely throbbed at all. 

“Step aside,” I heard Strauss growl at my mother. 

“Mitch, wait—” Savannah said, urgency creeping into her voice. 

“Please, now, there has to be another way,” Robert pleaded. 

I love you Rowan – never forget that, my mother’s voice rang in my ears. 

My eyes whipped open just in time to see Strauss’ hand fly forward, right as my mother’s hand flew up to block it. As their outstretched palms met, there was a massive flash of white light and a fierce crack sounded in the air; my mother’s eyes met mine just before she flew backwards, crashing into the metal chair behind her. With a horrible scream, Strauss simultaneously flew off the stage, hurled backwards by a violent, invisible force. His body, which crackled and hissed with blue streaks of Electricity as it flew through the air, slammed into a marble pillar with a nauseating thud. A long fracture snaked up the side of the column, sending bits of black stone raining down on the tile below. Shouts erupted across the cavernous room as Strauss slumped over to the ground, dead. 

“No!” Savannah screamed. “You fool!” 

“Mom!” I cried out, tearing across the platform. She lay crumpled on one side, eyes closed. Her long hair was splayed across the floor in swirling, black waves. My grandmother sank down on the floor beside her, clutching her hands to her mouth. 

“Elizabeth…” she whispered through her fingers. 

“Mom!” I cried again, kneeling beside her to take her face in my hands. “Mom, please!” 

Ori clambered up the steps of the stage, dropping down beside me. He immediately pressed one hand to my mother’s forehead and another to her chest. Her body lurched, then became still again. 

“Resuscitatio Fulminis,” Robert murmured, as my mother’s back arched once more. 

Her eyes didn’t open. 

All thoughts of self-control abandoned my mind as I rose to my feet mechanically and made my way to the edge of the platform. Below me, Savannah was spluttering something about Strauss, but I couldn’t hear her, didn’t want to hear her. The ground beneath us was shaking, causing the cracked marble column towering over Strauss’ body to rain more stony fragments on the ground, each sending a clattering echo throughout the entire chamber. Above us, the fluorescent lights surged brightly behind the cloud of fog that had begun to form near the ceiling. Cold gusts of Wind tore at my loose t-shirt, sent my wild hair whipping around my face. 

“Aspen!” Aiden yelled, making his way for the stairs. 

“Don’t!” Savannah cried. “Just… Everyone, just stay back! Guns down! Guns down!” 

Below me, a multitude of horrified faces – both friends and strangers – were gaping at the ceiling. A cold shower of rain had begun to fall from the layer of clouds that blanketed the illumined stained glass above. Several of the guards appeared to be laboring against the tempest, doing their best to stifle one Element at a time. But their disjointed, linear attempts were no match for the torrential web of Elements that wove and knotted in the air around us. The cold air sustained the moisture; the moisture transported the electrical currents, the heat from the electricity mingled with the frigid air to generate more Wind currents. Where one thread managed to be severed, three others looped back in its place. 

I turned my head as a chunk of familiar material fell from the crumbling marble column, bounced onto the tiled floor, and vaulted into my open hand. Without thinking, I slammed the rock against the metal railing at the top of the stairs, sending a shower of sparks cascading onto the ground, then tossed the broken chunk of flint aside. A concentrated gust of Wind fed the sparks pure oxygen, creating a hose of white-hot Fire. Above, purple-laced bolts of Lightning danced between the surging ceiling fixtures; I shot my arm into the air and the current eagerly flew to my outstretched palm, nestling into a ball of Lightning that sizzled between my fingers. I stretched my arms at my sides as ribbons of Fire and Electricity began to spin in wide, crisscrossing arcs across my body. Gusts of Wind flew under my feet, lifting my body a foot into the air. I was feral, I was inconsolable, I was unstoppable… 

I was completely out of my mind. 

“Aspen!” Aiden shouted my name from the ground. My eyes locked on his. He quickly lunged past Savannah and up the stairs, leaving his sister with Ted’s motionless body below. Sophia and Eileen were huddling beside her, their shouts lost in the wind. 

“Aspen,” Aiden shouted again, sprinting towards me. “Please! You’ll kill yourself! You have to stop!” 

“He killed my mother!” I screamed. “He killed her!” 

“I know,” Aiden said, stepping mere inches from the torrent of Fire and Lightning that encircled me. “I’m so sorry, Aspen. I’m so sorry.” 

Below, Savannah was yelling something at me. My eyes locked on hers. 

“How could you?” I whispered, as rain drops hissed and sizzled against my fiery armor. 

“He wasn’t supposed to touch her, Rowan, I swear,” she shouted, making feeble efforts to halt the wind from blowing her hair in all directions. “I swear I told him not to harm her! I just wanted to frighten you, so you’d be compliant—” 

A plume of Fire shot from my hand, sending her diving for cover. She cowered on the wet floor, blocking her face from another potential attack. Behind her, fifty guns cocked in my direction. 

“Don’t shoot her!” Savannah screamed, scrambling back to her feet, “Please! Let her kill me, just don’t harm her!” She turned to look at me, her mangled, agonized face contorting into something resembling contrition. “Please,” she whimpered, struggling to still the rumbling ground beneath her. “You’re not the only one who’s lost someone…” 

My eyes narrowed. 

“Please, Rowan. I’m so sorry. I’ll make everything right, I swear. Just please don’t give them reason to shoot you. You and I… we’ll both lose everything.” 

A few feet away from her, Ted’s body was still lying motionless on the floor, his head resting in Sophia’s lap. Her arm was wrapped tightly around Sarah’s shoulders while Eileen pressed her hands to the ground to try and prevent it from splitting open. Several other Terramantic guards were kneeling beside her, attempting to do the same. 

“Please,” Savannah whispered, clasping her hands in front of her. “I beg you. Don’t do this.” 

I stared at her then, seeing my own face reflected in the deep, black wells of her terrified pupils. Both of my irises were glowing purple, as though I’d been possessed. My clothes were covered in Ted’s blood; my hands were enveloped by Lightning and Fire. Drops of rainwater fell from my hair, evaporated by the heat of the flames before they could reach the floor. My gaze fell to the rest of the room, at all the frightened faces staring up at me in terror. I glanced over my shoulder at my mother’s outstretched body. Along with Robert and Ori, Evelyn was kneeling beside her on the floor of the stage, staring at me with wide eyes. Her scarf whipped wildly in the wind and her handkerchief was soaked from the rain. She looked… terrified. But the terror wasn’t for herself. It was for me. 

“Come back to us, Aspen,” she whispered, tears in her eyes. 

I could feel the soles of my boots touch the ground once more. The rings of Lightning and Fire that surrounded me abruptly vanished, and as the air warmed, the rainclouds hovering near the ceiling began to dissolve. My knees buckled as exhaustion overtook me, but Aiden was there. He pulled me into a tight embrace, deliberately standing between me and the guns that were pointed in my direction. As he pressed his lips against my forehead and whispered my name, the wind grew quiet once more. 

“I’ve got you, Aspen,” he said softly, tightly pressing my body against his. “I’ve got you.” I buried my face in his chest as he held me, momentarily forgetting the rest of the world. It didn’t matter that we were being watched, that those breaths we shared might be our last; for that fleeting moment, we were the only ones in that room. Savannah and her guards stood paralyzed in their places; the rest of the Amphitheater had fallen completely silent… 

So silent, in fact, that the gentle whisper that drifted through my ears sounded clear and strong, as though it were spoken from right beside me. 

Rowan. 





Chapter 35 




My entire body stiffened. 

“Aspen,” I heard Ori say softly. 

Aiden pulled away to look at me, his expression startled. Without a word, I sprinted across smooth, wet floor, skidding to a stop beside Ori and my mother. Robert and my grandmother were staring down at her in disbelief; her chest was gently rising and falling. 

“Mom?” I whispered. 

Her eyes fluttered open. “Hi, Rosebud.” 

“Mom!” I cried out, flinging my arms around her. Beside us, Evelyn was openly weeping, her handkerchief drenched from both rain and tears. 

“It’s okay,” my mother whispered into my ear. “I’m okay.” 

“It’s all thanks to this young man,” Robert said, regarding Ori with admiration. 

“Ori,” I whispered, reaching to squeeze his hand. “I can’t thank you enough.” 

The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Bevakasha, little lightning bolt.” 

Just then, a loud bang sounded from across the room, interrupting our revelry. My head shot up as the wide double doors on the far side of the Amphitheater slammed open. 

“What is the meaning of this?” 

The thick, booming voice belonged to a considerable man, both in stature and in disposition, who wore long robes of gold, blue, and purple. Behind him trailed nine other robed figures, as well as a dozen Asterian officials; they wore formal suits or dresses, each bearing a colorful sash across their chest, presumably to signify their Elemental class. And, to my growing dismay, at least forty additional sentinels marched behind them, making the total number of guards in that room close to a hundred. Savannah and the rest of the guards snapped to attention, quickly making way for the line of advancing figures. My eyes met Aiden’s. 

“Stay here,” I whispered to my mother and the others. 

“Don’t make this one mad, Aspen,” Ori warned. “Whatever happens, keep your head.” I nodded, then rose to join Aiden at the edge of the stage. Despite the procession of foreboding figures heading our way, a half-smile had flickered across his face. My gaze followed his, where down below, Ted was finally stirring to life. 

“Ted!” I cried. He gave me an obliging half-wave as he winced in pain, struggling to sit up with the help of Eileen and Sophia. Sarah was huddled just beside them, whispering words of encouragement to Ted as she anxiously scanned the large crowd of newcomers. 

“Aggregator!” the robed man called again as he and the others approached Savannah. “Explain this!” 

Without waiting for another cue, Sophia and Eileen slipped under each of Ted’s arms to hoist him to his feet, then, together with Sarah, they hurriedly led him up the stairs of the platform. He was groaning loudly, but didn’t protest. Aiden met them at the top of the stairs to help usher them away from the approaching procession. We all must have shared the same despairing thought: If this is going to be the end, then at least we’ll all die together. Ted plopped down heavily on the chair where I’d gotten my memories back, grimacing in obvious pain. 

“Welcome back, Rowan,” he called to me hoarsely, clutching his bloodied arm against his chest. Eileen and Sophia hovered beside him, steadfast to the end. I beamed at the three of them, despite the assembly of ominous hooded figures that had gathered below us. 

“I asked you a question, Aggregator. Do not make me ask you again,” the robed leader demanded, rounding on Savannah at the base of the platform where my friends and I stood. The nine other hooded Elementalists – four men and five women – followed close behind him, each wearing various color combinations from the Asterians’ five-pointed star: cobalt, violet, emerald, crimson, and gold. Most wore two colors, a few wore as many as three. 

Polymancers, I breathed. They stood in a silent line between the guards – who had hastily lowered their weapons – and their robed leader, all watching me intently. Savannah, abruptly falling to one knee, turned to give me one last pitiful look before she spoke to the man who had been addressing her. 

“Magistrate,” she murmured to his feet. “I have brought you the Pentamancer, her abilities revived and intact.” 

The Magistrate’s gaze fell first on me, then onto the others who huddled behind me, and finally to Strauss’ body, crumpled on the floor, blanketed by the broken detritus of the fractured marble column. 

His eyes narrowed. “Who authorized this?” he demanded, turning to face the officers behind him – they, in turn, appeared to be vigorously demanding answers from several of Savannah’s guards. 

Suddenly, I felt Aiden stiffen. “My father’s here,” he murmured, motioning to one of the officers standing at the back. An older, weathered version of his son, Terry was already watching us closely. When he realized we had spotted him, he stepped forward, his brow furrowed. 

“Sarah,” Aiden said, reaching behind us for his sister. “Stay with us.” Her weary gaze met mine as she joined the two of us. Only a few years older than me, she was petite – scarcely five feet tall, and visibly under-nourished from her years in containment – but her hazel eyes shone with intelligence and compassion, like her brother’s. 

“Thank you for what you did,” she whispered to me. I nodded, firmly linking her arm in mine. From my other side, Aiden clasped my hand tightly. 

“No one from this chapter formally authorized this, Magistrate,” Savannah said, still crouching on one knee, her eyes glued to the marble floor. “I wanted to present the girl to you in her optimal form, and in order to do that, certain…” she hesitated, clearly choosing her words meticulously, “…methods… needed to be implemented.” 

The Magistrate’s expression turned dark, and for a moment, I thought he might strike her. 

“Get this woman out of my sight,” he ordered, turning away from her. Within seconds, a half-dozen guards swarmed Savannah. “Take that man to the medical center immediately,” the Magistrate added, gesturing to Ted. “And the woman as well,” he nodded to my mother. I opened my mouth to speak, but Savannah cut me off. 

“Please!” she cried, as two guards lifted her by the arms. “Please – my sister! –Let go!” she yelled, twisting her body as more guards stepped forward to subdue her. “Please, Magistrate, you promised!” She craned her head to shout over her shoulder as the guards pulled her away, dragging her feet across the floor. 

“Please!” Her cries echoed against the stark walls of the great space. “Please, do what you will with me, but spare Emily! Please! Please!” 

Savannah’s panicked screams sent chills down my spine. The Magistrate, however, paid her no heed. The heavy doors slammed behind her with a definitive bang, though her shouts continued from the outside, fading slowly until only ominous silence remained. My hand was gripping Aiden’s so tightly, I was afraid I might break it. 

As several guards made their way to the stage to retrieve Ted and my mother, the Magistrate stepped forward, gazing at me from below. 

“Rowan Fulman,” he said softly, “Or do you prefer Aspen? You may call me Barish.” 

My breath caught in my throat. Beside me, Sarah clutched my arm tighter, while Aiden took a deliberate half-step in front of me. The guards brushed past us. 

“W-What will happen to Ted and my mother?” I finally choked out. “What are you going to do to my friends?” 

Behind us, the guards stopped, waiting for Barish’s response. My mother had risen to stand beside Ted. His hand clasped hers as she leaned tiredly against his good shoulder. 

“I swear to you, in front of all these witnesses, that no harm will come to them,” Barish said solemnly, making a sweeping gesture to the roomful of people who stood behind him. 

A gust of Wind suddenly lifted him into the air. I tensed for an attack as he hovered five feet off the ground, but he merely stepped onto the stage, his robes billowing gracefully as he stood in front of me. He was tall – as tall as Aiden – with a sculpted gray beard and olive skin. But it was his eyes that made my breath catch in my chest. 

His eyes, like mine, were violet. 

“My child,” he said gently, “Please believe me when I say that I am devastated by the treatment you have received, which was entirely unsanctioned. Every step I make, from this moment forward, will be to make reparations to both you and your disciples.” Barish fell to one knee, bowing his head. 

I gasped softly. Behind him, the rest of the room immediately followed suit; scores of men and women standing behind him – officers, guards, and robed Inner Circle members, alike – swiftly knelt to the ground, bowing their heads in reverence. When Barish spoke again, his deep voice echoed off the walls of the marble cavern. 

“We supplicant witnesses do behold the reemergence of the Pentamancer on this holy date, known now and forever as the Day of Enlightening. May God protect her, and her steadfast followers, from this moment until the end of history.” 

“Behold, the rise of the Pentamancer,” the crowd below us murmured. “On this Day of Enlightening, we reverently mark.” 

Horrified, I turned to Aiden, who was surveying the sea of bowed heads in front of us, his eyes dark, his expression grim. He pulled me closer, tightening his grip on my hand. 

“I don’t understand… What is all this?” I asked, my voice shaking. 

“The beginning,” he muttered darkly. 









The Beginning. 

∞ 
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If you loved the series, please consider leaving a review! Positive reviews help indie authors get the exposure they need to keep churning out new books ♥ 




You can also follow The Lightning Conjurer Series online for exciting news, updates, and giveaways! 
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