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Hail to the [wo]man who
went through life always helping others, knowing no fear, and to
whom aggressiveness and resentment are alien. Such is the stuff of
which the great moral leaders are made.

– Albert
Einstein
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[image: ] arryl Shaw stood on the roof of his
compound, surveying the arid plain before him. The dry, red soil
was dotted with clusters of scrub and the occasional mallee tree,
all shimmering behind the rippling heat waves that had been
radiating from the ground since dawn. He eyed the thermometer
posted on the inner fence of their settlement: forty-eight degrees
Celsius. One of the hottest days they’d had to endure since the
great expulsion thirty years ago. The women and juveniles were all
inside, taking shelter from the torment of the midday sun. Even the
eunuchs had abandoned their duties to wallow in the shade with the
cattle. But not his boy. He was right where he was supposed to be,
at the height of what their rapidly expanding tribe had dubbed
“Storm Ridge,” where dozens of his half-brothers had succumbed to
the deadly heat, the venomous taipans and death adders, and the
frequent electrical storms.

Though the rest of the sky
was an endless, cloudless blue, its horizon still hazy from last
night’s dust tornadoes, an ominous black storm swirled and roiled
above the flattened mountaintop, Lightning churning through the
underbelly of the purple clouds that had been summoned there. A
funnel cloud was suspended from the heart of the storm, bursts of
Electricity and Fire flashing from inside its spiraling core as its
vicious tail ravaged the scorched earth, whipping it into a
blood-red cyclone.

Its young conjurer cried
out in triumph as his forces of nature encircled him, thrashing and
beating the Elements into a terrible frenzy that he alone could
control. When the storm finally died down and its indomitable
master descended upon a gale of Wind from his throne on the
highland, he looked up at his father with an exultant grin, his
purple eyes flashing with hunger and unbridled power.

With tears in his own
violet eyes, Darryl beamed down at his progeny. His son was a
mighty subjugator of the Elements, a living deity, which made
Darryl himself a creator of gods.

Together, they would set
the entire world aflame.


Chapter 1

[image: ]

 


 


[image: ]he Fireball flew at me from out of nowhere,
blazing white as lightning. Its searing edges shimmered against the
frigid winter air like a mirage – but this fiery inferno was no
illusion. Even through my thick sweater, I could feel the heat
radiating off it in smoldering waves. I couldn’t afford to
hesitate. With a determined grunt and two outstretched, sweaty
palms, I seized the flames from the air a fraction of a second
before they could char both clothing and flesh with equal and
instantaneous ferocity; after all, even Pyromancers aren’t immune
to Fire’s destructive wrath. And while my assailant’s abilities
were a full level below mine – a fact he was loath to admit – he
was no novice. It took me a long moment to wrest control of his
Element away from him as I struggled to bring the seething flames
to my submission. Unlike Water, a cooperative and amiable Element,
Fire can be a stubborn and fickle beast.

Then again, so can I.

I flung the beads of sweat from my
brow, straining to make out the narrow path to victory through a
heavy cloud of steam. On the other side of the target, my opponent
let out a loud guffaw – but his glee was cut short as I charged
straight for him, clutching all 2,000 degrees of fury while making
my attack. Eyes wide, he launched his counterattack, liquid flames
spraying from his outstretched fingers like a punctured firehose.
The acrid smell of burnt clothing filled my nostrils as I lunged
out of the way, hurling my arm sideways and over my head as I let
the Fireball roll off my fingertips, willing it to find its
target—

“Son of a bitch!” the man
snarled as the blazing sphere sank cleanly through the metal rim.
It let out a loud hiss as it landed in a pile of snow, sending a
cascade of steam into the air and rivers of melted snow onto the
driveway.

“Take that, old man,” I
smirked, wiping my brow with the back of my hand. The sweater
Evelyn had knitted me for Christmas was drenched in sweat that was
already turning to ice, thanks to the cold snap that was rolling in
from the north.

“That’s no way to talk to
your father-in-law,” Ted retorted, a hint of a grin tugging at his
pursed mouth.

“Almost
father-in-law.” I corrected. “Remind me again of
your wedding date?”

“Definitely sometime in
the next decade. I think.”

I raised an incredulous eyebrow. “Why
the long engagement? Cold feet?”

“Cold feet. Cold arms.
Cold ass. Whose idiot idea was it to shoot hoops in a blizzard,
anyway?”

That elicited a laugh from me. Despite
the chill in the air, Ted always wore his signature Polo shirts
well into January and was presently rubbing the goosebumps on his
bare arms for warmth. You’d think that after experiencing four
Colorado winters, he’d finally cave and buy himself a winter coat,
but the man once skied in cargo shorts. He was a lost
cause.

“I believe the idea was
yours,” I remarked, glancing at the low-hanging clouds above. “I
would have much preferred the alternative, which, as you might
recall, involved mulled wine and a holiday movie with the fairer
sex.”

Ted chose not to hear me.
“Speaking of long engagements, what about you?” he retorted, one eyebrow
raised. “You two’ve been engaged a lot longer than we
have.”

I shrugged. “She wants to wait until
after graduation, and I can’t blame her. Planning a wedding while
finishing an Electromantic doctoral program does sound like a major
pain in the ass.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Ted
conceded. “Very logical.” With a flick of his lighter, he quickly
formed another ball of flames between his fingers. “Alright, I
demand a rematch – best of three!”

Before I could reply, the sound of a
clearing throat drifted across the driveway. “Gentlemen!” Elizabeth
called from the front porch. Her arms were folded across her gray
knit sweater – another one of Evelyn’s quick-fingered yarn
creations – but she had her usual warm smile. “Given the
approaching snowstorm, I’d much prefer if my new, toasty-warm cabin
wasn’t reduced to a smoldering pile of cinders. Now come inside and
wash up – dinner’s almost ready.”

“On our way!” I
called.

Before turning to walk away, her eyes
honed in on the blackened fabric running across the hem of Ted’s
shirt, its frayed edges still smoking. “Oh, Ted! Not another
one!”

He glanced down and groaned. “Crap.
Sorry, honey!”

Elizabeth tossed her hands in the air.
“The man spends more money on clothing than I do.”

As she turned to go back inside, Ted’s
eyes narrowed mischievously as he knelt to tie a shoelace that
didn’t need tying. The moment Elizabeth’s back was turned, he
lobbed a hastily constructed snowball after her, aiming for the
center of her back. Before I could shout a warning, a concentrated
gust of Wind sent it hurtling backwards and across the driveway
where it smacked Ted squarely between the eyes.

“What the hell!” he
yelped, frantically trying to shake the slush from his
collar.

I didn’t have to guess where the
counter-attack originated. A victorious cheer from inside the cabin
let me know exactly what – or rather, who – the source of the
shifting wind was.

I left my wet and spluttering “almost”
father-in-law in the middle of the driveway and trotted up to the
front porch, where two dark-haired women had their heads together,
giggling conspiratorially in the doorway.

I kissed Ted’s flushed assailant on
the forehead as I passed. “Nice shot,” I murmured.

Aspen casually blew on her fingers.
“Serves him right. I saw that cheap shot he threw at
you!”

“Right? That should have
been a foul!” I heartily agreed as I kicked off my frozen boots. “I
need you to be our referee next time.”

“After what happened last
week? Not a chance!”

“Aiden, sweetheart, you
don’t have to take your shoes off,” Elizabeth smiled as she tucked
a stray hair behind her ear. With only a few gray strands to betray
her age, and clear cobalt eyes, she looked more like an older
sister to Aspen than her mother. Evelyn had taken good care of her
since her years-long stint in Containment.

 As usual, the memory of her forced imprisonment reminded me
of the complicated history between our two families, as my father’s
sole purpose had once been to track down and capture Aspen’s
parents. Although he’d been the driving force behind Elizabeth and
David’s imprisonment, he later sacrificed himself to save Aspen’s
life. For that, he would have my everlasting gratitude. But I
didn’t want to broadcast my fleeting melancholy to the two
Electromantic Empaths beside me, so I quickly shifted my thoughts
back to slushy boots.

“I know I don’t have to
take them off,” I replied. “But my father was a stickler when it
came to wearing shoes inside. Besides, I didn’t want to track snow
into your brand-new home… Can’t say the same for that ‘roommate’ of
yours, though,” I added, jerking my thumb over my shoulder as Ted
trudged up the porch steps in his muddy boots, muttering something
about cheap shots.

“Hmm, too right you are,”
Elizabeth said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. Crossing her arms,
she turned to the red-faced man huffing up the steps. “Ted! Shoes
off!”

“Since when?” he
protested, side-stepping around her to get inside.

“Since you decided to play
Pyromantic basketball in the middle of our muddy
driveway!”

“Would you prefer we play
in the living room?”

 Aspen took my arm in hers. “We should probably leave them to
sort out their footwear issues,” she winked as she led me further
inside. Her mother and Ted’s new cabin was quite a bit bigger than
ours, which was situated just a few miles down the hill on the
large plot of land Evelyn owned. With a tall entryway and a
rustic-looking chandelier that hung from the vaulted ceiling, it
was also fancier than our small, simple cabin. But it was cozy
nevertheless, and these days it usually smelled of cookies or
homemade chicken soup. Since Elizabeth had custom designed a
spacious kitchen with a double oven and a large island for food
prep, she and Evelyn had started cooking and baking there well
before the last of Ted’s belongings had been shipped from
California. Before the builders had even finished the rest of the
house. Not that any of us ever complained.

In fact, Aspen and I had been spending
a lot more time there lately, given our full schedules. My
application for promotion had just been accepted, granting me a
full professorship to fill Robert’s recent vacancy in the
department, and Aspen was less than a year away from completing her
Electromantic Neuroscience program – a full year ahead of schedule.
Per the final wishes of the late Magistrate, Barish, the program
was funded by the Asterians and led by Dr. Kevin Shirvani – the
same surgeon who saved Aspen’s life in Istanbul. As the world’s
most renowned neurosurgeon and a Level-three Electromancer, he and
his team were on the cusp of discovering a way to eradicate a
half-dozen neurological diseases, using their findings to recreate
non-Elemental therapies that mimicked the same life-saving results
for the rest of the world.

 Suffice it to say, neither of us had much time to cook, and
since Aspen was a little too content to settle for microwave
popcorn in lieu of a home-cooked meal, Elizabeth and Evelyn often
fought over who could have us over for dinner – the end result
usually being all six of us crammed around a table that was bowing
under the weight of far too much food. One of the many benefits of
inhabiting the vertex point in a three-mile isosceles triangle of
cabins.

As Aspen and I made our way out of the
foyer and into the sitting room, I glanced over my shoulder at
Elizabeth and Ted, who were still play-fighting in the doorway. As
serious as Aspen’s mother had always been, I never expected her to
be laughing like a teenager, red-faced and giggling as she
playfully swatted Ted on the bottom. Ted, too – usually so gruff in
demeanor – seemed genuinely happy after their decision to move in
together.

So, why the long
engagement? I wondered.

The moment the question entered my
mind, Aspen shook her head slightly. “It’s a ‘brother-in-arms’ type
of thing. Not to mention a lot of unwarranted guilt on Ted’s part.”
Before I could protest, she cocked her head in my direction. “I’m
not trying to be intrusive – it’s just that you have the same
thought every time we come over. And it’s a pretty loud thought at
that.”

I ran a sheepish hand through my hair.
“Yeah… I’m sorry for that. I wasn’t quite sure how to bring it up.
I figured it might be a sensitive subject.”

Aspen took a step towards the
fireplace. A sad smile crept across her face as she surveyed the
framed pictures above the mantle: old school photos from a time
when she went by the alias “Rose Smith;” a faded picture of Evelyn
leaning her head against Aspen’s late grandfather, Donald; a
gold-framed portrait of Ted’s daughter, Jenny, who passed away
years ago; and about a half-dozen photos of Aspen’s father. There
were pictures of David with Elizabeth, others with Aspen, and a few
of him palling around with Ted. One picture had all four of them
waving from the deck of his old sailboat. Being a gifted
Hydromancer, David had apparently loved all things
water-related.

It took Ted and Elizabeth two years
before either of them would admit their feelings to one another,
another year and a half of covert, guilt-ridden dating, and,
finally, Evelyn’s ambush intervention before they decided to move
in together. As Aspen traced her finger across the photo, she
sighed. “My mother has accepted the situation and is at peace with
it, knowing Dad would be too. But Ted is still struggling. He
thinks a decade-long engagement might appease my father, should he
harbor any ill-will towards him from the afterlife.”

That elicited a wry chuckle from me.
“I didn’t take Ted for a superstitious man.”

She shrugged. “It’s how he feels. He
wrestles with the guilt daily.”

“Ted’s crazy about your
mother,” I replied, scrubbing the damp curls from my forehead.
“Anyone can see how much he loves her. Wherever your father is, I’m
sure he’s grateful that his best friend is taking care of her in
his place.”

“Agreed,” Aspen
murmured.

I didn’t need to be an empath to
understand just how much the three of them missed Aspen’s father.
I, too, grieved his loss. While I never had the privilege of
knowing David directly, I was fortunate enough to have shared a
private moment with him in the hospital when I told him how much I
loved his daughter and vowed to take care of her as long as she’d
have me. I’d like to think he heard me and gave me his blessing.
The day he was taken off life support affected me almost as much as
my own father’s passing weeks before. I mourned the relationship we
would never have. I grieved for the toll it took on Aspen. Most of
all, I raged at the circumstances. Both of our fathers’ deaths were
needless, both were caused by the old, corrupted ways of the
Asterians, and both left our families with voids that could never
properly be filled again.

Those were the faded photos, the lost
memories, that always gave me pause.

But as Aspen continually reminded me,
no matter how low things may get, life always goes on, bringing
with it new and brighter memories. Those, too, were showcased on
Ted and Elizabeth’s mantle, and they never failed to put a smile on
my face: last year’s Thanksgiving dinner with both the Fulman and
Lawson families, Evelyn and Robert’s marriage ceremony at the
courthouse, the beach photo from Eileen and Sophia’s tropical
honeymoon getaway – which we had all been invited to crash the year
before. But my favorite picture, by far, was the one Eileen had
snapped of Aspen and me at the hospital. I’d just proposed and
she’d thrown her arms around me, kissing me fiercely from her
hospital bed. Pale and fragile as she was, her radiance was
blinding. She was alive. She was going to not only survive, but
make a full recovery. Everything she’d sacrificed had paid off, and
our future was bright and limitless.

“Hey.” Her gentle voice
interrupted my reminiscing. “Are you alright?”

“More than alright,” I
replied with a smile. “I was thinking about the happiest moment of
my life.”

Her eyes were twinkling. “The day you
got new speakers for the Jeep?”

“Come here, you,” I
laughed, pulling her body against mine.

She let out a small yelp. “Your skin
is freezing! Let me ask Ted if you can borrow a
sweater.”

“Does he even own a
sweater? How would he flash those taut tan muscles of his
year-round?”

“Hmm… Good point,” she
replied, crinkling her nose. “Well in that case—” With an easy
flick of her wrist, she drew the water from my sweater, creating a
small, shimmering orb that hovered between us. She frowned at it
for a brief moment before evaporating it into steam.

“Thanks, love,” I smiled
at the endearing quirk. Apart from her time in the Electromantic
lab, using the rest of her extensive powers for the day-to-day
always seemed like an afterthought. “Do you think it would be
alright if I used the guest bathroom to clean up before
dinner?”

She flashed me an
uncharacteristically impish grin. “Not at all. Would
you mind if I
helped?”

With an arched eyebrow, I surveyed her
up and down. “That,” I murmured, the corner of my mouth curling
wickedly, “is a terribly indecent proposal.” Before she had time to
react, I scooped her into my arms and slung her over my shoulder.
“To the bathroom!” I shouted, pointing forward.

“Put me down, you big
brute!” she laughed, her fists banging against my back.

“Says the most powerful
Elementalist in the world.”

“Yeah, an out-of-practice
one!”

 I rolled my eyes. She could have easily knocked me on my ass
with a flick of her slender wrist – if she ever allowed herself to
stop holding those phenomenal powers of hers back, that
is.

I rounded the corner just
past the kitchen and tore open the door to the guest bathroom. I
set her down on the edge of the tub, then turned to lock the door
behind us. As I pulled my sweater over my head, a flush spread
across her cheeks, pleasing me. After four years, our attraction
for one another had only grown. And, based on what that woman had
done to me after stumbling into my classroom for the first time,
that was saying a lot.

She rose to her feet, tracing her warm
fingers across my bare chest. Goosebumps erupted across my skin as
I drew in a ragged breath. Clasping her hands behind my neck, she
stood on tip-toes, brushing her soft lips against mine. “When was
the last time we took a shower together, Professor
Lawson?”

I pursed my lips to keep myself from
laughing. “I believe it was less than eight hours ago, Miss
Fulman.”

“That’s far too long,” she
murmured against my lips. I felt a shiver race down my spine that
had nothing to do with the weather.

“Entirely too long,” I
agreed, slipping my fingers beneath the hem of her sweater. I
traced my fingers along the soft skin of her stomach as I lifted
the shirt over her head, exposing the blue lace bra she was wearing
underneath. She shook out her hair, those silky black waves falling
over her shoulders, and gazed up at me with eyes so blue they were
nearly violet. Just like the first time I gazed into her eyes – one
sapphire and one amethyst at that point in time – my stomach did a
little flip. She was so beautiful, so good. How could a man ever deserve
such a woman?

Cupping her face between my hands, I
kissed her forehead, feeling her flush against my lips. “I love
you, Aspen,” I whispered against her skin, not for the first time
that day.

“And I love you,” she
murmured through a contented sigh.

As I tilted her chin to kiss her
again, I felt her fingers entwining in my hair as she pulled my
open mouth against hers. I stiffened, the unexpected urgency of her
kiss sending rolling waves of heat coursing through my body. With
one hand gently cradling the back of her head and the other sliding
across the small of her back, I pulled her against me, moving my
mouth roughly against hers. She let out a quiet moan and arched her
back as our bare torsos pressed together. The sound, soft as it
was, set me on fire. My tongue danced across hers as I ground her
pelvis against mine, my other hand fisting her hair, pulling her
deeper into the kiss. Hoisting her onto the counter, I fumbled to
unclasp her bra with one hand as she wrapped her legs around my
torso. The heat between my legs pulsed, hot and deep with
desire.

An ill-timed rap on the door startled
us both.

“Oi! Are you finished
yet?” Ted yelled. “Our other bathroom is taken and I
really have to
go.”

Aspen bit her lip as she gazed up at
me, her cheeks red with desire. I pressed my forehead against hers,
trying to collect myself. Seeing her bite her lip like that
certainly didn’t help. “Five minutes!” I shouted, my voice sounding
indecorously ragged.

“Make it one!” he hollered
back.

I turned back to Aspen,
still cupping her flushed cheeks in both hands. “Listen to me.
Forget Scrabble tonight. We’re leaving right after dinner.”

“I would agree,” she
started, her voice serious, “except for the fact that Mom made
homemade apple pie with that butter streusel topping she knows you
love.”

Butter streusel
topping? My stomach grumbled loudly at the
thought. The conflicting primal urges of desire and hunger were
confounding my already addled brain. “Alright, then change of
plans,” I growled. “We’re leaving right after dessert. And taking an
extra slice of pie with us.”

“Deal,” she laughed,
hopping down from the counter. As she reclasped her bra and pulled
her shirt back over her head, I was sad to see the taut creamy skin
of her stomach disappear. Her crimson red sweater did partially
make up for it, though. One of my favorites, it perfectly offset
her porcelain complexion and rosy cheeks.

“By the way,” she remarked
after straightening her tousled hair, “guess who’s coming to dinner
tonight?”

“Hmm…” I stroked my chin.
“Evelyn?”

“Nope. She and Robert are
still in Glenwood Springs.”

“Ah, yes. Enjoying his
newfound retired status,” I smiled. “And Eileen and Sophia are
celebrating their anniversary in Mexico this weekend,
right?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Then I have no idea,” I
replied, leaning over the sink to splash my face with warm water.
“Tell me.”

Her round indigo eyes flashed
wickedly. “Ori.”

I craned my head to gape
at her, almost banging my forehead on the faucet.
“Ori’s coming?
All the way from Tokyo?”

She nodded, a wide smile spreading
across her face. “Yep – Assembly’s adjourned for the time
being.”

“Well… this evening just
got a lot more interesting,” I mused.

“Aiden, if you don’t get
out of there right now, so help me God, I will piss in your boots!”
Ted hollered, banging his fist against the door.

Aspen flung the door open. “I’d like
to see you try!” she retorted, though her voice was playful. “Or
have you forgotten that you have a Hydromancer in the
house?”

Ted stared at her blankly, then burst
out laughing. “Jesus, you sound just like your father! Oh man, did
I ever tell you about the time he and I went camping with the boys
and, um—” he suddenly faltered, his unseasonably tan cheeks turning
oddly pink.

After yanking my sweater
on – in his bladder-fueled state of emergency, Ted hadn’t even
noticed I’d been shirtless – I frowned. Had I ever seen Ted blush
before?

“What?” Aspen planted her
hands on her waist. “Tell me!”

For some reason, he glanced at me
before speaking. “Well, uh, now that I’m thinking about it, it’s
not exactly, um… polite conversation.”

At that, even I raised an
eyebrow.

Ted shrugged peevishly. “Let’s just
say we were in college, had a few too many cans of cheap beer in
the middle of the forest, and Hydromantic bets were made involving,
uh, well…” He shifted his feet sheepishly.

At that, I burst out laughing – I had
unfortunately seen this before, years ago, in a men’s locker room
at the D.C. training arena. Stereotypical as it may be,
Hydromancers were the biggest jocks of the Elementalist community –
and showboating ones, at that. Give them anything liquid, and
they’ll find a way to demonstrate their Water-wielding
prowess.

Aspen looked at me, confused, but I
just shook my head. “I’ll let the two of you navigate this awkward
moment in peace. In the meantime, I’ll go and see if Elizabeth
needs any help.”

With that, I raked my fingers through
my hair in a feeble attempt to tame my overgrown curls – novice
professors, I’d learned, seldom have time for luxuries like
haircuts – and made my way to the kitchen where Aspen’s mother had
just returned from upstairs. She was humming as she set the
table.

“Can I help?” I asked,
gathering some forks from the drawer.

A loud groan from the hallway drowned
out her reply.

“Ewwww,
Te-ed! That’s
disgusting! Why would you tell me that?!”

“I told you it wasn’t polite
conversation! Now let me go to the damn bathroom before my bladder
explodes!”

“What’s that about?”
Elizabeth asked.

“Hydromantic tricks
involving bodily fluids,” I replied dryly.

Her mouth pressed into a thin smile.
“Oh yes – I’ve heard that story before. And I don’t particularly
care to hear it again. Would you please grab those placemats on the
counter? We’ll need five tonight.”

I did as she asked while she went back
to tending the mashed potatoes on the stovetop. “So… Ori’s coming
for a visit? Is there any special occasion?”

“He says he has news,
though I’m not sure what about.”

“Maybe he and Kaylie got
engaged?” Aspen suggested, stepping into the kitchen. As she
wrangled her thick hair into a ponytail, several pieces fell to
frame her flushed cheeks.

I gave her a pointed look as I set
down the extra place setting. “Those two – engaged? They’ve broken
up more times than the Roman Empire.”

“Then what could it
be?”

“News from the Order?”
Elizabeth offered. “Maybe another plea for you to be the prime
minister? An election year is coming up, so the timing’s just about
right.”

Aspen’s eyes narrowed. “He’d better
not be bringing that up again. I’ve told him and everyone else a
thousand times – it’s not happening. I’ll be a surgical resident by
this time next year. The last thing I want is to have
to—”

The doorbell rang. Aspen trailed off,
her expression suddenly wary.

“That’s him,” Elizabeth
said, wiping her hands on her apron. “Whatever it is, we’ll find
out soon enough.”


Chapter 2

[image: ]

 


 


[image: ]spen sheli!
Ma nishma!” Ori
exclaimed, lifting her entire body off the ground for a hug. “How’s
my favorite little lightning bolt?”

I could hear her back pop
from five feet away as she let out a choked gasp. “Ori,” she
wheezed. “Good to see you!” At least, that’s what I
think she said. It was
hard to tell with her entire face smashed against his wool
coat.

I held back an exasperated sigh. I
would be remiss if I claimed that Ori’s constant flirtatious
behavior around Aspen didn’t bother me at all. After all, even I
could recognize that he was a good-looking man. And he certainly
didn’t win any favors from me when he started openly cursing the
moment I proposed to Aspen at the hospital. Even the toast Ori gave
at our engagement party involved something along the lines of, “If
moving in together doesn’t go as well as hoped, Aspen, you have my
number.” Both my fiancée and her mother had looked like they were
going to have an aneurism, but before I could protest – or better
yet, physically silence him by stuffing a cloth napkin into his
flapping mouth – Evelyn had taken it upon herself to drag him away
by the ear.

It was a good memory.

My thoughts of violence only a
half-fleeting fantasy, I shot an outstretched hand in his direction
to distract him from further smothering my fiancée. “Hey Ori.
Welcome back, man.”

He plopped Aspen back on
the ground and, ignoring my bid for a handshake, rushed forward to
give me an equally constricting hug. “Ahalan, achi. It’s been too
long!”

“Nice to see you too,” I
croaked. Still, I couldn’t help but mean it. I loved the imbecile
like a brother – even if he was waiting for the right moment to
steal the woman I loved away from me.

Aspen gave me a reassuring wink as she
came to slide her arm around my waist. I did the same, squeezing
her tightly to my side as I kissed the top of her head.

With a smile that didn’t quite meet
his eyes, Ori shook off his wet jacket before scooping Elizabeth
into his arms and giving Ted a light punch on his good shoulder.
Then, without preamble, he clapped his hands together. “So, what’s
for dinner? I’m starving!”

“Didn’t they serve you
food on the plane?” Elizabeth asked, frowning.

“After charging me a
reservation fee, a baggage fee, and a seat fee, the
metumtam airline wanted
to charge me for pretzels. Pretzels! Ein
sikuy! I’d rather go hungry.”

“Well, dinner’s ready,”
Elizabeth smiled. “Let’s not torture you any longer.”

She and Ted led the way as the five of
us made our way past the foyer and sitting room, then piled into
the kitchen. There, mouthwatering smells of roast chicken and
mashed potatoes greeted us. When Elizabeth took the perfectly baked
pie out of the bottom oven, the scent of apple, cinnamon, and
browned butter made me wish we could skip dinner and get right to
the lucrative business of dessert. But Ori was making enough noise
for the both of us, so I kept my strudel fantasies to
myself.

“Oh my God, I must be in
heaven,” Ori sighed, lifting the lid from the mashed potatoes to
inhale the steam.

“The ladles are in the
drawer on your left,” Elizabeth pointed. “Help
yourself.”

“Don’t tell him that!” Ted
groaned, stealing the words from everyone else’s mouths. “There
won’t be any left for the rest of us!”

“I second that,” Aspen
said as she gathered plates from the cabinet. “Try to save us a
sliver or two, would you, Ori? I’m starving too.”

“No promises!” he grinned,
nudging her aside with his hip as he clutched the ladle like a
trowel.

After salvaging a plate of food from
the pitiable amount Ori had left the rest of us, I took a seat at
the table, next to Aspen. She clandestinely scooped some of her own
food onto my plate, giving me a quick wink as she did.

“I made sure to grab some
extra,” she whispered.

I squeezed her hand gratefully. “If
you can distract Ori after dinner, I’ll smuggle the apple pie to
the Jeep. We’ll call it ‘Operation: Save the Strudel.’”

“You got it,
Eighty-Six.”

I swelled with pride. It
may have taken a full bottle of wine for us to get through it, but
I’d finally gotten her to watch the entire first season of
Get Smart over fall
break. She seemed to enjoy it as much as I did. My father and I
didn’t have many father-son traditions growing up since he devoted
most of his life to the Asterian Order. But of the handful of good
memories I had from when I was young, staying up late on Thursday
nights to watch those campy reruns with him was one I always
remembered fondly – a pleasant memory that eased the pain of his
sudden passing and the many unanswered questions he’d left
behind.

Aspen squeezed my knee gently. The
rest of the table had started eating, but she was watching me with
curious eyes. She actively chose not to read my thoughts since my
mind was one of the select few she could access easily, but nothing
stopped her from picking up on my mood.

“Everything alright?” she
whispered, her eyes probing mine.

“Everything’s great,” I
replied, lifting her hand to gently kiss her knuckles.

“Hey, Aiden,” Ori
interrupted, eyeing my plate. “If you’re not going to have that
roll, can I have it?”

Not breaking eye contact with him, I
quickly stuffed the entire thing in my mouth. “Nope,” I replied
through a mouthful of bread. “Sorry!”

“Kusss-emec,” he muttered.

“What does that mean?”
Aspen asked, cocking her head. “I haven’t heard you use that one
before.”

His cheeks turning pink, Ori glanced
at Elizabeth before giving Aspen a sheepish shrug. “It means,
‘Thank you very much anyway, dear brother of mine.’”

Ted and I let out an incredulous snort
at the same time.

The rest of dinner was relatively
uneventful. While we all knew Ori had some big news to share, his
overflowing plate of food took precedence and his response to most
questions was a monosyllabic grunt as he shoveled green beans into
his mouth.

“How is it possible that
you look skinnier than the last time we saw you?” Aspen asked,
pinching his arm. The rest of us had all put our forks down, but
Ori was still attacking his residual mountain of mashed potatoes
and gravy.

“I’ve been
too busy,” he groused.
“Things have gotten crazy lately – lots of new legislation and big
debates happening at the moment. Plus, being the Chamber Speaker, I
have to prepare notes and manage the agenda on top of everything
else.”

Aspen frowned. “What sorts of
legislation and debates?”

“Is that why Kaylie isn’t
here tonight? Schedule conflicts?” Ted asked at the same
time.

Rolling his eyes, Ori pointedly chose
to answer Ted’s question over Aspen’s. “We broke up
again.”

I couldn’t help but give
Aspen an I-told-you-so glance.

Ori continued without noticing. “We
could tolerate not seeing one another when she was on tour for her
not-so-fictional elemental fantasy series. But now it’s constant
campaigning, always being hemispheres apart. Not to mention
strongly conflicting differences of opinion…” He glanced out the
dark kitchen window, a pensive look on his face.

“Campaigning?” Ted asked.
“Campaigning for what?”

“An election year is
coming,” Ori replied, casting Aspen a pointed glance as he did.
“With Mei on her way out, Kaylie has her eye put on the
ministership. Which has been another source of chafing for
us.”

“Friction,” I whispered under my
breath.

Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed slightly.
“But Kaylie was once a sub-Prelate. Doesn’t that harm her chances,
given the Community’s negative opinions of the old Inner Circle?
Jahi, in particular, left a nasty legacy alongside Keres. And
Kaylie served directly under him.”

Ori shrugged. “She was –
what’s the word?” He rapped his knuckles on the table as he
muttered to himself. “Zakayeet… exaggerated? No –
Exorcised?”

“Exonerated?” I
offered.

“Ah, right,” he rubbed his
forehead wearily. “Yes, exonerated
after Jahi’s death.”

“Yes, but—”

“Besides, she and Mei are
the only Polymancers left since the Inner Circle was basically
wiped out. Her Elemental power has earned her wide support
and ha'aratza in
the Community. Her book fame in the outside world has gotten her
plenty of money and resources, and she’s also happy to talk about
subjects that most of the other Prime Representatives won’t
touch.”

“And what subjects has she
been speaking out about? I haven’t heard anything.”

“You haven’t been around
much to hear,” Ori replied, setting his fork down for the first
time that night.

“I see.” Aspen grew
silent. Her eyes angled downward, where her hands were tightly
clasped in her lap. Then, with a small sigh and a wan smile, she
added, “I’m really sorry to hear about the breakup, Ori. That must
have been hard for you. But you two have broken up before, right?
I’m sure you’ll work it out—”

“No,” he interrupted
sharply. “Not this time.”

“Oh,” Aspen
blinked.

Seeing her expression, Ori’s features
softened. “And anyway, it would appear she’s more interested in
women these days,” he said, stroking his trimmed beard. A
burgeoning grin was beginning to replace his somber expression. “I
thought that would be a nice perk at first, but it hasn’t exactly
been working in my favor… Which reminds me, my crow-haired beauty,
will you be single anytime soon?”

At that, I let out an
audible sigh. “It’s been four
years, man. Four. Years!”

“Seriously, Ori,” Aspen
frowned, pointing to the tanzanite engagement ring on her left
hand. “You’d have better luck with Eileen.”

Ori pushed his chair away from the
table, clutching his chest dramatically. “Gah! Too
mean!”

“Uh-huh. So, back to all
this new legislation you spoke of,” she cut in quickly. “What
specific issues are stirring up debate in the Assembly? Does Kaylie
have anything to do with them?”

Ori’s back stiffened ever
so slightly, but his shoulders quickly relaxed. “Later,
chabibti. First let me
digest, then we’ll talk over tea.”

Aspen’s frown deepened, but she didn’t
press any further.

Ah yes,
I thought to myself. It’s definitely going to be an interesting
evening.

***

 


After dinner, we all gathered in the
sitting room, where Elizabeth poured the strawberry tea Ori had
brought from his stopover in Tel Aviv. Despite being a motley
collection of Ted’s old furniture, Evelyn’s generously donated
furniture, and new hand-picked furniture, Elizabeth had somehow
created a cohesive feeling of warmth and coziness when she put the
room all together. An oil burner resting on one of the rustic end
tables released the comforting smell of lavender and vanilla into
the air. A plush white rug covered the maple floors and beautiful
gold-embossed book spines filled the built-in shelves that framed
the wood fireplace. Aspen and I had tucked ourselves beneath a
plaid fleece blanket on the loveseat, and while the combination of
a full stomach and a roaring fire threatened to lull me into a
soporific state, the quiet misgivings in the back of my mind kept
me on high alert. What news had Ori traveled all this way to
impart? What was so serious that he had to wait until after dinner
to tell us? Even Aspen, who appeared cool and serene on the
outside, was clutching my hand beneath the blanket a little too
tightly.

After a few minutes of heavy silence,
Aspen finally cleared her throat. “So, Ori, let’s get to
it.”

“Get to what?” he asked,
stirring a sugar cube into his tea. He was sitting on the floor by
the fire, ceding the couch to Elizabeth and Ted. Like me, they both
had wary looks on their faces.

“Get to the part where you
ask me for the hundredth time to consider running for prime
minister.”

Ori looked surprised. “Why, would you
say yes?”

“No.”

“Then it’s good I’m not
here to ask you that.”

Aspen and I exchanged quick glances.
“Then what are you here to discuss?” I asked, leaning forward on my
cushion.

“Well – I’m here to ask
for our lovely Pentamancer’s official support.”

“Support for
what?”

“My election
campaign. I’m running for prime minister of the Asterian government and I
want Aspen to join me on my world tour.”

An outstretched moment of silence
ensued following Ori’s shocking announcement. While my mind worked
through the ramifications of those loaded words, something heavy
settled in the pit of my stomach.

“You want to be prime
minister?” Aspen blinked, clearly doing her best to keep her
composure. “But… why?”

In the brief pause that
followed, my brain all at once caught on to what my gut had already
figured out. I felt a sudden wave of protectiveness, of anxiety, of
fear – but most of all, I felt angry. Aspen’s life, albeit busy,
had been so peaceful lately, so normal. For the first time since
Barish had outed her as the Pentamancer – knowingly and
intentionally making her a living legend to help him fulfill his
ambitious agenda – the Asterian Order had finally settled into its
new structure of transparency and democracy. Almost all of the
Containment Centers had been closed. The new Parliament was running
smoothly, with its twelve representatives working in the local
Chapters rather than hiding beneath ancient stone walls. It had
taken years, but Aspen was finally able to extricate herself from
Asterian politics and the burden of her Pentamantic Christening,
believing that the Order was finally able to function without her
constant oversight.

Ori knew the sacrifices she had made
for the Asterians, the losses she had endured, the years of her
life she had set aside. He understood that more than anything,
Aspen wanted a simple and quiet existence. And yet here he was,
asking her to return to the spotlight.

For the second time that night, I
wanted to slug him.

Ori glanced at me apologetically. He
knew what he was asking. He knew what I was thinking. And he knew
exactly what this would mean for her.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled to
Aspen as his eyes darted back to me, “but I wouldn’t ask if it
wasn’t extremely urgent.”

I did everything I could not to openly
glower at him, but as the slow-burning log fire beside us briefly
ignited into seething blue flames, our eyes locked and I knew he
understood.

I was furious.

Throughout all of this,
Elizabeth had paled slightly. But instead of offering her usual
logical and placating comments, she was watching Aspen with an
intense look. She may have been speaking to her daughter in their
silent Electromantic language. If only she would advise Aspen to
chuck Ori out of the house and into the snowstorm. As the fireplace
let out another loud crack, Ted gave me a sympathetic,
albeit pointed, look. “Ori, why don’t you go ahead and explain
what’s going on before Aiden toasts you like a
marshmallow?”

I scoffed but made no effort to
contradict his statement.

“Look, I know running for
minister sounds crazy,” Ori said, rising to his feet. From beside
me, Aspen had pulled her attention away from her mother and was
regarding him with apprehension. “And I know you’re content to stay
away from the Assembly. But you have no idea how much is at stake
right now. You’ve been away for a long time, Aspen.”

The accusation in his tone made me
bristle. Aspen, who had stiffened beside me, apparently heard it as
well.

“I’ve made it clear from
the beginning, Ori,” she said, keeping her voice level. “I don’t
want to be involved in politics, and I refuse to be used as a chess
piece. Barish did it once, and I won’t let anyone do it
again.”

“Yes, but—”

She held up a hand. “If
you want to run for minister, then run for minister. You know I’d
support you. I think you’d be great. But I’m not hopping on the
campaign trail with you to sway voters. I don’t have time, I
don’t want to be
in the spotlight, and you and I both know it’s a manipulative
tactic. I’m surprised you even brought it up after our last
conversation about politics.”

I was about to give an extremely
relieved sigh and change the subject, but Ori’s next words made my
mouth snap shut.

“The Asterian way of life
that Barish died for is failing, Aspen,” he replied, the tone of
his voice uncharacteristically serious. The orange glow of the
fireplace illuminated fine lines around the corners of his eyes and
small hollows beneath his cheekbones. “There are whispers… maybe
more than whispers. Your vision, the vision you trusted us to
defend, is in danger.”

For the first time in a very long
time, the lights flickered. His words had struck a
nerve.

Indeed, Aspen’s knuckles were white as
she wrung the blanket resting in her lap. “What are you talking
about?” she asked. “In danger from whom? The Inner Circle is gone.
Keres, Jahi, all of them…”

Ori leaned on the mantle, where
pictures of our friends and family stared back at him. All traces
of his usual playfulness and humor were gone. Seconds went by, but
he said nothing.

Aspen rose from our spot on the couch,
making her way over to the fireplace. “Ori, you’ve been so quiet
these last few months,” she said, placing a hand on his arm. His
other hand automatically reached forward to enfold hers. “I thought
you were just busy. I thought everything was okay. But if you need
my help, I’m here. I’m listening.”

“I need you to trust me,”
he said, turning to look her in the eye. “Can you do
that?”

Aspen nodded. As Ori let go of her
hand to tuck a strand of raven black hair behind her ear, my jaw
clenched.

“Then believe me when I
say, we have to go.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it
again. Perhaps she was struggling with some sort of internal
battle; perhaps, as an empath, she sensed something I couldn’t.
Whatever was going through her mind, I fervently prayed that her
next words would be some combination of “no,” “absolutely not,” and
“go stuff a moldy sock in it.”

Instead, she heaved a deep sigh and
uttered the worst four-letter word imaginable:

“When?”

I bit back a curse as Ori gazed into
her eyes, steeling myself for his response. I could see the sorrow
reflected in his expression, and the fatigue. But there was
something else – something familiar. Something that made my breath
hitch. In a fleeting moment of clarity, I suddenly understood the
quiet, nagging feeling that I had been trying to repress for a long
time, mostly because we had all become so close over the years.
Ori, in particular, was like a brother to me, and I to him. No
matter how much we taunted one another, how many barbs we traded,
there was love there. This was the familial love I presumed he had
for Aspen, along with what we all knew was a lighthearted crush.
He’d never tried to hide that fact.

But as he stared at my fiancée with
that pained expression, my mind recognized what my heart had long
been avoiding: this wasn’t brotherly love or a simple crush. Ori
loved her. More than a friend, more than a sister, Ori loved my
Aspen. He always had.

For the briefest moment, Elizabeth’s
eyes met mine, and in their midnight depths, always so full of
compassion, I saw something I had never seen from her
before.

Pity.

I gritted my teeth and turned away. Is
that why he wanted Aspen to come with him so badly? Why he couldn’t
go to anyone else but her? A strange, heavy feeling constricted
inside my chest, one that took me a moment to name.

“Ori?” Aspen asked again.
“When would we have to leave?”

Eyes flitting to me, Ori gently pulled
his hand away from Aspen’s face, grimacing as though he were
fighting something internally. “As soon as possible.”

Without thinking, I leapt to my feet.
Ori watched me over the top of Aspen’s head, waiting for the words
he knew I was going to unleash.

“Get out,” I growled, and
as I did, the fire glowed brighter.

Aspen whirled around, her eyes wide.
“Aiden!”

“You heard me.” I vaguely
registered that I was clenching my fists. For what purpose, I
wasn’t exactly sure. My body was once more moving a step ahead of
my brain. “Get out. Now.”

“Aiden, please—” Elizabeth
started, rising to her feet. Ted had already stood up and was
carefully positioning himself in front of her. Between us. The
subtle posturing somehow made me angrier. How was
I the bad guy in this
situation?

“So, everyone else is just
okay with this?” I demanded, meeting each set of wary eyes. I’d
never raised my voice in front of any of them before. But in that
moment, polite decorum was the last thing on my mind. “Does no one
else think that it’s complete bullshit that Aspen has to swoop in
and save the day again?
After everything that’s been asked of her? After
everything she’s been through? She nearly died the last time the Order tried
to destroy itself from the inside out. If that’s where they’re
headed yet again, I say let them cannibalize themselves! Because I
won’t – I can’t—” I swallowed, feeling something thick and painful
welling up in my throat. My eyes swept back to Aspen. To her
slender frame, her porcelain skin, her rolled up sweater sleeves
that displayed the faint spidery scars running up and down her
arms…

Closing my eyes, I did everything I
could to push away the unwelcome images. But they came anyway, just
as they had come countless nights during the last four years –
violent nightmares that jolted me awake, leaving my entire body
covered in a cold sweat. Like last night, when I once more I held
her crumpled body in my arms, a primal roar escaping from my lips.
She was dead, her heart immobilized by Electromantic shock as
Keres’s savage laugh cackled triumphantly in the background. Only,
in my nightmare, Ori hadn’t dragged himself across that burning
chamber in time to resuscitate her as he had done four years prior,
for he too was dead. Alongside my father’s fallen form, the broken
bodies of my friends littered the ground around us. No one was left
to save her. And so, I carried her cold, gray body in my arms,
crying out until I bolted upright in bed with a gasp, pawing at the
sheets until I found her warm sleeping body curled up against
mine.

I tried to push those images away, but
it was too late.

Next to the fireplace, its white
flames cracking in agitation, Aspen’s tanzanite eyes showed white
all around. These were the thoughts and images I had tried so hard
to keep from her, the residual nightmares that I routinely shoved
aside while I cheerfully cooked us breakfast every morning. But the
image in my mind at that moment was as loud and clear as a church
bell, and I knew she had seen it. The realization and pain that
dawned across her face filled me with shame.

Raking my hands through my
hair, I slumped back to the couch, forehead pressed to my palms. If
only Evelyn had been there. She was so much better at this than I
could ever hope to be. Another pang gripped my stomach as I
remembered the words I’d uttered to Aspen’s grandmother years ago,
when I thought we’d finally secured our hard-fought happy
ending: Don’t worry, Evie – I promise to
take care of her, always. How the hell
could I take care of her when she was constantly being dragged into
the volatile, relentless world of the Asterian Order?

A long moment of silence stretched
across the room. Finally, Ori cleared his throat.

“This is… bigger… than the
Asterians,” he started, choosing his words very carefully. “And if
we don’t fix it, it’s not just the Order that’s in jeopardy of
collapse. It’s… everyone else, too.”

I vaguely registered Aspen’s request
to hear more, that she needed to understand the full scope of what
had transpired. Because of course she did.

 As Ori opened his mouth to answer her, I felt my legs
mechanically lift my body from the couch, felt my feet make their
way to the front door, where I yanked my jacket off the coat rack
and threw on my boots. Without saying another word, I stepped
outside and slammed the door behind me.

At that moment, the last place I
needed to be was anywhere near Ori and an open flame.


Chapter 3
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[image: ]’d only intended to take a short walk to
clear my head after my outburst. But before I knew it, I was
clomping up the steps of our cabin three miles away, every inch of
me covered in ice and snow from the mounting snowstorm. I shook out
my hair before opening the door and stepped into the darkness of
the empty house, tossing my frozen jacket and soaking wet sweater
on the floor as I did. Then, without bothering to flick on a light,
I made my way to the couch and sank into the cushions. A cold
shiver ran across my numb body. The fireplace in front of me held
faintly glowing embers from that afternoon, but I had no intention
of relighting it. My three-mile trudge through the blizzard may
have left me wet and freezing, but my anger still simmered low and
blistering, like the hot coals that stared back at me. Wrapping a
blanket around my bare torso, I let out a heavy sigh.

I used to be a calm man. I used to
pride myself on my ability to stay level-headed and stoic, even
under pressure. I used to be harder. Tougher. Impassive. But
Aspen’s unanticipated appearance in my life had brought raw,
unfamiliar emotions that I hadn’t felt since childhood. Emotions I
had been forced to lock away when I protected my younger sister
from my father’s temper, or became a substitute shoulder for my
mother to cry on in his absence. Emotions that got in the way of my
training, that threatened my staunch adherence to the very rules
that allowed me to rise through the ranks of the Asterian
Order.

Yes, her presence in my
life also made me a better man, one that was capable of
feeling, of caring, of
being vulnerable. But vulnerability meant pain. And while I wanted
nothing more than to repress it, in that moment there was nothing I
could do but surrender to it. I pulled my trusted silver lighter
from my pocket and turned it over and over in my hands, resisting
the urge to light it.

For the better part of an hour, I sat
in our dark, cold living room, watching flurries of snow tumbling
outside the window. It was comforting, in a way. The entire forest
was blanketed in white. There were no streetlights outside the
cabin, but the light of the full moon cast an ethereal glow across
the winter landscape, making the snow stark and bright against the
midnight sky. While I concentrated on the peaceful scene, I thought
about my role in Aspen’s life: “protector” of a woman who didn’t
need protecting. Undeserving partner of the most incredible human
being I’d ever known. Confidante to an empath who never wanted to
emotionally burden me or anyone else with her problems. I thought
about Ori, despising both him and myself for the feelings he
clearly had – the feelings I’d deluded myself into ignoring.
Briefly, I allowed myself to imagine my life without Aspen in it,
feeling sick at the thought. Was this how Ori felt? Did he suffer,
knowing his love would forever be unrequited?

The embers in the
fireplace glowed. Would it forever be
unrequited?

I pushed away the discomforting
thought as I rose from the couch, letting the blanket fall to the
floor. I’d never once doubted Aspen’s love for me, or her fidelity.
I wasn’t going to let myself start now… Well, at the very least,
I’d banish it to the farthest dusty depths of my mind as I had
perhaps done once or twice before.

As the clock on the mantle ticked, I
was reminded that she would be coming home at any minute. At that
time, I would have two choices: plead with her to stay, knowing it
was futile, or support her decision, even though I loathed the very
idea of it. My jaw clenched; it was a lose-lose situation. Still,
as I paced in front of the couch, risking both life and shin in the
darkness, I was acutely aware that while Aspen and I shared every
aspect of our lives, I had no right to control her actions or
decisions. Those choices belonged to her, and her alone.

It didn’t help that I had no idea what
that decision would entail, since I’d stormed out before Ori even
had the chance to explain. But it wasn’t hard to guess.
Parliamentary Assemblies took place in Tokyo, Prime Minister Mei
Saito’s place of birth. If Ori’s plans had anything to do with her,
and I assumed they did, it meant Japan was most likely Aspen’s next
destination. As the embers in the fireplace seethed and sparked, I
let out a long sigh, releasing my death grip on the lighter I was
clenching in my hand. I’d been clutching it so hard, my knuckles
were aching. I dropped it on the end table as I slumped against the
couch again, draping the blanket across my shoulders.

If only we were two normal
people and our biggest concerns were school, bills, and wedding
planning. For what felt like the hundredth
time that night, my stomach knotted. At
this rate, we won’t be having a wedding for a very long
time.

The thought – or rather, the acute
dejection that came with it – caught me off guard. Since when did a
long engagement bother me? It was a perfectly logical thing to do,
given my new professorship and Aspen’s forthcoming completion of
her doctorate. Trying to plan a wedding during all that tumult
would be absurd. We both acknowledged and understood
that.

So then why did I suddenly feel so
dejected? What was another year? Or two?

The white headlights of the Jeep I’d
abandoned in Ted and Elizabeth’s driveway brought me back from my
somber reverie. I watched as Aspen pulled into the long dirt
driveway and parked alongside the house. My hands suddenly felt
clammy. I’d shouted at her and her family. Told Ori to get out.
Walked out of the house without a word. I’d never done anything
remotely like that before. And she had every right to be
furious.

When she walked in the door moments
later, I held my breath. Wordlessly, she dropped the keys on the
small table beside the door, hung up her jacket in the closet, and
carefully stepped over the soaking wet mess I had left on the
floor. Like me, she didn’t bother turning on the light, but she did
wave a hand to re-ignite the blackened embers in the fireplace –
clearly, one of us wasn’t worried about accidental Pyromantic
explosions. In the darkness of the foyer, her eyes glowed faintly –
whether it was a reflection of the ignited embers or something
burning internally, I could never be sure.

Averting my eyes, I stared down at my
hands, still numb from my evening stroll through the blizzard. Part
of me wanted her to be angry – to complain, to shout, to curse the
injustice of it all. At least then I could comfort her, be of some
use. Hell, I would have been happy if she’d shouted at me for being
the moronic clod I was. I deserved it and then some. But her calm
silence only fueled my own anger, and with no way to channel that
anger into usefulness or self-defense, it simmered hot and deep,
threatening to explode.

When I finally looked up again, she
was watching me from the far end of the couch, her face softly
illuminated by the orange glow of the fireplace. She held a
foil-covered plate in two hands. “I brought you some pie,” she said
quietly, holding it out for me to take.

Inwardly, I winced – if a man’s cold
heart were capable of melting! But I couldn’t bring myself to
speak, not after the idiocy of my earlier explosion.

In the ensuing silence,
she let out a small sigh and set the plate on the end table. The
slight crease between her brows was the only hint of emotion her
expression betrayed: she was worried. Never mind furious, insulted,
or any other justifiable reaction to my deplorable behavior… No, my
deeply compassionate empath was feeling sorry for
me. An unexpected wave
of tenderness displaced the last vestiges of anger and resentment
I’d been harboring, leaving me with nothing but shame and remorse.
How I’d ever come to deserve a woman like Aspen, I hadn’t the
faintest idea.

“Aiden—”

I shook my head as I let
out a mirthless laugh. “Don’t you dare worry about
me right now. For once
in your life, would you please worry about yourself?”

“Ori says the Asterian
Parliament is on the brink of collapse. Which means I don’t have
the—”

“But you do,” I
interrupted, my voice sounding harder than I’d wished. The very
mention of the Order made my fists clench all over again. “Aspen,
you nearly died helping Barish create this government. You risked everything
for them. Everything!”

I stood from my spot, letting the
blanket fall to the floor. In two strides I was toe-to-toe with
her, but she didn’t flinch. Reaching forward to cradle her face
with two hands, my fingers intertwined in her hair as I tilted her
face towards mine. Her wide eyes took me in as electricity simmered
between us as it always had, drawing our bodies closer.

“Aspen,” I murmured, doing
my best to keep my voice from rising. “You’ve given so much, lost
so much – if they fail this time, it’s no one’s fault but their
own. Let them be the victims of their own ineffectiveness. They may
call you ‘Prophet’ but you’re not a goddamn Messiah.” I could feel
the muscles in my jaw clenching as I steeled myself against the
emotions threatening to erupt from my chest. They tore at my
throat, bidding me to speak the words I wished I could say:
Stay with me. Marry me. Run away with me and
forget it all.

I fought them down.

Aspen clasped her hands over mine,
gazing deeply into my eyes. Only then did I notice the tears
gathering in her lashes. But she fought them back, for my sake.
Everything she did was for someone else’s sake.

“Come,” she said, leading
me back to the couch. I sank into the cushions, elbows on my knees.
Waiting. Bracing.

Aspen tossed a fresh log in the fire,
gazing at the hungry flames for a long moment before taking a seat
beside me, legs tucked beneath her. “I know you want me to stay. To
tell Ori to buzz off and for us to go on living in blissful
normalcy. That’s what I want too.”

“Then why don’t you?
What’s wrong with that?”

The crease between her eyebrows
deepened. “Because this goes well beyond the Asterians. Beyond you
and me. This time, the rest of the world is in danger too. Robert,
Evelyn... everyone. If I don’t do something…” Her voice trailed off
as she chewed on her lip.

“Then, what?” I pressed.
“What is this supposed catastrophe that Ori’s riling everybody up
about?”

Her eyes bore into mine, fierce and
desolate and determined. “Life as we know it is at
stake.”

I took a deep breath, doing my best
not to roll my eyes – not at her, but at the absurdity of it all.
“Yes, Ori said that at your mother’s house. But we all know he’s
prone to a bit of hyperbole, and that’s putting it lightly. The guy
just wants to be minister and he’s looking to take advantage of
your endorsement. Anything else that comes out of his mouth is just
to get you to tag along.”

I expected her to nod in agreement,
but her features had only hardened as I spoke. “It’s not
hyperbole,” she replied, staring into the flames. “And he’s only
running for minister to make sure Kaylie doesn’t win.”

I scoffed. “Because they broke
up?”

“Because he thinks she’s
an Elemental supremacist.”

“What?” I asked, cocking
my head. “That type of fanaticism died with Keres and
Jahi—”

“You’re wrong,” Aspen
shook her head. “We were all wrong. And right now, it’s happening
right under our noses.”

“How? Where?”

“As we’re all acutely
aware, Elementalists are increasingly revealing themselves to the
rest of the world, both accidentally and intentionally. At first,
the incidents were just being reported on conspiracy blogs and
tabloids. The rest of the world hardly noticed… But now, Ori says
that stories are popping up in major news outlets. You and I have
been too busy to notice, since both of our heads have been stuck in
textbooks for months. But the revamped Containment teams are being
stretched to their limits, scrambling to come up with feasible
reasons for a freak snowstorm in the Sahara or a street magician
who’s able to set his entire body on Fire and walk away completely
unscathed.”

I suppressed a chuckle. “You mean
Isaac the Inflammable? But he’s doing all of that under the guise
of being some sort of illusory magician, right?”

“Yes. But now that he has
his own Netflix series, some guy on Reddit made a list of all the
reasons why his tricks can’t be CGI or a trick of the camera.
That’s gone viral. But Isaac refuses to stop using Pyromancy to
bolster the tricks on his show. He’s a millionaire now.”

“And why should he stop?”
I muttered, understanding setting in. “No one’s afraid they’ll be
Contained anymore.”

Aspen hung her head. “Which is
entirely my fault. I should have done more to fill in the gaps
between imprisonment and rehabilitation. But I didn’t. I spent a
year or so setting up the new government and then fled at the first
sign of stability. It was shortsighted and selfish. And now the
pendulum has swung too far in the opposite direction. We’ve lost
control.”

“You aren’t even remotely
selfish.” I rubbed my eyes with my palms. “Regardless, what does
this swinging pendulum have to do with Jahi or his
predecessors?”

“Everything. Kaylie and
her allies are starting to echo the sentiment that it should be
non-Elementalists who are contained and dealt with in those
situations, not us. And she’s not talking about controlling the
narrative… she’s talking about physical Containment.”

“That’s crazy – how would
we even—”

“Furthermore, Ori thinks
Kaylie is taking advantage of the situation by pushing an agenda
that refocuses on Mnemonic Manipulation. Of dealing with
‘Deficients’ – her word, not his – instead of suppressing our own
Community. The problem is that her philosophies are amassing more
and more followers each day – and why wouldn’t they? Community
first. Outsiders second. On the surface it doesn’t seem
unreasonable.”

“All of that does sound
concerning,” I replied, “but not necessarily earth-shattering. What
am I missing? And what does this have to do with Ori’s bid for
election?”

“Do you remember Keres
mentioning ‘Wilders’ the night… well, you know.” She shifted
uncomfortably at the memory of her nearly dying alongside the rest
of the Inner Circle.

I suppressed a scowl as I
nodded.

“Well, these unaffiliated
Elementalists are apparently out in the world and forming large
groups, presumably without laws or safety measures.”

“Okay…” I replied slowly.
“But no one’s confirmed their location or even existence,
right?”

Aspen opened her mouth to answer, then
hesitated. By this point, the log in the fireplace was once again a
pile of simmering coals. From the corner of my eye, I saw them
flare brightly – another lapse of my own self-control. Deep down, I
knew what was coming, where this conversation was heading. And I
desperately wanted to be wrong.

“A few months ago,” she
began carefully, measuring each word. “Ori saw a text message on
Kaylie’s phone. It was from Rana, another one of Jahi’s old
sub-Prelates, if you remember. He was particularly sensitive to
seeing her name pop up because of, um, some fidelity issues on
Kaylie’s part… Anyway, when he opened the message to snoop, he was
shocked.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “I presume the
message contained something worse than salacious
photos?”

She nodded. “According to Rana’s
encrypted message – which was only one of many – not only has the
Wilders’ existence been confirmed, but there’re more of them than
anyone ever realized. Even Keres. Ori believes that Kaylie wants to
round them up by the hundreds, to create a sort of coalition of
allies to throw their support behind her… but there could be
ulterior motives as well. The text messages were very vague.
Intentionally vague.”

“He thinks she’s trying to
create an army.” It wasn’t a question; dread flattened my voice. In
front of us, the embers glowed even brighter. I took several deep
breaths to calm down, both for Aspen’s sake and the
cabin’s.

“Yes,” she replied, her
eyes blazing through the burning remnants to something much
bigger.

I leaned toward her to take both of
her hands in mine. “Aspen, listen to me. There are a lot of
variables here, many of which are still ambiguous. Why can’t they
just talk to Kaylie? Call an impromptu Assembly, lay everything out
on the table?”

As Aspen looked up into my eyes, she
looked so tired. I wanted to pull her against my bare chest and
wrap my arms around her and never let go. The fact that I couldn’t,
that there was always something bigger holding us back, taunted me.
Once again, the embers surged brightly as I swallowed my rising
emotions.

“Mei has reason to believe
that Kaylie and Rana have already begun rounding up Wilders with
the help of others. That they’re trying to indoctrinate them, bring
them to her side before they even have a chance to be addressed by
the Assembly. But since the minister has no concrete proof of these
activities, there’s nothing she can do – not overtly, at least.
Especially not without drawing more attention to the matter. So,
she’s making her moves in the background.”

“Rana is the
Representative from the Cairo chapter, right? What about the other
nine Representatives? What do they think about all of
this?”

“Apart from Rana, Mei
doesn’t know which members of Parliament might be in on it. And she
can’t risk interrogating someone who could tip Kaylie off to our
counter-measures.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand. Where
do you come into all of this? And Ori?”

“The minister wants me to
help Ori campaign to get enough support behind him to win. The
Asterians can’t afford to have Kaylie and her ideals in the
minister’s seat – not after the last collapse. That kind of
division might cause an irreparable rift in the Community, one the
Asterians wouldn’t be able to survive.”

“And what will you be
doing behind the scenes?” I asked, feeling my dread
rising.

“We’d already be traveling
around for Ori’s election bid, which is the perfect front because
the Wilders are spread all over the place – Mei just wants us to
get to them first.”

I rubbed my forehead warily. How long
had my head been throbbing? “Which means… you’re not going to
Tokyo?”

“Not right away,” she
sighed, her shoulders slumping.

“Then… where?”

“Denver.”

At that, I perked up slightly.
Accordingly, the embers in the fireplace dimmed to a faint orange,
making me cringe. It was frankly embarrassing. I hadn’t let my
emotions interfere with my abilities like this since I was a
novice. A slip up like that would have cost me an upbraiding from
my father – or worse.

Despite the unpleasant memory, I let
out a relieved sigh. “Well, that’s not so bad!”

Aspen dropped her eyes. There was no
trace of relief in her expression. “Denver is only the first stop,”
she muttered darkly. “And it’s just to pick someone up on our way
to the airport.”

I frowned. “I assume you mean Eileen,
since she’s the Denver Chapter’s Aggregator – but she and Sophia
aren’t even back yet.”

Now it was Aspen who was rubbing her
forehead with her fingertips. “We’re meeting with someone who
apparently has intimate knowledge of these Wilders and where to
find them. Someone who had inside information from Barish
himself.”

Once again, my body seemed to be
several steps ahead of my brain, because even though it hadn’t yet
dawned on me who Aspen was referring to, my fists clenched
autonomously.

“Who exactly are you
talking about?”

She chewed on her lip but didn’t
reply.

This can’t be good.
I racked my brains to think of a living person
Aspen might not like. In general, she appeared to get along with
everyone who wasn’t a raging psychopath. “Who is it? Another
ex-Prelate? That Auromantic trainer who drives you
crazy?”

This time, it was Aspen who let out a
mirthless laugh. “No. Mei wants the Order’s most decorated
Aggregator to reemerge from forced retirement so she can help us
with this mission.”

My diaphragm contracted as though I’d
been punched. She couldn’t have meant—there was absolutely no way
she was talking about—

“Savannah. She’s coming
with us.”

A shimmering red haze
enshrouded my vision. Savannah.
The woman who made Aspen’s life a living hell,
who forced her to admit she was a Pentamancer by having her thugs
nearly drown me… The very same woman who fed me shot after shot six
years ago and then coerced me into having sex in some sick attempt
to lure me back into the Asterian Order.

The red haze in front of my eyes
deepened, turning the entire living room to crimson. Aspen was
saying something – muffled, jumbled words I couldn’t register. A
faint pressure on my arm let me know she was squeezing it tightly.
Wide eyes right in front of me betrayed her growing concern, but I
was beyond words.

The fiery embers in the fireplace
exploded all over the living room.
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remorse and chagrin – did my best to clean up the scorch marks on
the floor and couch, Aspen sat at the kitchen table making various
phone calls. The first was a brief call to Eileen, whom she quickly
filled in while simultaneously apologizing for interrupting her and
Sophia’s anniversary getaway. The next was a call to Dr. Shirvani,
explaining that she needed to take an extended absence from the
program for an indeterminate amount of time – this conversation,
too, was interspersed with about a dozen apologies, as
though he was the
one who’d been forced to put his entire life on hold. The last
phone call she made was in a hushed voice as she conveniently
re-washed the dishes from earlier that afternoon. Above the clatter
of plates and utensils and the sounds of running water, I
distinctly heard the words “Robert,” “check in,” and “really
worried about him.”

It therefore came as no surprise when
a few moments later my own phone rang. Lo and behold, Robert’s
suspiciously cheerful voice was on the other end.

“Aiden, m’boy! Sorry for
the late call. I was just telling Evie that it’s been a few days
since we last spoke and—”

“And a little bird just
happened to tell you that I’m acting uncharacteristically irritable
and pyromaniacal,” I interjected, giving Aspen’s backside the
stink-eye as she abruptly hastened out of the kitchen and skittered
toward the bedroom. “Right?”

“Well, it wasn’t quite
framed that way…” Robert started, sounding somewhat
abashed.

“I see.”

After Evelyn’s muffled interjection
and a hearty throat clear, he added, “Well, I’d like to help if I
can. What seems to be the trouble?”

Using the edge of my
thumbnail to scrape at a charred splinter in the floorboard, I
gritted my teeth. Oh, just the inevitable
collapse of the Asterian Order, my fiancée’s forthcoming world tour
with a besotted admirer and a deranged psychopath, and the very
real danger that you and Evelyn might be caught in the crossfire of
an all-out Elemental war.

Instead, I replied,
“It’s nothing that can’t be discussed once you’ve
returned from your trip.”

“Aiden—”

“Please give my love to
Evelyn,” I interrupted, scooping up my soggy sweater from the
ground. “And before you ask, I have those updated annotations on
the Greenland Norse settlers, the ones you never got to finish.
I’ll send ‘em to you by the end of the week. ‘Night!”

I hung up before he could protest
further. Our professional friendship had certainly evolved into
something resembling a surrogate father-son relationship in recent
years and I was profoundly grateful for it – save for moments like
this. A solo interrogation I could handle, but as a united front,
Evelyn and Robert were more brutal than the Spanish Inquisition.
Besides, why ruin his first and only retirement celebration with
news of an impending global catastrophe?

On that note, the sounds of opening
and shutting drawers let me know that Aspen had already begun
packing, her decision made. Tossing my silenced phone on the arm of
the couch, I finished cleaning up the burn marks and puddles of
water I’d left on the living room floor, then made my way to the
bedroom. With crossed arms, I leaned my bare shoulder on the
doorframe, only now beginning to warm up from the exertion of
cleaning up my own mess. I didn’t see Aspen but watched as various
articles of clothing flew through the air and landed on the growing
mountain of clothes that had been accumulating on our unmade
bed.

“Are you sure you want to
do this?” I asked, not moving from my spot.

Aspen’s disheveled head popped out of
the closet. Despite the chill in the house, she was clad in only
pajama shorts and a thin white undershirt.

“Oh, good,” I smiled. “And
here I thought we had some sort of garment goblin hiding in the
closet. A telekinetic Pants-a-mancer, if you will.”

Emerging from her cave, she folded her
arms in indignation while a hint of a smile tugged at the corner of
her mouth. “I really don’t think now’s the time for jokes, Aiden. I
have to leave first thing in the morning and I have no idea what to
pack. Or how long I’ll be gone. Or where I’m going, for that
matter.”

“Well, that answers my
next three questions,” I replied dryly. With a heavy sigh, I
stepped into the bedroom. “What can I do to help?”

She glanced around the room, an utter
lack of enthusiasm for the task at hand stooping her
shoulders.

“Tell you what – I’ll go
get our suitcases from the shed while you continue to relegate the
entire closet to the top of our bed. When I come back maybe we can
try to guess where we’re going so we can pack
accordingly.”

Her eyes widened. “We? You mean…
you’re coming?”

I shrugged. “The last time you went
traipsing around the globe without me, I told you I’d never let you
do that again. And I seem to recall you readily
agreeing.”

Aspen’s eyes flashed almost
imperceptibly. “To be fair, I was rather distracted when I agreed
to those stipulations.”

“So you do remember.” I
took another step into the bedroom. Aspen took another step away
from the closet.

“I remember that it had
been a solid five weeks since we last saw each other,” she
answered, openly surveying my bare torso.

“Mmhmm,” I replied,
leisurely making my way towards her.

“And we hadn’t had a
moment alone since I accidentally set fire to our hotel room a
couple of months before that…”

We met toe-to-toe in the center of the
room, facing one another at the foot of the unkempt bed. “What else
do you remember?” I asked, stroking my finger along her flushing
cheek.

“I remember you laying me
down on the couch and making love to me for the first
time.”

My fingers brushed against the edge of
her jaw and down the side of her neck. She closed her eyes as I
traced the ridge of her collarbone.

“Where you go, I go,” I
whispered against her parted lips.

Her eyes blinked open, wide and full
of disbelief. “Even though Ori drives you crazy?”

“Yes.”

“And we’ll have Savannah
as a tour guide?”

I did my best not to grimace.
“Yes.”

“And I have no idea what
the next few weeks will entail?”

Sigh. “Yes.”

“I don’t deserve you,” she
whispered.

I blinked, taken aback.
She didn’t deserve me? In one quick movement, I scooped her into my arms, eliciting
a small yelp. Laying her across the bed, mound of clothes and all,
I crawled on top of her, resting my elbows on either side of her
head.

“Don’t ever say that
again,” I half-growled, our lips millimeters apart.

She met my eyes with a surprisingly
steady expression. “Or what?”

My brain reminded me that this wasn’t
the time for lovemaking. We needed to pack, to plan, to fill in our
families and say our goodbyes. But the thin, clingy material of her
tank top left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Goosebumps
spread across her chest, making the thin material even less
effective. My fingers twitched, longing to slide beneath her shirt
and squeeze those perfect breasts. When she bit her lip, the hunger
rising in my throat made my entire body shudder.

Screw logic.

My mouth dropped to hers,
my lips crushing against her parted lips. The touch of her tongue
against mine was like striking a match to gasoline. A deep growl
rumbled from my chest. With a gasp, she wrapped her arms around my
neck, pulling me against her, the fervor of her kiss matching mine.
My pelvis pressed against her hips and she wrapped her legs around
my back, arching her body to grind against me. The heat simmering
between my legs was rising, throbbing and pulsing with
desire.

Entwined as we were, we somehow
managed to tear each other’s clothes off, adding to the crumpled
pile surrounding us. Braced on my elbows, I gazed down at her naked
form – her milky white skin, the dips and curves of her waist and
hips, the perfect mounds of her breasts. My mouth found the side of
her neck and my tongue slid across her skin, leaving a fresh trail
of goosebumps in its wake. Her hands fisted in my hair and she
arched her back, inviting me in – but I wasn’t ready. I was
relishing the taste of her skin, the feel of her body responding to
my touch. My right arm curled beneath the small of her back as I
kissed and sucked on her breasts, gently tugging on her firm
nipples. She cried out in pleasure, her legs constricting around
me, drawing me toward her. My grip beneath her back tightened as I
slid my arousal between her thighs, entering her with ease. She let
out a soft gasp and tilted her head back, taking me in
full.

My hand slid across the fullness of
her hip and back down her thigh as I slowly thrust in and out, long
slow strokes that made her moan in pleasure. Her fingers raked down
my back pulling me deeper inside of her. That, right there, almost
ended me. I sucked in a deep breath to refocus, releasing a
shuddering moan that shook my entire body. She gripped my hips in
response, pulling me as deep as I could go. We writhed and pulsed
in harmony, breathing as one, our bodies moving faster and faster
as the heat between my legs simmered hot and deep.

Faster and stronger, hotter and deeper
– I almost couldn’t take it anymore. As Aspen tilted her head back
and let out a cry of pleasure, the throbbing heat in my core
erupted, sending shudders of pleasure across my entire body. With a
groan, I nestled my face against the side of her neck, panting as I
depleted myself of every last drop of ecstasy. She hooked her arms
beneath mine and held me, the quickened rise of her chest perfectly
synchronized with mine.

We lay there for a long moment,
catching our breaths and clutching one another tightly, as though
tomorrow might indeed rip us away from each another. After a few
minutes, I rolled over on my side and took her with me. With a
contented sigh, she curled herself against my body, nuzzling her
head beneath my chin as I wrapped my arms around her. Eventually
her breaths slowed and the muscles in her body relaxed. As I gently
traced my fingers across the dip of her waist and hip, careful not
to wake her, the endorphins began to fade and reality set in once
more.

Tomorrow, we would be leaving,
embarking on a long journey that would ostensibly take us across
the world with one of our best friends – a man who loved my future
wife – and one of our worst enemies – the woman I’d prayed I would
never have to see again – to find powerful strangers who may or may
not be happy to see us. Where we would be going, how long we would
be gone, I wasn’t sure even Ori could say. As my chest constricted
at the thought, my arms tightened around her sleeping
form.

Perhaps she thought it was her duty to
protect the world; perhaps that was true. But it was my duty to
protect her. As much as I dreaded the coming days, my mind had also
been made up. The only thing to do now was steel myself, because of
all the challenges I’d faced in my lifetime, keeping my composure
tomorrow morning was going to take all of the restraint I possessed
– and then some.
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Savannah to accompany us?” I asked for the third time since
breakfast.

Aspen grimaced. We were standing side
by side in the living room, staring at the two over-stuffed duffle
bags sitting on the couch in front of us. Not knowing exactly where
we’d be going, we’d packed everything from shorts to down
jackets.

“I mean, isn’t Mei the
least bit concerned that she might try to kill us or sabotage the
mission? Or both?”

“Um, well… I guess Mei has
complete confidence in her. She says that Savannah was one of
Barish’s few trusted allies and that she was perfectly competent
for years… until she went a little cuckoo in the end.”

“Oh, well, that’s nice,” I
replied, fiddling with the overworked zipper on Aspen’s bag that
was threatening to burst open. “I feel much better now. I mean,
it’s not like the woman hired a Pyromantic convict to stab a
syringe in your neck and kidnap you or anything heinous like
that.”

She chewed on her lip anxiously. “To
be fair, there were a lot of factors at play back then. I mean,
Barish did more or less use her to get to me, using some pretty
crappy methods as motivation. And she’d been hiding a substance
abuse problem for a while…”

“Well then, that makes
everything she did perfectly alright,” I muttered.

A rap on the door let us know Ori had
arrived. I straightened, absentmindedly cracking my knuckles as I
did.

“Aiden.” Aspen gave me a
pointed look.

“Yes?”

“Please be nice to
him.”

“Why would I be anything
but nice?” I asked, doing my best to push last night’s
uncomfortable revelation about him from my mind.

“Before Ori and I left, my
mom took me aside and, um…” trailing off, she glanced at the door
but didn’t move. “Well, she thought she may have detected some
fairly negative feelings coming from you last night.”

“Oh?” I asked. “And did
she mention any interesting feelings seeping from Ori? Or was I the
only one under a microscope?”

She frowned. “She wasn’t—”

The front door burst open and a
disheveled Israeli burst inside.

“Jacob, Noah, and Moses,
do you know how cold it is outside?” Ori blustered, rubbing his mittened hands
together. He shut the door with his hip, snow clinging to his wool
coat and scarf as he leaned against the door frame. Then, shaking
the snow from his hair, he shrugged out of his jacket and tossed it
on a chair.

“Hey, Ori, make yourself
at home,” I muttered. Aspen nudged me with her elbow.

“Thanks,
achi,” he replied,
oblivious to my tone. “So, Aspen! Are you all packed
up?”

“Yep,” she replied,
smiling tightly. “We both are.”

“Both?” He raised an
eyebrow. “Aiden, you don’t have ‘Professoring’ to do? Dark Ages,
the collapse of empires that don’t exist anymore – you know, all
those timely and relevant topics that are crucial learning for
America’s youth?”

My eyes narrowed. “First of all, the
collapse of empires is highly relevant given the flagrant neglect
of social contracts by notable world leaders and the sharp rise of
globalization. And secondly—”

“He’s on winter break,
Ori,” Aspen interjected. “We both are, for another two weeks. So
let’s hope we can wrap everything up by then. Doctor Shirvani
wasn’t exactly pleased with me last night when I told him I didn’t
know when I’d be coming back to the program.”

“Did you tell him that you
were going on a mission to save the world?”

“No, I just
said—”

Before she could finish that sentence,
the door burst open a second time and Eileen rushed in, nearly
plowing into Ori as she did.

“Eileen!” Aspen gasped. “I
thought we were meeting you at the airport!”

“And let you three have
all the fun in the meantime? Not a chance!” she grinned, punching
Ori in the arm. “Hey, Mr. Future Prime Minister! It’s terrible to
see you!”

“Likewise, Madam
Aggregator! By the way, I saw your recruitment stats last month.
Badass! You’re setting records left and right!”

“Well, duh,” she beamed.
“No one can resist my charms.”

“Sure, sure,” he grinned
as he ruffled her platinum blonde hair. “Hey, what happened to the
cool green streaks you used to have?”

“Oh, dude, check it out!”
she replied, gathering her shoulder-length hair into a messy
ponytail. Her entire under-layer of hair had been dyed bright
green. “Isn’t that sweet? Sophia did it for me a few days
ago.”

Ori whistled approvingly.

“What about you, man?” She
poked his chest. “Have you been working out ahead of your election
tour? Because I’m seeing some major muscle definition underneath
that skimpy little white sweater of yours. Let me see!” She
snatched the hem of his shirt and pulled it up, exposing
surprisingly defined abs.

Ori let out a yelp. “Are your fingers
made of ice?” he gasped, wrestling his sweater from her hands.
“Leggo, evil snow pixie!”

Eileen took a step back, blinking in
surprise. “Ori, what the hell? When did you get
ripped??”

I glanced over at Aspen, who had also
been brazenly gawking at his stomach. When she noticed my
expression, she changed the subject with a hasty cough. “When’s
Sophia coming?”

Eileen held up her index
finger. “Hang on, I still haven’t solved the mystery of
suddenly-sexy Ori. She reached up to grasp a lock of his hair
between her fingers. “Dude, is this pomade? Who are you?”

“This pomade brought
me this close to
a threesome last month,” he grinned idiotically, holding his thumb
and forefinger a hair’s width apart. “And seeing as I’ll be
spending the next couple of weeks with the most beautiful girl in
the world—”

“Here we go,” I
muttered.

“—and her
slightly-cute-in-a-Disney-ice-queen-kind-of-way friend—”

“Ori,” Aspen interjected.

“—I figured, hey, a tiny
chance is still a chance!”

“Ori!” Aspen and Eileen
yelled at the same time.

I don’t quite remember my thought
process at that exact moment, but before I knew it, I had crossed
the living room in three strides, my hand reaching out on its own
accord to grab the collar of Ori’s sweater. His eyebrows stopped
mid-wiggle, freezing halfway up his forehead.

“You and me, outside,” I
growled, yanking the door open with my free hand. I shoved him
backwards and through the doorway and didn’t let go until the door
slammed behind me, leaving the two of us alone on the front
porch.

“What the hell!” he
stammered, straightening the stretched-out neckline of his designer
sweatshirt. I couldn’t help but hope it had been
expensive.

I held a finger in the air. “Ori, so
help me God, if you make one more comment like that about Aspen, I
will swiftly and cheerfully singe those eyebrows straight off your
face.”

His surprised expression quickly
morphed to incredulity. “You can’t be serious.”

I snatched the lighter from my pocket,
sparking a white-hot ball of flames as I did. “Try me.”

His eyes grew dark.
“Ahi, I gave you
a free pass earlier. Don’t push me.”

Though I had no intention of actually
attacking the chucklehead, the flames in my hand surged alongside
my mounting anger. As fast as lightning, Ori’s hand shot out,
grabbed my wrist and twisted it painfully. As the lighter clattered
to the porch, he caught it with the toe of his boot and kicked it
upward, catching the lighter with his free hand like a damn hacky
sack.

I staggered backward, both
stunned and livid. Where the hell had he learned
that?

The front door burst open. As quickly
as I’d conjured it, Aspen extinguished my Fire with a flick of her
wrist. She stood between the two of us, her eyes flashing with
anger.

“What is
wrong with you?” she
snapped. For a moment, I thought she was directing the question at
Ori… until I realized she was glaring at me.

My own eyes widened in surprise.
“Me?”

“The four of us –
sorry, five of
us, including Savannah – are about to embark on a very long,
tedious, possibly dangerous trip. And the last thing we need is
in-fighting! So, both of you,” she said, turning her glare to Ori,
“need to get past whatever the hell this is—” she gestured her hand
between us angrily “—and cut it out. Eileen and I are going to go
meet with Savannah in a few minutes, so the two of you—”

“I’ll get Savannah,” I cut
in. “Not you. I don’t trust her anywhere near you.”

“Agreed,” Ori added,
casting a wary glance my way. “Since it seems like Aiden and I have
things to discuss, we’ll go get her. Together.”

I frowned in his general direction but
said nothing.

Just as Aspen opened her
mouth to argue, Eileen’s voice cut her off. “Let them go work out
their dude stuff,” she called from the safety of the warm house.
“Because if we have to be stuck with Savannah and this insane amount of machismo
male testosterone, I might kill myself. Now come inside and make me
hot chocolate. We clearly have things to catch up on.”

Aspen stood her ground between the two
of us, glancing from Ori to me. Then, with a resigned sigh, she
turned to walk inside. “Listen to me,” she said over her shoulder,
one foot in the doorway. “I need you – both of you. Whatever is
going on, you guys have to work it out. Because these next few
weeks aren’t about us. If we don’t get this right—”

“The entire world is in
some seriously deep shit,” Eileen interjected, pulling Aspen
inside. “C’mon. We have things to plan.”

With one final look in my direction,
Aspen let Eileen shut the door behind them.

“Can I at least get my
jacket?” Ori yelled.

A moment later, the door opened and
two jackets flew in our general direction.

After retrieving my lighter and
snow-dusted jacket from the ground, I cast him a dirty look. “Come
on. Let’s get this over with.”

“Which part? The awkward
car ride or having to pick up Señorita Psychopath?”

“Both,” I muttered,
trudging toward the driveway.

***

 


Despite Ori’s remark about clearing
the air, we said nothing to one another for most of the winding
mountain drive to the highway. After a few minutes, I eventually
cleared my throat. “So… this election tour of yours. Where are we
starting? How many stops are there? Are we looking for Wilders at
every stop or just a handful?”

He replied without turning to look at
me. “Denver. Then Tokyo for a brief meeting with Minister Saito.
I’ll share the rest of the campaign itinerary after
that.”

“Are you saying we can’t
discuss any details beforehand?”

“I told Aspen the minimum
last night; she understood the reasons for that. Not even the local
Chapter heads will know we’re arriving until last
minute.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “So you
expect us to just drop everything, not knowing where we’re going
until we’re stepping on a jet in Tokyo?”

“We don’t know how many
undercover operatives there may be, okay?” he snapped. “The more we
talk ahead of time, the greater chance there is of crucial
information accidentally getting in the wrong hands.”

I mulled over those disconcerting
words as I navigated the tight mountain roads leading to the
freeway. The asphalt was slick with black ice, making even the
rugged tires of my jeep prone to dangerous slides.

“Minister Saito and a
small circle of trusted allies are aware of Kaylie’s plan,” Ori
continued. “We know her rough timeline. But we haven’t uncovered
all of her accomplices because we broke up before I could decode
the names of all the people she was texting with on her burner
phone.”

I raised a critical
eyebrow. “That’s the sophisticated way you and Mei have been gathering
espionage? By snooping through your ex’s phone?”

He shot me a cold glare – a look I was
not at all accustomed to seeing on his normally jovial face. “You
have no idea what I’ve had to do to get this
information.”

“Then why don’t you tell
me?”

“By the way,” he barreled
on, ignoring my retort, “you do realize that I was an officer in
the IDF for years before the Asterians negotiated my release,
right? Do you think that maybe I have actual experience in
espionage and intel gathering that you as a college professor would
know nothing about?”

The Israeli Defense Forces. I was
taken aback by the reminder. I’d known Ori had been in the military
– after all, it was compulsory for all Israeli youth – but he’d
just called himself an officer. Not only that, but an officer of
the intel-gathering variety.

I glanced at him out of the corner of
my eye. “I’m sorry… are you saying you were a spy?”

He turned back to his window, staring
well past the snow-covered evergreens that blurred by. “I’m saying
I had security clearance that prevents me from answering any more
of your questions on the subject.”

“I… see.” Frowning, I
contemplated his remark. After four years, I had thought – rather
naively, perhaps – that I knew pretty much everything about the
man. He was just Ori – wisecracking, self-deprecating,
Electromancer-extraordinaire Ori. But at that moment, I was
beginning to see that there was much about Ori Levitan that I
didn’t know. Like his time in the military, or his family… Come to
think of it, why had he never mentioned them?

“Anyway,” he muttered, “I
will tell you the next steps on the plane, when we are sure the
information can’t be leaked ahead of time.”

My jaw clenched. How could
he have the audacity to twice
insinuate that I or anyone else in our close
circle couldn’t be trusted with the basic details of the mission?
Perhaps he was suited to be prime minister; after all, Barish himself had a
massive superiority complex as well as a habit of using people for
his own gain.

The subsequent silence that fell
between us was thick and palpable, settling in like early morning
fog. I flipped on the radio, changing the station from classical to
hard rock, and stared fixedly at the icy drive ahead. Of course, he
and I had other things to discuss – the sooner the better – but
what the hell was I supposed to say after the tense exchange we
just had? ‘By the way, you gave my almost-wife a funny look last
night and from that I can only deduce you’re in love with her’?
Sure, my gut told me I was right, but that didn’t make the
accusation any easier. And besides, what could he possibly say in
response? His hands were tied. Lying was the only way to keep the
peace, and apart from his recalcitrance about our upcoming trip,
Ori was the most straightforward person I’d ever met. He couldn’t
lie his way out of a soggy paper bag.

At least, I didn’t think he
could.

And so, we sat in silence for the
better part of a half hour, save for the quick directional comment
as Ori navigated us to our destination using his phone since the
normal route had heavy traffic from the storm. It wasn’t until I’d
started scanning for our exit that he opened his mouth to
speak.

“Look, Aiden—”

“Am I getting off here or
on York Street?” I interrupted.

“York. Stay on that for
seven kilometers.”

“Which is what? Four
miles?”

He shrugged. “Probably?”

I suppressed an exasperated sigh as I
signaled to get off at the next exit and merged onto the off-ramp.
I knew this part of Denver well, having done guest lectures at the
nearby university a handful of times. Normally, I had excited
butterflies while driving down these streets – today, however, a
heavy feeling of dread gnawed at my stomach. And the feeling wasn’t
entirely about seeing Savannah.

In another ten minutes we were pulling
up to the nondescript brick building and wrought iron fence that
always made my insides knot: the Denver Asterian Chapter. It didn’t
matter what changes had been implemented, which new leaders it had,
or which rules had been tweaked. It didn’t matter that Eileen and
Sophia worked there almost every day, ensuring that it was a safe
haven for regional Elementalists and their families, or that Ori
personally created and oversaw a monthly committee that made
Parliament business accessible to the general public. It was still
the place where I’d almost died, where I fatally wounded a man to
get Aspen and me out alive.

It was a place I frankly would have
liked to never see again.

Parking across the street, I let the
engine idle, unsure of what to do. Wait? Ring the bell? Go inside,
God forbid? Given the secrecy surrounding our mission – not even
Parliament knew what we were doing, apart from Mei herself – I
couldn’t imagine the three of us would be meeting for tea in
Savannah’s old office. Particularly since it now belonged to
Eileen, who wasn’t exactly a fan of her exiled predecessor.
Sophia’s office wouldn’t do either, as it offered very little
privacy down in the public training arena, and Ori’s dusty,
neglected broom closet hadn’t been used in weeks and probably stank
of month-old falafel, knowing his lunch habits.

Just as I opened my mouth to ask, Ori
reached forward to turn off the radio. Instead of announcing our
next move, however, he leaned back in his seat and rubbed the
bridge of his nose. After a long moment, he finally spoke. “Aiden,
look… I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I’ve been a real schmuck to you and
you’ve done nothing to deserve it.”

I shot a surprised glance in his
direction but said nothing in response. I didn’t want to be having
this conversation, didn’t want there to be a need for this
conversation. And yet, despite it being the worst possible timing,
here we were. He’d held out the olive branch – and Aspen would want
nothing more than for me to respond in kind.

It was harder than I cared to
admit.

After a long moment, I released the
breath I’d been holding since we parked. “I’ve done nothing… save
for making plans to marry the woman you love, right?”

Ori didn’t meet my eye. He peered
through his window, watching a squirrel run up the side of a tall
snow-covered oak and then scamper back down, sending clumps of snow
falling to the ground. I thought he was going to ignore my comment
altogether, but after a long pause he eventually cleared his
throat.

“My relationship with
Kaylie was… difficult. Constant drama. Constant fighting. Constant
worry and paranoia thoughts – we would go days without talking
while she was on her book tours. At least, that’s where she told me
she was. I never knew who she was with. What she was doing. When
she would decide to finally leave me for good. But she was a great
distraction. I was never bored, never had time to think too much. I
was so caught up in the… the – what’s the thing like a tornado?”
Ori asked, making a circular motion with his finger.

“Whirlwind?”

“Yes. The
whirlwind of all of it.
Between our chaotic relationship and my new role as Speaker, I was
always busy. Busy enough that I didn’t think of… other
things.”

I ground my teeth but said
nothing.

“I was so desperate for
distraction that I accepted constant verbal abuse. Dishonesty.
‘Unfidelity.’ It wasn’t until I accidentally discovered her psycho
plan that I finally found enough courage to leave. It’s the only
good thing that came from me dragging my feet. You say that in
English, right? Dragging your feet?”

“Yeah, we do,” I replied,
somewhat surprised. It wasn’t every day English and Hebrew agreed
on idioms – not that it was remotely relevant to the conversation.
“Look… I’m genuinely sorry, Ori. I didn’t know any of
that.”

He shrugged, his eyes
still glued to the squirrel outside his window. “Without Kaylie…
that is, without the drama and the sex – and elohim adirim, sex with a crazy
woman is incredible – there was this empty place in my heart and in
my head. The things I had been distracting myself from were right
there. Even though those ‘things’ stopped showing up to Assemblies…
I couldn’t stop thinking about them.”

He finally turned to look at me. “If I
could stop my feelings, I would. I’ve tried. You have no idea how
I’ve tried. But, well… try to stop loving her. See how that goes
for you.”

At that moment, a feeling
I really didn’t
want to have crept in my head: empathy. I couldn’t imagine being
around Aspen and forcing myself to pretend I didn’t love her. Way
back in the beginning, when I didn’t know what to make of her and
couldn’t even be sure she was trustworthy, I tried to push those
budding feelings away, to attempt to see her as a little sister
instead of the immaculate woman she was. And everyone knows
how that turned
out.

I shook my head slowly. “That’s why
you’re constantly making jokes, acting like a clown. It’s all a
façade.”

“I don’t know what
façade means but if it’s
like building a wall around your heart, then yes… I have not had an
easy life. In the military, no one ever thinks the joking guy is a
threat – so I used that to my advantage. It saved my life in more
than one situation. And everywhere else… well, laughter is the
great eraser, you see. People do not see you. It’s safer that
way.”

I gave him a long look, which he
returned. “Ori, I’m sorry. Really. I wish—”

A sharp tap on the window made me jump
in my seat. Ori let out a shrill curse.

Whipping around, I could see the
source of the tap: a long, perfectly manicured red fingernail.
Behind it, an oversized pair of designer sunglasses peered through
the glass. Savannah’s red-painted lips stretched into a wide smile.
“Well, hey there, handsome. Long time no see.”


Chapter 6
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[image: ]’ve never struck a woman in my life but at
that moment I wanted nothing more than to hurl my fist through the
glass and straight into her smug, upturned nose. The feeling was so
strong, in fact, that I refused to remove my hands from the
steering wheel for the sake of my driver’s-side window.

“Tell me there’s
absolutely no other way to find these Wilders, Ori,” I growled
through my teeth.

“I would ask Saddam
Hussein’s ghost if it meant we didn’t have to bring her along,” he
muttered. “She’s the only living person who has the information we
need. And the only way she’d offer it up is if we took her out of
house arrest and let her come along. I’m sorry.”

I took a moment to make
sure I had the self-control necessary to release the steering wheel
I was assaulting and inhaled deeply. Having to hit the unlock
button felt like having to stab my own thigh with a fork. The
ensuing click reverberated inside the Jeep like a death knell. When
Savannah reached to open the door to the back seat, every muscle in
my body tensed for battle.

“Uh… should I get out and
help her with her luggage?” Ori whispered.

I glanced in the sideview mirror. The
woman was lugging two massive suitcases, a Louis Vuitton purse, and
a laptop bag slung across her massive fur coat. Gritting my teeth,
I unbuckled my seatbelt and shoved the door open. Without a word or
a glance in her direction, I grabbed the two suitcases and lobbed
them into the back of the Jeep.

“Careful,” she snapped.
“The contents of that purple bag are worth more than this
car.”

“Just get in,” I muttered,
getting back in the driver’s seat.

With a small huff, she slid into the
backseat. Ori and I exchanged wary looks as I put the car in gear,
leaving the dilapidated brick façade of the Asterian Order behind.
I resisted the urge to watch her from the rearview mirror, not
wanting to make eye-contact with the woman. But curiosity got the
better of me and I couldn’t help but sneak a peek or two as we
slunk through several stop signs on the way out of the
neighborhood. She’d had work done since the last time I saw her at
the D.C. Chapter, years ago. The mottled pink scars that had
covered half of her face had significantly improved; whatever
reconstructive surgery she’d undergone had resulted in skin that
looked relatively smooth, albeit slightly discolored. And her left
eyebrow had either grown back or was skillfully penciled in. With
the amount of makeup that she wore, it was hard to tell that the
entire left side of her face had once been badly singed by Aspen’s
powerful jet of Fire – a maneuver done entirely out of
self-defense.

“Like what you see?”
Savannah smiled, catching my fleeting glance. “I was able to get
laser skin therapy with my Aggregator check. I’d say it makes me
look at least five years younger, wouldn’t you?”

I had to consciously stop myself from
grinding my teeth. After everything the woman had done, they’d
given her an allowance? Unbelievable. I rolled my eyes at her in
the mirror. “Really? That’s all you have to say? It’s been four
years since you had your henchmen try to kill me and tortured my
fiancée, but you want to talk about cosmetic surgery?”

“Fiancée?” she smirked. “I
have to confess, I’m surprised your relationship has lasted this
long. Rowan always struck me as too naive and immature for a man of
your… caliber.”

I clenched the steering
wheel tighter. “Don’t you have anything
useful to discuss? Such as the upcoming mission that you weaseled
your way into?”

“Oh, we’ll get to all that
in time,” she smiled. “We’re just getting reacquainted.”

Ori cleared his throat. “Don’t forget
that the only reason you’re here is to help us. Otherwise, you’ll
go back to house arrest – and this time, without that nice monthly
pension. Speaking of which, how was your four-year
vacation?”

“I believe you mean
‘Sequestration.’ I’d never choose to stop working.” From the
rearview mirror, I watched her lift her chin haughtily. “Then
again, you both knew that, since it’s your girlfriend’s fault I
lost my prestigious position – and I do mean the royal ‘your,’ by
the way,” she smirked, causing Ori to visibly wince. “But that’s
all water under the bridge now, isn’t it?” Her voice sounded far
too cheerful to be sincere.

I sighed. It was
definitely time to change the subject. “Ori, can you at least tell
me something about our itinerary? For example, how long will we be in
Tokyo? Who are we meeting besides Mei? Where are we going after
that?”

Ori opened his mouth to answer but
Savannah interjected. “A little town tucked away in the Japanese
mountains called Shirakawa-go. Followed by a trip to Chamonix,
France.”

I gaped at Savannah in the rearview
mirror. “We’re going to France? Why?”

She rolled her eyes as though the
answer to my question was the most obvious in the world. “Holding a
rally at the new Paris Chapter is the perfect front for Ori’s
idiotic election bid. They just finished construction on their
brand-new Western European hub which will be able to accommodate
the thousands of Asterian members living in the E.U. Meanwhile,
there’s a small village near Mont Blanc that houses one of the
largest Wilder congregations in the world. For centuries,
unaffiliated Elementalists have been gathering there from all over
the region. And according to Barish, no one – not even Keres – knew
about their existence. That is, as of four years ago they didn’t.
Who knows what might have been discovered since his
passing?”

“How much did Keres know
about the Wilders?” Ori asked, turning to look at her. “What might
her and Jahi’s predecessors know today?”

“She knew about an
established community in South Africa, as well as a rumored one in
Australia, both of which I suspect your ex-girlfriend is already
making a beeline for.”

“Jesus, how much did Mei
tell her?” I grumbled, not bothering to filter my annoyance. Why
was Savannah trusted with information that Aspen hadn’t even been
told yet? Wait… had Aspen been told already? Was I the only one who hadn’t been
brought into the loop? I shook my head lightly. No – she wouldn’t
have kept that from me. Clearance or no clearance.

“Everything,” Savannah
replied primly. “I was one of the few who knew about the groups of
Wilders around the globe, one of the few Barish fully entrusted to
eventually recruit them to the Asterians. Only two others know what
I know, and they’re dead. You quite literally cannot do this
without me and my knowledge.” She said that last part with an
insufferable air of self-satisfaction.

I frowned at her as I took us back
onto I-70. “Why would Barish have told you these secrets and no one
else in the Order? Not even Mei knew anything about these rogue
Elemental communities until Aspen turned his journal over to her a
few years ago.”

“You might say we had a
special bond,” she smiled.

“Like the ‘special bond’
he had with Keres?” Ori replied dryly. I was frankly surprised he
didn’t add something along the lines of, ‘Not that I blame him,’ in
typical Ori fashion – but Keres did almost murder the woman we
loved, so at least he had some principles.

“Not like that,” Savannah
snapped. “His relationship with Keres was a simple matter of
political maneuvering that eventually backfired – or perhaps went
exactly as he’d planned. No one could ever be sure with Barish.
Hell, some people think he faked his own death and is enjoying a
well-earned vacation somewhere in the tropics. He certainly had the
Electromantic ability to make people see what he
wanted.”

I gaped at her in the rearview mirror.
“You’re joking.”

She gave a prim little shrug in
response. “Anyway, let’s just say that Barish and my grandfather
were close friends. Our families go way back… And besides, I am
inarguably the greatest Aggregator in modern Asterian history. I’ve
recruited more Elementalists to the Order than any Aggregator
before me, many of them extremely powerful, and in a record period
of time. Hell, I’m the one responsible for recruiting the world’s
only living Pentamancer. Who else would he choose to persuade
hundreds of Wilders to join our cause?”

“If you plan to ‘recruit’
them the way you tried to recruit poor Aspen, I’ll dump you on the
side of the road right now,” I growled.

Savannah laughed. “Still the little
girl’s lapdog, I see. Well, don’t you worry. I have special
training in this area. When I’m done talking to those Wilders,
they’ll be begging to join our prestigious little Community. Now if
you don’t mind, I’ve got emails to peruse. My clearance was just
reinstated this morning and I’m very much looking forward to being
caught up on all the little activities of you and your friends,
particularly at the Denver Chapter.”

Ori raised an eyebrow. “And why is
that?”

“Because Mei promised that
if I do a good job on this mission – and, believe me, I will – I’ll
have my post reinstated as Lead Aggregator there. Isn’t that
wonderful?”

“Um, that’s not exactly
what she said. And besides, I think Eileen’s going to have some
things to say about that.”

“Yes, I’m very much
looking forward to speaking to her about that exact subject… and of
course seeing our dear, beloved Pentamancer again. I’ve been
fantasizing about that reunion for a very, very long time.”

I scowled at her in the mirror, trying
to think of some effective threat to hurl her way, but she merely
flashed me that saccharine-sweet smile before popping in a pair of
hot pink ear buds and burying her nose in her phone. The cheesy pop
music she was listening to was so loud I could hear it from the
front seat.

“There’s no way I’m taking
her to our house for that reunion,” I muttered to Ori. “There may
not be a splinter of cabin left in the aftermath.”

He nodded vigorously. “So what do we
do? Go to the airport and wait for the girls there?”

“So we can move a
potentially catastrophic confrontation to a tiny air locked tube
thirty-thousand feet in the sky? No, that won’t do
either.”

“Ha-matzav
khara,” he muttered.

“Is that a
suggestion?”

“No. It means we’re in
deep shit.”

From the cup holder, my cell phone
buzzed.

“Would you please take a
look at that?” I asked. “The highway is icy as hell.”

Ori reached for the phone. “It’s a
message from Robert… he said he and Evelyn were worried about you
guys so they left Glenwood early this morning. They want to know if
you and Aspen would come for lunch?”

Bingo.

I glanced at Ori from the corner of my
eye. “I have an idea. I need you to type a reply exactly as I say,
okay?”

With a puzzled look, he poised his
thumbs for battle.

Despite the calamitous
circumstances, I felt a rather wicked grin tug at the corners of my
mouth. This was the perfect solution. After all,
if there was one person in the world who could
keep Savannah in line, it was Evelyn.

***

 


Less than a half hour later, we were
pulling into the long dirt driveway that led to Evelyn and Robert’s
cabin, the same one she’d been living in for the past thirty years.
Eileen’s lime green hybrid was already there. As Ori and I
unbuckled our seatbelts, Savannah took out her earbuds and looked
around in confusion.

“This doesn’t look like
Aspen’s house. Have you remodeled?”

“Nope,” I replied. “We’re
just grabbing a quick bite to eat with her grandmother before
heading to the airport.”

Her annoyed pout abruptly
turned into apprehension as she considered my words. After all,
she’d twice used Evelyn as leverage against Aspen, which turned out
to be a huge mistake. Not only did it push Aspen over the edge,
stripping Savannah of any semblance of control she might have had,
but it taught all of us a valuable lesson: frail and gentle as she
may appear, Evelyn was not a woman to be trifled with. I could only
hope Savannah felt as nervous as the crevice between her eyebrows
indicated. After all, this was an
ambush.

My own heart was racing as we traipsed
past Eileen’s car. After Ori had dutifully executed my request,
Robert and Evelyn had called Aspen and insisted that the girls come
over for lunch before their trip. However, they intentionally
failed to mention that the three of us would also be joining.
Leaving Aspen out of the loop wasn’t a decision I felt particularly
confident about but the way I saw it, we didn’t have much of a
choice. Political adversaries meet in Geneva to draw up tenuous
peace treaties, not in one another’s living rooms. And since Mei
had more or less dropped a live missile on us without adequate
warning or preparation, I was relieved that Evelyn was all too
happy to help facilitate a cease-fire, tenuous as it may have
been.

Our apron-clad diplomatic attaché
threw the door open before we could knock and pulled me in for a
hug with the strength of a woman one-third her age. “Aiden,
sweetheart!” Evelyn enthused, squeezing my ribs tightly. “It’s been
so long!”

Chuckling, I gave her a quick kiss on
the cheek. “Just a little over a week, Evie – but I’ve missed you
all the same.”

Ori was next to be yanked into a
rib-cracking embrace – a bit of karma, if you ask me. After making
a few disparaging remarks at his slim frame while lovingly pinching
his cheek, Evelyn turned her attention to Savannah. A
near-imperceptible narrowing of her eyes was all the indication
needed to betray the resentment she still harbored – Evelyn knew
exactly who the woman was and hadn’t forgotten the treatment we’d
all received in Washington, D.C.

“Hello, Savannah,” she
smiled, cocking her head slightly.

“Ms. Fulman,” Savannah
greeted her stiffly. “Nice to see you again.”

“Oh, it’s Bornstein now,”
Evelyn replied. The sweetness dripping from her voice was akin to
an oozing honeycomb – one that was guarded by a swarm of
territorial bees. “Come on in. I’ve planned a special lunch for you.”

Wincing at the emphasis, Savannah shot
me a sharp look. “What is this?” she hissed.

“Switzerland,” I replied,
ushering her inside. “Just get in and keep quiet. I assure you –
Aspen’s temper has nothing on her grandmother’s.”

With Ori trailing just behind
Savannah, the three of us entered the modest foyer where we were
visually accosted by pink curtains, lace doilies, and mismatched
decorative pillows of varying pastel colors on brown velour
furniture. Reminded of my own grandmother’s apartment – she’d
passed away when I was nine years old – I breathed in the homey
smell of chocolate chip cookies, my anxiety somewhat assuaged for
the moment.

That is, until Aspen shot
up from her seat on the couch with a feral look on her face. “Why
is she here?” she
demanded. Her eyes narrowed into thin slits as the tell-tale scent
of ionized air filled the room.

Evelyn swept into the
living room, her apron tails flowing gracefully behind her.
“Because Aiden finally filled us in on what’s happening and I
wanted to see all of you off before you leave… again.” There was definitely an
air of censure in that last word which I could relate to. As she
took a seat beside Robert on the loveseat, he gave me an
uncomfortable wave.

“Yes, but—” Aspen
started.

“We also agreed that this
would be the best place to hold an unwelcome reunion before your
upcoming trip.”

“A proverbial neutral
zone, if you will,” Robert chimed in.

“Are you people nuts?” a
shrill voice demanded from the kitchen. Eileen burst through the
doorway, the pair of chocolate chip cookies she clutched in each
hand only slightly undercutting the menacing look she wore. “Why
would you bring her here – and what the
hell is that?” she screeched, pointing in
Savannah’s general direction. I couldn’t tell if the look on her
face was alarm or fury.

Savannah looked around the foyer,
bewildered. Ori, with an all-too-knowing grimace on his face,
sidestepped into the living room, taking a seat on the floor at the
other end of the couch. It was also, conveniently, the farthest
spot from the action. Trapped between Savannah and an apoplectic,
red-faced Eileen, I very much envied his position.

“Is that a
fur coat?” Eileen jabbed
her finger in Savannah’s direction. Perhaps it was just me, but I
could have sworn the floor of the cabin shook. To my own shock, I actually
found myself taking a step in Savannah’s direction. I’d never seen
Eileen this angry. Not ever. Not even close.

“What of it?” Savannah
replied haughtily. Despite her confident tone, her back was pressed
against the door as though she realized she was vastly outnumbered
and might bolt at any moment.

Throughout all of this, Aspen had
postured herself in front of her grandmother, sparks of Electricity
crackling at her fingertips. Ori was watching her with a worried
expression; if she lost her temper, we both knew he wouldn’t be
able to stop her. I glanced at Evelyn nervously, half-expecting her
to be panicking, but the iron lady was sipping at her tea
nonchalantly.

“Ladies,” Robert hedged,
“perhaps you might consider taking this outside?”

As he said that, the ground definitely
shook. Tea sloshed over the sides of Evelyn’s teacup as it teetered
on the saucer, but not a single drop of the steaming liquid touched
the ground – it merely hovered in the air a moment before
gracefully returning to its porcelain container. I had to admire
Aspen’s remarkable reflexes – her eyes hadn’t once moved from
Savannah.

“Thank you, dear,” Evelyn
chirped.

Unaware, or perhaps unfazed, by the
danger posed to the non-Elementalists in the room, Eileen took
several menacing steps toward the fur-clad woman in the foyer. As
much as I would have thoroughly enjoyed watching Eileen drop-kick
Savannah to the ground, I held up my arms in a protective stance,
buffering myself between the two women. As I did, Aspen’s eyes
narrowed even further, though I didn’t understand why. I was just
doing my best to minimize collateral damage.

“On top of everything else
you’ve done,” Eileen seethed, “I cannot believe you would just
saunter in here with dead animals draped all over your body. Do you
have any idea the kind of suffering those poor, sweet,
factory-farmed—”

Savannah let out a derisive snort.
“Are you serious right now?”

“Dead serious,” Eileen
snapped. The expression on her face made me further worry for all
of the breakable tchotchkes perched precariously on Evelyn’s many
bookshelves. After all, one out of thirteen earthquakes worldwide
are triggered by Terramantic outbursts.

Savannah rolled her eyes. “It’s faux
fur, for God’s sake. What kind of monster do you think I
am?”

“The two-faced,
grandma-hating, pathological lying, bunny-killing kind,” Eileen
shot back.

“Almost, but not quite,”
Savannah smirked. “Everything but the last one.”

I turned around to gape at her. Did
Savannah Clarke actually make a joke at her own expense? The rest
of the room must have been as confused as I was, based on the
deafening silence that followed her remark.

After a long, loaded
moment, Robert cleared his throat. “On that reassuring note for
bunny enthusiasts everywhere, finger sandwiches – including a
vegetarian option for Eileen – are in the kitchen.” He smoothed his
wool vest as he rose from his seat. “Darling, shall we?” Linking
Evelyn’s arm through his as they made their way to the other room,
he cast me a warning glance over his shoulder that clearly
said, You’d better know what you’re doing,
young man.

With a small gulp, I took Savannah’s
offending coat from her, hung it on the coat rack, and minced into
the living room to retrieve Aspen.

“Please don’t kill me,” I
whispered.

“I might!” she shot back.
The lamp on the end table flickered ominously. “If a single vase in
Evelyn’s house so much as chips, I’ll—”

“Electrocute everyone in
the house?” Savannah rolled her eyes. “Please. You’d be doing me an
immense favor.”

A low growl slipped through Aspen’s
teeth.

Luckily, lunch itself was relatively
uneventful, mostly because we all ate in silence. Savannah didn’t
even bother sitting down at the table, ostensibly because she
didn’t want to be in close proximity with the rest of us. Her
dress, in typical Savannah fashion, was also incredibly tight. I
suspected it would be difficult to bend her body to appropriately
conform to a wooden chair without sliding right off. Aspen, too,
seemed to have noticed the ensemble, because she kept giving her
garish red outfit the glaring side-eye.

“Savannah,” Evelyn
remarked suddenly. She’d been watching her from the corner of her
eye as well. “Tell me – what exactly have you been doing for the
last few years?”

Savannah placed her half-eaten turkey
sandwich on the counter, daintily wiping the corner of her mouth
before she spoke. “I’ve mostly been caring for my sister,
Emily.”

“Oh?” When Savannah didn’t
clarify, Evelyn pressed, “Is she your younger sister? Older? What
does she do for a living? Is she like… like you?”

“Are you asking if she’s
an Auromantic Terramancer or whether she’s clinically insane?”
Eileen interjected.

“Eileen!” Evelyn
admonished. “That was unkind.”

She leaned back in her chair, crossing
her arms over her green sweatshirt. “I’m sorry, Evie. I’ll try to
be more respectful when addressing the woman who threw my best
friend in an underground box for twelve hours.”

“Yes, Emily’s an
Elementalist.” Savannah cut in. “A very gifted Auromancer.” I
didn’t expect her to say more, but after a moment she added, “She’s
twenty-six years old but has… special needs. She was placed in
Containment about eight years ago when she lost control around a
caregiver who, as a consequence, suffocated to death.”

Beside me, Aspen let out a soft
gasp.

Savannah’s eyes dropped to the cup of
tea she was clutching between her hands. “Emily didn’t deserve what
happened to her. She had no idea what she’d done, why she was being
punished. That’s why I worked so… tirelessly to win Aspen to our
side. Yes, I had my own selfish reasons, but Barish had sworn he’d
release Emily to my care if I succeeded. It took longer than
expected, but he eventually kept his promise.” As she brushed her
short hair behind her ear, I noticed the burn scars on the side of
her neck that hadn’t been lasered or covered with foundation.
“Anyway. Apart from my forced stint in rehab, I’ve been under house
arrest—” she shot a dirty look in Aspen’s direction “—and that’s
pretty much it. Sequestered Chapter heads don’t often get the
opportunity to reintegrate back into Asterian society. Hence my
obviously unwelcome presence here today.”

For the first time in a very long time
– ever, really – I felt a wave of compassion for the
woman.

“Where is Emily now?”
Evelyn asked, her voice surprisingly gentle.

“She’s in good hands. Mei
is personally seeing to that, or so I’ve been assured… Speaking of
which, it’s getting late and I for one am not missing our plane.”
With that, Savannah dropped the rest of her sandwich in the trash
and strode out of the kitchen. As hasty as her departure was, I
thought I saw her wiping an eye as she turned the
corner.

Ori glanced at the clock above the
stove. “She’s right. We probably should be going.”

“I’m worried about you.”
Evelyn turned to clasp Aspen’s hand in hers. “I don’t like this.
Where are you going? When will you be back?”

Aspen squeezed her hand gently. “We’ll
all be perfectly safe, I promise. We’re just helping Ori with his
campaign, visiting some of the international Chapters, schmoozing
with Chapter heads and potential voters. If anything, it’ll
probably be pretty lame. Right, Ori?”

“Oh, yes. Really, really
boring,” he agreed.

“But then why does that
woman have to go with you?” Evelyn asked, keeping her voice low.
“She was awful to you. Something about this just doesn’t feel
right.”

Aspen hesitated. We obviously couldn’t
tell Evelyn the truth, both for the sake of secrecy and her own
safety. But Aspen was a terrible liar and her grandmother was a
human lie detector.

“Savannah has extensive
experience with campaigning,” I interjected. “In that sense, she
really is the best person for the job. And yes, she was obviously
going through a really rough patch a few years ago. But the
minister has full confidence in her. She’s definitely seen the
error of her ways.” …I hope,
I added silently.

Aspen was giving me a funny look,
though she had to have known that I was just trying to appease
Evelyn.

“Well, I’m going to go
have a word with her about manners before you all rush out,” Evelyn
remarked, pushing her chair away from the table. “You all stay
here,” she added, seeing Aspen rise from her seat. “I have a few
more things I’d like to discuss with her, in private.”

I raised an eyebrow but kept my mouth
shut as Evelyn shot me that infamous stink-eye of hers.

After the rest of us had cleared our
plates and exchanged hugs and goodbyes with Robert, we stopped in
the foyer to bundle back up. Savannah was already leaning against
the door impatiently, her eyes cast downward and her cheeks
flushed. I couldn’t help but wonder what words had been exchanged
while the rest of us were out of earshot.

Evelyn reached forward and grasped
each of us in a tight hug before gripping Aspen’s arms tightly.
“You be careful, sweets, you hear? Call me every chance you
get.”

“I will,” Aspen promised
with a smile that didn’t quite meet her eyes. “You don’t have to
worry about a thing in the meantime.”

I could feel the familiar tightness in
my chest return.

As Aspen and I followed the others out
to the car, I was gripped with a heavy, pressing feeling. This was
all happening so fast. I hadn’t even called my mother or Sarah to
let them know I was leaving. Then again, what could I even tell
them that wasn’t an overt lie or a baseless guess?

“Should we call your
mother and Ted?” I asked, stopping a few yards from the front
porch. “Pay them a visit before we go?”

“Eileen and I stopped
there before lunch,” Aspen replied, giving Evelyn and Robert a
half-hearted wave as the others made their way for the car. “Thank
God they already had lunch plans because I don’t know what would
have happened if they found themselves in the same room with
Savannah. Ted was shot and my mother nearly died because of her.”
The accusation in her voice was loud and clear.

“You’re not wrong,” I
conceded.

“I can’t believe you did
that,” she added in a low hiss. “Inviting that woman to my
grandmother’s house – what were you thinking? It was so reckless
and dangerous—”

“And the best idea I could
think of in order to avoid a possible altercation,” I interrupted.
“I’m sorry I didn’t ask you first. I was just racking my brain for
an adequate solution. There’s so much bad blood between the two of
you—”

“And that’s my
fault?”

“Of course not. But as you
know, Evelyn has this uncanny ability to bring people together and
keep everyone in line. And hey, it went okay, right? No
catastrophes.” My eyes flitted over to Ori, Eileen, and Savannah as
they argued about seating logistics.

“Why do you keep looking
at Savannah like that?”

The question caught me off guard. My
gaze trailed back to Aspen, who was chewing on her lip. “I don’t
understand… Looking at her? In what way?”

“You keep glancing at her
– I mean, she is showing enough cleavage to be featured in a pin-up calendar,
but…” her voice trailed off as she hugged her own chest, wholly
concealed by her heavy down jacket.

Oh. I wrapped my arms around her tightly and kissed the top of
her head. “You have nothing to worry about there, Aspen. I
promise.”

She looked up at me, her eyes full of
worry.

“I am not sitting in your lap, Ori!”
Eileen shouted. “We’re just going to have to take two
cars!”

“Do you know how much they
charge for airport parking?” He was gesturing wildly. “Twenty
dollars a day, per vehicle! We might be gone a month!”

“Would both of you shut up
and let me in the car? It’s freezing!” Savannah snapped. “It’s bad
enough I have to be sandwiched between the two of you without you
yelling at each other like idiots!”

“Don’t call Ori an idiot!”
Eileen scolded.

“You call me an idiot all
the time!” he retorted.

“Yeah, ‘cause it’s okay
when I do it!”

“Would someone please
unlock the door?” Savannah demanded
shrilly.

Aspen heaved an exasperated sigh
before snagging the key from my pocket and marching over to join
the others.

“Have fun, everyone!”
Robert called from the front porch. Evelyn had already turned to go
back inside after shouting prosaisms about the dangers of traveling
and making sure that we’d packed enough snacks for the plane. “Oh,
and Aiden?”

“Yes?”

“Perhaps, once you get a
quiet moment, you could give me a call?” He glanced behind him to
make sure the front door was closed. “I suspect there’s more to
this story and I’d very much like to hear about it… particularly if
it has to do with the Asterian government. You know how interested
I am in that subject.”

“I’ll keep you informed,
Robert. I promise.”

With a satisfied nod, he followed
Evelyn inside.

I trudged across the driveway to find
my Jeep had been transformed into a clown car. Ori, Eileen, and
Savannah had all crowded into the backseat, with the latter
sandwiched between the other two in her massive fur coat. Eileen
was spitting pieces of fake fur from her mouth, half of her petite
body engulfed by the leopard print mass. Aspen had twisted around
awkwardly in the front seat, trying to help Ori with his
seatbelt.

With a heavy sigh, I
slumped into the driver’s seat, slamming the door as I did. The
drive to the airport was just the beginning, since we’d be
traveling from Denver to Tokyo to Paris – and after that, it was
anyone’s guess. I couldn’t help but chuckle to myself dryly.
Unbeknownst to anyone else, I’d been secretly planning to take
Aspen to Paris for our future honeymoon. And now, instead of it
being me and my new wife taking a romantic stroll down the
Champs-Elysées hand-in-hand, it would be the five of us holed up together in
the Alps working together to ensure that Ori’s ex-girlfriend, an
incredibly powerful and influential Polymancer, didn’t amass a
following of lawless Elementalists to her wildly bigoted and
dangerous cause. And we would be doing all of this while
simultaneously trying not to kill one another.

I wasn’t sure of many things at that
moment, but of one thing I was certain: it was going to be a very,
very long trip.


Chapter 7
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[image: ]could’ve been on a white sand beach in
Puerto Vallarta, soaking up the rays with my gorgeous wife while
sipping on a Mai-Tai with one of those fancy little paper
umbrellas. With her rich and flawless brown skin, Sophia usually
didn’t worry about heavy sunscreen, but I could still hear her
teasing me about needing sunglasses to protect her eyes from my
“Day-Glo” white epidermis. I could feel her massaging SPF 100
between my shoulder blades, her long slender fingers gliding under
the narrow strap of my green string bikini. And I could practically
smell the coconut-scented sunblock, the salty ocean, her yummy
tangerine perfume, the distant aroma of freshly caught fish
grilling over hot coals…

So why the hell was I currently
shivering at the massive intersection of Shibuya Crossing, teeth
chattering, slush clinging to my freshly-bleached locks while my
supermodel wife was on the other side of the planet? Honestly, at
that moment, I couldn’t come up with a good explanation. Something
about helping Ori prevent yet another megalomaniac from acquiring
an army of supernatural bigots and saving the world, yadda,
yadda.

But as I stood in the middle of
Tokyo’s overflowing version of Time’s Square, surrounded on all
sides by a gaggle of Japanese girls who were emitting shrill
screams and flashing peace signs while they took selfies with me
and my platinum-blonde-and-electric-green hair, I was kicking my
idiot self for my idiot choices. Literally kicking myself with a
slushy boot while I looked around frantically, trying to find a
narrow gap to escape from the throng. Any other day, I would have
been thrilled to be surrounded by adorable Japanese women in their
little school uniforms while they begged to take my photo – heck, I
was even an inch or so taller than most of them, an absolute first
for me – but Eileen plus frigid weather minus Sophia raised to the
power of jetlag, further compounded by the fur-clad presence of one
of my least favorite people in the entire universe, multiplied by
an overwhelming sense of dread and anxiety… Well, let’s just say I
was severely regretting my decision to trade coconuts and palm
trees for squealing crowds and dumb politics.

Luckily, Aspen swooped in
to rescue me, forcibly yanking me from my adoring fans as she
hurried to chase the rest of our group across the street – not an
easy feat in the middle of one of the largest and busiest
intersections in the world. Behind us, I could hear the
disappointed groans of all the girls who didn’t get a chance to run
their fingers through my hair – again, not something I would normally be
complaining about. But here we were.

“Holy cow,” Aspen huffed
as we caught up to the others on the sidewalk. “That was insane –
one second you were right behind me, and the next all I can see is
the top of your head drowning in a sea of dark ponytails and plaid
skirts. Speaking of drowning—” She surreptitiously twirled her
fingers and extracted the melting slush from my hair, even going so
far as providing me with a little Hydro-shield above my head to
keep me more or less protected from the snow.

“Thank you!” I practically
wept as I clutched her arm. “I packed so fast in the twenty-minute
window I had between my house and yours that I forgot to bring a
jacket with a hood.” Ugh.
How was the weather in Tokyo even colder than
Denver? It just wasn’t fair.

“Here,” she replied,
handing me her own knit hat, which was perfectly dry. Damn
Hydromancers. “We’re almost there, according to Ori. And I don’t
need this nearly as much as you do.”

“You’re my hero.” I let
out a happy sigh as I yanked the wool over my frost-nipped
ears.

Her eyes trailed to the gaggle of
pouting girls stranded on the other side of the crosswalk. “Wow –
and we thought your hair garnered a lot of attention in
Mumbai.”

“Yeah, and I also thought
it was just a five-minute walk from the subway station,” I
complained loudly enough for Ori to hear. “Why aren’t we there
yet?”

“It would have gone a lot
faster if you didn’t stop every two seconds to talk to strangers,”
he groused over his shoulder.

Ugh! As if it were
my fault! I was pleased
to see that his teeth were also chattering from the cold. “You’re
just jealous that they were accosting me and not you!”

“Is this the building?”
Aiden interrupted from Aspen’s other arm, pointing toward the sleek
twenty-story building looming thirty yards to our right. It was one
of the many skyscrapers surrounding Shibuya Crossing, though unlike
the others, this one wasn’t adorned in neon lights, bright Japanese
symbols on scrolling tickers, or massive digital screens with
flashing advertisements and cute little anime characters. In fact,
its black mirrored windows were relatively nondescript compared to
everything else in the square.

“This is it,” Savannah
confirmed, wrapping her ugly “faux” fur jacket tightly across her
ample bosom. I wasn’t convinced that it was actually fake but I
wasn’t about to cause an earthquake in the middle of the square by
going head-to-head with another Terramancer. Particularly since
overt Elemental displays were one of the reasons we were there to
begin with.

I was so ecstatic that our freezing
trek from the subway station was finally over, I shot ahead of the
others and practically flung myself through the silver revolving
doors. A blast of hot dry air greeted me. “Thank God,” I sighed,
positioning myself just below an air vent. I pretended that the
warm breeze was the same one rustling the palm fronds at our beach
resort just the other day.

“This way, tiny one,” Ori
said, tugging me and my soaking wet Converse sneakers away from my
blissful patch of heaven.

Doing my best to stifle a loud whine,
I allowed myself to be led by the elbow through the tiny lobby.
Apart from the two elevator doors directly in front of us, there
were a handful of unmarked mahogany doors on the adjacent walls
that presumably led to office suites. As far as lobbies go, it was
nondescript and unremarkable – odd for an Asterian
Chapter.

The five of us crammed
into an elevator where a white-gloved doorman was waiting beside
the elevator call buttons. He gave a small bow as we entered.
“Omataseitashimashita. Ue ni maerimasu.
Goriyou wa nankai deshouka?”

“Um, top, please?” Ori
replied, pointing to the ceiling.

“Saijōkai
onegaishimasu,” I interjected, giving the
doorman a polite smile.

“Kashikomarimashita,” he replied with
an even wider smile.

As the elevator whooshed upwards, it
took me a moment to realize that the rest of the group was gawking
at me. I gave a half-shrug and grinned. “What? I used to be an
anime freak. Not to mention there was this really cute foreign
exchange student from Japan studying at my high school. Had to woo
her somehow!”

“TMI, but convenient,”
Savannah muttered.

When the elevator doors opened, two
more gentlemen in white gloves greeted us. They were standing on
either side of a tall set of mahogany doors.

“Ohayōgozaimasu.
Apointomento wa gozaimasu-deshouka?” one
of them asked.

“He’s asking if we have an
appointment,” I supplied.

“Tell them we’re here to
see Mei,” Savannah ordered.

I heaved both an internal
and external sigh – and here I’d thought I’d never have to take an
order from that insufferable woman ever again – and translated,
“Saitō-sama to oyakusoku ga
arimasu.”

“Please lift your
sleeves,” the second man replied in perfect English.

Ori grinned at me as he displayed his
yellow Electromancer tattoo to the two gentlemen. “Sorry, I just
enjoyed watching you speak Japanese. It sounds funny coming from
your mouth.”

“It was really
impressive,” Aspen chimed in, lifting her own jacket
sleeve.

The man gave an audible
gasp upon seeing the five-pointed star embedded in her arm,
swooping into one of the lowest bows I’d ever seen. “Forgive
us, Pentamansā-sama. We did not know you would honor us today. Please, come
in.”

The two of them hurriedly pushed the
heavy wooden doors open, taking our jackets and providing the five
of us with indoor slippers as they did. Savannah looked like she
was practically melting into bliss as she yanked off her thigh-high
stiletto boots and slipped her perfectly manicured toes into the
plush fabric. I myself was happy to finally have something dry on
my feet.

Ori made his way to the
tea station in the corner while the rest of us gawked at the
massive lobby. Here was the typical gaudy Asterian style I’d been
expecting, though the Japanese adaptation was admittedly very cool.
The sweeping room had a twelve-foot ceiling that was an intricate
design of dark crisscrossing beams and elegantly carved wooden
columns inside each corner of the room. Their polished espresso
finish was a nice contrast against the stark-white exterior walls.
Several sliding screen doors – or shoji – with delicately inked cherry
blossoms divided the room from the adjoining offices. The coolest
part: the waiting area itself consisted of low sectional couches
that surrounded a bubbling fountain of koi fish and lilies.
Carefully pruned bonsai trees had been placed around the edges of
the square pool. Apart from the two men who greeted us and a
blue-haired woman in a modern kimono-style dress, we were the only
ones there.

The woman, a Level-three
Hydromancer according to her blue tattoo and matching garb
– Badass, I thought to
myself – came to greet us with warm towels that she’d heated
herself. It was then that I noticed the katana strapped to a belt
around her waist. My eyes widened. Even
more badass! After we wiped our hands and
faces, she dried out our wet clothes, sending the water she’d drawn
from them to the koi pond. I watched with a touch of envy;
Terramancy is the best and most interesting Element to control by
far (in my not-necessarily-unbiased opinion). But the other
Elements certainly had their everyday conveniences; for example,
I’d rather be able to keep my own feet dry in the snow than
identify the trace amounts of pyrite in the massive marble pots
that housed the bonsai trees.

Then again, I could make
diamonds from graphite and they couldn’t so nyah.

While we waited for Mei, I avoided the
temptation to plop down on the couch since I knew I’d slip into a
coma the moment my skinny ass hit that velvet cushion. God, was I
sleep-deprived – I guess flying from Mexico to Denver to Los
Angeles to Tokyo in the span of a day and a half will do that to
you. Holding back a massive yawn, I stretched my arms over my head,
feeling the vertebrae in my back pop like bubble wrap. A few feet
away, Aspen and Aiden were huddled together on the couch speaking
in low tones while Ori stood at the edge of the fountain, hands
clasped behind his back as he watched the massive koi glide beneath
the lily pads. He was standing with his back ultra-straight and
feet shoulder-width apart – one of the few cues that he was once a
big honcho in the IDF, not that he ever went into details. And
Savannah was – where was Savannah?

I looked around the room, trying to
find the massive blob of fur. That’s when I realized that one of
the screens was cracked open, exposing a sliver of fire-engine red
– the same color as her sweater dress. Just as I was about to call
her name, the screen slid open and she stepped out with the prime
minister right behind her. Great. We’d been there less than three
minutes and Savannah was already making brazen power plays. I shook
my head but decided to keep my mouth shut – at least in front of
the minister.

Small and diminutive and pushing
eighty years old, Mei somehow managed to exude an air of power and
confidence. She had deep crow’s feet on the outside of her eyes
that were offset by beautiful skin and high cheekbones. The wispy
gray bun atop her head, held in place by a traditional hair stick,
stood out against the pastel pantsuit she wore. And though she
looked much frailer than she did in her official portrait, there
was no mistaking her power and authority. One of the few confirmed
Polymancers in existence, she was also one of the only Prelates to
have escaped the Inner Circle with her life. And yet, instead of
retiring like any sane seventy-something-year-old would have done,
she went on to take Barish’s place and help rebuild the Order from
the ground up.

The woman was a total
badass.

“Good afternoon,
everyone,” she bowed. The rest of us bowed awkwardly in return. “I
am so grateful that the five of you came so quickly.”

“It was our pleasure,
Minister,” Aspen replied politely.

Liar, I mouthed. Ori saw and gave me a good nudge to the
ribs.

“Please,” Mei said,
gesturing for us to follow her, “my assistant has assembled an
early lunch for everyone. You must be famished from your
travels.”

A chorus of
enthusiastic thank you’s
ensued as we followed her into a large meeting
room. I couldn’t speak for anyone else, but I for one could hear my
own stomach snarling like a werewolf. Unfortunately, my excitement
was cut short when I saw the trays upon trays of raw fish spread
across the long table in the center of the room – not that anyone
else was complaining at the extravagant selection of “delicacies.”
Savannah was practically moaning in pleasure as she heaped
translucent slabs of dark red meat on her plate.

I bit my lip, praying for
a vegetarian option or two hidden among the cornucopia of raw fish.
Handwritten labels had been placed in front of the unsettling
platters, detailing what was what. As the others chattered
excitedly, my stomach sank with each passing tray:
Sea Urchin w/ Quail Egg, Yellowtail Collar,
Octopus Balls, Horse Sashimi.

Horse? I felt the blood draining out of my carefully-composed face.
While my omnivore pals loaded their plates with various sea and
farm life, I crept to the very end of the table to scout for a
cucumber roll or two. Sighing with relief when I eventually found
them, I heaped a dozen pieces on my plate and took a seat beside
Ori. Mei stood at the end of the table with her hands clasped in
front of her.

“I want to thank you all
again for coming,” she said, addressing each of us. “I apologize
for my rudeness, but I must get right to the point. We are the only
members inside this chapter apart from my guards and trusted
assistant – a feat that was rather difficult to arrange, I must
admit – but others will arrive within the hour. Given the delicate
nature of your presence and upcoming mission, we must ensure that
you leave without being seen. Now, Mr. Levitan—”

“Ori’s fine,” he chimed
in. “We’re not in session.”

“Ah, yes. Of course,” she
smiled. “Now, Ori-san’s first campaign rally is scheduled to take
place right here at the Tokyo Chapter tomorrow morning. We’ve made
arrangements for him and—” Her eyes darted to Aspen, who absolutely
hated formalities such as “Prophet” and “Pentamancer” and had told
Mei that many times. “…R-Rowan-san,” she practically choked on the
informality, “to stay here in Shibuya tonight. As for everyone
else, you’ll be staying at the Tokyo Station Hotel, since your
train is scheduled to depart very early—”

“Ah, excuse me, Minister,”
Aiden cleared his throat. “Sorry – only Ori and Aspen will be
staying in Shibuya?”

Uh-oh. Back at the cabin, Aspen had stayed relatively mum about the
obvious tension simmering between Aiden and Ori, but anyone with
eyes could understand what was up.

“Yes, Aiden-san,” Mei
answered gently. “Because of time constraints and pressing new
intel, I must send the rest of you to Shirakawa-go, where Savannah
has informed me a small but powerful group of Wilders has been
residing for many years. The opposing campaign team is coming to
Tokyo in three days’ time for Kaylie’s own rally, however several
of her associates have already arrived at Narita Airport.
Therefore, the rest of you must travel to the village immediately.
We do not know what information Kaylie’s people have and it is
imperative that we find these Wilders first. And because we do not
know whether or not they would be friendly to such a visit, we
cannot risk sending in too small of a group.”

Aspen glanced at Aiden, whose ears
were turning an interesting shade of crimson. “But Minister,” she
all but implored, “couldn’t we do the rally and then head to the
village right after? I don’t see why we have to split
up—”

“Have you been listening
to anything?” Savannah interrupted. “Time is of the essence. If
Kaylie or any of her other sub-Prelate cronies get to these
villagers first – and it’s perfectly reasonable that if we know
about them then she does too – she has that many more supporters
devoted to her cause. And this particular group is very old and
very powerful.”

“I know, but—”

“Now, I for one am not
particularly concerned with the welfare of your grandmother or
anyone else outside of our Community, but if more and more
Elementalists hop on the supremacy train, guess who has the most to
lose? I’ll give you a hint – it won’t be the people who can wield
the wrath of nature at their fingertips.”

Aspen pressed her lips in a fine line.
“Minister, would it be possible for me to go to the village instead
of the rally?”

Mei shook her head. “I’m so sorry,
Rowan-san, but it is of the utmost importance that Ori-san garners
enough support to win. We must have you there. His campaign is our
first priority in order to keep the minister’s seat in the right
hands. If he loses, there is no number of Wilders that will help us
make up for the danger of having a radical supremacist in the most
powerful seat on the planet.”

I raised my hand. “But, Minister,
couldn’t you just publicly endorse Ori? You’re so popular – I’m
sure the rest of the Community will follow your lead.” Both she and
Ori were shaking their heads before I even finished my
question.

“The minister has to be
impartial,” he explained. “Barish wrote that in his Manifesto which
was carried over to our Assembly bylaws. If Mei even hinted which
one of us she preferred, Parliament would have every right to pull
support for that candidate.”

“But Parliament doesn’t
vote for the Magistrate,” I argued. “The Community
does.”

“The Parliamentary
Assembly’s function is to elect two candidates from their own
twelve-member Prime Representative pool,” Mei explained patiently.
“After the two candidates complete their tours, the Community will
cast their votes for the winner, which Parliament will then
confirm.”

“Similar to the Electoral
College in the States,” Aiden added, rubbing the bridge of his
nose.

“You’re a
Chapter head, Eileen,”
Savannah sniffed. “You really should know these things.”

I shot her a scowl. “Yes,
Savannah, I am a
Chapter head. And last I checked, I
was the Aggregator while you were Sequestered for being a
complete—”

“And we are so grateful to
have your combined expertise,” Mei interjected, her gentle voice
oozing politeness. “The two of you have individually recruited more
members to the Community than any other Aggregator in the last ten
years. It is imperative that you both work together and use every
tool you have at your disposal to help recruit any Wilders we find
along the way.”

“Of course, Minister,”
Savannah practically purred. “I was just thinking the exact same
thing. I just hope that Eileen will remember that I have far more
experience in this area and she would be wise to heed my
advice.”

“It’s true,” I smiled
sweetly. “After all, you do have years and years and years
and years of
experience.”

Savannah bristled at my
insinuation. “Just how old do you think—”

“Ladies,” Mei interjected.
“I’m terribly sorry, but I must move onto discussing tomorrow’s
plan. Now, the train for Shirakawa-go departs at
exactly…”

As the minister delved
into travel and logistics for the rest of us, my stomach let out a
large growl. Oh, right. I hadn’t eaten in sixteen-plus hours
because the plane had run out of vegetarian meals. With the
ravenous appetite of a wildebeest, I forwent my chopsticks and
tossed one of the hunks of rice-wrapped cucumber in my mouth.
Oddly, when I bit down, it wasn’t cool and crisp. No, whatever I
was smashing between my molars was somehow rubbery and grainy and
briny and slimy all at the same time. My eyes watered at the
God-awful texture. Reaching forward to snatch the label from the
tray I’d served myself from, I held back a gag as I re-read
it: Sea Cucumber Roll.

I didn’t mean to do it – I swear it
was just a reflex – but right in the middle of Mei’s explanation, a
massive hunk of half-chewed sea-worm flew out of my mouth with the
force of a cannon, landing – I kid you not – smack dab in the
middle of Savannah’s protuberant cleavage.

An earsplitting – and thoroughly
entertaining – meltdown ensued.
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[image: ]he Japanese train system is an entire
culture in and of itself. During peak work commute times,
businessmen will literally leap into a sardine-packed train car,
elbows first, to make sure they make it inside before the doors
close – even though the next train is only two minutes and
seventeen seconds away. Suffice it to say, punctuality is a big
thing in Japan. That old myth about station attendants who forcibly
shove people inside overflowing train cars just to make sure the
doors close at the exact second they’re supposed to? Yeah, totally
not a myth. Luckily, things are a lot calmer on the early-morning
long-haul trains, like the one we were traveling on. The cabins are
spotless since eating or drinking of any kind – even water – is
prohibited. They’re also completely silent – seriously, you’ll get
dirty looks if you so much as raise your voice above a
whisper.

Not that there was much talking
between Aiden, Savannah, and myself. The three of us had been
crammed side-by-side in economy class since the crack of dawn, with
poor Aiden being the cream filling to our cranky Oreo cookie. I
kept shooting death glares at Savannah until she finally shifted
her coquettish attention away from Aspen’s clearly uncomfortable
fiancé and pulled out her sleeping mask to take an open-mouthed nap
against the large window. The woman was insufferable.

With a relieved sigh, Aiden turned to
look out the window where a patchwork of high rises and apartment
buildings passed us by. I couldn’t help but note his sullen
expression and feel pity for the man. Not only was he separated
from the love of his life – who was almost certainly getting hit on
nonstop by Ori – but he also had to deal with his own ruthless
pursuer in the form of one of his least favorite people in the
entire world. I shook my head lightly. What a good sport, man.
Aspen certainly snagged one of the good ones.

As for me, I hadn’t spoken
to my own spouse since landing in Tokyo since our respective time
zones were so wonky, and also because I’d fallen asleep precisely
0.253 seconds after my face hit the pillow the night before.
Feeling a terrible pang of guilt since I was decidedly
not one of the good ones
at that very moment, I whipped out my phone, calculating the time
difference in my head – 9:00 a.m. in Tokyo meant 5:00 p.m. in
Denver – and wrote Sophia a suitably apologetic text. As always,
she was a lot more gracious than I would have been:
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I glanced over my shoulder
to see the young woman who was wearing the kimono yesterday
snoozing quietly in the row behind us. Today she wore an oversized
sweater and faded jeans, her heart-shaped face half-hidden behind a
curtain of dark midnight-blue hair. Her sheathed katana was sitting
in the empty seat next to her. So
badass, I grinned. When we first met, I’d
initially thought Kumiko was much younger, but up close, I guessed
she was somewhere in her mid-twenties. Had I bumped into her in the
street, I would have brushed her off as a fragile little thing. But
with that “III” stamped just below her blue Hydromancer tattoo, I
knew better than to underestimate her based on size alone. Lucky
for me, my own Level-three Water-wielder was a gentle
soul.
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“Eileen?” Aiden asked
softly.

In a dead-silent cabin of mostly
snoozing travelers, the sudden noise made me jump. “Gah. Aiden.
What’s up?”

“Sorry.” He leaned away
from Savannah’s sleeping form, careful not to rouse the beast. “I
just wanted to ask… how are you feeling about – well, you know. All
of this?”

“Pretty much totally and
completely underprepared,” I replied, setting my buzzing phone in
my lap. “And also really, really nervous.”

“Right? So, it’s not just
me?”

“No way,” I shook my head
firmly. “This whole thing feels crazy. Ori running for Minister, us
teaming up with Sleeping Beauty over here like some sort of
Aggregator Fellowship of the Ring, then trekking all over the
planet like the Amazing Race to recruit a Wilder army before Kaylie
does—”

Aiden frowned. “Not an
army.”

I glanced around at the
rest of the car, confident that no one else could hear us, but
lowered my voice even further just in case. “I mean, maybe
we’re not trying to make
an army, but you heard Mei – her sources think that Kaylie is
actually, literally, trying to round up an army so Elementalists
can come out of the woodwork, X-Men
style. I mean… it’s insane. And what’s even more
insane is that we’re the ones trying to stop her. Why us? Why not some top-secret
Asterian task force that’s actually trained to do this kind of
work?”

“Who’s to say Mei’s not
looking into that as well?” he pointed out. “Maybe she is and is
just trying to keep everything hush-hush. After all, we don’t have
solid proof that Kaylie’s making an army. Nothing that would hold
up as hard evidence, at least.”

“No, just encrypted texts
and shifty behavior and a few comments made to Ori post-coitus.” I
grimaced at the unpleasant image. “The thing that gets me is,
Kaylie’s the one who killed Jahi, remember?”

This time it was Aiden who grimaced. I
didn’t blame him – it was a rather grizzly scene, what with the
fire hose of boiling Water that she hurled at him.

“Sorry – what I’m saying
is, Keres and Jahi were the ultimate ‘Elementals should drop a nuke
on the rest of the world’ kind of villains. So why kill your
mentor, particularly if you secretly support everything he
says?”

“Because her hands were
tied,” he replied. “She burst in there with the others and saw that
half of the Inner Circle had been ousted and her predecessor’s
dirty laundry had been aired for everyone else to see. Her mentor
had lost. She was smart enough to realize that she’d be implicated
as well so she did what she needed to do to save her own skin. And
that’s the scariest part.”

“How so?”

“In my opinion, the worst
villains aren’t the ones hiding out in plain sight, twirling their
waxed mustaches while airing their grand ‘Master Plan’ to the
world… No, the real bad guys are the ones who remain in the
shadows, inconspicuous and methodical. The quiet ones. The
chameleons.”

I considered his words.
The few interactions I had with Kaylie Branson had made one thing
clear: she was a Grade-A people pleaser. Soft-spoken and reserved,
never drawing attention to herself. Every word measured. Every
opinion presented either as a meek question or sugarcoated into
obscurity. Completely innocuous until she was overtly hitting on
your girlfriend before a certain Pentamancer’s Christening or
screaming ad hominem expletives at poor Ori behind closed doors, as
I’d once heard her do at A&A’s engagement party. (Although, to
be fair, he had been openly hitting on another man’s future bride
right in front of her.) And of course, we’d just seen the video
that Mei showed us from Kaylie’s rally in D.C. two days ago. The
woman was as fiery as her wild auburn hair, supremely confident,
and fiercely outspoken. And while she never stated anything
explicitly discriminatory or xenophobic, we all heard it: “putting
the Community first,” “addressing their shortcomings, not
ours,” “having the
courage and conviction to step out of the shadows.” The
implications were loud and clear, and the audience was eating it
up. Kaylie’s popularity shot up five points from that appearance
alone.

Still, that was before
anyone knew that Aspen would be throwing her support behind Ori
at his first
official rally. Which would be happening – I glanced down at my
phone – right about now.

“After today, these Wilder
missions won’t even matter.” I patted Aiden’s hand reassuringly.
“You’ll see. Once everyone sees Ori and Aspen together, no one will
even remember Kaylie’s name.”

“Yeah,” Aiden murmured,
turning to stare out the window once more. “It sounds like the two
of them have everything under control.”

“Hey.”

He turned to look at me. The edges of
his eyes were creased with tiny lines of defeat that made my heart
hurt for the guy.

I plastered on my most convincing
smile. “Aspen is madly in love with you. You know that,
right?”

He scoffed. “Aspen – gorgeous,
powerful, and brilliant as she is – doesn’t have much experience in
the dating world. She could have any man she wanted – she just
doesn’t realize that yet.”

As I opened my mouth to give him a
strongly-worded retort, a tone sounded and the conductor’s voice
came through the speaker system. Whatever he was saying, he was
murmuring so quickly I couldn’t understand a word of it. But it was
enough to wake up Savannah, who yanked off her mask wildly. I
flinched as her elbow came within millimeters of Aiden’s right
eye.

“Excuse me,
mina-san,” Kumiko
whispered from behind us, “but we’ll be arriving at the bus station
shortly.”

“Thank you, Kumiko-san,” I
replied over my shoulder. “Hey – apart from what we already
discussed yesterday, can you give us a more specific idea of what
we’re going to be dealing with when we get to
Shirakawa-go?”

“I really cannot say,” she
replied. “I only know what you know, which is that they are very
old and very powerful.”

“Stop fretting, Eileen,”
Savannah yawned. “It’s just a bunch of supernaturally old people
who’ve formed their own little mountain community. They’ll probably
offer us tea, politely listen to us waste our breath, and then send
us on our way.”

“Savannah-san, I don’t
think—” Kumiko started.

“You aren’t here to
think,” Savannah interjected, the volume of her voice earning us a
half-dozen admonishing looks from our fellow passengers. “Barish
spoke to these villagers over fifty years ago. They’re the ones who
taught him those anti-aging methods. They were very nice, from what
he told me, but not interested in collaborating with the
organization.”

“When you say ‘anti-aging
methods,’” Aiden clarified, “you’re talking about how he
manipulated Air, Water, and Electricity to prolong his life,
correct? I thought he was only able to do that because he was a
Polymancer.”

I let out a small gasp. “If he learned
that from these villagers, then that means—”

“They may still have a
Polymancer or two on hand, yes, and they’re also probably much
older than they look. I myself am curious to learn more about their
anti-aging techniques,” Savannah added, popping open her makeup
compact to powder her nose. “According to Barish, they’re a very
quiet and subdued community. I already tried to warn Mei that it
would be a waste of our time to speak to them but they’ve
apparently grown in number so here we are. Expect a quick
visit.”

“Kumiko-san?” I asked,
turning around in my seat. “Do you have anything to
add?”

Kumiko bit her lip and didn’t speak
for a long moment. “We must be very careful,” she finally answered.
“That is all I know.”

Savannah clicked her
tongue in annoyance but Aiden and I locked wary eyes. On the
surface, meeting highly-reclusive, age-defying Elementalists
certainly seemed exciting, but Kumiko’s apprehension was palpable. Was it
nerves, or did she know something we didn’t? Whatever the reason,
we’d certainly find out soon enough.

***

 


Once the train arrived at the station
– right on time, as usual – we had to take another two-hour bus
ride to get to the Shirakawa-go UNESCO site. By the time we finally
disembarked, I felt like I’d shrunk three inches from having my
vertebrae compressed by sitting in planes, trains, and automobiles
for so long. After retrieving one of the four large backpacks Mei’s
team had provided us from the bus storage compartment, I stretched
my arms over my head and took a deep breath of cold mountain air
that reminded me of home. And Sophia.

From the vantage of the bus station, I
could see the quiet sprawling village nestled between the
mountains. My breath caught at the postcard-worthy view. A thick
layer of snow covered the A-line thatched roofs and the surrounding
trees. Kumiko referred to the little cottages as “Gassho-style”
farmhouses. They were just so quaint and beautiful, timeless in
their own anachronistic way. Against the backdrop of the
snow-capped mountains, white evergreen forest, and frozen rice
fields, the village looked like something out of a Studio Ghibli
movie.

Unfortunately, we weren’t
stopping there. Our final destination was miles away, through the
thickest part of the forest and deep into the mountain valley – and
the only way to get there was on foot. I’ll spare the details of
how cold, miserable, and exhausting the trek was; there’s really no
point in lamenting over the fact that we had to snowshoe through
miles of knee-deep snow with thirty-pound backpacks, that the
muscles of my legs were burning while my toes felt like they were
going to break off like stubby icicles, that every minute of our
hike was frigid, grueling, and beyond miserable. Sure, we had been
outfitted for an Arctic expedition – Mei and her team were more
than generous when it came to supplies, money, food, etc. – but no
amount of gear could have made that slog endurable. If it hadn’t
been for Aiden, who would periodically send a small ball of warming
Fire my way, and Kumiko, who graciously dried out our shoes and
winter gear every fifteen minutes, I might have just lain down in
the snow and died. Given the amount of wailing and lamenting coming
out of Savannah’s mouth, however, I tried to keep my suicidal
sentiments to myself. Poor Aiden had to practically carry the woman
along just to keep the caravan moving, a sight I was glad Aspen
didn’t have to witness. Despite having the ability to warm the air
around her – and apparently only
her, brat that she was – Savannah was certainly
milking her misery.

An hour and a half into the hellish
journey, I was seriously considering curling up in the snow and
taking a permanent nap when Kumiko shouted something over her
shoulder. Beaming widely, her snow-dusted cheeks were bright red
and her fur-lined hood was fluttering in the wind.

“Mina-san, look – straight ahead!”
she pointed. About a hundred yards away, just over the crest of the
hill we were traipsing, a faint orange glow rose up from behind the
snow. “We are very close now!”

A squeal similar in pitch to a dog
whistle burst through my blue lips. I wanted to whoop and cheer and
fling my snowshoes to the ground and cartwheel across the open
snowfield ahead of us. And I almost did – until the dark silhouette
of a figure standing on the ridge above stopped me dead in my
tracks. I blinked as a half dozen more figures appeared.

“Wilders?” Aiden murmured
from my side. My teeth were chattering too hard to
reply.

A harsh male voice, amplified by Wind,
shouted to us from the top of the hill. If I understood correctly –
and let’s face it, I was so hypothermic I couldn’t even be sure he
was speaking Japanese – he said something along the lines of,
“Foreigners! Why have you come?”

“He’s an Auromancer!”
Savannah gasped. “Kumiko! Tell him we’re freezing and need shelter
and hot food! Hurry!”

The young woman chewed on her lip –
weighing her options, I assumed. After a brief pause, she called,
“Sir, we’ve traveled a long way and if it’s convenient for you, we
would appreciate it very much if we could approach your village.”
Again, probably not a perfect translation. But close
enough.

When he didn’t reply, Kumiko took out
her phone and started muttering into it. I couldn’t make out what
she was saying, but at that moment, that was the least of my
concerns. More and more figures were appearing on the ridge. From
that distance, it was hard to make out their faces or ages, but I
could sense their power: at least a dozen Elementalists stood atop
the hill before us. When the man who’d called down to us finally
raised a gloved hand, I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking it was
an invitation.

As a massive gust of Wind knocked me
clean off my feet and hurled me tumbling down the hillside, it
occurred to me that I’d probably misinterpreted that.
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four of us quickly became a tangled mess of snowshoes and flailing
limbs. Aiden was the first to scramble to his feet, drawing a ball
of Fire from his lighter. Once I was able to extricate myself from
the weight of Savannah’s thrashing body, I stumbled over to his
side, holding my bruised ribs.

“What the hell!” I
gasped.

“What’s the meaning of
this?” he yelled to the group of villagers who were eyeing us from
above. The flame in his hands burned brighter and I couldn’t help
but be drawn to it like a hypothermic moth. The amount of snow I’d
just accumulated on the inside of my clothes was almost as much as
what was clinging to me on the outside. And based on the impromptu
game of Twister that was happening between Savannah and Kumiko as
they struggled to separate their interlocked snowshoes in two feet
of powdery snow, my Hydromantic human clothes dryer wasn’t going to
be functional anytime soon.

“That was Auromancy,
right?” I stammered at Aiden through chattering teeth. “Not just
some freak gust?”

His eyebrows furrowed. “Definitely
Auromancy.”

“Why have you come?” the
same voice shouted at us again, this time in heavily accented
English.

“W-We’ve just come to say
h-hello!” I stammered, steeling myself against a fresh series of
chills that gripped my body. “Why are you attacking us?”

“Asterians are not welcome
here!” came the angry reply, along with another powerful gust of
Wind.

This time, Aiden and I both threw
ourselves to the ground before it could strike – a good thing, too,
since we still had half a mountainside to tumble down. Savannah and
Kumiko, finally free of their snowshoes, army-crawled over to
us.

“What the hell is going
on?” Savannah yelped. “Kumiko, why are they doing this?”

“I – I do not know,
Savannah-san!” she gasped.

Aiden muttered a string of curses
under his breath before hoisting himself to his feet for the second
time. The rest of us warily followed suit. An unnatural tingle
fluttering down my spine let me know another attack was coming.
Without hesitating, I flung my arm out in front of me, mentally
reaching for the layers of rock beneath the snow and soil. It was
time to shake things up – literally. As my hand clenched into a
tight fist, a chorus of cries and shouts erupted from the ridge
above while the Earth shuddered beneath their feet.

I beamed up at Aiden.
“That oughtta chill them out for a – oh, shit! Oh,
shit!!”

With a scream, I grabbed his arm and
threw us to the ground as a literal avalanche of snow began
galloping down the mountain, heading straight towards us. Luckily,
Kumiko was much smarter and more quick-witted than me. With a loud
battle cry, she dug her heels into the snow and flung her hands in
front of her Super Saiyan-style. Instead of crashing into us and
turning the four of us into frozen, oxygen-deprived corpse-icles,
the torrent of frozen murder powder churned together to form a
humongous levitating orb of snow. Then, with nary a flurry breaking
free, the wintery mound floated skyward and hovered ominously above
the entire mountain. The group of villagers on the ridge cowered
beneath its shadow, eyeing it – and us – with obvious
apprehension.

“Kumiko-san, you got that
alright?” I asked quietly, inching closer to her. Aiden and
Savannah followed suit, nervously eyeing the swirling tempest above
us.

“Hai,” she grunted.

I nodded, then turned back to the
villagers. “How about now?” I shouted. “Is now a good time for a
visit?”

“We should turn back,
Eileen-san,” Kumiko huffed. “We are not welcome here.”

“We can’t go back yet,”
Savannah muttered tersely. “We have to finish this!”

Before I could reply, Kumiko’s monster
ball of frigidness exploded in the air like a powdered sugar bomb,
dusting the entire mountain – and us – in a half-foot of
snow.

My shriek was muffled by a mouthful of
frozen powder.

“Goddammit,” Aiden
groaned, his Fireball completely extinguished. Enveloped by frozen
Water without a flame in sight – not a good situation for a
Pyromancer. Or any of us.

“Kumiko, did you do that?”
Savannah spluttered, every inch of her coated like a powdered
donut.

She shook her head helplessly. “No. It
was their Hydromancers. At least three of them. I’m no match
against their combined strength.”

“But what if
we—”

“Come!” a voice barked.
The four of us jerked our heads toward the ridge. It was the same
man who had spoken before. Without waiting for a response, he
turned his back to us and disappeared behind the ridge. The rest of
the villagers quickly followed suit.

“Did – Did he just tell us
to follow him?” I asked the others.

“You heard the man,”
Savannah said. “Let’s go.”

“So they can kill us and
feed our corpses to the Abominable Snowman?”

She rolled her eyes at me and stomped
back up the hill, her snowshoes leaving a trail of tennis
racket-shaped footprints in the fresh snow. “Let’s go, Kumiko!
We’re not leaving until we talk to them!”

The young woman sighed and followed
suit, casting me an anxious look as she did.

I glanced up at Aiden, whose eyes were
closed tightly as though he were ruminating over a feasible course
of action. Or possibly praying for another avalanche.

“What do we do?” I
asked. I was seriously praying his next
words would be, “Turn back.”

“Well, we can’t call in
reinforcements – there’s hardly any service here,” he replied. “And
we can’t turn around without abandoning Kumiko.”

I almost snickered at his
failure to mention Savannah but my cheeks were too cold to crack a
smile. “I really, really
want to take our chances and vamoose back
that-a-way,” I pointed
back toward the forest. “But… if we turn back now, we’d be letting
everyone down – and possibly leaving the door open for Kaylie to
swoop in.”

“God, I hope Aspen and Ori
are having a better time than we are,” he muttered, kneeling to
strap his snowshoes back on.

I wanted to throw my hands in the air,
but again, arms were too cold to function. “How could they not be?
They’re giving a cushy speech in a heated amphitheater where
they’ll get to schmooze with their adoring constituents over
champagne and tiny weenie dogs afterward. I hate their
guts!”

“We definitely pulled the
short straw,” he agreed. “If we make it out of here alive, I’m
giving Ori a piece of my mind. Which may or may not include a piece
of my fist for demonstrative effect.”

I allowed myself to be comforted by
that glorious image as I traipsed after him, choking on frigid air
while my frostbitten feet carried me up that snow-covered Mount
Doom where death almost certainly awaited us on the other
side.

As we finally crested the hill and
surveyed the smattering of farmhouses below, I railed against that
stupid idiot Ori for dragging me into this, that stupid idiot ex of
his for trying to bring about a dystopian apocalypse, but mostly I
cursed my own stupid idiot self for cutting short my Caribbean
vacation with my smoking hot wife to go on this godforsaken murder
voyage in the first place.

I seriously needed a steaming mug of
hot chocolate. With rum. Lots and lots of rum.


Chapter 10
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minutes earlier but that was nothing new for me. I’d taken hundreds
of cold showers in my life. It streamed down my back as I leaned
against the cool tile and buried my face in my arm. It had been a
long morning but the rally went well. The crowd itself was so much
bigger than I had expected. We’d planned for a thousand or so
members from the East Asian Chapters but the final number was
closer to three thousand. I hadn’t seen so many Elementalists
gathered together since Aspen’s Christening. But it made sense. For
several years, fresh Aggregators from every chapter had been
doubly incentivated incentivized to bring more and more members into the Order.
And they’d succeeded. In just four years, our ten thousand members
had grown to nearly twenty.

At least there were a lot of friendly
faces in the crowd, even some of my colleagues and friends from my
time in the military. There weren’t many Elementalists in the
Israel Defense Forces but those of us that were had all been put in
a special elite team. And the most dangerous and exciting and
impossible missions were all assigned to us. Well, not to me. Not
anymore. But it was pretty cool to see that Avraham had actually
given them leave to come in person when vacation was typically
reserved just for funerals. Seeing their faces made me miss the old
days, the nonstop crazy adventures. It also made me grateful that
those days were behind me. Too many close calls. Too many deaths.
And too many memories I tried every day to forget. I tried extra
hard to ignore those thoughts as I stepped on the stage earlier
that morning.

When I stood at that podium with so
many faces watching and cameras flashing, it took me a long minute
to find my voice. The words that came to mind were in my mother
tongue, and anxiety always made it harder to switch over. Luckily,
I had a pile of cue cards and Aspen’s cheering smile from just
offstage. When I did speak, I saw many nodding heads in the
audience as I shared my ideas: more strategic partnerships to
decrease monthly membership dues, better channels of communication
to allow regular members to say their concerns and ideas all the
way up to Parliament, budget allotments to host more worldwide
conventions and events. And of course the usual stuff: less
corruption, more transparency, fewer regulations, extra benefits
for members and their families – even the non-Elementalist ones.
For a guy who only learned he was running for minister less than a
month ago, I think I did pretty good.

Still, I saw the signs at
the back of the auditorium: Community
First, Heed the
Natural Order, Lions Before Sheep. It made my
throat dry. My own grandfather had numbers tattooed into his wrist
to mark him for what he was: a slave to those who called themselves
supreme. His brothers didn’t make it out of the Holocaust. Some of
them didn’t even make it to the camps. They were shot before
stepping on the train. I did my best to avoid looking at those
signs and the cold faces that glared at me from below them.
Baruch hashem, Aspen’s
appearance saved me in more ways than one. When she walked onto
that stage in that blue dress, the crowd erupted. No one had seen
her in months. There had been whispers, even within Parliament,
that she’d turned her back to the Asterians. But then she was
there, speaking to them, praising the accomplishments of our new
government, praising me.

It was like a dream.

Our speeches had been short but the
crowd took hours to disperse. Everyone wanted a photo with Aspen
and me, though she was, of course, the shining star. When I watched
her smiling and speaking to each person in turn, I was in
amazement. I knew how shy and uncomfortable she felt, maybe even
more than me, but her pink cheeks were the only sign to give that
away. She would never admit it, but she was a natural in the
spotlight. Afterward, Saul, my campaign manager in Denver, called
me to say that the polls following our rally were crazy positive.
No U.S. presidential candidate had ever achieved those kinds of
ratings after announcing their intention to run. And it was all
thanks to Aspen.

Aspen. Standing under the shower’s ice cold water, I groaned into my
elbow. Elohim,
the girl looked gorgeous on that stage. Her dress was made out of
crisscrossing layers of see-through blue material and was tightly
wrapped around her slim body. She’d pulled half of her hair away
from her face, exposing those cute little ears and the pale skin of
her lovely neck. And her breasts…

I shook my head and tried to erase the
image. But other parts of me were waking up, stiff and neglected
parts. My mind creeped to places I had tried so hard to push away,
ever since the first day I met her. In the safety of my cold
shower, I imagined her gorgeous eyes staring at me over her
shoulder like she was inviting me. Her hand reaching behind her
back to unzip her dress and peel it away slowly… What would she
look like without that thin fabric covering those perfect breasts,
that slender waist, those hips, ripe for grabbing and thrusting
and—

“Tafsik,” I muttered, pressing my
forehead to the wall. “Enough.”

The goosebumps that
covered my body were only partially from the cold. I hated myself
for letting myself think those thoughts, especially after my
conversation with Aiden. My friend. Her fiancé. Oy, I grimaced. It had been so much
easier to keep my mind focused when I was with Kaylie. Whenever it
started to wander into dangerous Aspen territory, I had an outlet.
A curvy, lusty, possibly psychotic outlet. But now, without that
distraction and without Aiden watching me like a hawk… And knowing
her hotel room was literally right across the hall, just thirty
steps away…

I let out another groan. Right now, my
brain was definitely heading into dangerous territory. But I didn’t
care. My free hand moved without my permission, sliding down my
stomach, down, down, to the place that could provide me with at
least some temporary release. I knew it was wrong, that using the
thought of her in such a way would only make things worse at the
end of the day. But as horny American guys like to say, I was so
pent up, and my soapy hand felt so good sliding up and—

“Ori?” A voice called.
“Are you in here?”

I yanked my hand away, feeling the
blood travel from between my thighs and rush back up to my face. I
quickly turned off the shower and yanked the towel from the rack,
wrapping it around my hips just in time to see Aspen step in front
of the open bathroom door. Her eyes met mine and for the briefest
moment, I could swear she was surveying my almost naked
body.

“Oh God, I’m sorry!” she
cried, turning around. “I was knocking and knocking, but the music
was turned up so loudly—”

I glanced down.
Lemaann hashem, the
stupid towel was so thin, there was no way she hadn’t noticed the
bulge between my legs. Hell, she could probably even confirm that
I’d been circumcised. I frantically conjured up images of sweaty
sumo wrestlers and rabid Chihuahuas as I picked up my cellphone
from the bathroom counter to mute the techno music I’d been
blasting to unsuccessfully try to clear my head.

“Nothing to be sorry for,”
I grinned stupidly. Well, actually, I was pretty sorry that she
wasn’t the one in the skimpy towel.

She glanced at me over her shoulder,
making my stomach do a flip. “I can just come back
later—”

I clicked my teeth. “You act like
you’ve never seen a man in a towel before. Stay. I’ll get dressed.
You’re welcome to sit on the bed,” I added when I realized that
both chairs in the room were occupied by damp clothes and an open
suitcase.

“Are you sure?
Because—”

I grabbed her by the shoulders and
steered her to the edge of the bed, gently pushing her down. She
gazed up at me with those big beautiful eyes and I had a momentary
flash of indecency – her greedily ripping off my towel, me pushing
her onto the bed, my knees on either side of her hips, my
mouth…

Tafsik,
I warned myself. Stop
it. With a silent sigh, I took a step
backwards. My feet felt like they weighed fifty kilograms each,
they wanted so badly to go in the opposite direction. But I did it…
Not that it felt like much of a success.

She watched me, the wary
expression on her face mirroring my own. I knew she could read her
mother’s thoughts, could tap into Aiden’s with little effort,
though she actively chose not to. Could she hear my own
errand errant thoughts?
Sense the feelings that were becoming more and more difficult to
hide? Elohim, I
hoped not, because if she could, I would be humiliated. Humiliated
and probably dead, since her Level-three Pyromancer boyfriend
clearly wasn’t a fan of sharing fiancées.

“Ori…” she
started.

I could feel the heat in my cheeks and
quickly turned away, striding toward my open suitcase. I took out a
pair of black boxer briefs and quickly pulled them up before
dropping my towel to the ground. It’s possible she got a glimpse of
more than she asked for, but if she was looking, it was her own
fault. After pulling on a pair of pricey designer jeans that gave
me a “great ass,” according to Kaylie, I turned to look at Aspen
once more. Her eyes took in my bare chest then dropped to her lap.
I felt a hot stone settling in my belly. I should have sent her
back to her hotel room, got dressed, then met her in the lobby to
talk. I should have done these things for Aiden, my brother. For
the sake of chivalry. But in that moment, chivalry was a faraway
thought.

“Your speech was
fantastic,” she smiled, finally looking up. Her eyes were locked on
mine as though she refused to look down.

“Yours was better,” I
replied, leaning against the wall. She scoffed. “Seriously. They love you, Aspen. It
should

be you up there, not me.”

She forced a small smile. “You’re
going to make the best minister, Ori. I believe in you. You have
this way of… of bringing people together. Of lighting up a room.
You’re so willing to sacrifice yourself for the greater
good.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What is that
saying you Americans overuse? Pots and kettles?”

This time, she let out a genuine
laugh. “Fair point.”

I chewed on the inside of my lip. I
loved her laugh. Whenever I heard it, I wanted nothing more than to
make her laugh again. Instead, I ran my hands through my wet hair.
“Did you see the signs in the back?” I asked. “And those
chants!”

She nodded solemnly. “That’s what I
came to talk to you about. There were… more of them than I
expected. And what was that black symbol in the top corner of their
signs? Could you make it out?”

I shook my head. “They were too far.
But I didn’t like it. It reminded me of… other things.” Like
swastikas.

Perceptive as always, she bit her lip.
My spine stiffened. I wanted nothing more than to rush forward and
take that lip between my teeth.

Stop it.

“Ori.”

My eyes flew to hers.

Aspen rose from the bed. “We need to
talk.”

The walls around me flew up faster
than a Chinese construction company on a deadline. “We are
talking,” I grinned. “Would you prefer we switch to a different
language? I’ve got Hebrew, a bit of Arabic, a little
Farsi…”

Her chest rose in a deep sigh. Thank
God she’d changed out of that dress and into a t-shirt and jeans.
Not that it helped much. “We need to talk about us.”

My throat felt tight. “What do you
mean?”

She stood up and walked toward me,
stopping in the middle of the room. I shoved my hands in my pockets
so she wouldn’t notice them shaking.

“Ori, I… I care about you.
So much. And I…” she frowned at the floor, clearly choosing her
words carefully. “I’ve been fighting with myself.”

“Fighting with yourself?”
I coughed out a laugh. “That seems like a lose-lose
situation.” Elohim, that stone in my stomach had grown to the size of a
brick.

Aspen took another deep breath,
straightening as she did. “I’ve been fighting with myself because
there are things I want to say to you. Things that could… hurt.
More than one of us.”

I crossed my arms in front of my
chest. Had the room grown colder or was it just me? “Well, my aunt
always used to tell me to stick with the Golden Rule. Better not to
say things that hurt. I vote we stick to topics like pandas and
chocolate.”

“Ori, look. The feelings
you have… well, they’re not entirely unreciprocated.”

My head shot up.

“Hear me out.” She held
her hands up. “When we first met, I was… lost. Naïve and sheltered.
My thoughts revolved around finding my family, my identity, just
figuring out how to survive. Now that I’m better, I…” she stopped
and chewed on her lip again. The gesture was driving me
crazy.

Silence fell and I could
hear my own heart drumming in my ears. There was no way this was
happening. Aspen, confessing her feelings for me? Could it be possible? No. It
couldn’t be. And yet… what was she saying?

She let out a shaky breath. “Ori,
you’re so funny. You make me laugh when it should be impossible to
smile. Your friendship has come to mean more to me than – than
most. You saved my mother’s life. And I’ve never properly thanked
you for that.”

“I’d do anything if it
meant protecting you. Making you happy.” My voice sounded
rough.

When she looked up at me, she had
tears in her eyes. My heart stopped. This was happening. This was
actually happening. The smell of ionization filled the air, like
lightning might strike at any minute. Was that me, or
her?

She took a long and shaky breath
before she spoke again. “I can’t honestly say that I don’t find you
attractive.”

If I hadn’t been paralyzed
with shock, my jaw would have fallen to the ground. I wanted to
speak, to open my mouth and say something, but only Hebrew came to
my mind.

From the time you conjured
that first bolt of lightning, I knew.

There’s nothing I wouldn’t
do for you.

My heart belongs to
you.

“And I tell you this not
to cause problems or to hurt you, but to validate your
feelings.”

Wait… hurt me?

“I can’t deny that my
feelings for you border on more than friendship. I care about you
like a brother. Maybe more. You’re one of the most amazing men I’ve
ever met, but…”

But. That single word – those three tiny letters – sucked all of
the air from my lungs.

“But… I love Aiden. In
ways I could never explain or even understand, I love him. He
completes me in a way I never thought possible. Before him, I never
believed in soulmates. But I know, deep in my heart and soul, that
he’s the one for me. And if we all make it through this in one
piece… I’m going to marry him. As soon as we get home, if he’ll
agree. And, Ori… I want your blessing. I want to know that you’ll
be okay. That we’ll be okay. Because I can’t imagine my life without you. I love
you. As a friend, as a brother, as one of my most favorite people
in the world, I love you…” She trailed off, staring deep into my
eyes as though she was trying to measure my response.

The hot stone in my
stomach had turned to ice. I don’t know what it was. Nothing she
said surprised me, except for the part where she admitted that
she maybe cared
about me more than a friend. But hearing her say it out loud,
hearing her acknowledge it, only to point out her
true love for Aiden…
Something in me broke. Whatever brittle casing was around my heart
shattered like hot glass meeting cold air.

Too long had passed. I
needed to say something. But what? With a shrug, I turned around,
reached into my suitcase, and pulled out a black thermal shirt. I
pulled it over my head as I took several steps toward her, stopping
when she was within an arm’s reach. “You didn’t need to tell me any
of that,” I said, doing everything I could to keep my voice calm.
Cool and calm. Cool and
calm, I repeated the words in my head
again and again.

Her expression turned to pity. “You
needed to know. And I felt like I owed you my honesty. I couldn’t
let whatever this is,” she gestured between us, “continue to cause
pain or confusion.”

“This?” I repeated, feeling both the cool and the calm leaving my
voice. “You mean, the feelings I have for you? The feelings you
just admitted that you return in some small way?”

Pity turned to guilt. “I already told
you—”

“That you love Aiden more,
I get it.” I took another step closer. Cool and calm were
definitely out the window. Probably landed somewhere on the
sidewalk sixteen floors below. “He got there first. He was there
when you were putting yourself back together. He filled in all
those little cracks with glue and made you whole again.” By now, I
was standing very close to her, my toes nearly touching her
sneakers. I was breathing hard when I looked into her
eyes.

“Ori—” she
warned.

“I’m not going to get
between the two of you, Aspen. If you want to marry the guy, I wish
you all of the best. But before you take that leap, you should know
something first.”

She gazed up at me, her eyes searching
mine. I knew what I needed to do. I needed to take a step back, let
her know that I respected her decision and that we were fine. That
we would always be friends, no matter what. That I could be okay
with loving her like a sister and nothing more.

That’s what I needed to do. But it
wasn’t what I wanted.

My mouth closed the short
distance between our lips, parting just enough to taste her for a
brief, greedy moment. A hot spark crackled where our mouths
connected, like Lightning. Aspen’s eyes widened and she let out a
gasp – but she didn’t yank away. I stiffened. She tasted like honey
and milk and her lips – elohim, they were so soft, so warm
against mine. I wanted to wrap her in my arms and drink her beauty
and inhale that intoxicating scent that made my insides erupt like
lava.

Then Aiden’s face appeared in my
mind.

Something cold like ice trickled down
my back. I don’t know which of us pulled away first, me or Aspen,
but the last thing I remember before turning and running out of my
own hotel room were her wide, shocked eyes, flashing like a
lightning storm in the night.
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last – time I’d tried hashish, I stood in the elevator
trying to piece together what had just happened. My stomach sank
lower and lower, figuratively and literally, since the elevator was
going down. It didn’t take long for the fog to clear but when it
did, I wanted to vomit. What had I done? To Aspen? To Aiden? To our
friendship? To their relationship?

“Oh, God,” I moaned. What
was I doing? I couldn’t just run away. I mean, I wanted to run
away. But then things would definitely go sour, and once wine turns
to vinegar there’s no amount of sugar that will turn it back to
wine.

I had to go tend to my
grapes.

Before the elevator even reached the
lobby, I jumped out on the fourth floor and punched the up button
repeatedly until the other elevator arrived. An annoyingly cheerful
chime greeted me as I assaulted the ‘16’ button until, and well
after, the doors closed. When they finally opened again on our
floor, I ran down the corridor towards my room where my magnetic
card and I fought a losing battle against the electronic lock. When
I burst through the door a minute later, Aspen had already left.
Cursing at myself, I bolted across the hall to her room and
knocked. And knocked. And knocked.

“Aspen!” I yelled.
“Aspen?” No answer.

“Oh God, oh God, oh God,”
I groaned against the doorframe. I wanted to bang my head against
it but there was no time. I had to catch her before she left. Maybe
for good.

With another curse, I
turned around and ran back to my room. When the electronic lock
didn’t click open right away, I gave it an impatient jolt of
Lightning that may or may not have fried the whole unit. Another
curse and then a not-so-gentle Krav
Maga kick smashed the door open. My cell
phone was sitting on the bathroom counter where I’d left it. I
grabbed it, intending to call Aspen and immediately apologize
several thousand times. But the moment my thumb touched the unlock
button, a video call came in.

“Mei!” I almost shouted as
her face appeared on the screen.

She frowned. “Ori-san, what’s
wrong?”

“Uh, can I call you back?
Now’s kind of a bad—”

“Ori-san.” She shifted the
phone, flashing a brief glimpse of Aspen’s face. Oh God. Oh God, oh
God, oh God. “I
need you to please come downstairs right away. Rowan-san and I just
sat down in the Sakura meeting room beneath the lobby. The three of
us need to talk.”

“Um,” I replied, my mind
turning blank. “Do you mean right
right now, Minister?”

She raised an eyebrow.
“I’m very sorry, Ori-san. But yes. It is urgent. Please come
quickly.” She shifted the phone again and I could see she was
sitting at a long table with Aspen seated in the chair just beside
her. The ladder latter didn’t look up.

“I’ll, um… I’ll be right
there,” I replied, then winced. The wheeze in my voice made it
sound like I was having an asthma attack.

“Hai, jaa
ne,” Mei replied, slipping into Japanese
as she hung up. Yep, she was stressed. Or pissed. It was always
hard to tell with her.

I rubbed my forehead with the heel of
my hands. If Mei was going to revoke my candidacy due to my own
terrible, creepy, idiot behavior, I deserved it. And more. Maybe
she and Aspen would slap me around a little bit for kissing my best
friend’s fiancée without her or his permission.

“Oh, God,” I moaned as I grabbed my wool
coat from the chair. When I caught a glimpse of myself in the
mirror, I cringed. My damp curls were a mess. My jacket collar was
crooked. And I definitely had the crazy-eyed look of a
madman.

“Nidefaqeti,” I muttered, snatching
the magnetic card key for my room – unnecessary, since the lock was
broken – just before slamming the door behind me.

Simple translation: I was so
fucked.

***

 


When I stumbled inside the meeting
room, I was panting and out of breath. Mei’s two female attendants
standing at the door gave me an odd look. Couldn’t imagine
why.

“H-Hey, everyone,” I waved
lamely. “What’d I miss?”

Mei made a motion for me to sit. I
took my seat across from her and Aspen, who still wouldn’t look at
me. When one of the attendants came over and poured me a cup of
green tea, I didn’t look up to thank her and I didn’t touch the cup
because my hands were shaking so much.

“Ori-san,” Mei began.
“Something terrible has happened.”

The memory of Aspen’s wide, shocked
eyes popped in my head. “I know,” I blurted out. “That was so
stupid of me. And I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.
Honestly, I wasn’t even thinking to begin with—”

“This is about our
friends,” Aspen interjected, giving me a sharp look.

“Oh.” My mouth snapped
shut. Hey, at least she was making eye contact again.

Mei looked confused, then made a cough
sound. “I wanted to let you both know that we’ve lost contact with
the team in Shirakawa-go. May I assume that you haven’t heard from
any of them in the last several hours?”

We both shook our heads.

The minister sighed. “The last message
I received from Kumiko-san was that they had found the villagers.
It was a twenty-second long audio clip that cut out abruptly. We
can’t say for certain, but we have reason to believe they may have
been attacked.”

Every muscle in my body tensed. I
glanced over at Aspen who was staring down at her hands grimly.
“So? When can we leave?” I demanded. “Shouldn’t we be getting on a
train? Or even better, a jet? Why are we even still here? We can
discuss the details on the way!”

“Ori—” Mei
started.

I stood from my seat. “Have you sent a
team there in the, the… the in-between time? Some of my friends
from the IDF are still in Tokyo. We can bring them here and plan a
rescue—”

“Ori,” Mei said firmly.
“Please. Sit.”

I stared at her in confusion but did
as she asked.

“There have been reports
of violence.”

“At the
village?”

“Ori, shut up and listen,”
Aspen snapped. My insides knotted. She’d never used that angry tone
with me before. Ever.

“Before we can address the
situation in Shirakawa-go, we may have more pressing matters to
deal with here in Tokyo,” Mei continued. “I know that this is not
what you want to hear, however there have been reports of violence
around the world. As Kaylie’s message has begun spreading through
the Order, the whispers and stirrings have been growing louder. She
has given the silent minority a megaphone, a conduit through which
they can air and amplify their grievances with the rest of the
world.”

“Kusss-emec,” I muttered, shaking my
head. I knew Kaylie had become radicalized. Also jealous, angry,
and resenting of non-Elementalists. But I’d never seen a violent
side to her, not once in four years. Did she know her speeches
would have this kind of effect on her followers? Or was this thing
just spinning out of control?

“This sort of thing has
happened before, hasn’t it?” Aspen asked, chewing on her nail. “I
once heard Aiden and Robert discussing the second World War – how
most of the Order was content to let the rest of the world burn
itself down. Robert later told me that certain Asterians were even
rooting for it.”

Mei nodded. “It’s true, Elemental
supremacism is not a new belief system. It has been around since
the dawn of Elementalism, in all of its various expressions.
Usually, it’s limited to talk and rhetoric. From time to time, we
see individuals like Jahi and Keres taking a stand and renouncing
our way of life in the shadows. But seldom do we ever see
Elementalists act on such impulses. When they do, those individuals
are quickly Contained. Today, we are seeing something…
unprecedented. There have been several organized attacks against
non-Elementalists between yesterday and today, across half a dozen
cities worldwide. Twenty-six people have been killed.”

“No!” Aspen
gasped.

I sucked in a deep breath. “How do we
know that it was Asterians?”

“Because the deaths were
not natural. The indications of Elemental force were there. Our
Containment units were able to dispatch quickly to either clean up
the scene or make it look acceptable—”

“Acceptable?” Aspen
asked.

“Using carbon monoxide
poisoning, for example, to mask Auromantic suffocation.”

Aspen’s face turned white. For me,
unfortunately, the tactic was all too familiar. Not that anyone at
the table knew anything about my prior life. Well, Mei probably
did.

“Furthermore, and this is
the most disturbing aspect – a symbol was either carved or
spray-painted at every site, like a calling card. A symbol we’ve
quickly connected to this growing body of supremacists.”

“The same one that was on
the signs at the rally?” Aspen whispered.

Mei nodded as she retrieved a piece of
paper from her shirt pocket. “Here,” she said, placing the paper in
the center of the table. A dark symbol stared back at me. A dark
symbol I’d recognized. It was the same symbol that Kaylie had
recently tattooed on the back of her neck, visible only on the rare
occasion when she wore her hair up:
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I never knew the meaning of it before.
Now I did.

“This symbol has been
popping up all over the world,” Mei said quietly. “I fear it is
being used as a scare tactic.”

My mouth was too dry to
speak.

Someone knocked on the door. A moment
later, a man in a suit entered. He was in his thirties, almost as
tall as me, and had ink-black hair.

“Ito-san, thank you so
much for joining us,” Mei said as she stood. “Ori Levitan, Rowan
Fulman, this is the Tokyo Chapter’s Head of Security and
Containment, Ito Daichi. He has urgent news to share with
us.”

“Hajimemashite.” The man gave a short
bow. “Please, you can call me Daichi. Ah, Saitō-sama, as I have
informed you on my way here, there have been reports of gunshots
sounding in two yakuza-operated bars in Shinjuku alongside confirmed Elemental
strikes – quite powerful ones, according to our team.”

“Sorry, but did you
say yakuza?” I
asked. “As in, the Japanese mafia?”

“Hai,” he replied grimly. “One site has been abandoned – no
casualties to speak – but there were shots heard at a neighboring
bar moments ago. Tokyo Police are clearing civilians from the area,
and our own Containment unit is on the way to escort the officers
themselves out. We have been caught very short-handed as we’ve
already sent half of our Containment team to Hong Kong to help with
the situation there.”

“How can we help?” Aspen
asked without even pausing to consider. Because of course she
would.

“Pentamansā-sama,” Daichi bowed
again.

“Rowan is
fine.”

I wasn’t sure why that icy stone
suddenly appeared again until I realized: only her closest friends
called her Aspen these days. What if I wasn’t a close friend
anymore? Would I have to start calling her Rowan like everyone
else?

Daichi blinked in surprise but quickly
recovered. “Of course, Rowan. I was about to say that normally I
would not allow you to place yourself in such a dangerous
situation. But I am afraid we urgently require your help. We only
have one Empathic Electromancer on site, and we must wipe the
memories of dozens of officers and civilians at the scene for their
own safety.”

“Then we can’t sit around
and wait,” she replied.

“What about Aiden?
Eileen?” I demanded. “Are we just gonna cross our fingers and pray
for them?”

“We do not know for
certain that they are in trouble or need assistance,” Mei replied.
“A team is working to establish their location and status as we
speak.”

Aspen’s mouth pressed into a line.
“Mei – after we assist Daichi and his team, I would like for you to
arrange transport for us to get to Shirakawa-go as soon as
possible. Will that be feasible?”

“Hai,” the minister nodded, gesturing toward one of her
attendants. “All will be taken care of, Rowan-san. I will have my
assistants arrange transport in the meantime.”

I squeezed my eyes closed.
Elementalists I could deal with. Walls of Fire, bolts of Lightning,
no problem. But guns? Guns brought terrible memories with them.
Like the last time I fired a gun six years ago. Noam, Levi, Talia
and I had made our way into that underground weapons facility in
Lebanon in the middle of the night. It was supposed to be deserted
after the Americans carried out a drone strike. Except it wasn’t. A
handful of young Hezbollah soldiers were there. The oldest one
couldn’t have been more than seventeen years old. These were not
Elementalists. They weren’t even experienced soldiers. They were
boys who barely knew how to hold a gun. But the oldest ones fired
when we approached. And the four of us… we had no choice but to
defend ourselves. So many bullets. So much blood. Levi never made
it home. His parents never knew how he died. That’s why guys like
me were perfect for that sort of thing. No parents. No children.
Only my aunt, who had the beginnings of dementia anyway. She
wouldn’t even remember if I never came home.

“Ori!” Aspen shook my
shoulder roughly. “Come on. We have to go.”

I stared at her stupidly,
my brain working but my mouth frozen. I could have told her about
my fears right then and there. Mentioned my history, maybe even the
PTSD I’d been diagnosed with. She would have understood, of course.
In fact, she’d almost certainly tell me to stay back. But I
couldn’t leave her. Not when Daichi said our own numbers were so
low. Not with trigger-happy yakuza
around, not to mention violent supremacists. I’d
dealt with guys from the mafia before. Different county, same
story. There was no way I was going to chicken out now.

I flashed Aspen a tight smile. “Yeah.
I’m right behind you.”
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Shibuya crossing. The way Daichi sped down the road and between
cars, it was more like nine or ten. This part of Tokyo didn’t look
much different from Shibuya. Lots of tall buildings, too many
flashing signs and lights, a long walking bridge that stretched
over the busy intersection. Except the narrow street we turned on
was totally empty. Daichi, a Level-two Terramancer, and his
assistant security officer – a Level-two Hydromancer named Bo – led
us down a narrow alleyway behind a Pachinko arcade. There, a group of
maybe twenty people stood huddled together. They didn’t look
happy.

As we got closer, I realized they
weren’t huddling. They looked kind of squashed together. A young
Japanese girl – seriously, she looked like she was a teenager –
stood a few feet away from them. She was leaning her head against
the bricks and looked bored even though several of her hostages
were shouting at her. At least, it looked like they were shouting.
But I couldn’t hear them. Next to her was an older white guy with
his arms crossed. He was looking past us, toward the end of the
alleyway that faced the street, and was frowning intently. Kind of
like he hadn’t gone to the bathroom in a long time.

When Daichi and his team approached
the two of them, I looked around nervously. I didn’t hear any
gunshots or see any sign of a fight. The alleyway was empty and
quiet. No blood. No bullet casings. No exit, either, except for a
tall brick wall at the other end that had a steel door embedded in
it. Unlike the rest of Shinjuku, it had no windows and no big
flashing sign above it. Just a piece of wood above the door with a
single Kanji character carved into it.

Daichi said something to the young
Japanese woman and the guy, glanced nervously at the squished group
of silently yelling people, and then turned back to us. “This is
Hina and Frank. They work on my team. Rowan, Frank is an Empathic
Electromancer like yourself, however he’s focusing his energy on
keeping the alleyway clear.”

I knew it wasn’t the time, but I just
had to ask. “How’s he doing that?”

Daichi turned toward me. “He’s giving
anyone who passes a powerful feeling of fear and dread. It makes
them hurry by without wanting to pause and look.”

“That is so cool,” I
whispered to myself.

“Rowan,” Daichi continued,
“I understand you aren’t a fan of Mnemonic Manipulation, but we
need to get these civilians away from here.”

She took a deep breath, then nodded.
“If it’s strictly for their safety, that’s the most important
thing.”

He led her over to the group and I
followed. As soon as we approached them, Hina made a small movement
with her hand. Suddenly, I could hear all of their angry shouts
loud and clear. An Auromantic sound barrier. That must have meant
she was using Wind to bind them together like rope. That took some
crazy talent to do all of that at once while chewing
bubblegum.

Daichi leaned in towards Aspen. “We
need the civilians to leave and forget what happened here. But
please leave the police officers.”

She nodded and then closed her eyes,
her face scrunching into concentration since she was both rusty and
uncomfortable with this type of morally-fuzzy Electromancy. But
after a moment, the hair on the back of my neck stood and the smell
of Lightning filled the alley. One by one the people stopped
yelling and turned to look at her. As usual, I stared at her in
amazement. Rusty or not, her Electromantic abilities were greater
than anyone I’d ever seen, except maybe Barish. His abilities had
been almost beyond belief.

I couldn’t “hear” what Aspen was
telling the group of people. Part of me worried that she might hurt
them, since I understood that Electromantically affecting memories
could be a painful process. I witnessed her suffer through that
myself. But their faces were calm. The civilians’ anyway. The cops
looked like they were gonna plotz.

After another moment, Aspen opened her
eyes and turned to Hina. “Hina, you can release the civilians now.
They’ll be on their way.”

The girl nodded and one by one the
people broke away from their silent Wind prison. Quiet and peaceful
as they seemed, they had odd looks on their faces as they left the
alleyway.

“What did you tell them?
Daichi asked.

“That they accidentally
turned onto this alley a few seconds ago after making a wrong turn
and thought it was really boring and had an odd smell.”

I felt the corners of my mouth twitch
into a grin. “I myself would have gone with face-eating
zomb—”

The sound of gunfire cracked through
the air. My arm reached for Aspen and yanked her to the ground with
me. Hazy white spots were floating in front of my eyes and my heart
was pounding so hard my chest hurt. Cold sweat started dripping
down my back. Aspen was saying something to me but I couldn’t hear
her over the loud ringing sound in my ears.

“Hina!” Daichi shouted
over the noise. “I need a sound barrier!”

The girl nodded, then turned her
attention to the end of the alleyway.

Finally, the ringing stopped and
Aspen’s voice yanked me from my panic. “Ori! Are you okay?” She was
shaking me by the shoulders again. “The shooting is happening
inside. Not here.”

I just stared at her
wordlessly.

“Oh, Ori,” she whispered.
“I’m so sorry. What can I—”

I held up a hand and shook my head.
Not the time. Not the place. Not her problem.

Daichi extended a hand to Aspen and
pulled her up. I stayed sitting on the ground since I wasn’t
totally sure my legs would let me stand. “Rowan, we need to get
these officers to keep civilians away. Hina can maintain the sound
barrier even from inside the building but Frank’s abilities don’t
extend that far. I need him with us, and the officers standing
guard outside.”

“Right.” Aspen focused her
attention on the three cops who were staring at us with maybe even
more terror than I felt. After a moment, she closed her eyes and
nodded at them. They nodded back, then walked over to the mouth of
the alley.

“They won’t move until I
tell them to, although they will run if there’s imminent danger,”
Aspen explained. “I made sure of that.”

Daichi nodded. “Bo, Frank, behind me.
Rowan and Ori, stay behind them. Hina, can you keep a sound barrier
against the door and provide us anterior shielding at the same
time?”

The girl blew a bright pink bubble as
she nodded.

“Then, please, lead the
way.”

As the rest of the group walked toward
the door, Aspen knelt beside me. “Ori,” she whispered again. “You
absolutely don’t have to come. You can stay out here with the
officers.”

I choked out a laugh. “Stay out here?
And miss all the fun? No way. I was just resting. Come on. Just
stay behind me.”

She looked like she had
more to say but I didn’t wait around to listen. Instead, I jogged
ahead, repeating the mantra my doctor taught me to repeat during
panic moments like these: I am safe. I am
in control. These feelings will pass. Except, of course, I wasn’t safe, I wasn’t in control, and
these feelings weren’t going anywhere.

I repeated the mantra anyway as I
followed Frank down the stairs and into the underground mafia bar.
Four steps in and the smell of blood hit my nose all at once. I
kept waiting for more shots, for someone to leap in front of us
with an AR-15. But it was dead quiet as we descended. At the bottom
of the stairs was another steel door, this one with a tiny window.
Bright red blood was splattered on the cracked glass. Daichi raised
his fist in the universal “hold” sign as Hina slowly opened the
door. The absurdity of that hit me. Why the hell was a tiny young
thing like her at the front of the group? My breaths were coming
fast and shallow now.

“Hina’s extremely
powerful,” Aspen whispered. “I don’t think I could stop a barrage
of bullets with Wind alone. But she can.”

Great. Aspen was so
worried about me she was tapping into my thoughts now. Just what I
needed after what happened back at the hotel. Ugh. I quickly forced the
humiliating thought from my mind. I am
safe. I am in control. I am safe. I am in control. I am
safe—

Daichi kicked the door
open. My chest collapsed in on itself like a dying neutron star. I
expected a barrage of bullets. Waited for the four people standing
in front of me to thud to the ground, their bodies covered in holes
and drenched in blood. A tiny voice in my mind reminded me that no
matter what happened, I had to get Aspen out of there safely at all
costs. All costs.

But nothing happened. Daichi and Hina
disappeared into the shadowy bar, followed by Bo and Frank. I took
the deepest breath that I could and followed, making sure Aspen was
right behind me. I would have to shove her in the opposite
direction if anything went wrong, possibly use my body to shield
her. Better to keep her in the narrow staircase as long as possible
so I could block anyone who tried to follow. I rehearsed the moves
over and over in my head so my body could move on autopilot even if
my brain got stuck in frozen trauma zone.

I am safe. I am in
control.

Once we got to the doorway, the
metallic stench of blood hit me even harder. In the darkness, I saw
Levi’s lifeless, bloody body in Lebanon. Saw armed, frightened
teenagers who should have been at home playing videogames. I
blinked the images away, shook my head to clear them. I didn’t want
to walk through that door. But I had to. I wouldn’t abandon
her.

I am safe. I am in
control.

As I entered the bar, my
eyes couldn’t even get used to the darkness before a rough hand
pushed me backwards. It was Frank’s. He held his arm behind his
back like he didn’t want me to pass. I should have turned around
right then and gotten Aspen out of there. But I didn’t. Like an
idiot, I pushed against his hand and peered over his shoulder. And
then I saw them. The bodies – at least ten of them. They
were yakuza, that
much I could tell. Regular Japanese citizens didn’t have tattoos
running down their necks and arms. Those bodies lay on the floor
like they were sleeping, no signs of cuts or bruises. Suffocated by
Wind. But the other bodies… some were charred and mangled. Burned
by Fire. Some were dry and shriveled with skin that stuck to bones
like dried leather. Desiccated by Water.

Daichi, Hina, and Bo were surveying
the bar, looking for survivors. Bullet holes covered the walls.
Machine guns and casings littered the floor. The bartender was
slumped across the bar counter. A dead waitress was lying beside
his feet. No one apart from us moved or breathed.

And then I saw it: on the far wall,
opposite the entrance, a large black star had been spray-painted on
the bricks. The same black star Mei showed us at the hotel. The one
that was stamped on those signs at the rally. And tattooed on the
back of Kaylie’s neck.

I stood there, my feet stuck to the
floor, unable to move. There was a soft gasp to my right. Aspen had
pushed her way past me and Frank, holding her hands to her face.
She made a choked sound like a sob. Or maybe that was
me.

“This matches the
description of the other murders,” Frank muttered. “I’m sorry you
both had to see this.”

“And the attackers?” I
asked. My senses were finally coming back. “Where are they?” Would
they attack other Elementalists? Or treat us like
friends?”

My eyes stayed on Aspen. She was
turning in a small circle, taking in the carnage. Most likely in
shock. She’d never seen anything close to this. Not even the night
she almost died – after all, she’d been unconscious for the worst
parts.

“Looks like they escaped
out the back,” Bo replied. “There’s an exit through the
kitchen.”

“Yua and Haruto just
messaged. They’re outside,” Daichi replied. “Bo, Frank, meet them
by the exit and see if you can’t pursue on foot. There can’t have
been more than four attackers, and one of them is still here.” He
pointed to the body beside his foot. He was right. It didn’t have
dozens of tattoos like the others. Just one: an angry black star
tattooed over his original Asterian sigil, like an eclipse. “Hina,
please do a fingerprint sweep so we can run them through the
archives.”

The three of them nodded before
leaving. As Daichi used his boot to roll the body on its back, I
started to escort Aspen upstairs and away from this nightmare
place. A groan stopped me in my tracks.

The Elemental supremacist wasn’t
dead.

“Oh my God,” Aspen
whispered. Doctor-in-training and certified martyr that she was,
she actually made a move like she was going to examine
him.

I instinctively held out my arm to
block her. “Stay back.”

Daichi knelt beside the dying man, who
had at least three bloody bullet holes across his shirt. “What
happened here?” he asked.

The man on the floor coughed,
splattering more blood on himself. “These fuckers started a fight
they couldn’t win.”

“Did they start it or did
you?” Daichi replied. He was pressing his hand against the bullet
hole on the guy’s chest. Probably trying to give him a few more
seconds to talk.

“Doesn’t matter,” the man
spat. “Damn Deficients think they own this town. Without the mafia
to get in our way, Asterians will step into power.”

“Did you and your friends
really think it would be that easy?” Daichi asked. Shaking his
head, he added, “What’s your name? Who are your accomplices? And
where are they now?”

The man didn’t answer. His eyes had
trailed to Aspen, who was standing right beside me now. She was
shaking, her face as white as a sheet. Shock.

“You,” he whispered.
“You’re the reason we’re stuck underground, hiding in the shadows
like goddamn cowards.”

Her face crumpled like she might burst
into tears.

“Shut up,” I snapped at
the man. “Don’t ever speak to her.”

He laughed, then coughed up more
blood. “Keres could have led us to glory. She could have lifted us
up to our rightful place on this planet. Then this little bitch had
to ruin everything.”

I’m not sure what made me do what I
did next. Maybe my military training finally kicked back in. Maybe
it was a protecting instinct. Most likely it was the straight up
idiocy of a man in love. But the second the guy’s arm moved, so did
I. As he lifted the bloody Glock off the ground and aimed it at
Aspen, I didn’t hesitate. My arm swung backwards as I jumped
forward, knocking her to the ground so I could take her
place.

And then the bullet hit me.
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a strange village, far from home, with an incompetent trio of
half-wits getting in my way every chance they could. And yes, the
villagers sitting across from us were very old, very powerful, and
very much did not want us there. But we were finally warm and sitting around a
huge wood fire on the floor of their quaint little conference lodge
or whatever, and I saw that as a win. I just needed to take control
of the situation and manage the mission at hand. Because the sooner
I won these people over to our side, the sooner I’d be back home,
reinstated to my rightful position as Denver’s Head Aggregator,
doing what I do best: kicking ass and recruiting kickass
Elementalists. Whatever happened next, whoever was voted in as
Prime Minister, it made no difference to me. My job would remain
the same.

That thought in particular
invigorated me as I shifted uncomfortably on the stiff straw mat
that provided absolutely no cushion whatsoever. Whether I was in
Denver, Washington D.C., or here in this godforsaken village, all I
had to do was my job. And I was damn good at it. Knowing exactly
what to say to finally get this meeting kicked off on the right
foot, I rubbed my hands together and opened my mouth to speak… just
as the Head Villager Guy finally opened his mouth to speak. After making us
squirm though ten straight minutes of awkward silence. Clamping my
mouth shut yet again, I did my best to hide my scowl by flashing
him a suitably deferential smile.

“Why have you come?” he
asked in his thick Japanese accent. Like the other villagers
sitting across the floor from us, he wore a simple brown
tunic/kimono thing over loose black slacks. His gray hair had been
combed back, displaying a sun-weathered and wrinkled face. In fact,
everyone sitting on their side of the circle looked very similar.
Both the men and women had gray hair, wore basic earth-colored
garb, and had deep wrinkles embedded around their eyes and mouths.
I couldn’t help but wonder what the point of prolonging your own
life was if you didn’t bother sprucing yourself up a bit. But that
was a question I could ask them later since Blondie was obviously
gearing up to answer. I crossed my arms and gave her a smug look,
happy to let her play softball before I came in with the world
class pitches.

She leaned in once more to whisper
something to Kumiko, their tacky curtains of green and blue hair
converging in the middle. After a moment, Eileen nodded to her
accomplice and then started nattering off to the villagers in
Japanese.

Rude. I rolled my eyes. I mean, the guy obviously spoke English so
leaving me and Aiden out was totally unnecessary. Regardless,
whatever she said didn’t seem to go over very well because his
bushy eyebrows became more and more furrowed as she spoke. The rest
of the village elders looked none too pleased themselves; the six
of them started shifting in their seats and muttering to one
another behind their wrinkly hands.

How the hell did this bottle blonde
even come close to breaking my Aggregation numbers last year? Her
greatest skill was looking like a stunned doe. I ground my teeth
impatiently. Apparently, possessing an iota of modest linguistic
talent was the only prerequisite for becoming the self-appointed
leader of this mission despite my own extensive repertoire of
talent and expertise.

“Eileen-san, I don’t think
that was the proper way to address him,” Kumiko fretted. “I fear
you may have offended him.”

“Shit, shit, shit,” Eileen
whispered.

While they sorted out
their language troubles, I did my best to hold back a snicker. May
as well let her flounder a little more so the Wilders would be that
much happier when I finally got the chance to speak. More
importantly, when Kumiko eventually reported everything back to
Prime Minister Mei, she would tell her how badly Blondie messed up
and how lucky it was that I was there to rectify her mistakes. I
could hear it now: Savannah, you were
right all along – Sequestering you was the worst decision we ever
made. Would a twenty percent raise convince you to come
back?

Smiling widely, I found myself looking
around the room. What I wouldn’t give for a cushioned seat! How
these geriatric villagers could sit on wooden floors all day with
just a bamboo placemat under their butts was beyond me. It frankly
didn’t seem very hospitable to ask the four of us to sit on said
splintery floor after hours of trudging through the forest on
snowshoes, but whatever. We finally had a fire and hot tea, which
was nice enough. Of course, the tea tasted like grass clippings so
I didn’t bother drinking it. But the mug felt nice between my
freezing cold hands. If only—

“Savannah,” Aiden
hissed.

“What?” My head whipped in
his direction. He was sitting beside me, that gorgeous face of his
sullied by his usual glower. I never understood why he couldn’t
just chill out and smile more. If he did, he wouldn’t be developing
that worry line between his brows prematurely.

“Stop swiveling your head
around and pay attention. You’re here to help, right? Well, in case
you haven’t noticed, things aren’t going well.”

I gave him an incredulous look. “How
the hell am I supposed to help when Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dumb
are over there babbling in a foreign language? I signed up to
Aggregate, not translate.”

He took a deep breath, as though I was
the one being unreasonable. “Listen to me. Look around the room.
The atmosphere is not good. These villagers look extremely
uncomfortable. Some even look pissed. So, we need to stop
persuading and start listening.”

“What do you
propose?”

“You said they knew
Barish, right? So, why don’t you start there? See if we can’t bond
over a mutual friend.”

“Fine,” I muttered.
Probably should have thought of that myself. But who could blame me
for being a fraction of a step behind when my stomach was empty and
my body temperature still hadn’t risen above ninety? Not all of us
were hotblooded Pyromancers, after all.

When Blondie finally took a breath
from whatever she was trying to say, I took the opportunity to
speak up. “Teriyaki-san,” I started, being sure to use the weird
honorific they stuck at the end of their names.

Eileen and Kumiko stared
at me as though I’d just hurled a rotten egg at his face.
“It’s Teruyuki,”
Blondie hissed. “And you can’t call him by his first name! He’s
the chief!”

“Yes, at the very least,
you must call him by his family name, Yasutake, and add the
reverential “-sama” at the end,” Kumiko added, casting him anxious glances all
the while.

Yeah, no. There were far too many
syllables in that for me to remember. “Sir,” I amended with an
extra polite smile. The man was watching me frostily. Whatever
Eileen and Kumiko had been rattling on about for the last ten
minutes had clearly been a total waste of time. Well, no matter. It
was my job to sort everything out, and that was precisely what I
was going to do. I flashed Aiden a confident smile before
addressing the village council. “It would seem we have a common
friend. Barish Hayatcı? He told me he knew you well.”

Teru, as I called him in my mind, gave
me a long look before speaking. “I knew Barish-san very well. He
was a good friend to our village. We taught each other many things.
Did he send you? Why has he not come to greet us
himself?”

“I’m very sorry to say
that Barish passed away several years ago,” I replied extra
delicately. “But he was practically a second father—”

Wait, no, that made me sound too
old.

“—Er, grandfather to me, so I hope you and
I can pick up where he left off.”

Teru bowed his head. “I
see.”

Taking his hand in hers,
the woman beside him also dipped her head as an air of sadness
seemed to settle upon all seven of the elders. I stifled a sigh. It
sure would have been nice if Mei or someone had sent them a card or
something to let them know that Barish had died. Then again, they
hadn’t been aware of his relationship with these Wilders.
…Oops, I
grimaced. That might have been on me.

After another long moment, Teru
finally lifted his head. “May he come to eternal rest,” he said
softly. “I am sorry to hear he has passed. We did not agree on many
things, but we shared a mutual kinship and respect.”

Ah. Here we were. An entry point! “And
we are so very sorry as well,” I murmured with appropriate
solemnity. “I know that Barish, my dear friend, would have wanted
us to come together. It’s good that we have the opportunity to
honor his wishes. Now, we have much to—”

“What is your name?” Teru
interrupted.

“Savannah,” I replied.
“And of course, that’s Kumiko, Eileen, and to my right is Aiden.” I
flashed the latter a wide smile. And they all thought they didn’t
need me! This was going fantastically.

“What is your family
name?” Teru pressed in that gruff tone of his.

“You mean
Clarke?”

“Clarke-san,” he
straightened as he spoke. “My people have been here for many years.
My wife,” he gestured to the old woman beside him, “my daughter,”
he gestured to the slightly less old woman beside her, “and I have
been here the longest, seeking serenity in these mountains. For one
hundred and twenty-seven years, I have watched over this
village—”

“What?” My jaw dropped.
“But that would make you—”

“Shh!” Eileen hissed under
her breath. “Don’t interrupt him!”

I shot her a dirty look.

“Yes, Clarke-san,” he
continued, clearly unfazed. “I have been on this earth for many
years. I have seen great powers come and go. Great men rise and
fall. Your own leaders have come to us many times, drawn by the
power that dwells in these waters, in our blood.”

“Power?” I repeated. I
mean, I knew these guys had a powerhouse or two, but…

“Eight Polymancers, as you
call them, live in these mountains. Nineteen of my villagers can
wield more than one Element with ease. Even the legendary
Pentamancers, lost to your own civilization, have called these
mountains home as recently as last century.”

Holy
shit. I must have looked as stupid as the
rest of my group, because all I could do was gape at him
wordlessly. Pentamancers? As in, more than one? And within
the last hundred years? I pressed my knuckles to my mouth to keep
my jaw from falling open.

“Unlike you Asterians, we
do not judge our merit by the number of Elements we wield, nor do
we desecrate our bodies for the sake of ego, as you do.” He eyed my
tattoo with disdain. “We are one with the Elements, invigored and
strengthened by them; in return, we are the stewards of our
Elemental hosts. We keep our waters untarnished, our air pure. We
do not destroy or take from nature. Because of this, we have been
blessed with abilities that far exceed yours. When we die, we will
humbly return what we’ve borrowed, merging once more with our
Elemental spirits.”

“Yes, sorry, but did you
say ‘Pentamancers’?” I pressed. There was no way he was getting
away from that topic so easily.

Teru gave me a long look but didn’t
answer. “Clarke-san, once Barish stopped trying to take and use and
eventually started to give and provide… it was then that we became
cautious friends. Then, twenty years ago, two women came to our
village. They announced themselves as friends of Barish – but they
were no friends of ours. Blood was spilled… and trust was forever
broken.” I raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to elaborate, but his
mouth just pressed into a thin line.

I privately wondered if one of the two
women had been Victoria, an extremely powerful Electromancer who’d
once served in the Inner Circle. Many years ago, she’d invited
Elizabeth Fulman, Rowan’s mother of all people, to serve beneath
her as sub-Prelate. When Elizabeth declined – a first in the entire
history of the Inner Circle, the massive dolt – Victoria took Keres
under her wing instead. The two of them became inseparable and
power-hungry… until Victoria mysteriously died in her sleep one
night. That’s when Keres swooped in to take her place. If the two
of them had shown up to Shirakawa-go twenty years ago, that was bad
news – not just for the villagers back then, but for this whole
mission, today. Because chances were, if Keres knew about this
group of Wilders, then Kaylie probably did as well.

All the more reason to scooch this
along a bit.

“Sir,” I began, “I’m so
very sorry to hear about that, but I wonder if we might be able to
discuss these Pentamancers—”

Something sharp jabbed me
in the ribs. Before I could snap at Aiden and ask him what the hell
his deal was, a stranger strode into the room. He was dressed like
the council members but actually looked young, maybe only a year or two
older than my extremely well-preserved three and a half decades
(and change). His long shaggy hair fell over his face as he leaned
down to speak to Teriyaki or whatever his name was. As he
whispered, the old man’s face contorted, first with shock, and then
with anger. Ouch,
I winced. Someone in their village had definitely messed up, and I
didn’t want to be around when the chief dealt with them.

“Kumiko,” I heard Eileen
whisper. “Can you make out anything they’re saying?”

She shook her head. “No… but I think
something is very wrong, Eileen-san.”

Unconcerned with the squabbles of
tribesmen, I scraped away a fleck of chipped nail polish, frowning.
Those gel manicures were supposed to last at least two weeks… but
maybe that wasn’t taking avalanches into account.

I glanced up as the young man abruptly
rose to his feet, followed by the surprisingly spry elders. Judging
from the looks on their faces, they were not happy with him. One of
the women – Teru’s granddaughter? – was actually crying while his
wife comforted her.

“You are very lucky that
we once had a common friend,” Teru said, directing his words at the
four of us. His voice was low and full of gravel. “Or else you
would not have the privilege of receiving this warning.”

“Come again?” Aiden
demanded.

Teru’s granddaughter let out a
dramatic wail as his wife and another man quickly escorted her
away. Once she was out of the lodge, his eyes caught mine. “We have
just heard of your attack in Shinjuku – the senseless deaths your
Asterians inflicted there. Among them, my granddaughter’s daughter,
killed in cold blood as she worked!”

Beside me, Aiden abruptly stood up,
his posture immediately defensive. Eileen and Kumiko followed suit,
each with wary looks on their faces. Perplexed, I quickly scrambled
to join them, wincing at the pain in my lower back – damn bamboo
mats! What the hell was happening?

“Prepare yourselves,” Teru
declared. His raspy voice rattled in my ears, magnified by Wind.
“When the drums sound, you will meet us in the square. The blood
you spilled must be avenged. If you survive, you will win your
freedom and be banished from this place. If you do not, your
remains will be treated as you have treated one of our own –
discarded without final rites.”

“Wakarimasen,” Kumiko gasped, holding
up her hand in some sort of peace gesture before going off in
Japanese again. I imagined what followed was something along the
lines of “what the hell is happening?” Except probably more
polite.

“We honored you by
allowing you to approach,” he responded in English. “I doubt you
will earn the privilege of leaving with your lives.”

“Teru, please,” I started.
“There has to be some—”

“Yurusanai!” he shouted, sending a
gust of Wind that threw me off my feet.

I didn’t have the chance to react.
With a shrill scream, I crashed into the wall behind me. Wooden
splinters and straw rained down on my body as a terrible pain shot
up my leg. I tried to suck in a breath, but my lungs weren’t
working. Instead, a sharp wheeze escaped between my lips. Through
blurry eyes, I watched as the villagers left the warm sanctity of
the farmhouse and ventured one by one into the blizzard beyond.
Teru stood by as they left, tilting his head to each as they bowed.
When he was the only one left, his gray eyes once more trained on
mine.

“Two of your warriors will
face two of ours in battle. Choose wisely. If they lose, you all
will forfeit your lives.”
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shooting up my leg and spine growing worse by the second.
Wonderful. Just wonderful. I was already having a sciatica flare-up
before tumbling down a mountain and now I was being hurled
ass-first into a wall? What the hell did I do to deserve any of
this?

Aiden strode over to
“help” me by yanking me to my feet by my wrist. “God,
ow! Be gentle!” I
yelped. The pain was unbearable. And I didn’t even have a Tylenol.
Mei had forbidden me from bringing any painkillers on the trip
whatsoever, despite the fact that I had kicked that habit years
ago. I rubbed my hip and whimpered.

“What the hell happened in
Tokyo?” Eileen demanded. “And why would they think it was our
guys?”

Aiden was shaking his head. “It
doesn’t matter what happened or who was involved. Teruyuki and his
people believe that we’re to blame, or at least passive
accomplices. Nothing we say can fix that right now. The real
question is, how the hell do we get out of this?”

“We have to fight,” Kumiko
announced, doing her best to look tall. “We cannot leave here
without them finding us. We cannot surrender without them killing
us. We must fight to defend our honor and be granted safe passage
from the village.”

“Kumiko,” Eileen
practically croaked, her already-round eyes even wider. “What are
you saying? There’s no way – no way
– we can beat these people. You heard him – they
are far more powerful than we could ever hope to be. We could be
facing actual Polymancers in the ring!”

“I will fight for us,
Eileen-san,” Kumiko said. “I swore to Saitō-sama that I would help
keep you safe. It would be my honor to keep that
promise.”

I stared at her like the psycho she
was. “Are you suicidal?”

She gave me a sharp look. “Suicide
does not have the same meaning here, Savannah-san. There is nothing
dishonorable about sacrificing your life for something greater than
yourself.”

I shifted my weight, stifling a
whimper as I did. “Look, I’m in no shape to fight, and Blondie’s
powers are pretty much limited to finding shiny rocks and lecturing
us about convection zones—”

“Are you freaking kidding
me right now?” Eileen demanded shrilly. “That’s not
even—”

Aiden cleared his throat. “I’ll fight
alongside Kumiko.”

I turned to gape at him.
“Listen, there’s no one around to impress with your rippling
machismo, okay? Your little girlfriend, who conveniently isn’t here
the one time we
might actually need her, is currently dining on shark caviar in
Tokyo. So, I say we just book it – escape out the back door and
run. The second we get cellphone service, we’ll call Mei
and—”

“Wait hours for someone to
arrive?” Eileen interrupted. “Die of hypothermia while we hide out
in a freaking blizzard?”

“The villagers know these
mountains,” Kumiko added. “They will find us. If we run, we will
lose the honorable chance of defending ourselves. Once they capture
us a second time, we won’t be offered that chance again; they will
simply kill us.”

I swallowed tightly. Blondie and Bluey
did have a point.

The rising sound of drums interrupted
any brilliant retort I may have concocted had I been granted a
minute longer. But our two minutes were up. Outside, the battle was
starting.

Aiden and Eileen exchanged a long
look.

“Aiden,” she
started.

“If I don’t make it,” he
interrupted, “or if it even looks like I’m not going to make
it, run. Don’t
think. Don’t wait. Just run. Get back to the bus stop, grab the
nearest phone you can find, and call for help. Do not come back for
me. Just get the hell back to Tokyo where Mei can protect
you.”

For the first time I could remember,
Eileen actually had tears in her eyes. “And Aspen?” she wailed.
“What the hell do I tell her?”

“You tell her that I love
her. And no matter what goes down out there, you tell her my death
was quick and painless.”

“Oh, God. I never texted
Sophia back,” Eileen whispered into her hands. “I never even told
her I loved her. If we don’t make it out of here, my last words to
her were about freaking sea cucumbers!” Her increasingly
high-pitched voice abruptly devolved into sobbing, nonsensical
gibberish.

I had my own obligations
and regrets, but I wasn’t about to join in on the pity party. Not
yet. I ground my teeth together. It didn’t have to be like this. I
could fix this, if only I had the right resources. If only I
had time.

Chants began to erupt from outside. A
split second later, the double wooden doors flew open and a gust as
cold as death whooshed in. I warmed the air around me and tightened
my coat around my shoulders, but it didn’t stop the chill from
snaking down my spine. Kumiko turned to look at Aiden, who nodded
tersely.

“Fire and Water,” he
flashed her a grim smile. “We’ve got this.”

As he turned to leave,
something thick and heavy settled in my throat, as if one of the
metal stress balls on my desk back home had lodged itself there. I
desperately needed to say something, but what could I
say? Let me fight
for you instead? Make up for the fact that I harmed you all of
those years ago? A voice was welling up inside of me, urging me to
say something, anything. I thought we had
a chance, you and I, all those years ago. The voice was gaining strength, fighting against my heavy
tongue and spurring me forward. I never
meant to hurt you. I never meant for any of those things to happen.
I regret the things I did to you every single day of my empty,
pathetic life. Brazen courage filled me. I
could almost hear the words coming, could practically visualize
myself saying them. I don’t hate you,
Aiden. In fact, I… I… I bit my tongue. I
wanted to say it. I really did.

Instead, I shouted, “Whatever you do,
don’t die!” and immediately hated myself. Along with everyone else
in that godforsaken room.

Cheeks burning, I watched
Aiden shake his head in disbelief as he and Kumiko stepped into the
snow storm. Eileen glared at me over her shoulder before jogging to
catch up with them. But I… I just stood there, frozen, my tongue
glued to the top of my mouth. A rush of voices came swirling in the
bitter wind, chanting Yossha! Yossha!
Yossha! – Whatever the hell
that meant. Gimp leg and
all, I almost ran forward to beseech Aiden to let me go instead. My
good foot was pivoted and everything – but logic told me it was no
use. He and Kumiko were our greatest chance of walking out of here
alive. Whereas I would just let everyone down. As usual.

And, of course, there was Emily.
Waiting all by herself in our empty apartment, strange nurses
coming in and out to care for her and feed her. They didn’t know
how she liked her chicken nuggets, which spoon was her favorite,
which cups they weren’t allowed to use on certain days. They didn’t
know how to play with her hair when she got flustered or which
movies made her laugh for hours on end.

My fists clenched
instinctively. I couldn’t let us die. I couldn’t. Not when the one and only
person I’d never let down needed me so desperately.

Steeling myself against the pain in my
leg, I hobbled after Eileen and greeted the angry mob that awaited
us outside. The sun had set behind the mountains and snow was
coming down like static against a gray sky. Torches of every color
had been lit around a wide stone circle that resembled a sumo ring
I’d seen earlier that morning on a poster at the train station.
Teru and the other village elders stood well behind the line, their
wrinkled, accusatory eyes watching us from behind fur lined hoods.
Behind them, dozens of Elementalists stood in the shadows, fists
pumping above their heads as they chanted in a language I couldn’t
understand. From somewhere in the back, at least four massive
leather drums beat in synchronization, a chilling death toll that
shook my bones. A man dressed in white was sprinkling something –
salt? – over the untouched soil in the ring, dry and undisturbed as
though it hadn’t been snowing all day.

When he finished, Aiden and Kumiko
gingerly approached the empty circle as Eileen and I hung back,
unsure of what to do. Two figures stepped away from the crowd to
stand on either side of the chief: a female elder who looked to be
about sixty but was probably much older than that, and the younger
man who had whispered the bad news in Teru’s ear just a few minutes
prior. They’d swapped their brown tunics out for long-sleeved black
outfits that resembled karate uniforms. But they didn’t wear a
single stripe of color like I’d seen in martial arts competitions;
no, the old woman wore a set of green and red ropes tied around her
slim waist. And the guy? His ropes were gold, blue, and purple. He
was a Polymancer, just like Barish had been, a wielder of
Lightning, Water, and Wind.

Without thinking, I
reached out and clutched Eileen’s arm. Any other day, I’m sure she
would have recoiled and batted me away. In that moment, however, we
both just stood there, frozen, as another one of the village elders
stepped forward to present a wrapped bundle to Teru. He gently
unwrapped it, exposing four polished blades. I couldn’t help but
gasp as his two warriors stepped forward and gripped them by the
handles. Samurai swords?!
My jaw tumbled open. These people were holding
actual, polished, long, really
sharp swords. With a gruff motion, Teru had the
audacity to signal to Aiden and Kumiko to do the same. The two of
them walked forward and awkwardly took their weapons. Well, Aiden
was awkward. Kumiko looked weirdly at ease. But still!

“A sword fight?” I hissed
to Eileen. “How the hell can we possibly—”

“The swords are conduits,”
she replied grimly. “They were designed to channel and focus
Elemental energy into concentrated torrents.”

“How the hell do you know
that?”

“Kumiko told me during one
of your two-hour naps.”

I scoffed but didn’t bother to reply.
Across the way, Kumiko and Aiden had their heads close together. I
seriously hoped she was giving him some good tips on how to not get
stabbed.

“Anyway,” Eileen
continued, “they were widely used by Japanese Elementalists
centuries ago. It’s a form of dueling that was especially popular
in the Edo Period. The Elemental warriors of that time were almost
elegant in their sheer brutality against foreign
invaders.”

‘Elegant?’ I wanted to
vomit.

“Kumiko told me that she’s
trained in the art of Elemental sword fighting,” Eileen added.
“You’ve probably noticed that she keeps a katana strapped to her
hip at all times.” Actually, I hadn’t noticed. “It’s one of the
reasons she was selected as one of Mei’s personal guards. And
Aiden… well, he’s an absolute savage when he’s got nothing to
lose.”

I eyed her suspiciously. “How do you
know?”

“Because I saw him after
his father died. In Istanbul, when he thought Aspen was dead. I’ve
never… seen anything quite like him.” She trailed off to chew on
her lip.

Across the circle, Teru’s two
Elemental warriors had taken their place on the North and West side
of the circle. Aiden, after whispering one last thing to Kumiko,
walked to the South end, opposite the Polymancer. Kumiko faced off
against the frail-looking Pyro-Terramancer. The drums beat faster,
rising into an earth-shaking crescendo as the villagers roared.
Then, with a single gesture from Teru, everything stopped: the
drums, the chants, my own hammering heart…

As silence gripped the square, terror
gripped my insides. We had absolutely no chance against these
people. None. The best course of action was diplomacy, but they
weren’t willing to listen – not after whatever Victoria and Keres
had done to them all those years ago, not after the countless
Asterian atrocities the villagers had no doubt heard of. To them,
whatever tragedy had occurred in Tokyo was simply par for the
course.

The chief began to speak,
and Eileen was nice enough to translate for me: “…warriors of the same tribe may fight individually or as a
team. The fight ends only in death. If you step outside of the
circle, you will die. If you surrender, you will die. Only if your
opponent chooses to spare you, will you be able to leave with your
life.”

“Does this end in any way
where we don’t all die?” I hissed.

“Only if Aiden and Kumiko
win,” she answered through chattering teeth.

I glanced over at her and saw she was
trembling violently. With a sigh, I warmed the air around her to
keep her from dying of hypothermia. She was my only translator,
after all.

“Th-thanks,” she
groused.

I didn’t bother answering. My eyes
were glued to Aiden, standing at the ready with his sword poised in
front of him. Was it a trick of the falling snow, or were his hands
shaking?

“Listen, Savannah,” Eileen
all but whispered. “You heard Aiden. If he and Kumiko don’t make
it… someone has to get back to warn the others. We can’t let them
come here to try and rescue us. They’d be ambushed and…”

“They wouldn’t have a
chance,” I supplied. “I know.” I opened my mouth to add that we’d
have to find a way to sneak away, together, maybe by using our
combined Terramantic abilities to create a large fissure to
separate Teru and his villagers from us… Anything to increase my
own chances of survival. Anything to get me back home to Emily
where I belonged. But that would be a death sentence for us both,
wouldn’t it? I didn’t like Blondie, not even a little bit,
but…

“But I can’t run, not with
my leg,” I sighed. “So, it would have to be you. I’ll be the
distraction to help you get a head start.”

She turned to give me a startled look,
like I’d just said the most outrageous thing she’d ever
heard.

“Should that happen, make
sure my sister, Emily, has the care she needs. She’s…” I swallowed.
“Well, she can’t be abandoned.” I didn’t bother to look to Eileen
for confirmation. She didn’t need to see how much effort I was
putting into not crying. At least this way Aiden would get his
final wish – for his beloved ‘Aspen’ to have closure. It was the
least I could do for him, right?

Another sharp gesture from
Teru and the drums began to beat once more, making my insides quake
in time with the rhythm. The battle was starting. I pulled my
favorite tube of red lipstick out of my jacket pocket and reapplied
it liberally – if I was going to die tonight, I was damn well going
to go out in style. That same moment, a freaking
bolt of Lightning exploded out of the sky and met with the tip of the
Polymancer’s samurai sword, making me – and a heavy line of
lipstick – jump in alarm. A rolling clap of thunder shattered my
ear drums as spidery veins of Electricity encircled his red-hot
blade. Then he lunged. Fire from one of the torches leapt towards
Aiden’s weapon, a brilliant streak of red that soared across the
clearing like a comet. I yelped as their blades crashed together,
Lightning against Fire. The horrible sound of screaming metal
battled against the bone-shaking boom of the drums.

I was frozen in place, as though my
feet were made of ice. I couldn’t even move my hand to wipe away
the lipstick smeared across my cheek. Part of me tried to locate
Kumiko within the vicious tempest of Elements, but my eyes wouldn’t
cooperate. I couldn’t tear them away from the blinding violence
three yards in front of me, screeching Lightning against glaring
Fire. My fingers dug into Eileen’s arm as a massive gust of Wind
nearly knocked Aiden to the ground. He flung his arm up, sending a
devastatingly powerful wall of Fire roaring in the Polymancer’s
direction. With a gasp, I flung my arm in front of my face,
flinching as I remembered Rowan’s savage Fireball attack that
agonizing night. The memory alone almost brought me to my knees, as
it had so many times before.

Steeling myself, I peeked through my
fingers to see the aftermath of Aiden’s ferocity. But I couldn’t
tell if it hit; snow and steam were swirling around the circle like
a sheer curtain caught in the wind. When it finally began to clear,
the Polymancer was indeed on the ground, but that didn’t stop his
hand from flinging in front of him; glittering shards of
crystalized snow shot towards Aiden like diamond-tipped spears. He
let out a roar as he dragged his sword in front of him, sending a
plume of Fire that turned those deadly spears to steam.

Holy shit.
Eileen was right – Aiden was an honest-to-God
beast. But there was no way I was feeling slightly aroused as he
battled for our lives. That would have been completely
inappropriate.

Nevertheless, I was just
about to let out a huge sigh of relief when a woman’s scream
snapped my mouth shut. Was it Kumiko’s or her opponent’s? I
couldn’t tell, couldn’t see
through the maelstrom that raged before us. Fire
rampaged, Wind roared, Lightning razed – at one point, a spray of
lava erupted from a crack in the ground. A man’s voice cried out as
a flash of orange illuminated the literal smoke screen in front of
us. My head whipped in the direction of the sound but I couldn’t
see a damn thing. A plume of steam exploded in every direction as a
tidal wave of slush crashed down onto the lava. The sound of
shattering glass filled the air.

Were we winning? Losing? Were they
hurt? Or maybe the better question was, how badly were they hurt?
Beside me, Eileen was quietly sobbing. My own tears froze against
my cheeks. We had to help – but what could we do?

When the steam finally began to clear,
I could barely make out the silhouette of a man. He was standing,
his sword pointed at the throat of another man who was scrambling
backwards across the churned-up earth. But who was who? I craned my
neck so far it hurt. As bystanders, we couldn’t approach the ring,
that much had been made clear. I wanted so badly to clear the fog
myself – a simple gust of Wind would have done it – but I was
terrified to try it for fear that one of their Auromancers would
notice and think I was trying to interfere.

I almost had a heart attack as
Kumiko’s opponent leapt through the fog, spry as a woman half her
age, and hurled a molten boulder of Earth behind her. It seared
through the steam, creating a hole through which I could just
barely—

“Aiden!” Eileen
screamed.

My heart sank. That could only mean
that he was the one who’d been overpowered. Stomach acid filled my
throat, threatening to erupt. He was going to die. He was going to
die in a sacrifice that was meant to save our lives, never knowing
the truth, never knowing how I—

“You have to, Aiden!”
Eileen cried out. “There’s no other way!”

My vision finally caught
up to hers – Aiden wasn’t the one on the ground. His blade, its
lethal tip pointed at the other man’s throat, had erupted into
vicious flames. But his arm wasn’t moving. The only thing that
moved was the blood trickling across his skin and dripping onto the
snow. I bit my lip, doing everything I possibly could to hold
myself back. Move! I silently shouted. The Polymancer was looking up at him in
awe, in fright, in disbelief – but Aiden wasn’t
striking.

“Kill him!” I shouted.
“What are you waiting for?”

Aiden’s eyes caught mine for the
briefest moment. Then someone else’s scream shattered the air. In a
Terramantic explosion of dirt and debris, Kumiko’s body bounced
onto the ground several feet away him, her limbs splayed in every
direction. The back of my neck tingled and I sensed what was going
to happen next. I wanted to scream. Wanted to warn him. My mouth
was frozen in open horror, my scream paralyzed in my
throat.

So, I lunged forward
instead.

My shoulder connected with his chest
as the massive ball of lava whizzed past us, instantly searing
through my jacket, my sweater, and the top layer of skin
underneath. I cried out in pain as we crashed to the ground. The
drums stopped. Deafening silence filled the square in their
absence.

I groaned as two boots appeared in
front of me, and then a knee, followed by Teru’s face, creased with
rage. “Because of your interference, you have forfeited your
lives.”

“No,” Aiden choked out.
His eyes, streaked with sweat and blood, found mine. “Savannah,
what have you done?”

I opened my mouth, indignation and
anger dancing on my tongue. After all, I’d just saved – well, added
a few minutes, at least – to the man’s life. And then I closed it
again. There was no use arguing. I knew what I’d done. I did what I
always do: I screwed up. Tears began pouring down my face as the
words slipped out on their own accord. “I just couldn’t stand there
and watch you die.”

Shock replaced the anger etched into
his expression.

A gust of Wind swept beneath us,
raising us up from the ravaged ground. A yelp coming from my right
let me know that Eileen had been swept up as well. Kumiko’s still
body was left where it was, beside the fallen form of the old woman
who’d struck her down. Was she moving? Breathing? I couldn’t tell.
A sudden tightness gripped my chest. Kumiko was Emily’s
age.

The Polymancer Aiden had spared
approached the chief, offering his charred and bloodied samurai
sword in prostration. Teru reached for it but the man hesitated
before releasing his weapon, muttering something beneath his breath
as he bowed his head. A request? With so little inflection to the
language, it was impossible to tell.

For a brief moment, Teru looked
shocked by whatever the man had said, then shook his head. He took
the sword from the younger man, dismissed him without further
preamble, and raised the weapon above his head. The metal glowed
crimson and I couldn’t help but gasp in shock; it would appear Teru
could wield Fire and Earth as well as Wind.

“Speak your last words
now,” he instructed. “For honorably sparing Tanaka-san’s life, your
deaths will be painless and swift.”

“Please, Yasutake-sama,”
Eileen pleaded. “You have to believe us – there’s been a terrible
mistake. If you could just listen…”

She kept talking, but I stopped
listening. I glanced over to my left, where Aiden hovered,
stony-faced, his arms bound behind his back by Wind. Blood dripped
from his shoulder and cut eyebrow. I’d normally feel
self-conscious, knowing he would be regarding me from the left side
of my scarred-up face, fairly certain that lipstick still smudged
my cheek, but in that moment… it somehow didn’t matter.

“I’m so sorry,” I
whispered. And I was sorry. Sorry for what I’d done to him. Sorry
for not being able to make it up to him. Sorry for the things I’d
never said to him.

Most of all, I was sorry that I’d
never be able to make it home to Emily. I’d promised her I’d come
right back. I’d given her my word. It would be the first promise to
her I’d ever had to break.

Aiden pressed his mouth
into a thin line and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, I
braced myself for what was coming next: anger, blame, and pointed
contempt, all of which I deserved. What I
didn’t expect was for him to flash me a wistful smile – one that
made my heart leap. “Do you think what Teruyuki said is true? That
when we die, our bodies return to their Elemental
forms?”

I tried to shrug but my Auromantic
binds were too tight. “I doubt I’ll be granted such a peaceful
afterlife.” I swallowed, bidding the tears gathering in my eyes to
stay put. “Aiden, I’m – You know… what I did to you…”

“You’re
forgiven.”

I stared at him, speechless, the air
sucked straight from my lungs. He forgave me? Did he mean that?
Could a person like me even deserve forgiveness from someone like
him?

A glint of red in my periphery
snatched my attention away. Breathless, head spinning, heart
threatening to burst through my ribcage, I looked around. The snow
had stopped. The villagers were silent. The colorful torches of
Fire had dimmed. Teru’s blade rose directly above my head, heat
rolling off of it in scorching waves. At least it would be a quick
death, as he promised. At least I wouldn’t have to watch Aiden die.
I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath, trying to recall my
happiest memory. Something was roaring nearby – a deep,
reverberating rumble that blew my hair in all directions as it grew
louder. I tried my best to ignore it.

As I watched Emily’s green dress
disappear behind tall stalks of sunflowers waving in the breeze I’d
summoned, our smiling mother standing off to the side alive and
well, I felt my own lips pull into a peaceful smile.

I vaguely registered the sound of
Teru’s ragged shout signaling the imminent strike of his blade. And
though I’d expected darkness to immediately follow, it was blinding
white light that greeted me on the other side.
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[image: ]ook, you can’t blame me for thinking I was
dead, okay? A blinding white light – that’s what everyone says you
see right before Saint Peter welcomes you to the Pearly Gates,
right? How the heck was I supposed to know that it was a
spotlight, shining down
from a helicopter, in the middle of nowhere?

Anyway.

I’d very bravely steeled
myself against what I and everyone else had assumed would be my
honorable death. Until, of course, the superheated sword didn’t
actually slice my head off like one of those lightsaber thingies in
Star Trek or whatever. No, what did
fall was a freaking Pentamancer, straight out of
the sky, who landed rather deftly between Teru and myself. That was
a shocker in its own right, but my eyes nearly popped out of my
skull as she flung the sword straight out of Teru’s hand with a
Terramantic flick of her wrist. She glanced over her shoulder at
me, weird flashing purple eyes and all, and released me, as well as
Aiden and Eileen, from our Auromantic binds. I fell to the ground,
landing far less gracefully than she had landed from fifty feet
up.

“What took you so long?” I
screamed from the dirt, but my voice was lost in the roaring sound
of the helicopter propellers hovering right above our
heads.

A moment later, the
seventy-something-year-old prime minister herself, as well as
several of her Auromantic attendants, landed softly on the ground
beside us.

Show-offs, I grimaced. I scrambled to my feet, pain shooting down my leg
like a pinball, and stared up at the helicopter wondering just how
many more ultra-powered Wind ninjas were going to drop out of the
sky. Instead, a rope ladder was flung out of the open door and Ori
awkwardly climbed down with one arm, his other arm draped in a
white sling. As he neared the ground, Rowan ran over to him and
helped him down, taking his unslung arm in both of hers. I glanced
over at Aiden, who was watching them as closely as I’d been, but
didn’t dare take my eyes off of Teru a moment longer. Were he and
the other villagers gearing up to attack us again? My insides
knotted at the thought.

But no, he and his people
were simply staring in awe like the rest of us. The moment Ori’s
feet touched the ground, the helicopter turned off its high beam,
hovered up into the sky, and within seconds it was gone. Leaving, I
quickly counted, eleven of us – Ugh, ten of
us, I amended as I glanced down at
Kumiko’s unmoving form – against a village of superpowered
Ancients. Sure, we had a Pentamancer on our team, but she wasn’t
exactly on my team.

She and Ori jogged over to
stand with me, Aiden, and Eileen, but apart from the two lovebirds
sharing a quick embrace, the five of us didn’t exactly have a
heartfelt reunion. Prime Minister Mei and three of her four
attendants were faced off against Teru and the other Elders, with a
literal village behind them, and things had grown deathly
silent. Except for the small moan that barely registered in my
ears. A quick glance over my shoulder confirmed my tiny hope to be
true: the feeble sound belonged to Kumiko, who was being tended to
by Mei’s fourth attendant. He was even nice – or maybe stupid –
enough to check on Kumiko’s attacker, who also hadn’t moved from
her spot in the dirt after being hit with what was apparently a
ferocious Hydromantic attack. I for one hoped that the freakish old
lava lady would just stay down for a while, if she wasn’t already
dead.

The minister’s voice snapped me back
to the matter at hand – our imminent deaths. And – surprise,
surprise – she was speaking in Japanese, so I couldn’t understand a
word. Great. Luckily, after giving Rowan and Ori a massive hug,
Eileen planted herself in the middle of our huddled group to
translate.

“Mei’s asking what’s
happened and Chief Yasutake, of course, is saying that we – the
Asterians, that is – killed one of their family members in
Tokyo.”

“Seriously, what in the
hell happened out there?” I interjected.

“Later,” Ori muttered,
clutching his slung arm. He was wearing an oversized jacket so I
couldn’t tell what exactly had happened to him, apart from the
sling he wore over his coat. Rowan sure seemed to be hovering
awfully close to him though, which was a clear shift from her
standoffishness earlier in the trip. But why was she being so
clingy with him and not Aiden? Did his injury have something to do
with her?

Eileen started chattering
again. “Mei is explaining – really quickly, gah, I can only make out every other
word – that it wasn’t us… well, it was us, but a… a rogue group of us,
that attacked a bar of…” she let out a small gasp.
“Yakuza?”

At that, Teru got visibly
upset.

“What are ‘yak-oo-zuh’?” I
asked, trying to pronounce the word like she did.

“Gangsters.”

Ah. No wonder he bristled. Mei had
basically called his niece or granddaughter or whatever she was a
mobster.

“Um, I guess his
great-granddaughter was working there as a waitress,” Eileen
translated.

“Oh, no,” Rowan whispered
to Ori. “I bet she was the girl we saw by the bar.” He was
uncharacteristically quiet in response, but he did look pretty
broken up over whatever they’d seen. She took his hand in hers and
squeezed it.

Hmm, I thought, raising an eyebrow. Aiden seemed to notice
Rowan’s “friendly” gesture as well. And judging by that fresh line
between his brows, he didn’t seem to like it very much.

Eileen’s voice brought my
attention back to Mei and Teru. “Okay, honestly, I can’t really
follow very well because the minister is using ultra polite
Japanese and Yasutake-sama is talking super fast, but she’s basically just
laying down the facts and apologizing profusely.”

“Apologizing?” I hissed.
“They tried to
kill us!”

“Aiden, what exactly
happened here?” Rowan asked, letting go of Ori’s hand to face him.
“I don’t understand – what does that bar have to do with—” As she
turned to face him, she finally took a second to notice the fresh
blood splattered all over his sweater and dripping down his arm.
“Oh my God!” she cried, at long last displaying an appropriate
emotion. “You’re hurt! Are you still bleeding?” She took his arm in
her hands and started fretting all over it.

“Yeah. We had a bit of a…
samurai scuffle.” He glanced back at Kumiko, who was straining to
sit up with the help of Mei’s attendant/doctor guy. He was holding
a hand to her forehead and concentrating with his eyes closed.
Hydromancer? Electromancer? Always hard to guess without a visible
tattoo.

“Oh, thank God she’s
okay,” Eileen breathed as she turned to follow Aiden’s gaze. Kumiko
moving around was definitely a good sign. I couldn’t help but
wonder what kind of painkillers the guy may have given
her.

“I’m so sorry, Aiden, I
didn’t realize,” Rowan whispered, still messing with his arm. I
assumed she was trying to staunch the bleeding with Hydromancy.
Good to see her finally putting herself to good use.

Apart from saving your
life, a chagrined voice whispered in the
back of my mind. I quickly stifled it. I just happened to be the
one she landed in front of. Maybe.

A couple of yards away, Mei was
motioning for one of us to come over. I took a step forward but
Eileen rushed ahead. Typical.

“Eileen-san, can you help
me understand, from your perspective, what exactly happened here?”
the minister asked.

Blondie launched into some rushed
explanation, leaving out the most important bits, belaboring a
bunch of trivial details, but she more or less gave the gist of our
experience. Of course, she conveniently left out the part about me
trying to save Aiden’s life by simply saying, “In the end, we broke
the rules and ended up on the wrong end of the chief’s
katana.”

Again, typical.

Before Mei could reply, Aiden cleared
his throat. “To be clear, Minister, Savannah tried to protect me
despite knowing the risk it posed to herself. I’d probably be dead
if it weren’t for her.”

Rowan and I both turned to gape at him
at the same time. And frankly, we were both probably thinking the
same thing: Did he really say that? Was he actually standing up for
me? My cheeks warmed as though all the blood in my cold body had
rushed to fill those capillaries alone. Using my jacket sleeve, I
finally rubbed away the lipstick that I was pretty sure was still
smeared across my cheek. The motion also helped to conceal the
idiotic grin that was spreading across my face.

“She… did?” Rowan asked,
turning her stare on me.

I shrugged
nonchalantly. Damn right I did,
bitch!

Mei, Eileen, and Teru continued
talking for a few more minutes. Kumiko even hobbled over to join
with the doctor guy’s help. I couldn’t understand a word anyone was
saying but with every passing minute, Teru and the other elders
appeared to relax a little more. It would seem, for the moment at
least, that we weren’t going to die.

Probably.

***

 


After what felt like hours, Mei had
finally convinced Teru to let everyone inside so they could
continue their chat. So, she, Ori, Kumiko, Rowan, Teru, and the
rest of the elders and attendants headed into the large farmhouse
where we’d been talking before the whole “mix-up” occurred, if you
can use such a word to describe them almost decapitating me.
According to Eileen, Teru had promised that Kumiko would receive
healing alongside the old woman she’d pretty much annihilated in
the ring. I couldn’t help but grin at that. The little girl had
spunk, and while I hadn’t been able to make out what she was doing
for most of the match, the consensus appeared to be that she was
the best single-Element swordsman the village had seen in some
time. Even if she did end up looking like she’d been tossed around
a blender by the end of it.

I would normally be irritated at being
excluded from the conference, but the elders agreed to let the
three of us use their hot springs to heal and warm up after they,
you know, almost killed us. It was just a short walk through the
town square (the charred site of said attempted murder), between a
cluster of thatch-roof cottages, and through some sort of zen
garden where curls of steam beckoned my battered body to plunge
into their warm, therapeutic waters.

Nevertheless, as I stood
butt-naked in the changing room, I chewed on the inside of my lip
to keep myself from bursting into tears. My hip was throbbing. I
hadn’t reapplied my foundation in hours. My blood sugar had
completely tanked and all they’d fed us for dinner was some
disgusting dried fish – whole, with eyeballs! – and rice.
Worst of all was this tiny white towel hanging from the hook in
front of me. Did they really expect me to be able to wrap that
around myself? It was practically a hand towel! What kind of
barbarians were these villagers, anyway? Sure, I’d initially been
excited at the prospect of soaking my aching body in a hot spring,
but I didn’t realize that the spring was going to be outside in the
frozen tundra. Or that I’d be completely nude. Or that the “fresh,
healing waters” would smell like rotten scrambled eggs.

A loud knock sounded on my dressing
room door, followed by Eileen’s grating voice. “Savannah! Are you
ready yet?”

“I might be if they’d
provided us with something bigger than a washcloth! How the hell
does anyone fit in this thing? …Hey!” I let out a loud yelp as the
door burst open, doing my best to shield myself with my
micro-towel.

Eileen rolled her eyes. As tiny as she
was, she’d wrapped her towel around herself twice. “You’re going to
be naked out there anyway! Now hurry up – I’m freezing!”

“Haven’t these people
heard of bathing suits?”

“In what world would a
Japanese bikini top fit those?” she smirked.

I glanced down at my breasts. Though I
wanted to punch her for saying it, she wasn’t wrong.

“Alright, dude, I’m not
waiting a second more. Come outside or don’t. As for me, I’m gonna
go defrost.”

Grimacing, I threw on the
slippers they’d given us – again, not something sensible like a
bathing suit, but slippers
– and steeled myself against the arctic blast
that was waiting to assault me outside those sliding bamboo doors.
And even then, it was so much worse than I thought. At least the
snow had finally stopped, though ominous clouds hovered in front of
the full moon, threatening to dump more on our heads. With a
muffled shriek, I darted across the icy wooden planks, skidding to
a stop just behind Eileen. She was standing at the edge of the
steaming on-sen or whatever they called it, boldly dropping her
towel on a nearby bench just before daintily dropping into the
pool. I myself wasn’t so quick or eager to strip down to my
birthday suit, as fabulous as it was; sure, it was dark out, but
the torches illuminated enough. At least the steam from the water
was shrouding everyone’s naked bodies beneath the
surface.

Speaking of bodies, Kumiko was somehow
already there, submerged in piping water up to her chin, her
midnight-blue hair knotted into two twin buns on either side of her
head and the burns on her face freshly bandaged. Eileen and her
blindingly-white ass settled in next to her. And of course, several
feet away from them – I tried not to goggle – was the one body I
actually wanted to see.

Aiden sat on the far side of the pool,
his dark curls slicked away from his forehead. His chest and
shoulders were above the water, as was his injured arm, and
droplets of perspiration clung to his delicious olive skin. He was
looking upwards, probably to give Eileen some privacy as she
entered, which gave me a chance to inspect that mouthwatering body
of his more closely. His shoulder and eyebrow had been stitched up
nicely, but deep purple bruises covered his arms and chest. The
sight bothered me, so I shifted my attention to the lean edges and
planes of his upper torso, the taut skin of his muscular pecs and
rounded deltoids. He’d always been suspiciously muscle-y for a
college professor, but this? This was a whole new level of sexy. As
he glanced in my direction, I felt my cheeks heat. Every other inch
of my exposed body was covered in goosebumps and practically blue
from the cold. As much as I wanted to dart in the opposite
direction, pride alone propelled me forward. Putting on my best
nonchalant face, I let the absurdly small towel drop away and
sauntered to the edge of the pool. Without pausing to test the
temperature, I sank into the water, yelping as scalding water met
frostbitten skin.

“It’s very hot,
Savannah-san,” Kumiko remarked.

If she hadn’t been face-down on the
ground an hour ago, that would have earned her a suitably-snarky
retort. Instead, as my skin practically melted off my bones, I put
on my best friendly smile and asked, “How are you
feeling?”

“Oh, Savannah-san, their
healers are unbelievable!” she marveled, shaking her own bandaged
head in disbelief. “I have never seen anything like it.”

“Uh-huh.”

As she spoke, I scooted
along the edge of the hot tub-sized spring, keeping my eyes firmly
on Kumiko so it wouldn’t seem like I was intentionally trying to
get closer to Aiden. Which I was. Fiancée or not, it really did
seem like he was warming up to me. And I’d likely never be that
close to his naked body again. Unless
there actually is something going on between Ori and Rowan, I couldn’t help but allow myself to think.

Whatever. Sue me. It had
been a really, really long time since I’d last been laid. And
despite the fact that I’d been incredibly drunk the one time he and
I hooked up, it easily went down as one of the greatest nights of
my life. He was that good. I felt my cheeks flush again as I remembered that
sizzling evening, short-lived as it was. He was gone before I even
woke up.

“I can’t believe you’re
even sitting here with us, Kumiko-san,” Eileen said, settling
beside her. “When you fell to the ground, I was so scared. I
honestly thought—”

“It was close,
Eileen-san,” Kumiko admitted, her bruised expression somber. “I am
very lucky that the minister’s physician came when he did. And I am
grateful that Yasutake-sama used his powers to help me. Skilled
Hydromancers can stop bleeding, and some Auromancers can oxidize
blood to help cells heal and regenerate. But he did so much more
than that, combining all three of his Elements. I… I’m not even
sure I can explain. In some ways, I feel better than I did before
the fight.”

By then, I was only about a foot away
from Aiden, though I was pretty sure he’d begun inching away from
me at that point. I exhaled in an impatient huff. His chivalry was
almost irritating. Worse, the water was super cloudy from all the
“healing” minerals in it. So, no fantastic view from this front-row
seat, either. Sigh. I needed to focus on something else, preferably
something boring, before someone noticed me leering – well, trying
to leer, anyway.

“Barish was able to use
Auromancy and Electromancy to reduce oxidation inside his body,” I
remarked in an equally boring tone. “He also used Electromancy to
cleanse his body of free radicals by manipulating all of the
unstable electrons floating around his blood. It was a process so
complex, only a true master of multiple Elements could do it. And
that’s not taking into account the other Electromantic methods he
employed to ward off cognitive and neurogenic diseases… Very few
people know that he did all of that,” I added proudly. “Anyway, as
I mentioned, Teru himself taught Barish those methods many years
ago.”

“Teru—?” Kumiko
practically choked. What was it with these people and names? After
recomposing herself from the utter
shock of my cute, harmless nickname, she
took a deep breath and continued. “They told me I had internal
bleeding and a contusion on my brain from when my head hit the
ground,” she pointed just above her right ear. “Bruises everywhere.
But now, I do not even have a headache. Hontōni sugoi yo…” she muttered,
forgetting to speak English.

“Why didn’t you have them
fix your bruises?” I asked Aiden.

He shrugged. “Kumiko and the two
Wilders took the brunt of the damage. I thought it best that they
receive the healers’ attention. A few stitches and some balm were
all I needed.”

I eyed the angry-looking burn that ran
across his arm, the one he wouldn’t submerge in the water, but said
nothing. He should have gotten more attention. But he liked to be a
martyr like that.

“Aspen mentioned that she
wanted to sit down with their healers and learn more,” Aiden said,
stretching both arms above his head. I did everything I could not
to drool as those muscles rippled and flexed with the casual
movement. “She’s hoping she can bring some of those skills back to
her neuroscience program. Before, she and Dr. Shirvani were just
focusing on Electromantic cures for neurological disorders. But
with this discovery, they could employ other types of Elementalists
as well. The number of lives they could potentially save is
tremendous.”

“And here Teru thought we
were running around killing people,” I muttered. “It’s a good thing
Mei showed up when she did.”

“And Aspen, too,” Eileen
added pointedly.

“Uh-huh.”

She frowned. “Savannah – she saved
your life. She literally jumped from a helicopter—”

“She’s Auromantic!” I
protested. “We can literally fly
when we need to.”

“—and then stood between
Yasutake-sama’s blade and your neck.”

I opened my mouth to give
a very detailed retort on the many ways ‘Aspen’ had directly and/or
indirectly tried to kill me over the years, not to mention the fact
that her higher-than-thou piousness was enough to make me want to
jump off a bridge, when – speak of the devil – she and Ori
appeared. They came striding in via the stone path as opposed to
the bathhouse and were fully clothed, Ori in his wool jacket and
her in that wannabe motorcycle club leather. Neither one seemed
properly dressed for the cold, but then again, there was a good
chance she was warming the air around them. Difficult to do without
actively concentrating, but then again, she was little miss perfect at
practically everything.

Which made me all the more gleeful
when her eyes took in the scene in front of her – three naked
women, including myself, cozied up around her also-naked fiancé.
Sure, it hadn’t been remotely sexual (save for my own lewd
fantasies), and he’d done nothing but avert his eyes the entire
time, but she didn’t need to know that.

“Uh… hey guys,” she said,
her cheeks flushing as deeply as her eyes had widened.

“Dude – no one explained
that ‘healing springs’ meant naked hot tub party,” Ori’s jaw
practically scraped the ground. “Why did no one tell me about
this?!”

“We didn’t know until the
attendant in the bathhouse told us to strip off our clothes,” Aiden
replied, his expression almost sheepish as he locked eyes with
Rowan, who was looking less and less pleased by the second. I bit
back a grin – it didn’t take an Electromancer to see that there was
definitely trouble in paradise.

“This is Japanese
tradition,” Kumiko chimed in. “Many onsen are enjoyed in the nude. And
this one is making my body feel so much better,” she sighed
happily.

“Yeah, but… co-ed?” Rowan
asked incredulously. Always so prude, that one.

“Come and join us,” I
called, pointedly directing my invitation to Ori. The man drove me
nuts, but he did generally look like he’d walked straight off the
page of an Israeli fashion magazine. Once I tuned out the incessant
stream of idiocy that frequently tumbled out of his mouth, he too
was a very mouth-watering sight.

“We didn’t come to bathe –
and Ori can’t get his bandages wet anyway,” Rowan interjected. “We
just came to check on all of you after… what happened back
there.”

“We’re still trying to
understand what exactly happened ourselves,” Aiden replied. Was his
voice a little cooler than usual? “It went from awkward
pleasantries to a death tournament awfully quickly.”

Rowan flinched. “Nothing about what
happened here is okay… And I’m so sorry we couldn’t come
sooner.”

“Uh-huh,” I
muttered.

She either didn’t hear me or pretended
not to notice. “When we were on the helicopter, the minister was
explaining to us that this tribe functions in some ways like our
Amish do in the States – they avoid modern indulgences as much as
possible, they’ve intentionally cut themselves off from the rest of
the world, and they’re very wary of strangers – particularly
Asterians. However, the youngest residents of Shirakawa-go haven’t
been content with this way of life for some time, so they’ve
recently started branching out from the village. Traveling,
exploring the rest of the country, taking jobs in the big city… The
elders, understandably, were extremely concerned about their
children’s decision to stray far from home. So their response today
was a visceral one, the culmination of many months spent expecting
the worst – and then finding that their worst fears had come
true.”

“You see?” Ori donned that
doofus grin of his. “It was perfectly rational for them to try to
separate your heads from your bodies.”

“Enough about that, Ori –
what the hell happened to you?” Eileen demanded, eyeing his
sling. “And why on Beyoncé’s green earth were you guys hanging out at
a yakuza bar?”

Before he could answer, Rowan took a
step forward. “Ori got hurt because of me. I wasn’t paying
attention and he literally jumped in front of a bullet to protect
me.”

“What?” we all practically
gasped in unison.

The color had all but drained out of
Aiden’s face. “You two were supposed to be giving speeches at a
rally. How the hell did you end up at a bar full of gangsters and
guns?” I was a little surprised to hear the blunt accusation in his
voice, until I realized he was directing the question at
Ori.

Oooh, this is gonna be
good, I practically rubbed my palms
together.

Oddly enough, however, Ori
didn’t snap back at Aiden or bristle at the unspoken indictment.
Instead, he looked… Well, he looked really, really guilty. And more
than a little uncomfortable. But
why? I wondered. He’d literally just saved
Aiden’s girlfriend. Shouldn’t he be crowing about that?

“Perhaps the four of you
could put on some clothes and we can go catch one another up,”
Rowan interjected again, a tight smile painted on her face. “We
have a lot to discuss… including next steps.”

Eileen and Kumiko nodded and reached
for their towels, though I couldn’t help but grumble. God forbid we
just sit and relax in a hot spring for a few minutes after, you
know, almost dying.

“By the way, Eileen, I
have good news.” Rowan smiled once Blondie had gotten out of the
spring and properly wrapped a towel around herself. I personally
was waiting for a little more privacy before hoisting myself out of
the water. And maybe I was also waiting for Aiden to climb out so I
could take in the glorious sight of him emerging from the spring,
rivulets of water cascading down the taut, firm planes of his
– oh, shit! My
eyes darted to the empty space beside me. The man had moved so
fast, he was already out and toweled up before I’d even
realized.

Damnit!
I raged at the universe.

“Oh, yeah?” Eileen asked,
using a spare towel to dry her garish blonde-and-green hair.
“‘Cause I could really use some good news right now.”

At that, Rowan’s grin got even wider.
“Sophia’s on her way. She’s meeting us in Paris tomorrow
morning.”

“No shit?!” Eileen
banshee-screeched. “Are you even serious right now?”

“Yep. She was worried when
you weren’t answering her texts and was already heading to the
airport when one of Mei’s people reached out to her.”

“Oh my God,
yes!” Eileen pumped her
fist in the air, not caring a whit that she was wearing a
washcloth. “Wait a minute… did you just say Paris?” When Rowan nodded, another
fit of high-pitched squeals ensued.

Well, that’s just
great, I cursed to myself as I fumbled
with my own terrycloth handkerchief on the edge of the pool.
That’s just what I need… more of these
idiots.

At least I could console
myself in the fact that Aiden actually gave me a small smile before
making his way back to the bathhouse… and there was
definitely tension
between him, Ori, and Rowan. Witnessing that alone – and possibly
letting my imagination run away with me should he finally decide to
upgrade women – would make this trip worth it.

As long as I didn’t die, of
course.


Chapter 16
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[image: ]hen I was in 11th grade, I remember thinking
that I would never again be as tired as I was at that very moment.
I was sixteen years old, and my adoptive parents had just kicked me
out of the house for coming out as gay. I’d been excommunicated by
our church as well, and spent the rest of the school year living
out of a duffle bag on friends’ couches. After several months of
revolving futons, I found myself staying with an acquaintance who
owned three asthmatic pugs that just happened to sleep in the same
room as the fold-out couch I’d been offered. I never knew such tiny
creatures could snore so loudly, nor that my face would be
considered such prime doggy real estate. It was during that
sleepless week that all four of my AP classes had scheduled final
exams. I was a walking zombie as I shuffled from test to test; my
neck was aching, I couldn’t remember what day it was, let alone
what final I was taking, and as I squinted blearily at my Advanced
Calculus final, I could feel a sob clawing its way into my throat –
the kind that could quickly devolve into an unchecked fit of public
hysterics. Swallowing it back, I consoled myself by saying, “If you
can just get through this week, you’ll never have to be this tired
and frazzled ever again.” For years, I’d dutifully kept that
promise, never settling for less than eight hours of sleep or
waking up before 8:30 a.m. unless I absolutely had to.

Until now.

Now, I’d have given anything for a
futon and a two-hour nap, even if it included breathing-impaired
pugs. In less than a week, I’d traveled more than I ever thought
possible in such a short period of time. Denver, Puerto Vallarta,
back to Denver, and then rushing to Paris (via multiple stopovers
given the last-minute nature of the booking), where I had a tearful
reunion with Eileen and the others at Charles de Gaulle Airport.
But before we could even take a breath of fresh air, the minister
requested that the six of us make our way to a second known Wilder
group located in the French Alps while her team led investigations
into the handful of violent attacks that had recently occurred. So,
we immediately boarded the smallest turboprop airplane I’d ever
seen, which turned out to be more turbulent than the Tumbling
Teacups ride at the Georgia State Fair. Poor Eileen had to use her
air sickness bag more than once. Savannah, too.

Unfortunately, our hasty trip to
Chamonix had been complicated and largely unsuccessful. While the
French Wilders had thankfully greeted us with coffee instead of
hurling us down a mountainside like the Ancients had done to poor
Eileen and the others, the inhabitants of the town weren’t exactly
welcoming. It helped that both Savannah and I were able to
communicate with them in French – one of us slightly more
effectively than the other. Nevertheless, we found ourselves
parting on unresolved terms. While they were unhappy to hear about
a growing faction of Elementalists who deemed themselves superior
to the other, “inferior” races on the planet, they weren’t quite
sure to what extent they wanted to be involved, if any. To be fair,
these townspeople were not like the super-powered villagers of
Shirakawa-go. They were primarily Level-one Elementalists who used
their abilities to clear pathways of snow, boil water, reheat
leftovers, plant crops, and the like. And they were relatively
unimpressed even with Aspen, whose abilities seemed superfluous to
them rather than wondrous.

“C’est comme utiliser une
tronçonneuse pour hacher des carottes,” I heard one of the villagers
whisper to another. “It's like using a chainsaw to chop
carrots.”

Suffice it to say, none of us were in
great spirits when we arrived at the Paris Chapter the following
morning, where Mei was presently giving a recorded speech to
formally condemn the mounting Elemental attacks happening around
the world. Her remarks were being live-streamed to every Asterian
Chapter on the planet. Once she was finished, Ori and Kaylie would
give their own prepared statements to the Chapters before kicking
off their very first live-streamed debate that afternoon. The
timing of that debate was politically necessary given recent
events, but it was terrible timing for our bedraggled team of six.
We were tired, frustrated, and feeling defeated. The attacks –
particularly the massacre in Japan – had left us frightened,
traumatized, and, in Ori’s case, physically injured. As if all of
that wasn’t enough, a strange awkwardness had permeated the group,
which amplified the overall crankiness factor: Savannah and Aspen
seldom even acknowledged one another; Aiden and Ori exchanged very
few words, most of which were clipped and tense; and the most
surprising part of all – Aiden and Aspen’s rock-solid relationship
appeared strained, while Savannah and Aiden, two sworn, longtime
enemies, seemed… well, not warm and friendly. But not cold and
bitter, either. It was all very perplexing. And volatile. It felt
as though one mistimed sneeze might send the entire group into
chaos.

And so, it was that particularly tense
morning that would set the tone for Ori’s forthcoming debate later
that afternoon. After a hurried brunch of coffee and croissants,
we’d all crammed into one of the chapter’s small, windowless
meeting rooms several stories below ground. The chairs were
stiff-backed and uncomfortable. The round table was slightly too
small so we were all crammed around it. And poor Ori was
practically sweating through the top of his head as he stood at the
podium, addressing a stuffy room of supporters and friends who were
hurling rapid-fire questions and responses at him to help him
prepare for the live debate. However, some of those questions
didn’t feel very supportive. Or friendly.

“It would seem, Mr.
Levitan,” Daichi, Mei’s head of security, addressed Ori, “that you
are woefully under informed when it comes to Chapter security
protocols.” Even though he was pretending to be Kaylie, his tone
seemed genuinely exasperated.

“Probably best to avoid
that topic, Ori-san,” Kumiko added helpfully.

“Okay, okay, I’m making a
note,” Ori gritted his teeth as he scrawled something on his
notepad. He cleared his throat for the third time. “Okay, so,
moving on… Um, regarding the recent wave of hate-fueled Elemental
attacks, I think—”

“Attacks?” Aiden repeated.
He, too, was aggressively pretending to be Ori’s political
adversary. “What evidence do you have to prove that these were
so-called ‘attacks?’ How do you know our members weren’t simply
acting in self-defense?”

Ori shuffled uncomfortably.

“Would Kaylie actually say
that?” Eileen asked, leaning forward. “I mean, it just seems crazy
to me to take such an extreme stance. Why risk her entire campaign
to appeal to a small, angry minority?”

“Because this ‘angry
minority’ is gaining traction,” Savannah replied from across the
table. She was seated at Aiden’s left and had been unusually quiet
up until that point. “When the news of the attacks broke, we didn’t
get the unanimous angry uproar that you were all betting on, did
we? Kaylie’s own supporters – who are growing in number every day,
I might add – are voicing their support for the attackers even as
they’re being accused of murder by Mei’s
administration.”

“I hate to say it but
she’s right,” Aiden remarked, his expression somber. “Even though
most Chapters are condemning the violence, there’s a growing
faction of Asterians who are saying that these vigilantes are doing
the right thing, that it’s high time someone stood up for the
Community.”

“By killing people?” Aspen
challenged. She was sitting between Ori’s podium and myself, her
hands clenched beneath the table.

“Not the killing, per se,
but the rhetoric and desperation behind it.” Aiden didn’t quite
meet her eye as he answered. “Robert tells me that op-eds are
cropping up all over the Asterian archives. It’s a growing
sentiment, one that’s both contentious and emotionally-charged. And
you’d better believe Kaylie is going to take full advantage of
that.”

I glanced at poor Ori, still
recuperating from his own traumatic injury in what had been an
obvious, targeted attack. That he’d actually have to debate
something so deplorable, so nonsensical… Not to mention the fact
that he’d be doing it in his second language, against his
ex-girlfriend of all people.

“Right,” Ori muttered,
then closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His normally
olive-colored skin looked oddly pale beneath the growing sheen of
sweat dotting his forehead. “Okay. Well, this clearly wasn’t a
matter of self-defense, which I can personally ‘voucher’ for. The
non-Elementalists who were killed were murdered in cold
blood—”

“Cold blood?” Aiden raised
his eyebrow. “A
trial hasn’t been set until next month – haven’t Elementalists been
marginalized enough throughout human history without their own
ministerial candidate siding with machine-gun-wielding
gangsters—”

“Stop.” Ori held up a
hand, his eyes closed. “Just give me a minute. Please.”

I frowned. I knew Aiden
didn’t believe a word he was saying, but he was doing such a good
job of playing Devil’s Advocate. Too good of a job. And Ori was
looking paler by the second. This topic was clearly psychologically
triggering for him, perhaps in more ways than one.

Aiden scowled. “This is a debate, Ori.
You can’t just ask for a time-out!”

“Just give me a
minute!”

“Aiden,” Aspen
interjected. “Change the subject.”

He gave her a long, steady look while
I went back to studying Ori. Visibly upset, his hands were gripping
the edges of the podium so hard his knuckles had turned white. A
bead of sweat dripped down his forehead, which I stealthily cast
away without anyone noticing. The goofy and laid-back guy I’d
gotten so used to over the years looked like he was on the brink of
a panic attack. What in the world was going on? I wondered if Aspen
had merely sensed his distress or was perhaps aware of something we
weren’t.

Eileen reached for my hand under the
table. The tension must have been getting to her as well. “How
about we skip past the attacks and talk about the whole
us-versus-them narrative that we know Kaylie’s gonna spin?” she
suggested, her worried gaze shifting from me to Aiden.

Ori cast her a grateful
look.

“Alright,” Aiden finally
replied, leaning back in his chair.

“Maybe I should take
over—” Aspen began, but Aiden didn’t hear her. Or maybe he just
pretended not to.

“Mr. Levitan, if you don’t
believe that our Community comes first, then where exactly does it
come? Second? Third? How many organizations and individuals do you
wish to protect before you start protecting your own flesh and
blood, right here, in this room?”

Ori faltered for the briefest moment.
“Well, firstly, I never said that our own Asterian Community
shouldn’t be our top priority. I just said that we can’t make a
complex situation like this as black and white or us versus them.”
He glanced down at his notes, his hands trembling. “One life, one
person’s rights, isn’t worth more than another’s… And it’s a very,
uhh… what’s this word?” he asked, squinting at one of his
notecards. “Noo-ants?”

“Nuanced?” Aspen
offered.

“Yeah, a noo-anced topic
that deserves careful consideration—”

“This is just more
political waffling and evasion,” Aiden interrupted, waving a
dismissive hand. “It’s clear that my opponent doesn’t give a rat’s
ass about this Community or anyone else in this room except
himself.”

My eyes trained on Aiden’s, where I
was surprised to find genuine anger simmering. He was twirling a
marble-sized ball of Fire between his fingers, the tips of which
were drumming the table. This definitely didn’t feel like practice.
Nor did it feel hypothetical.

“Aiden!” Aspen interjected
again, clearly exasperated. “Would you please stop being so
aggressive? We’re supposed to be helping him, not attacking
him!”

“It’s true, Aiden-san,”
Kumiko chimed in, her gentle voice startling me. She and Daichi had
grown very quiet as the rest of our group became louder and more
agitated. “We must show Ori-san our support and cheer
ganbatte for his
success!”

Aiden folded his arms across his
chest. “Why? Because Kaylie’s going to be so accommodating and
patient up there?”

“Aiden’s absolutely
right,” Savannah interjected, eliciting an audible growl from
Aspen. “She’s going to be all over Ori, trying to make it sound
like he’s a traitor and willing to put the needs of the rest of the
world before his own people.”

“I’m not putting anyone
else’s needs first!” Ori retorted, banging his fist as he did. The
sound made me jump. “Least of all my own!”

“Now tell us something we
might actually believe,” Aiden muttered. I don’t think it was meant
to be heard by the rest of us, but Ori’s jaw visibly clenched. The
hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as ionized particles
filled the room; the flames entwining Aiden’s fingers heated from
orange to white. I tensed, readying myself to counter a potential
attack – fortunately, Wind and Water are wonderful buffers against
both Fire and Lightning. But that needed to be a final line of
defense, not a preface.

“Gentlemen,” I said,
rising from my seat. The gentle touch of Wind swirled around my
forearms and fingers. “Maybe we should all get some fresh air and
give Ori some space to get his thoughts back in order.”

“Why?” Savannah remarked.
“Kaylie’s not going to give him that luxury.”

“Would you just stop?”
Aspen snapped. “Give the poor guy a break.”

“Just kill me now,” Ori
muttered as he shuffled his papers in order.

“I second Sophia,” Eileen
added, rising to stand beside me, “I am in serious need of a
bathroom break. Let’s everyone take fifteen, okay? Or maybe twenty,
if you haven’t had your daily dose of fiber yet today.”

I smiled. Eileen – always the valiant,
grounding force.

After muttering their agreement, the
rest of the table stood, save for Aspen. She watched in silence as
Ori rushed out of the room, followed by Aiden, whose hands were
shoved in his pockets. As the others shuffled out behind them, the
tension was so palpable you could almost taste it.

“Do you need anything?”
Eileen asked, giving my shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I know you
love those chocolate croissant thingies that they have in the
lobby. What are they called? Pan-o-chocolate?”

I laughed at her terrible
pronunciation. “It’s pain au
chocolat – and that sounds amazing.
Thanks, love.”

“Aspen?
Anything?”

She shook her head. Eileen’s eyebrows
narrowed and I understood why. Aspen’s skin was noticeably paler
than usual, and her cheeks looked drawn. Something told me that
there was more to that than politics.

“Okay… well, I’ll be back
in a bit,” Eileen said, giving my cheek a quick kiss.

After the door to the meeting room
shut, I took my seat again and bit my lip. There were so many
things I wanted to say and ask, but would my prying help? Or would
it stress her out further, knowing that I could see how anxious she
was?

“I’m okay,” she replied,
reading my mind. Perhaps literally. At what must have been a
startled look on my face, she met my eyes and smiled. “Sorry. I can
just feel your worry.”

“I gather you’re facing
some difficulties?” I ventured.

“Honestly… everything’s a
mess right now. And it’s all my fault.”

“Your fault?” I repeated.
“How so?”

She took a deep breath and let it out
slowly, her eyes closed. Was she debating something? Eileen
mentioned that she’d tried talking to Aspen about the weird group
vibe several times in Shirakawa-go, but to no avail. I certainly
didn’t want to press if she hadn’t felt comfortable talking to
Eileen, who was so much better than me at this sort of
thing.

“Sophia… I messed
up.”

That didn’t sound good at all. Nor did
it sound like Aspen. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Would you take a walk
with me?” she asked, grabbing her leather jacket.

“Of course.”

We left the meeting room and took the
stairs up and past the extravagant underground lobby above, where
several paintings that I could have sworn belonged in the Louvre
were hanging in high alcoves with gold-plated trim and crown
molding. The actual entrance of the new Paris Chapter was up one
level, the back door of a functional patisserie that was staffed
entirely by Asterians – hence the delicious breakfast pastries in
the lobby. The Chapter took up a whole city block with all Asterian
business occurring belowground, a functioning, income-generating
café and secret entrance on the street level, and apartment
buildings above where most of the chapter workers and visitors were
housed. The design worked quite well since the entire neighborhood,
Montparnasse, was comprised of fancy limestone façade buildings
that also had businesses on the first floor and apartments nested
above that.

That morning, the café was
surprisingly devoid of members, a nice change after last night’s
Pentamancer-fueled mob, so we were able to walk right through
without being stopped. Outside, the Parisian air was crisp and
cool, more like autumn than winter. We strolled along the quiet
street, the top of the towering Montparnasse building
to our north and the tip of the Eiffel Tower just
visible in the distance. The smells of pastries tickled my nose as
I took in a deep breath, filling my lungs with the fresh breeze I’d
been craving for hours. It seemed like Aspen felt the same
way.

We walked in silence for some time,
arm in arm, admiring the Haussmannian-style buildings of the
neighborhood and inhaling the soul-warming smells of the city –
minus the cigarette particles that lingered on the air, which I
happily filtered out with a twirl of my fingers. As we came to the
end of the street, we stopped and stared at the magnificent crown
of the Eiffel Tower rising above the low buildings and bare trees.
This was, perhaps, the closest we’d get to it during our limited,
underground visit to Paris.

“So… Ori kissed
me.”

I turned to gape at Aspen, doing
everything I could to stifle a gasp.

“Aiden knows. The whole
thing is an absolute mess and I have no one to blame but
myself.”

I struggled to find a
suitable response. Ori had
kissed her? Thank
goodness Eileen wasn’t there at that moment; she’d probably keel
over and die at the magnitude of this revelation. I took an extra
moment to compose myself before answering. “Did you
ask Ori to kiss
you?”

“Definitely
not.”

I frowned. “Then I don’t understand
why you think it’s your fault?”

Aspen sat down on a nearby bench and I
did the same. Her face looked absolutely crestfallen, so I put an
arm around her shoulders like Eileen always did for me.

“Last week, I walked into
Ori’s hotel room, unannounced. He wasn’t answering when I knocked
and the music was playing so loudly… and, somehow, at the time, I
thought the topic was important enough to let myself in…” She took
another deep, shuddering breath. “He’d been showering – hardly had
time to put a towel on before I turned the corner. It was so stupid
of me, really. I should have left right then and there.”

I bit my lip. I knew how much she
loved Aiden – and how very much he loved her back – and this story
was making me anxious for her.

“Anyway, he instructed me
to stay, said it was no big deal… but oh, Sophia, the thoughts he
was blaring from that thick skull of his.”

“Thoughts?”

“Of the, um… R-rated
variety.”

“Oh.” I felt my cheeks
warm. Ori was colorful enough when he spoke out loud. I couldn’t
imagine – didn’t want to imagine – the things that went on in the squally tumult of
his own private mind.

“I did everything I could
not to listen, to tune them out. But it’s so much harder with
Electromancers. Electricity surrounds us, broadcasting our thoughts
and emotions on a level that makes ignoring them harder than
hearing them. And Ori’s my friend, we’ve been through so much, so
his mind’s frequency is so familiar and…” She gulped loudly enough
for me to hear even over the distant sounds of horns and traffic.
“He’s had these feelings for me for so long… I thought they’d
finally gone away when he was with Kaylie, but I think he’d just
repressed them.”

“I understand,” I replied.
And I did. The whole thing sounded terrible. But I still didn’t
understand how any of this was her fault, apart from letting
herself in his room.

“Anyway, it was so loud
and so uncomfortable that I finally had to acknowledge the elephant
in the room.”

“Oh,” I blinked. “That
must have been really awkward. But, honestly, what else could you
do?”

“I could have left!” she
covered her face with her hands, and I could see the tips of her
ears turning pinker. “Or given him a healthy dose of ‘nuh-uh, ain’t
happening.’ But instead of telling him what he needed to hear, I…”
she bit her lip as tears began to fill her eyes.

“Hey, it’s okay.” I
squeezed her shoulder gently. “Take your time.”

“I… I told him the truth.
That I cared about him deeply. That I even find him attractive…”
she trailed off, rubbing her eyes with the heels of her
hands.

At that moment, I recognized her deep
compassion at play. But I saw something else as well: the distinct
possibility that she’d gotten swept up in all those Electromantic
signals running through her brain in Ori’s hotel room. Instead of
fighting the wave, she let herself get carried away by it. It was
something that frequently happened to Electromantic Empaths…
particularly the ones who were highly-attuned to the needs of
others.

“I thought that it would
be good for him to hear, you know, that he’s a wonderful and
attractive person, but… I think it ended up bothering him more than
if I had just lied and said there’s absolutely nothing between
us.”

“So… there
is something between
you?” I asked.

“No! I mean… not really. I
just… I do love
him, Sophia. He’s the older brother I never got to have. And
sometimes I guess it’s a little confusing because he’s done so much
for me and my family, and objectively, you know, he’s very good
looking…” she sighed. “But that’s where it ends. My feelings for
him pale in comparison to the love I have for Aiden. So, for me,
I’ve always been able to compartmentalize those feelings with no
issues. But when I said this to Ori, he…”

“Heard you professing your
undying love for him?” I offered. Aspen nodded. “And so… he kissed
you?” She nodded again. “Okay. But to be clear, you just told him
that you loved him like a brother and that he’s a nice-looking man…
and then he laid one on you?”

“Yes?” she pulled her
hands away from her eyes and looked at me, her wide, bright irises
reminding me of a fawn’s.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I still
fail to see how any of this is your fault. If Scarlett Johansson
knocked on my door and told me that she was madly in love with me,
I’d probably say something similar: ‘You’re a very attractive lady
and maybe in another life, but my heart belongs to a different
blonde-haired angel.’”

At that, Aspen actually
laughed! Whew. At
least I wasn’t totally mucking this up.

“So, how did Aiden find
out?” I asked tentatively. “Did Ori tell him, or…?”

“Oh my God, no!” she
gasped. “If it had been Ori who’d told him, I honestly think Aiden
would have turned him into toast. Like, really, really burnt toast.
No, I told him. As soon as we were alone, I told him everything. I
tried to start with the good part, that Ori had literally taken a
bullet for me, and how I owed him my life for that. I thought that
might soften the blow, or at least make Aiden hesitate before
marching over to Ori and letting him have it.”

Oh. I sighed. “But that just made it worse, didn’t it? Because
men like Aiden have an inherent desire to protect the ones they
love. And he wasn’t there to do it… but Ori was.”

“I was so stupid not to
think of that at the time,” she moaned into her hands. “Everyone
thinks I’m this brilliant empath but I’m really just a
bleeding-heart moron who keeps messing everything up.”

“That’s not
true.”

“Oh, it is… and on top of
everything, I didn’t realize that my lack of anger towards Ori –
well, after he saved my life at least; I could have slugged him at
the hotel – would only make Aiden even madder. Like he had to compensate
for the both of us.”

I chuckled. “Eileen accuses me of the
same thing. ‘Why don’t you ever get angry, Sophia?’ she always
gripes. ‘I always have to be angry for the both of us!’ Now I sort
of get it.” I grinned at Aspen mischievously. “So, did you
subsequently kick and scream and throw your fist through a wall so
Aiden could relax a little bit?”

Another laugh. “Nope, I
messed up even more – I proceeded to make excuses for the guy and
told Aiden it was my fault Ori kissed me.”

I rubbed my forehead with my free
hand, then noticed my watch. We’d been gone for more than fifteen
minutes. Not that I was complaining about enjoying the fresh air
and a glimpse of Paris. But Eileen and the others would worry.
Extending a hand to Aspen, I helped her up from the bench. “Has
anyone ever told you that you’re a martyr?”

“Once or twice,” she
grumbled, straightening her jacket.

As we started to walk back to the
Chapter, I glanced in her direction. She was staring at the ground,
her hands shoved in her pockets.

I put on my best
encouraging smile. “Well, now that I understand the situation, I
can firmly say that it’s not your fault. Well, it is a little bit
your fault. You are very pretty and charming,” I winked. “I’m pretty sure Eileen
had a mild crush on you back in the day as well, partially because
you kept answering your video calls half-naked.”

“Oh, God, she told you
about that?”

“Yes,” I laughed. “I got a
kick out of it.”

“Ugh, I’m so mortified,”
she moaned. “Those new cell phones were really tricky after living
as a hermit for three years in an electricity-free
cabin!”

“At the risk of sounding
presumptuous, may I say something?” I asked gently.

“Always.”

“The whole thing with
Aiden and Savannah…” I began. She immediately stiffened. Okay, so
I wasn’t imagining it. “Look, Aiden has no interest in her. I mean it.
I might not be an empath but anyone with eyes can see the wincing,
the inching away, the forced smiles. You have nothing to worry
about there. He’s a chivalrous guy who’s just putting on a good
face.”

Aspen stopped in her
tracks and turned to face me. “But she saved his life, Sophia. The
most narcissistic woman I’ve ever met saved his life! That has to mean
something to him. And they also had that fling all those years ago…
Oh God, and they were naked! Right next to each other, in a hot
spring! And… And…”

“And what?” I asked
levelly.

“And… I’ve just got
nothing in that department.”

I cocked my head, puzzled. “What
department?”

She gestured to the front of her
jacket. “The… you know…” she mumbled almost inaudibly. “She’s just
so… confident. And… and…” her pink face suddenly got redder, if
that were possible. “…Bosom-y.”

It took everything in me not to burst
out laughing. “Bosom-y?”

“Oh, you know what I mean!
I mean, it’s like comparing the Taj Mahal to a broom closet. I just
could never compete.”

At that, I really did
burst out laughing. I felt terrible, but I couldn’t help it. “Oh,
Aspen. Aiden can’t take his eyes off of you. Even when Savannah is
nattering in his ear, ample cleavage bulging out in full force,
he’s glued to you. He absolutely adores you. So instead of worrying
about prominent breasts and horny, boundary-crossing Israelis, why
don’t you go take Aiden into
a broom closet? There’s one right across the hall
from the meeting room.” There, I crossed my arms in
satisfaction. That kind of levity is exactly what Eileen would have
used to cheer her up… right?

Except… Aspen was gawking at me
wordlessly. My shoulders slumped. Oh, no. I’d offended her, hadn’t
I? I bit my lip, trying to come up with a suitable
apology.

She spoke first. “Sophia… that is the
best idea I’ve heard all week.”

“Really?”

“Yes. But are you sure
it’s not… I don’t know… completely and wildly inappropriate? I
mean, there’s been so much bad news and tragedy lately
and—”

“That’s all the more
reason to be close to the ones we love,” I interrupted with a
smile. “Even if it means cloistering up with them in a dusty broom
closet.”

With a wide smile on her face and two
fresh spots of color splashed on her cheeks, Aspen marched toward
the Chapter, this time with a brisk bounce in her step. I nearly
had to jog to keep up with her, which was rather difficult in
four-inch stilettos. After heading downstairs from the café, I gave
her a quick hug before we made our way back to the meeting room,
then quietly took my seat. Instead of taking her previous seat
beside mine, she strode over to the other side of the table where
Savannah was chattering away at a very polite-yet-miserable-looking
Aiden, and whispered something in his ear. Puzzled, he stood up,
leaving Savannah to talk to empty air, and followed Aspen out the
door.

A moment later, Eileen
settled in next to me, handing me a chocolate croissant with a
rather large bite taken out of it as she glanced at her watch.
“Where’s Aspen?” She looked around the room. “And Aiden, too! Geez,
and here I thought I was late!”

I shrugged one shoulder, doing my very
best to appear both puzzled and nonchalant. When Aspen and Aiden
finally shuffled through the door about ten minutes later, both
looking red-faced and galvanized and more than a little bit
disheveled, I bit back a grin. Eileen, it turned out, wasn’t the
only one who could dish out good advice.


Chapter 17
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Kaylie would take to the stage, the rest of us made our way to the
Paris Chapter’s pride and joy: a brand-new auditorium with enough
stadium seating for several thousand people and a mechanized,
retractable ceiling that revealed the largest skylight I’d ever
seen. It was easily twenty-five feet in diameter, a colossal domed
lens that allowed its inhabitants to bask in the light of day. In
fact, it was the one room at the Paris Chapter, apart from the
apartments and café, that received any natural light at all. I had
to force myself not to stare at the blue sky above as we scrambled
to find our seats in the overflowing auditorium, an ordeal made
even trickier by the fact that Aspen typically garnered a lot of
attention. Luckily, a row of seats had been reserved for us near
the front, which was roped off from the rest of the crowd. I was
once again seated with Eileen on my left and Aspen on my right –
except this time, she and Aiden were seated side by side and
holding hands. Savannah, who didn’t look particularly happy, sat in
the row behind us next to Daichi, Kumiko, and the rest of the Tokyo
Chapter heads.

The minister had returned to the stage
to personally greet the European Asterian Community and reiterate
some of her earlier remarks, all of which emphasized compassion,
patience, and camaraderie in the face of uncertainty. When her eyes
settled on us, she smiled and set down her prepared
notes.

“My fellow Asterians,
before I relinquish the stage, I must confess something to you.
When Barish Hayatcı, the Asterians’ last great Magistrate, was
taken too soon from this world by the same rhetoric, the same
violence that threatens to infiltrate our Community today, I had no
intention of stepping in to take his place. That was never my plan,
nor his.”

Hushed whispers permeated the crowd.
Even Eileen and I exchanged confused looks; Mei was always one of
Barish’s closest allies.

“No,” Mei smiled wanly,
“it was always the Magistrate’s intention for someone far more
extraordinary and capable than I to take his place and usher in a
grand new era.” Her eyes settled squarely on Aspen as she spoke
those words, inciting hushed whispers and murmurs to overt gasps.
“I must confess that I have not been a perfect minister – certainly
not the powerful, uniting, and driving force that Barish’s first
choice would have been.”

I glanced at Aspen, who was shrinking
in her seat. Aiden had wrapped a protective arm around her
shoulders, but that didn’t prevent every eye in the auditorium from
burning a hole into the back of her head. I wasn’t necessarily
surprised that Barish had wanted Aspen to take his place, but why
Mei thought it was a good idea to bring that up now, I couldn’t be
sure.

The minister continued, “I have done
my best to restructure our new government in a way that benefits
its constituents first and foremost, and to put my full effort into
serving you, my Community. My family. But I must apologize from my
heart for my recent failings: my hesitancy, my restraint, and,
perhaps worst of all, my inability to make you feel secure and
protected in a world that is growing ever more complex. It is for
that reason that I have decided not to run for a second term. You
deserve a powerful minister who will serve you with both passion
and compassion, who will have the youth and vigor and boldness to
protect our Community and the world in which we live.”

I listened to Mei’s raw speech,
mesmerized. She had been one of the most successful figures in
recent history, a humble and soft-spoken leader who’d sacrificed
herself for the greater good, just as she was doing now. I only
wished she could directly say that the Community should vote for
Ori and not his opponent. That the very moral fabric of our society
depended on the outcome of this election. But there was very little
concrete evidence to link Kaylie to the violent crimes that had
been committed, and none of the Elementalists in custody blamed her
for their actions; she was merely their inspiration. And so, Mei,
for the moment, was forced to adhere to ceremony while her own
undercover teams worked to expunge the blood that Kaylie’s
dangerous philosophies had spilled. It was frustrating and
frightening – but without a tangible crime to pin against her
potential successor, the minister’s hands were tied.

“In a few moments,” she
continued, “you will hear from two Parliament members, Prime
Representatives Ori Levitan and Kaylie Branson, who have dutifully
served their communities for the last four and a half years. In a
few months, one of these speakers will be chosen as your next
minister. While I am unable to endorse one over another, I urge you
to listen with great curiosity and open minds, and to vote with
your heart and soul, not heightened, transient
emotions.”

“I guess that’s the
closest we’re going to get to an endorsement,” Eileen whispered.
“And it sounds like the folks in the back disapprove.”

I stiffened. Were people actually
booing? I twisted around in my seat but couldn’t make out the
source of the noise.

“Thank you for entrusting
me to lead you in the interim,” Mei said, bowing her head to the
audience. “I look forward to witnessing our bright future in the
days ahead.”

Applause erupted in the auditorium,
along with raucous shouts and a good number of – yes, this time I
clearly heard it – boos. Eileen and I exchanged anxious glances as
we clapped, doing our small part to drown out the jeers. As Mei
strode off the stage, a moderator emerged to take her place. He
placed a second podium beside the one Mei was using as a massive
flag unfurled behind him, exposing the five-pointed star of the
Asterians. Upon seeing that, the cheering in the auditorium grew
louder. Ori and Kaylie stepped onto the stage from opposite sides.
He was wearing a tailored black suit and looked rather dapper,
albeit nervous. And she – well, she was a sight, that’s for sure.
Her short black dress clung to every curve and dip of her body,
accentuating her voluptuous frame. And her red hair tumbled down to
her shoulders in cascades, fiery and radiant. I hadn’t seen her in
person in a long time, but I was struck by the confidence she
exuded on that stage. My previous, limited, interactions with her
always painted the same picture of a quiet, soft-spoken, yet
extremely observant woman. But as she strode to her podium, arms
outstretched and basking in the applause, any past perception of
shyness or timidity was quickly eradicated from my mind.

The moderator, a well-groomed
Electromancer with tan skin and silver hair, stood between their
podiums and waited for the noise to die down. As soon as it was
quiet, he snapped his fingers. The house lights dimmed while the
stage lights intensified. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he boomed,
“please put your hands together for our candidates—”

“Oh my God, I’m so
nervous,” Eileen squeaked before the moderator was halfway through
his first sentence. “Aspen, are you nervous?”

“‘Nervous’ is putting it
extremely lightly,” she muttered as she gnawed on a hangnail. “I
hope he’ll be okay up there.”

“Shh!!” Savannah hissed
from behind us.

“—please hold all applause
until after the opening remarks are delivered, and then again until
the end of the debate. And now, without further ado, Prime
Representative Ori Levitan of the Denver Chapter has won the coin
toss to speak first!”

“Thank you, Mr.
Moderator,” Ori said, clearing his throat. We all knew how nervous
he was, but I thought he was holding himself together admirably.
“And thank you to everyone here today, especially those who
traveled from far distances.” His eyes fluttered to Aspen, who
smiled and nodded at him in encouragement. “Right. Um, before we
begin, I’d like to start by expressing my sincere condolences to
the non-Elementalists; the thirty-four people, no different in
heart or soul from you or me, who lost their lives this week, and
to their family members who will never know how or why they died.
And I’d also like to vow, here and now, to never let such an
atrocity happen again under my watch…”

“You tell ‘em, Ori,”
Eileen whispered.

I, too, found myself beaming as he
gave a powerful elegy that echoed Mei’s: having love for our
neighbor, compassion for our fellow humans, and both patience and
courage to fix things in due course, in due time. When he finished
speaking, the audience applauded loudly enough to drown out much of
the jeering from the back. This time, when I stood with the others
to give him a standing ovation, I could make out about three dozen
hagglers holding painted signs, all emblazoned with that awful
black star. Why were they even allowed in the auditorium with that
hate-filled sigil? But when I turned to ask Daichi about it, his
seat was already empty, along with Kumiko’s and several
others.

When it was Kaylie’s turn to speak,
Eileen took one of my hands while Aspen gripped the other. I
couldn’t tell which of the three of us was trembling the worst.
What was Kaylie’s response going to be? Restrained and diplomatic
or… or something else?

“I want to thank my
opponent for having the courage to stand up here and address all of
you,” Kaylie’s voice rang out. She didn’t use her microphone, just
a cone of Wind to amplify her voice. “Especially since most of what
he has to say poses a direct threat to all of you.”

“Here we go,” Eileen
muttered.

“No one wants to see blood
spilled, least of all me,” Kaylie continued, stepping in front of
her podium to face the crowd. “Those of you who know me personally
can attest that I am a generous, peace-loving person. But when
someone harms me – or worse, harms people I love – I won’t –
I can’t – simply
stand back and let that happen. The fact of the matter is that
Deficients have posed a threat to our very existence since the dawn
of time. And while my opponent may stand here and insult all of you
by saying ‘we’re all human, so we’re all the same,’ I know that
most of you won’t accept such inherently flawed logic. I’m frankly
disturbed that Mr. Levitan is also doubling down on the Order’s
unofficial motto of ‘Don’t reveal, don’t tell, don’t defend’ – a
dangerous and lamentable custom that has plagued our organization
for centuries.”

Ori could only stand there, glowering
but silent, per the moderator’s rules.

“Oh, young Elementalists
in Salem are being burned at the stake?” Kaylie continued, her tone
derisive. “Just let a dozen or so of ‘em die – we wouldn’t want to
upset the ignorant, superstitious Deficients who lit the pyre, now
would we?”

Around us, audience members were
shifting in their seats to murmur to each other.

“Wow, she’s really doing
this, isn’t she?” Aiden muttered.

I watched as Ori tried to say
something in retort, but his microphone had been turned off. The
Moderator was shaking his head at him from his seat at the back of
the stage.

“What’s the overall mood
of the crowd, Aspen?” I leaned toward her to ask. “Anger?
Anxiety?”

“That,” she bit her lip,
“and definitely some agreement. Too much of it for my
comfort.”

Kaylie lifted her hands in
mock confusion as she continued her harangue. “When North Korean
Elementalists – including young children as young as eight years
old – were rounded up and thrown into labor camps in the late
nineties, did the Community swoop in to save them? Did
anyone speak up on their
behalf?” Kaylie demanded. “We had the numbers and the tools, and
yet we didn’t dare reveal ourselves to the Deficients!”

Many in the audience were shaking
their heads. I couldn’t tell – was it disbelief at what she was
saying… or indignation? Her brusque portrayal of these events was
misleading, to say the least. But how many in her captivated
audience realized that?

“When the Catholics and
Protestants systematically murdered our people for being ‘possessed
heretics,’ who came to their rescue?”

“No one!” a handful of
voices shouted from the back of the auditorium.

“She’s taking some real
liberties with her ‘facts,’” Aiden muttered. I nodded in bleak
agreement.

“When dozens of
Elementalists were arrested under Barish’s reign and thrown in
Containment Centers for practicing their God-given talents, who
came to their rescue?”

“Aspen did!” Eileen
exclaimed, but her voice was lost among the agitated
crowd.

“That’s right,” Kaylie
yelled. “No one! They were left to rot, to die alone, to wither
away in solitary confinement for simply being what they were! One
of God’s divine creatures! Well, not anymore! I’m here today to say
no more withering, no more hiding, no more sneaking around below
ground for fear that Deficients will find us. I say
let them find us! Let
them see who and what we are, let them be awed and humbled by us as
their day of reckoning approaches!”

Shouts and applause erupted around the
hall as hundreds of members jumped to their feet and
cheered.

“This is getting seriously
out of hand,” Aspen said, looking around the room. “These are just
supposed to be opening remarks – why isn’t the moderator
intervening?”

“With me as leader, there
won’t be any need for rules and regulations – you’ll never have to
ask permission to use your powers or have your own government
breathing down your neck. There will be no more appeasing and
protecting the same Deficients who have been persecuting us for
centuries!”

By this point, Ori was
attempting to confront the moderator, but the man wasn’t listening.
He was grinning at Kaylie and clapping. I looked around wildly as
more and more people in the audience began to stand and shout
affirmations of support. Their red-haired instigator was beaming as
she hovered inches above the edge of the stage. Wisps of blue
flames surrounded her, fueled by Wind and hubris.

“Friends, with me as your
minister, we’ll create a world where you can walk freely amongst
the Deficients, not as subordinates or as equals, but as the
Earth’s true superior race! We were born with these powers, not to
cower among sheep but to roar as the lions we are!” She flung her
fist in the air, eliciting roars of approval from the audience
itself.

Aspen rose from her seat as Ori took
matters into his own hands, zapping his microphone alive with a
burst of Electricity. A terrible screech filled the air as feedback
crackled through the speakers.

“Listen to me!” he
shouted. “There is no superior or inferior race – we are all
human!”

“Don’t let him tell you
that you’re not special,” Kaylie retorted, her voice even more
amplified than before. “Don’t let these Asterians tell you that you
deserve to be oppressed and diminished!”

“These Asterians?” Ori
repeated. “We are all Asterians! We’re a Community, a
family—”

“Yes, a family, indeed!”
Kaylie laughed derisively. “For those of you who are tired of being
treated like children by our neurotic, overbearing parents – sorry,
‘government’ – I urge you to come join a new and vastly improved
organization of Elementalists, one that will never try to control
or belittle you. One that will show you the respect and
appreciation that you deserve! For the first time in history, you
now have a choice of which Elemental community you wish to pledge your
allegiance!”

“What?!” My own
incredulity was drowned out by the cacophonous shouts of the crowd.
It seemed as though half the audience was shouting praise while the
other half was yelling back at them.

“What the hell is she
talking about?” Eileen exclaimed.

“She wasn’t just creating
an army,” Aspen replied, the color draining from her cheeks. “She
was creating an organization to rival the Asterians.”

“Fire!” Aiden
shouted.

I didn’t bother to ask what he meant
as a warm sensation trickled down my back. Moments later, the
massive Asterian banner hanging behind the stage burst into blue
flames, drawing panicked shouts from the audience. We jumped to our
feet as the cloth burned away, revealing another banner just behind
it – one that had been emblazoned with a massive black star. The
letters encircling the emblem read: “Obsidian.”

“What is the meaning of
this?” Mei rushed onto the stage, surrounded by security. Kumiko
and Daichi were standing on either side of her while one of their
Hydromancers extinguished the massive burning flag that lay
crumpled and burning on the floor of the stage. The rising smoke
curled ominously around the looming black star Kaylie had
unveiled.

“They need help,” Aspen
said, rising from her seat. “I have to—”

“Mei and Ori have
security,” Aiden interjected, gripping her arm. “You almost died
last week, Aspen! Even Pentamancers aren’t immune to
bullets.”

“But—”

“Aspen,” he practically
growled. “We need to leave. Now.”

She bit her lip, her eyes moving from
him to the stage. To Ori.

“Hello, Mei,” Kaylie
called. Her own team had gathered onstage, about a dozen
Elementalists who rushed forward from wings and the audience to
strategically position themselves between her and the minister.
“Don’t worry – no one’s here to start a fight. I just wanted
everyone to meet the first members of our new community, Obsidian!”
The doors to the auditorium flew open as hundreds of people poured
in, young and old, each of them wearing black jackets and metallic
black stars pinned to their chest. “Ladies and gentlemen, meet my
friends – powerful, liberated Elementalists who have been thriving
without rules for centuries and are eager to keep it that way. And
we welcome you to join us!”

My eyes swiveled around the room as
more and more Wilders filled the aisles and all of the standing
space in the auditorium, blocking the exits. Meanwhile, the
minister’s security team readied themselves, their fists blazing
with Elements. But Mei held up a hand, signaling for them to wait.
I understood why: if a fight broke out in a room this packed, there
could be thousands of casualties – if not by the Elements
themselves, then by a frenzied stampede. I closed my eyes, trying
to envision a way out of this, a way to get everyone to
safety.

“My friends,” Kaylie
addressed the audience, “this is what the Asterians have been
hiding from you for centuries: Elementalists don’t need oppressive
rules or stipulations to live their lives. They don’t need to seek
permission or worse, ask for forgiveness, for living as they are.
Come join us at Obsidian, where you’ll find a community without
rules, membership dues, or a dictatorship of greed. Instead, you’ll
find only freedom and empowerment!”

Her supporters onstage were cheering
and clapping, along with the rest of the Wilders who stood around
the room. How had she gathered so many, so quickly? More
importantly, what had she told them in order to win them to her
side?

“Why are you all just
standing here?” Savannah snapped as she awkwardly climbed over an
empty seat to join us. “Haven’t you been listening to me shouting
from back here? We need to get out!”

“Sophia?” Aspen turned to
me. “Can you hear what Mei is saying? I’ve been keeping an ear on
Kaylie’s team to stay a step ahead of a potential
attack.”

I channeled a funnel of
Wind to transmit the words Mei was whispering to Ori and her
security team directly to our ears: Clear
the aisles so people can safely leave, she
was instructing them. And get that woman
off this stage. Gently, so her followers don’t
retaliate.

I must not have been the
only person eavesdropping, because right at that moment, several
dozen more Obsidian members stormed the stage to add to the human
barricade that separated Mei from Kaylie. Their unspoken message
was clear: Take a step, we dare
you.

“Before the Order tries to
arrest and Contain us for speaking the truth,” Kaylie shouted to
the crowd, “I want you to know that Obsidian has a new world-class
team of Electromancers who came all the way from Australia to join
us, and they’re all scattered among the auditorium – Say hello,
Darryl!” she added, waving to a severe looking man standing at the
back of the auditorium. His hair was pale blond, almost white, his
skin sun-weathered and wrinkled. He was surrounded by six or seven
fair-haired women, and while most appeared far younger than him,
their stances were protective in nature. The air around them
crackled with supercharged ions, making the hairs on my arms stand
on end. It took effort to pry my eyes away, mainly because
something about them made me feel distinctly
uncomfortable.

“If you wish to know the
location of your new, welcoming home,” Kaylie was continuing, “just
silently ask for it. If you express genuine desire and conviction
to be part of our organization, Darryl and his associates will
broadcast the location of the Obsidian headquarters straight to
your thoughts. Anyone who arrives with the Obsidian star tattooed
on their forearm may enter without question.”

I turned to ask Aspen if that type of
sophisticated Electromancy was even possible, but she was gone –
racing toward the minister, with Aiden right on her
heels.

“Come on!” I shouted to
Eileen and Savannah before summoning a gust of Wind to carry me
directly to the stage.

“Are you kidding me right
now?” I heard Savannah shriek.

I landed beside Ori while Aspen made
her way through the crowd, forgetting, as she often did, that she
was an Auromancer. “Everyone, please,” he was pleading into the
microphone. “Please, if you can just take your seats—” his voice
was drowned out by a fresh wave of shouting.

Kaylie and her followers were moving
off the stage rather expeditiously. I recognized several of the
faces: Rana, the Representative from Cairo, as well as a handful of
Chapter heads that had apparently gone rogue – no one from Denver,
thank goodness. Most of them wore smug expressions as they took in
the pandemonium they had created. By this point, people were
scrambling all over the auditorium, some to approach the stage, and
some to flee. The rest appeared glued to their seats with shocked
expressions – and nothing Ori was saying seemed to get through to
them.

“Is that Kumiko?” Eileen
gasped after she’d hoisted herself onto the stage. “Why is she
leaving with them?”

Indeed, I recognized her distinctive
blue locks and gleaming katana as she raced up the stairs two at a
time to catch up to a group of fleeing Obsidians. When she finally
did, she didn’t fight them – she fled to the exits with
them.

No. My hand flew to my mouth. Kumiko was Mei’s right-hand woman.
If she was leaving with Obsidian, that meant…

“Don’t let them escape!”
Daichi cried. On the far side of the stage, flashes of Fire and
Lightning erupted in the air while he and his team employed
suppressive maneuvers to keep Kaylie and the others from escaping.
Somewhere, a woman screamed. At any moment, this entire chamber
might erupt in Elemental chaos. Like
Istanbul, I realized as panic gripped my
chest. The bloodiest day in modern Asterian history.

My eyes caught Aspen’s as she and
Aiden skidded to a stop beside me.

“Everyone!” Ori was
yelling. “Please, listen!” A plume of Fire shot in his direction,
which I quickly snuffed out mid-air.

Mei appeared beside him, her bun askew
and pieces of hair sticking in every direction. “Please!” she
shouted, her voice amplified yet unnoticed by most. “Please,
everyone, we must have order!”

No one was listening. Hers wasn’t the
voice they wanted to hear, the voice they’d been wanting to hear
for years. With a heavy heart, I surveyed the room, taking in the
confusion, the bedlam, the anger. These people were lost and
frightened, let down by the Community that was supposed to guide
and protect them. They needed a leader. Not Mei. Not Ori. Not
Kaylie.

“Aspen,” I turned to her,
guilt and remorse racking my insides. “They need you. They need
their Pentamancer. Their leader.”

She stared at me, momentarily
paralyzed. But I knew she understood. Of course, she did – we all
did. From Aiden’s agonized expression to Savannah’s envious one, we
all knew: It was never supposed to Mei. And it was never supposed
to be Ori.

It was always supposed to be
Aspen.
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“Listen to me. If you do this, you’re giving up everything. Your
future. Your plans to be a doctor. Our life in
Colorado.”

Elements were flying past us now –
bolts of Lightning, flashes of Fire, chunks of Earth. I closed my
eyes and summoned a wall of Wind to protect us. Aspen’s hair blew
wildly in the gusts, dark tendrils that slashed at her face. Even
then, I could see the tears threatening to spill down her
cheeks.

“I’ve always wanted to
help people,” she whispered into the wind, shoulders wilting. “To
save lives… I guess this is the way I was destined to do
it.”

“It doesn’t have to be,”
Aiden replied roughly. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I know.” She closed her
eyes and took a deep breath, centering herself the way I’d shown
her years ago. After all, Wind doesn’t yield to pressure or force.
It doesn’t conform to molds or templates. If you wish to control
it, you must surrender to it. At that moment, Aspen and I both
understood that she could no longer struggle against the current;
she needed to submit to it. Then and only then could she regain
control.

After a moment, her eyes met mine and
I nodded, releasing the shield I’d wrapped her in. With a wave of
her hand, she summoned her own pillar of Wind, rising far above us
to land atop the podium. The people standing in the front rows
pointed at the stage excitedly.

Aspen crouched on one knee so she and
Ori could be eye to eye.

“What are you doing?” he
exclaimed.

“Relieving you of your
duties,” she smiled wanly. I watched as relief colored his
expression for the first time in days. “Thank you for everything
you’ve done to get us here.”

Then, with a deep breath and a
determined expression, she stood atop the podium and shot both
hands toward the glass ceiling. For one brief moment, every hair on
my body stood on end and time itself appeared to slow to an ionized
trickle. Shards of ice and licks of Fire froze mid-collision;
screams hung suspended in the air; Kaylie was shouting something to
her followers as they ran for the exits, her words lost in the
chaos; and Mei was frozen onstage, ribbons of Wind and Water and
Earth suspended around her as she stared up at Aspen. She, too, had
tears in her eyes. Tears of joy? Of remorse? I couldn’t
tell.

As Wind and Lightning curled around
Aspen’s arms, a blinding explosion ricocheted across the room,
dealing no violence save for a thunderous clap of noise and light.
Startled screams erupted all across the auditorium and then
abruptly stopped. In their wake, chilled silence filled the cracks
as the overhead lights flared and dimmed. Every eye in that room
was glued to Aspen, still and elegant as a statue as her eyes
flashed the color of Lightning.

I did my part by stilling the air in
the auditorium just enough to mute the whispers and shuffling, so
all attention would be on her next words.

There will be no bloodshed
here today, she declared, her voice calm
and steady.

It took me a moment to realize that
she’d been speaking in my mind – in all of our minds – instead of
out loud, which made her words all the more impactful. Eileen
gripped my arm, the pressure of her fingers both painful and
somehow calming. Aiden was standing several feet away from Aspen,
all the color drained from his pained expression. Beside him, Ori
was squeezing his shoulder in consolation. Mei was standing on the
other side of Aspen’s podium, one hand halting her team. And while
Savannah was inching her way off the stage and toward the nearest
exit, no one else in that room moved. Not even Kaylie, who was
frozen mid-step near the top of the stairs.

“I would like to
officially announce my intention to run as prime minister of the
Asterian Order,” Aspen declared, this time out loud. “Ori Levitan
has graciously ceded his campaign so that I may take his
place.”

I would have expected the entire
auditorium to burst into chaos at that unprecedented announcement,
but at that moment you could have heard a pin drop.

“I will be the first to
acknowledge that the Asterian Order is a flawed organization,” she
continued. “But if you’ll allow me to, I’d like to try and fix it –
with your help.” Her eyes rose to meet Kaylie’s at the back of the
auditorium. “There’s no need to split into factions or rely on
extreme tactics to move toward progress. And I have faith in this
Community that we can find a way to coexist with the rest of the
world without sacrificing our rights or their
well-being.”

Kaylie’s team exchanged uncertain
looks; many of the Wilders, I noticed, looked perplexed. Because of
what Aspen had said? Or because they’d been expecting her to say
something else? For the second time that evening, I wondered what
version of events Kaylie had told them in order to win them over to
her side.

The minister, taking advantage of the
almost supernatural silence that ensued – not because of me; I’d
released my hold on the atmosphere moments ago – strode to Kaylie’s
vacated podium. “Since Ms. Branson has unambiguously abandoned both
her election bid and her place within this Community, and Mr.
Levitan has likewise ceded his own bid, I move to instate Section
Two, Article Fourteen of the Asterian Manifesto, effective
immediately.”

Scattered gasps erupted throughout the
auditorium. Aspen hopped off the podium to say something to Ori.
When he replied, her hand shot to her mouth and her eyes doubled in
size. Meanwhile, Aiden’s shoulders sank even lower. Across the
auditorium, Kaylie’s team of rogues, far smaller than it had been
twenty minutes ago, quietly slipped through the exits while the
rest remained, entranced. As many as a third of the Wilders
lingered as well.

As for me, I had absolutely no idea
what Mei was referring to. Unless…

“Oh my God,” Eileen
whispered.

“What?” I asked. “What is
Mei talking about?”

“For those of you who are
unfamiliar,” the minister continued, “this special provision was
included in Barish’s original Manifesto, voted into law by a
Parliamentary supermajority four years ago on September thirteenth.
It grants immediate and unequivocal sanction to any living
Pentamancer whereby he or she may seize control of Parliament at
any point during the current election term. That is, with the
permission and approval of the current serving
minister.”

I sucked in a sharp breath.

“You’ve got to be kidding
me,” a woman muttered behind me. Savannah. Definitely
Savannah.

“Let it be known that I,
Mei Saito, do hereby grant my full and unwavering support. By the
power vested in me by you, my esteemed voters, by Parliament, and
by our beloved Barish himself – may he finally rest in peace – it
will be my life’s greatest honor to introduce the Asterian Order’s
newest inaugurated prime minister… Miss Rowan Aspen Elizabeth
Fulman.”

At that, the crowd went wild.
Rapturous applause as thunderous as a herd of wild horses shook the
fortified cement walls of the auditorium. It was as if every single
person in that room was stamping lead-soled boots and roaring at
the top of their lungs. I could feel the stage moving beneath my
feet, the rolling vibrations as strong as an earthquake. But this
wasn’t a Terramancer moving the earth – it was Aspen
herself.

Even as I joined in on the clapping,
my heart was breaking for her. There would perhaps never be a
leader as qualified or ideal as our reluctant Pentamancer. But as I
watched her standing at that podium fighting back tears, I knew
that there would never be a newly-appointed minister as devastated
or heartbroken as she was in that very moment.
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intimidating as she did at that very moment. Though her mouth was
set in a prim line and her voice was calm and level, her eyes were
glinting with barely contained rage.

“Would you please repeat
that, dear?”

I winced. The neon green rollers
twisted into her gray hair and the puffy pink bathrobe she wore did
nothing to assuage my anxiety. Even Robert appeared to be inching
away from the kitchen table where their laptop had been propped for
an evening video chat. Ted and Elizabeth were standing behind the
two of them, arms crossed.

Damn you,
Eileen, I silently groused. The only
reason I’d been roped into playing Bad News Barry while she and
Sophia gavotted around Paris is because I’d drawn the short straw
in what I was fairly certain was a rigged contest. It had been bad
enough having to report all of this to my own mother, who somehow
managed to simultaneously lecture, interrogate, and badger me for
the better part of an hour while my sister just snickered in the
background.

“Well?” Evelyn
pressed.

I cleared my throat. “Ah, well,
Elizabeth and Ted may already be aware of the larger situation,
since they had access to the event on the Asterians’ online
streaming channel—”

“I don’t know what a
‘streaming channel’ is dear, so if you wouldn’t mind answering my
original question,” Evelyn interjected, her voice as sweet as a
lemon.

“Right,” I coughed. How
was I more nervous speaking to Aspen’s grandmother from a cushy
French apartment than I had been during last night’s Elemental
revolt? “As I was saying, last night, after a mutiny more or less
took place, Aspen was elected prime minister – of the Asterian
Order, that is. Not France.”

Evelyn gaped at me.
“Minister? Mutiny?!”

“Uh, well, one could say
mutiny. I suppose a ‘culmination of irreconcilable divergences of
opinions resulting in a mass exodus,’ works as well, though it
really depends on whom you ask—”

“I thought you were going
to help Ori with his campaign speeches, not pacify a supernatural
revolt!” Over the course of that single sentence, her voice had
risen about an octave and a half. “And how exactly does one become
minister overnight?”

I looked at Robert
helplessly. He cleared his throat and essentially repeated,
verbatim, what I’d already explained to her about Parliament’s
“Pentamancer Clause.” “And now, Evie, our dear Aspen holds the most
powerful office on Earth. It’s quite remarkable,” he mused, failing
to notice the others’ increasingly displeased expressions. “She’ll
be the youngest leader the Order has seen since Gregory Whittaker
in 1563. Barish’s entire Manifesto was pure brilliance, really, but
for him to have the foresight to effectively write Aspen in as
minister years after his death is just… Well, it shows remarkable prescience.
Quite an exhilarating turn of events,” he chuckled to
himself.

By this point, Evelyn was
staring at him like she wanted to slug him. After what appeared to
be an internal struggle whereby she only narrowly decided not to,
she twisted around in her chair to address Elizabeth. “And what
exactly do you think about all of this… this… malarkey?”

Elizabeth bit her lip, looking very
much like Aspen as she did. “We always knew our Rosebud was never
destined for a life of normalcy. Or peace, it would seem,” she
sighed, shaking her head lightly. “I just… I’m still processing,
Evie. I’m frankly as stunned as you are.”

I couldn’t help but notice the twinge
of accusation in her voice as she said that last part, her gaze
pointedly avoiding mine. Her unspoken indictment wasn’t entirely
undeserved. The moment Kaylie’s spectacular mutiny was aired for
the entire Asterian Community to witness, Elizabeth had obviously
figured out that our trip involved far more than we’d originally
let on. I could only imagine her horrified reaction when her
daughter leapt onstage to announce her intention to run for
minister. Little did she know her inauguration would come less than
a minute later.

I had to consciously avoid grinding my
teeth at the memory. Evelyn wasn’t the only one on that call who
was livid. Not at Aspen, in my case. Never at Aspen. But I sure as
hell railed against the people and circumstances that led to her
making such a brash decision, and Kaylie Branson was at the top of
that list, followed shortly thereafter by the bastard formerly
known as Ori.

“Okay,” Evelyn’s forced,
toothy smile was borderline manic. “So, here’s what I’m gleaning
from this enlightening conversation: my granddaughter was in
yet another situation
where unstable and/or power-hungry Elementalists went berserk. As a
consequence, she decided to jump in and save the day because she
has a hyper-inflated martyr complex… Am I correct so far,
dear?”

“Perfectly so.” I made a
face halfway between a grin and a grimace.

“Then, because of some
dead Magistrate’s scheming, she was magically elected as head
honcho so she can quell a group of supernatural nutjobs who are
hell-bent on wiping out and/or enslaving the rest of the human
race, and now… Well, now what, exactly, my dear?” she cocked
her head, smiling blandly – and boy, if there wasn’t cold, steely
rage behind that polite façade.

I tried to swallow, amazed
by the difficulty I had in doing so. I’d dealt with cronies and
murderers and kidnappers before, all of whom had the ability to
freeze my blood or fry my synapses. But this tiny woman was
terrifying.

“Right, what’s next…” I
began, not entirely sure myself. “Well, right now Aspen and the
rest of Parliament – including both Ori and Mei, since the former
minister took Kaylie’s vacant seat – are holding an emergency
session to, well…” I scratched the back of my neck.

“Figure out what the hell
happens now?” Ted offered, breaking his stony silence for the first
time in thirty minutes.

“Yes, that.” I stifled a
jaw-cracking yawn. When was the last time I’d had a full night of
sleep, undisturbed by travel, emergency meetings, or acute stress?
Last week? The week before that?

“This is madness,” Evelyn
was shaking her head.

This… Is… Sparta!!
my manic, sleep-deprived,
stressed-beyond-recognition brain silently screamed. I shook my
head to prevent more non sequitur movie lines from barging in. If I
didn’t get some sleep soon, things would become
embarrassing. Damnit, I winced. Speaking of embarrassing…

“Robert?” I ventured,
hearing the sheepishness in my own voice. This entire conversation
felt like I was a child being reprimanded by Mom and Dad. If only
they could send Aspen and me back to our cabin to be grounded for a
few weeks. Or years.

“Yes?” he raised an
eyebrow.

I steeled myself against his and
Evelyn’s icy expressions. “Look… I realize that you only just
recently retired, and you’ve made it clear that you would have to
be dragged back into a freshman lecture hall at literal gunpoint,
but, ah…”

His eyes narrowed. “You won’t be back
in time for the start of spring semester.”

“…Not looking like it,
no.”

“And you need me to…
substitute? Mere weeks after retiring from five
decades of grueling scholastic
service?”

“To be fair, it’s been a
solid month,” I corrected.

“You do realize that
you’ll be indebted to me up to and after the day I die?”

“After?” I
blinked.

“Oh yes, m’boy,” he rubbed
his hands together. “For this, I’ll be haunting you well after my
death.”

“Me too,” Evelyn chipped
in. “Robbie can be the one rattling all of your kitchen cabinets
while you sleep and I’ll be the poltergeist writing angry messages
on foggy bathroom mirrors. Every time you shower, you can bet I’ll
be there.”

“You’re going to haunt us
in the bathroom, Evie?” I couldn’t help but laugh. “That seems a
little depraved, even for you.”

“Well, you do have a cute
butt,” she quipped, eyes twinkling.

“Evie!”

“What?” she grinned at
Robert. “He does!”

“Can you please have my
daughter call me as soon as possible?” Elizabeth asked suddenly.
“What happened last night… This isn’t something she’s ever wanted
and I… well, I need to know that she’s okay.”

Fresh guilt knotted my stomach. “Of
course. And… I’m really sorry, Elizabeth. I’d like to tell you that
I tried to stop her but—”

“Ro was always an
unstoppable force,” Ted interposed. “You’d have better luck
stopping a freight train with faulty brakes than my dau— Er,
Rowan.”

His “slip-up” made my heart heavy.
He’d lost a daughter. She’d lost a father. We’d all lost people,
really. In a way that was difficult to quantify but hard to miss,
we’d all come to be family over the years. Except Ori. Daft,
stupid, thick-skulled Ori.

A sudden stroke of brilliance hit me –
perhaps the only true means by which I could ever get proper
revenge on the man.

“By the way, Ted,” I
mentioned casually, “has Aspen told you about the stunt Ori pulled
while she was in his hotel room last week?”

“No.” His eyes narrowed.
“Care to fill me in?”

Oh, yes.
I nodded solemnly. I was all too happy to
oblige.

***

 


Later that afternoon, less than
twenty-four hours after the Obsidian revolt and my fiancée’s swift
ascension to prime minister, about two dozen of us were sitting in
the Paris Chapter’s Chief Security Officer’s spacious, circular
office. It reminded me of pictures I’d seen of the U.S. president’s
Oval Office, but with fewer bald eagles and far more French
roosters. The regally named and dressed (I did slightly envy his
silk ascot) Archenbaud Gauthier was seated at his massive desk,
steepling his fingers, while the rest of us sat in two semi-circles
of folding chairs. He’d offered Aspen his chair the moment she
entered his office, but she politely refused, opting instead to
take an informal seat between Mei and myself. I worried that such
actions could become a problem for her – accepting the title of
Minister while rejecting the ceremony. But now certainly wasn’t the
time for me to bring that up.

In any event, Mr. Gauthier had
graciously opened the skylight embedded in the ceiling, allowing us
to get a glimpse of the dark storm clouds that loomed over Paris.
Sitting among the crowd, both in-person and on the massive wall of
screens to our left, were eight Parliament members, including Mei
and Ori – the other four had evidently defected with Kaylie – most
of the local executive team, and a handful of security officers
from around the globe.

Notably missing? Our
katana-wielding Hydro-mancer, Kumiko, who abandoned her post last
night to flee with Obsidian. To say we were stunned by her betrayal
would be an understatement. Mei, in particular, appeared to be
having a difficult time. Her normally bright eyes looked red and
puffy, though her staunch demeanor was resilient as ever. Still
acting as a sort of deputy minister, she’d been hovering at Aspen’s
side every minute since the insurrection,
offering her prudent guidance while simultaneously filling her in
on everything she’d need to know as minister – which honestly
seemed like an encyclopedia’s worth of information.

“Have we figured out the
location of Obsidian’s top-secret lair?” Ori asked, cleaving
through the brief lull in conversation that had settled upon the
group. “Elephant graveyard? Inside of a volcano? Puppy
mill?”

“Washington, D.C.,” Mei
replied. “We’ve had several sources, including ousted officers from
that chapter, confirm it.”

My jaw dropped.
“That’s where the
Obsidian headquarters is? As in, beneath the Pentagon? How in the
hell did they manage that?”

“By slowly replacing
Chapter heads with supremacists,” Aspen muttered, rubbing her eyes
with the heels of her hands. I reached behind her to gently stroke
her hair, a gesture that always seemed to have a calming effect. As
hoped, her tense, hunched shoulders immediately relaxed.

“The Washington Chapter
has indeed been compromised,” Mr. Gauthier said in a heavy French
accent that erased his h’s
and pronounced his th’s as z’s. “They have evicted anyone who
sympathizes with non-Elementalists while allowing anyone with an
Obsidian star to enter without question. They also have financial
backing from at least one billionaire, an eccentric tech
entrepreneur who’s quite taken with their vision. Furthermore, we
have learned that they have recruited several high-ranking
Elementalists from the U.S. government, up to and including
prominent senators as well as decorated officers working inside the
Pentagon.”

“How many numbers have
they amassed so far?” the Chapter head from São Paulo asked from
one of the computer screens on the wall.

“Latest estimates are
around two thousand members.”

Eileen let out a low whistle. “We’ve
lost ten percent of our members to this nut?”

“Ten percent of Asterians,
yes,” Mei replied. “But not of all Elementalists worldwide. Newest
estimates of unaffiliated Wilders worldwide are as high as
five-thousand. And that’s not including the several hundred that
Kaylie newly signed on.”

“That many?” Aspen
gasped.

“Yes, Minister,” Daichi
replied. It took me a moment to remember that he was talking to
Aspen, not Mei. “If we can recruit the Wilders that Obsidian failed
to enlist, our numbers would be well over twenty thousand – more
than enough to quell this insurrection.”

“That’s an invalid
number,” I shook my head. “What percentage of Asterians are
children? Elderly and infirm? And what about the Asterians who are
wholly apathetic and have no interest in taking up arms against
their neighbors?”

“Most Elementalists in the
world work for the Order,” Mr. Gauthier argued. “They cannot be
apathetic in this matter.”

“They may work for the
Order in one capacity or another,” Sophia interjected softly, “but
that doesn’t mean that teachers and secretaries and scientists will
be willing to go to war against an impassioned and extreme group of
lawless Elementalists.”

“War?” several voices on
the screens echoed.

“Arms?”

“Who said anything about
war?” one of the French officers standing behind Gauthier demanded.
“No one is discussing war in this room.”

“Of course we are,”
Savannah interjected. She was seated in the row in front of us,
filing her nails. “We now have the bleediest, bleeding heart softie
to ever hold the office of minister—”

Several indignant voices, including my
own, rose to Aspen’s defense.

“Oh, please, you know it’s
true,” Savannah insisted. “She also has a deeper connection to the
outside world, having been raised in it when her parents defected –
no offense, but that’s what they did – and has since dedicated her
life to coming up with neurological treatments to save the lives of
non-Elementalists.”

At that, I raised an eyebrow. Had
Savannah actually listened to, and remembered, a significant detail
about Aspen’s life?

“What point are you trying
to make?” Eileen interjected.

“My point is, our young,
doe-eyed minister isn’t just going to stand by and let this small
group of extremists pose any harm – implied or actual – against the
rest of the world. Not that any of us have any idea what she’s
thinking or planning since she effectively seized control of the
Parliament and has said absolutely nothing of note since then.” She
turned around in her seat and flashed Aspen a sugary smile. “Right,
sweetie?”

I was just about to snap at Savannah
to turn back around when her hand shot to her face. “Ow!” she
wailed. “Something just flew in my eye!”

Eileen leaned over Sophia to give me a
thumbs up and a grin. I feigned a cough to stifle a laugh. I’d
always thought that Hydro- and Auromancers made the worst villains…
but now that I thought on it, Terramancers had the ability to hurl
irritating flecks of dirt in their enemies’ eyes – something far
more troublesome and aggravating than a quick blood
boil.

“Savannah’s right,” Aspen
sighed, rising to her feet. That elicited a handful of gasps from
our group in particular. Had she ever put those two words together
in that order before? “I’ve been silent and more or less useless
when what our people need, more than anything, is a strong,
confident leader.” She let out a small chuckle. “Unfortunately,
they’ll have to settle for me.”

I squeezed her hand
tightly.

“What do you propose we
do, Madam Minister?” Gauthier leaned forward.

“First of all, I’ll
probably need to give a televised speech to the Community that
condemns any and all violence. Archenbaud, could you possibly help
me arrange that?”

“Of course.”

“Try not to say words like
‘probably’ and ‘possibly,’ Minister-sama,” Mei whispered quietly.
“You must be firm.”

Aspen gave her a weary nod of
acknowledgement. “And, um, Sophia, would you help me write the
speech? You’re so good with words.”

Sophia nodded. “Of course,
Minister.”

“Thank you. Of course, a
speech won’t be enough,” Aspen chewed on her lip anxiously. “I need
ideas – from all of you, from your Chapter members, friends,
spouses, anyone – for how we can move forward and peacefully
integrate with the rest of the world. Ten percent of our Community
was angry and desperate enough to uproot and flee with a stranger.
Who knows how many others might defect in the future?”

Assenting murmurs filled the
room.

“I haven’t been very
active in the Community for some time,” she continued, her tone
rueful, “but even I can see the discontent that’s been simmering –
all the frustration and anger. It would seem that hiding and
sneaking is no longer a valid option for many of us… but I also
don’t see how we can just show up at the White House and say,
“Hello, Mr. President, here we are—”

“It’s possible that he
already knows,” I suggested. “Robert told me that it’s part of the
top-secret security briefings all incoming U.S. presidents receive.
Along with UFO’s and Martians at Area 51.”

“I honestly can’t tell if
you’re joking,” Aspen replied, squinting at me.

“Aiden-san is correct,”
Mei spoke up. “The late Magistrate was actively in touch with
Reagan in the eighties. They were working on tentative plans for
some sort of alliance between the United States government and the
Asterian Order, but between Reaganomics and the Cold War, the
president had become overwhelmed by his constituents. And then
George H.W. Bush was elected and had a fiercely negative reaction
to the news – so negative, in fact, Barish himself had to travel to
Washington to wipe his memory. Since then, we haven’t approached
another U.S. president, mostly for our own safety.”

“I had no idea.” Aspen
blinked in disbelief. “Well, that’s… good to know. I guess. Um…
well, tabling that subject for now, I think a speech is in order,
followed by a visit to Washington D.C., where we can open a
diplomatic, face-to-face dialogue with Obsidian.”

“If they have any interest
in such a dialogue,” Gauthier replied. “Our sources tell us that
they are operating at full speed, and the subsequent threat level
is high.”

“Threat level?” Aspen
repeated.

“We expect more attacks,
Minister,” the Toronto Security Officer supplied. “And we expect
them presently.”

Aspen squeezed my hand so tightly it
hurt. But I didn’t pull away. “Well, in that case,” she sighed,
“we’d better move quickly.”
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Aspen from immediately jumping on a jet to Washington. On top of
the fact that she’d been working nonstop and was doing the
hollow-eyed, walking dead shuffle, I was personally determined to
provide her security team with more time so they could do their due
diligence. Who the hell knew how Obsidian might react to the
Asterian minister herself (good God, would I ever get used to that
title?) just marching up to their front door? At this point, all
anyone could surmise was that their reaction would likely fall
somewhere between serving stale bagels and spewing lethal fountains
of lava. Which, Aspen eventually conceded, was a reasonable excuse
not to rocket across the pond post haste. Because of that, and also
the fortunate news that there had been no further attacks since
Tokyo, I’d actually succeeded in convincing her to take a break
after twenty straight hours of intense ministerial onboarding. Our
rushed, impromptu night on the town wouldn’t be anything like the
honeymoon I’d once envisioned, but at least I could say I took my
fiancée out to dinner on our last night in Paris.

And so, late that evening, after we’d
both taken our first showers in days, we dined at the nicest
restaurant I could Google, both of us adventurously opting for
escargot – really, more of a rubbery butter-and-garlic delivery
vehicle than a mollusk, I was pleased to discover. We then walked,
hand-in-hand, through the quiet side streets outside the
restaurant. We walked and walked, until those cobblestone streets
eventually fed into the larger roads and avenues that brought us to
the very center of Paris. It must have been miles, but we couldn’t
bring ourselves to return underground, where darkness and
uncertainty loomed.

A light dusting of snow fluttered
beneath the warm glow of the lampposts as we strolled along the
Seine River, breathlessly taking in the historical and cultural
sights of the city. Above us, the Eiffel Tower, draped in delicate
twinkling lights, loomed ever closer, breathtaking and
transcendent. Still, I couldn’t peel my eyes away from Aspen, who
was marveling at every café, every statue, and every cobblestone,
taking in as much beauty as possible. Snowflakes stuck to her long
eyelashes and cascades of black hair, capped by an adorable blue
hat that Evelyn had knit for her. Her sheer radiance made my heart
stir, and before I knew what I was saying, the words tumbled
out.

“You know, I’d planned to
take you here for our honeymoon.”

She stopped in her tracks. “You
did?”

I felt my ears grow hot. Why had I
just told her that? She already had enough on her plate without my
starry-eyed ramblings. Turning away to “examine” something across
the river and buy myself time, I cast a furtive glance in her
direction. Sure enough, she was chewing on her bottom lip again,
eyes far away as she, too, gazed upon the Seine.

Yep. I’d blown it.

“I didn’t mean that in a…”
I started. “What I mean is, I wasn’t trying to—”

“Do you want to get
married?” she asked abruptly.

“Of course, I do,” I
blinked, caught off-guard. “If you recall, I was the one who asked
you,” I added with an awkward chuckle. “So, do you… you know, still
want to…?”

She turned to stare at me, her mouth
slightly agape.

Clearing my throat, I tried again. “I
just thought, after the whole thing with Ori, that maybe you needed
some time to rethink, uh… things.”

I winced as her eyes grew
even wider. This really
wasn’t the direction I wanted our conversation to
be going this evening. Perhaps it was that second glass of
champagne. Or the accruing sleepless nights. Whatever it was, I
needed to drop this subject, now. Aspen felt terrible about what
had happened between the two of them, and of course it wasn’t even
remotely her fault… But some small part of me – that
overly-critical, self-loathing voice that sounded remarkably like
my father’s – wondered if she didn’t, in fact, have feelings for
him. That maybe she wanted the opportunity to explore and get more
experience before settling down—

“Are you crazy?” Her words
interrupted my angsty reverie, those fierce indigo eyes burning
into mine. “No, I mean… do you want to get married? Like,
tonight?”

“To…night?” My heart
skipped a beat – and then came crashing down. I have no idea why,
but the image of Evelyn, incensed and unhinged, popped into my
head. She would kill me if we eloped. Literally, physically,
squeeze-the-life-out-with-her-tiny-bare-hands, kill me. But that
couldn’t have been what Aspen meant. No way. I shook my head to
hasten the properly oxygenated blood back into my brain, where it
was desperately lacking. “I mean, you’ve been saying that we need
to wait, finish school, and, uh… you know – get our lives in
order.” A smile was beginning to spread across Aspen’s face, and I
couldn’t blame her for laughing. This was not one of my most
articulate moments.

She gripped my mittened
hands in hers. “Aiden. Forget what I’ve been saying. Forget logic,
all of that. I’ve been so stupid, constantly waiting for the
perfect moment when, frankly, there won’t ever be a perfect moment. Life will
always be throwing hurdles. And it’ll never be easy. I see that
now. So, I’m asking you, Aiden Christopher Lawson, do you want to
get married to me, Aspen-slash-Rowan Elizabeth Fulman?
Tonight?”

I gawked at her
wordlessly, waiting for my mouth to catch up to my beleaguered,
sleep-deprived brain. She wanted to marry me? Right now?

I caught a glimpse of crimson-flushed
cheeks right before she turned her face away. “I mean, I totally
get it if you don’t want to—”

“Hey.” I took her chin in
my hand and gently turned those pretty eyes back to mine. “I’ve
belonged to you from the moment you waved that ridiculous frying
pan in my face. And I’ve been wanting to make you my wife every
single day ever since. Don’t you know that?”

Her eyes welled with tears.

“Oh, Aspen.” I cupped her
face in both hands and kissed her roughly. The sensual touch of her
lips melding with mine erased all thoughts of pans and irate
grandmothers. All thoughts in general. My right hand crept to the
back of her head, fingers twisting into her hair. The other
encircled her waist to pull her closer. As if I could ever hold her
close enough.

“Tonight, then?” she
whispered against my lips.

I didn’t even have to think.
“Yes.”

Aspen’s irises flashed as they caught
the reflection of passing headlights, briefly calling to mind the
smoldering hellfire that would be blazing behind Evelyn’s wrathful
eyes when she found out. No matter. I’d figure something out.
Probably.

I rubbed my forehead. “Where would we
go? How would we…?”

She smiled widely. “Don’t worry. I
know the perfect place.”


Chapter 21
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from the hotel to change clothes, Aspen and I stood at the very top
of the otherwise unoccupied Eiffel Tower, a feat only made possible
by her Auromantic prowess as well as a healthy – albeit alarming –
dose of pluckiness. I mean, I’d gone skydiving once before but to
be carried a thousand feet up
on a gust of rushing Wind and obscuring fog was
one of the most exhilarating experiences of my life, hands down.
Still clenching my knees, I let out an exhilarated whoop beside the
railing as I worked to catch my breath.

“That… was…
incredible!”

“We definitely need to do
that more often!” she agreed with a laugh. She was standing next to
me, taking in the joyful sight of the city stretched before us, a
sea of twinkling lights and glowing threads of traffic. I’ll admit,
it was breathtaking. But not as breathtaking as my soon-to-be wife.
A warm smile spread across her face as I took her hand in
mine.

“Aspen, I—” My words were
lost to a massive gust of Wind that tore across the platform.
Goosebumps raced down my spine – this was no natural
breeze.

Aspen’s wide, stunned eyes flew to
mine. “What was—”

A loud series of grunts
cut her off as an arm reached up over the side of the railing, hoisting a wheezing
body along with it. Aspen – not me, definitely not me – let out a
surprised yelp and jumped back.

Okay, fine, it might have been
me.

But when Ori’s ruffled head appeared
out of nowhere – well, let’s just say I wasn’t the spitting image
of cool and collected. Not by a long shot.

“What the actual fu—” I
started, just as a wild tuft of platinum blonde hair appeared
beside his.

“Hey guys!” Eileen grunted
as she hoisted herself over the railing. “Ori! Come on, push my
butt! No, no – push it!”

“How can someone so tiny
be so heavy?” he gasped, his face contorting with obvious strain.
“Did you eat bricks for breakfast?”

Aspen was the first of us to recover
from the shock of seeing two heads floating a thousand feet in the
air. With a disbelieving shake of her head, she ran over to the
railing to help the two of them up. A moment later, Sophia
gracefully landed beside the three of them, not a single hair on
her head out of place.

“What are you guys doing
here?” Aspen exclaimed.

“Hold up,” Eileen replied,
turning around to lean half of her body over the railing. I rushed
forward to help her until she shouted, “Savannah! What the hell are
you doing? Get up here before someone down there sees
you!”

My feet froze.

“I’m coming!”
came the distant shrill voice. “Give me a break,
I haven’t flown in years!”

As a hand with perfectly manicured red
nails eventually shot up for Eileen and Ori to yank upwards, Aspen
and I stared at one another in what can only be described as
unbridled horror. Her jaw was dangling wide open and I honestly
thought my eyes were going to fall out of their respective
sockets.

“What—” my voice cracked.
“What is – how did you guys—”

“Your room is right next
to mine,” Savannah remarked as she pulled a comb out of the pocket
of her red wool coat to fix her disheveled mane. “And voices carry,
especially around gifted Auromancers like myself,” her eyes flashed
impishly. “Naturally, I had to warn your friends in case Rowan here
decided to flee her duties after running off and eloping. Since,
you know, she is the minister. Supposedly.”

Sophia flashed Aspen an apologetic
grimace. “We asked Savannah to wait for us at the hotel but she
insisted, saying we’d need another Auromancer to help track
you.”

“Fortunately, Aiden wears
a very specific cologne,” Savannah chimed in.

Aspen’s eyes flashed with hellfire. I
inched closer on the off-chance she was calculating how much
Windforce (X) it would take per pound of Savannah (Y) in order to
equal (Z): satisfying splatter on concrete below. Luckily, Aspen
had never been a huge fan of algebra. Or murder. As far as I knew,
at least.

“Were you guys really just
gonna run off and elope?” Eileen demanded. “How could you not tell
us?”

“Seriously!” Ori groused,
still smoothing his windswept mop. “I mean, I was hoping polygamy
was still on the table, since I hear it’s legal in—”

“Ori!” at least four
people screamed at him.

“…Sorry.”

With a heavy sigh, I turned to Aspen,
expecting to see anger and frustration scrawled across her face,
particularly with Savannah standing two feet away on what was
supposed to be the most momentous and romantic night of our lives.
Instead, the second our eyes met she burst into laughter.
Hysterical, snorting, clutching her ribs laughter. Seeing that, I
couldn’t help but break into a wide smile myself. When was the last
time she’d laughed like that?

“I’m not so sure what’s so
funny, but have the two of you even considered the fact that you’ll
need a minister in order to get married?” Savannah demanded. “And not the
Prime kind.”

Aspen’s giggles abruptly cut
off.

“I was actually just doing
some research on that very subject,” I swooped in. “And it turns
out that in Colorado, you don’t actually need—”

“But you’re not in
Colorado, are you?” Savannah interrupted. “If you get married in
France, it’s only legal in France. And you still need a
minister.”

“How do you know all of
that?” Eileen cocked her head.

“Because I was the
officiant at my best friend’s wedding in Switzerland.”

“You’re ordained?” I
asked.

“You have
friends?” Eileen
exclaimed.

“Yes. And shut up,”
Savannah flashed her a dirty look that somehow didn’t appear quite
as severe as it used to. “Anyway, all the more reason you need me
here! Since you won’t find another ordained officiant standing at
the top of this tower.”

At that,
I burst out laughing. As
an agnostic and a scholar, I’ve often spent my life pondering the
meaning and manifestation of God. Is he or she a benevolent
watchmaker? A reverse black hole? A supermassive alien holding a
macrocosmic petri dish? But at that exact moment, it all became
perfectly clear: God was the greatest, most ruthless comic in the
universe. The sheer irony was so immense, so ridiculous, that all I
could do was stand there and cackle. When I wiped my eyes and
finally got a hold of myself, everyone was standing stock-still,
staring at me with genuine concern. Except for Savannah, who looked
very put out.

“I’m sorry,” I chortled.
“I was just thinking about God.”

Ori cocked his head at me.
“Why yes, I also have violent laughing fits when I think about the
Almighty Adonai.
Lucky for you, He has answered your prayers.” He flashed me the
illuminated screen of his cellphone. “Look! I just got myself
ordained!”

“There is no way you could
have done it that fast!” Savannah snapped, grabbing the phone from
him. “It’s a really long, arduous—”

“I just went to
Get-Yourself-Ordained.com and got my certificate and everything,”
he beamed, snatching his phone back. His eyes met mine, suddenly
far more serious than the rest of his goofy expression. “I mean,
you know… it’s the least I could do.”

I considered him for a long moment,
then turned to Aspen. “What do you think?”

“Well…” she paused to
consider. “I suppose if we do it this way, we can get married with
our friends here to witness it. But best of all…”

I raised an eyebrow. “Best of
all?”

She grinned. “Our marriage won’t be
legally recognized in Colorado.”

“How is that—” Eileen
started.

“Oh, thank God,” I
muttered, eyes skyward. “We can have a legal do-over for your
family and mine.”

Aspen nodded solemnly. “After all, I’d
be gutted if my grandmother were to kill you before our official
honeymoon.”

“It’s settled then!” Ori
clapped his hands together. “So, where are your rings?”

Aspen looked flustered. “I was just
thinking we’d choose them when we got home...”

“Aren’t you, you know, a
Level-three Terramancer?” Savannah demanded.

“Well, yes,
but—”

Savannah gestured widely around her.
“You’ve got about ten thousand tons of iron right here!”

“But…” Aspen’s voice
sounded small. “If I took some, wouldn’t they miss it? And what
about rust?”

“Rust!” Savannah let out
an overdramatic sigh. “Eileen, haven’t you taught this girl
anything in four
years?”

“I’ve taught her plenty!”
came a shout from the other side of the platform

“Look, all I’m saying is
that raw talent doesn’t make up for a woeful lack of training. Your
parents really should have kept you in the Order instead of
whatever paltry homeschool courses they employed. You’d be a hell
of a lot more competent than you are now. I mean, what if another
Pentamancer were to come along—”

A ball of Fire flew from the lighter
in my hand, stopping to hover an inch from Savannah’s nose. “One
more word, Savannah, and I’m escorting you off this platform.
Vertically.”

She made a small pout as she waved the
flame away. “Fine. I’m sorry.”

Beside me, Aspen stiffened. I knew
exactly what she was thinking: Savannah was actually apologizing,
full stop? No snarky aside or anything?

Eileen scurried back over
with a handful of screws, which earned her a pretty severe eyebrow
raise from me. “I don’t think the engineers of this tower will
appreciate that,” I warned. “Nor the people standing at the top
when steel – sorry, iron
– beams start to collapse on their
skulls.”

“Don’t worry, I borrowed
them from structurally sound areas and re-melded the connection
points,” Eileen grinned. “Aspen, my love, with a bit of heat and
restructuring, plus this—” she pulled a small, thick book out of
her pocket and withdrew what appeared to be a nickel-sized disk of
bluish-gray metal from one of its laminated pages, “—we can make
you a custom, unrustable, one-of-a-kind set of rings made from the
very tower you’re about to exchange vows on. Just don’t tell the
French government.”

“My lips are sealed,”
Aspen grinned.

“All you have to do, once
you’ve heated the core of these screws to, oh, say, 2,800 degrees
Fahrenheit, is use this zinc to galvanize the surface of the
iron…”

I gave Aspen a quick kiss on the
cheek, flashed Eileen a grateful smile, and then left them to their
ring-forging so I could quietly approach Savannah.

“Ça va?” she greeted me over the top of her compact as she fixed a
stray bang.

“This is Aspen’s night,” I
replied, just loudly enough for her to hear. “You and I might be
even after you saved me in Shirakawa-go, but I’d like to remind you
of something.”

Her compact snapped shut. “Which
is?”

“You remember how Mei was
going to reinstate your position at Denver?” I asked. “Take you off
of house arrest and allow you to Aggregate again, pending your good
performance?”

“Yes…?”

“Well, Aspen is now Mei’s
superior and can override just about any damn thing she wants to.
Do I need to elaborate further?”

Savannah’s narrowed eyes abruptly grew
to wide orbs, white showing all around her green irises. “She
wouldn’t.”

“Ruin this night and I
guarantee she will.”

She opened her mouth to
retort, thought the better of it, then pressed her lips into a thin
line. A moment later, she brushed past me, calling, “Oh,
Aspen! Yoo-hoo! I
know how to do this gorgeous French braid you might like – wait
‘til I show you!” She trotted across the platform to where the
other three women were regarding her warily. “Oh, and a helpful tip
about galvanization that Eileen probably won’t know…”

I shook my head dubiously, then strode
over to Ori, our group’s odd man out. He’d walked to the far side
of the platform, his good elbow propped on the railing, chin
resting on his arm. He appeared to be surveying the city below, as
silent and inconspicuous as I’d ever seen him. I took a deep breath
to steady my tongue. Apart from the hostile debate practice, he and
I had barely said a word to one another in days. Not since I nearly
sucker-punched him on our way back to Narita Airport. It was
probably time to rectify that.

“You know,” I remarked as
I stood beside him, “you’ve already saved Aspen’s life. You don’t
need to injure yourself further by doing this… Not that I’m telling
you not to,” I added, almost begrudgingly.

“Aiden.” He straightened
as he looked at me, his eyes looking old and tired as though they’d
seen so much more than any of us had ever given him credit for. “I…
I really can’t tell you how sorry I am.”

“You don’t have
to.”

“I know, but—”

“Ori. It’s in the past.
And we have to find a way to move forward. For her sake.” I jerked
my head in Aspen’s direction.

He gave me a long look before
replying. When he finally did, his words caught me off-guard. “You
know, my mother… she died when I was seven. Very suddenly. When I
turned nine, my father left with his new wife and only called on my
birthday. Or, you know, the day he thought was my birthday. My aunt
– well, she allowed me to live with her, but only if I paid her,
uh…”

“Rent?” I supplied,
aghast.

“Yes. Rent. And then you
of course know my dating history. Many women, all in and quickly
out of my life. Sometimes… I just have to wonder.”

“Wonder what?”

He didn’t answer. As an uncomfortable
silence ensued, I dropped my gaze to survey the illuminated roads
below, extending from the nearby Arc de Triomphe like the glowing
spokes of a wagon wheel.

“Is there a woman out
there who won’t leave me?” Ori eventually whispered, the edges of
his voice cracking with emotion.

I stared at him for a long moment,
recognizing the pain he carried, raw and real, for the first time.
My father was a piece of work growing up, but at least he was
there. My mother, too – she was distracted but around. I didn’t
lose them until I was an adult, and even then, it was my choice to
leave. How would my life have been different if they were just…
gone?

Without thinking, I pulled Ori in for
a one-armed hug. He stiffened, then threw a tight arm around my
shoulders.

“She’s out there,” I said
firmly. “And when you meet her, you’ll know. Trust me on
that.”

“Guess I’ll have to,” he
replied, quickly dragging a sleeve across his face. A moment later,
he reached into his jacket pocket, took a drink from a small flask,
and then offered it to me. “You know,” he grimaced as he swallowed,
“you are exactly what Aspen needs. And deserves. I mean it from my
heart – I’m happy that she has someone like you to take care of
her.”

“Thanks, man.” I took a
liberal swig of something that tasted like licorice-flavored
gasoline before hastily returning the flask back to him. “But to be
honest, I feel like a failure in that department. So, thank you for
watching over her as well. I feel like it’s going to take an army
of stubborn and devoted compatriots just to keep that woman in one
piece.”

“L'chaim,” he muttered before taking
another big gulp from his flask. “It means, ‘To life.’ In this
case, to hers,” he nodded toward Aspen. “I promise to always help
you keep her safe.”

“Thanks,
achi,” I replied,
remembering the Hebrew word he’d long ago taught me for ‘brother.’
“That means more than you know.”

“Achi!” He promptly pulled me in for what I thought was going to be
another hug, but turned out instead to be a headlock and an
undignified noogie. “My brother! Let’s get married!”

I wrestled free of his arm, gave him a
playful slug, and then turned around. My breath was knocked out of
my lungs like a sucker punch.

Aspen stood in front of me, as
stunning and resplendent as I’d ever seen her. Tiny floating orbs
of Fire danced around her face like summer fireflies. Her hair had
been twisted into a long elegant braid on one side and was
emblazoned with tiny sparkling ice crystals. I was still working to
get air back to my lungs when she took off her wool coal to reveal
a gorgeous, low-cut white dress that fell just above her knees. It
reminded me of that famous dress Marilyn Monroe once donned above a
blowing storm grate, and my God, I gawked at her like a
fool.

“Do you like it?” she gave
me a shy smile. “I packed it just in case.”

“That… was weeks ago,” I
managed to choke out. “When did you buy this?”

She shrugged one bare shoulder, her
coy smile widening. “You ready?”

I nodded wordlessly as she handed me
something small and warm, then gasped as I turned the freshly
forged ring over in my palm. It was smooth and dense, perfectly
rounded and brightly gleaming under the light of the rising moon.
“Aspen,” I murmured. “This is amazing.”

As she took my free hand in hers,
Eileen, Sophia, and, yes, Savannah, formed a small semi-circle
behind us, while Ori came to stand in front. With a graceful twirl
of her wrist, Sophia warmed the surrounding air, creating a reverse
snow globe effect. Inside, we were toasty and dry; outside, the
snow softly fell on a silent, twinkling city. Meanwhile, tiny orbs
of Fire hovered all around us, illuminating the smiles on
everyone’s faces.

“Okay, you two lovebirds,”
Ori said, rubbing his palms together. “I have only ever seen this
done in movies, so I make no promises about quality. But I was
thinking we would begin with a ‘recitement’ of a poem, all in
Hebrew of course, because I can’t remember any poems about love in
English—”

“Maybe we could just
exchange our own vows?” I offered, glancing at Aspen. She
vigorously nodded her agreement.

“Good call,” Eileen
whispered from behind me. “Otherwise, he’d probably be reciting
something about a man from Nantucket.”

“Shut up,” Savannah
hissed, casting Aspen and me a significant look. “This is
their wedding day.”

Shockingly uncharacteristic as her
comment was, I barely heard or noticed. As I gazed at Aspen,
something hot had lodged itself in my chest, filling my body with
warmth from my very core.

“Aiden,” she started, her
voice soft but steady, “years ago, I worried that reclaiming my
past memories might somehow affect the feelings I’d come to have
for you, maybe even weakening them. I’ll admit, the thought
terrified me because we’d grown so close in such a short amount of
time. When that moment finally arrived, I’d been right to wonder
because my feelings did
change. All of those memories – every hug, every
tear, every touch I’d ever felt prior to meeting you – made me
realize…” She swallowed, taking a moment to find her voice again.
“It made me realize that any glimpse I’d ever had of love only
paled in comparison to the love I’d come to feel for
you.”

“Oh, Aspen,” I whispered,
brushing a tear from her wet lashes.

She cupped my hand against her cheek.
“Your face was the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes. And it
was in that moment that I knew I’d be your wife one day. For that,
I want to thank you. Thank you for finding me when I was lost.
Thank you for guiding me home. And thank you for being here with me
now. Because no matter how far from the cabin we may stray, I will
always be home when I’m with you. I love you, Aiden. More than I
could ever say.”

As she slipped the ring she made onto
my finger, I gazed into those gorgeous eyes, the same color as the
sky the moment the sun dips beneath the horizon. The tears in her
lashes framed them like stars. When one trickled down my own cheek,
I didn’t bother to wipe it away. It was only when her fingers
tightened around mine that I realized my hands were trembling. I
hadn’t had time to prepare the words I was about to utter, but my
heart knew them, nevertheless.

“Aspen… I never truly knew
what love was until I met you. Everything about you is love. You
exude it in everything you do, every choice you make, every
interaction you have.” I cleared my throat, my voice hoarse with
the emotion I was struggling to contain. “You are the kindest, most
selfless person I’ve ever known. And not a single day goes by that
I don’t marvel at the extraordinary fact that you chose me to be
your partner. It’s the greatest gift you could ever give me, one
that I’ll cherish every day of my life.”

I tucked a long strand of hair behind
her ear, taking in every facet, every freckle of her radiant
face.

“I’m yours, completely,” I
continued, feeling tears stain my cheeks for the first time since I
was a child. “No matter what comes our way, no matter the obstacle,
I’ll be by your side…” I swallowed tightly. “I love you, Aspen.
Until my dying day.”

“And until mine,” she
whispered.

I gently removed the tanzanite ring I
had given her years ago and placed it on her right hand. Then I
slipped the wedding band into its place, its delicate band of metal
encircling her slender finger just right. “A perfect fit,” I
smiled. “Like us.”

Ori cleared his throat loudly. “Well,
you guys just made my job really easy,” he sniffled as he wiped his
own tears away. “Aspen, do you take this guy right here to be your
husband through thick and thin and sickness and health and every
other state of existing?”

“I do,” Aspen smiled
widely at me.

“And do you, Aiden, take
this gorgeous lady to be your wife through all the same stuff, but
also do you promise to protect and cherish and be good to her
forever?”

“Sexist,” one of the women
muttered under her breath.

“I do!” I was beaming so
hard, my cheeks hurt.

“Really? Like, to the very
end, even when you’re old and senile and stuff? Or if a hot
brunette like Gal Gadot audits your class? Because you should
know—”

“Ori?” Aspen asked
sweetly.

“Yes?” his head snapped to
attention.

“Shut the fuck
up.”

We all stared at her in shock. None of
us had ever heard that word come out of her mouth before. Ever.
And, I had to personally admit, it somehow sounded incredibly sexy
coming from her sweet lips. Or maybe that was just because it was
directed at Ori.

“M’kay, I
might have deserved
that,” he conceded with an impish grin. “Well, in that case, by the
power invested in me by Get-Yourself-Ordained.com, I now announce
the two of you husband and wife. Go ahead and kiss your bride, you
lucky dog!”

As our friends erupted into cheers and
applause, I scooped my bride off the ground and into my arms. Not
paying a moment’s heed to our rowdy guests, I kissed her deeply and
triumphantly, tasting the alluring sweetness of her lips and the
saltiness of our commingled tears. She clasped her hands behind my
neck, pulling our mouths closer. When we finally broke the kiss,
she was beaming up at me, fresh tears streaming down her beautiful
face. Even then, I couldn’t believe she was mine. “I love you so
much,” I whispered as I kissed her tears away.

She took my face in her hands and
pressed her forehead against mine. “And I love you, Aiden
Lawson.”

As I set her back down,
purple Lightning crackled across the winter sky, compliments of our
enthusiastic officiant. The jagged letters read,
“Per ardua ad astra.”

“What does it mean?” Aspen
asked, scrubbing the moisture from her cheeks. She’d been wholly
enveloped by arms while Eileen and Sophia rushed in for
congratulatory hugs and Savannah reached forward to give her an
awkward-but-well-intentioned pat on the back.

I put my hand on Ori’s shoulder,
clasping it gratefully. “Through difficulties to the
stars.”


Chapter 22
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[image: ]t was nearly three in the morning when we
finally returned to our apartment. I carried Aspen to the bed where
I gently laid her across the lace duvet and proceeded to kiss every
inch of her body, from her sweet, parting lips to her adorable,
curling toes. We made love until dawn, our bodies and breaths
melding together in ways they’d never entwined before. I’d never
felt so close to her. And yet it still wasn’t enough. She was my
cool spring in a hot barren desert, a hallowed well for the deep,
never-ending thirst that raked at my throat every time I looked at
her.

It was a damn good thing she had a
knack for creating sound-proof barriers.

We hadn’t been sleeping long when a
knock sounded at the door. Still curled around one another like
trellis vines, I eased out of bed as quietly as I could, but
couldn’t resist brushing my lips across hers once more. Making my
way to the next room, I glanced at my watch in agitation, then
tossed on a t-shirt and jeans as the knocking persisted. When I
opened the door, Gauthier, Ori, and Mei were all standing there,
fully dressed. Behind them, several members of security – the
minister’s security – were waiting.

“We’re really sorry, man,”
Ori said, his rueful expression glued to the carpet.

“We couldn’t wait a moment
longer,” Mei added, equally apologetic. “We urgently need the
minister, as well as the rest of your team.”

“Can’t this wait until
after breakfast?” I asked, already knowing the answer. “Or a
shower, at least?”

“Obsidian is planning a
worldwide catastrophe, the gravity of which cannot be overstated,”
Gauthier replied gruffly.

My mouth opened in response but the
words didn’t come.

“It’s really bad this
time,” Ori muttered, glancing past me.

I felt Aspen’s presence before she
even spoke. “What’s wrong?”

During the brief pause in which the
three of them exchanged anxious looks, I squeezed my eyes shut. No
amount of time with Aspen would ever be enough… If only we could
ever be granted such a luxury.

“Minister-sama, Parliament
has convened in the auditorium,” Mei finally answered, not really
answering at all. “If you could please come right away, we don’t
have a moment to lose.”

“Then we won’t waste
another moment,” Aspen sighed, tugging her leather jacket over her
t-shirt and jeans before twisting her tousled hair into a
knot.

The selfish animal in me wanted to
slam the door in their faces and take her back to bed where I could
make love to her all over again.

Instead, I replied, “I’ll be right
behind you,” stifling a sigh as I kissed her forehead. She gave me
a wistful smile before turning to follow them down the
hall.

After quickly brushing my teeth and
throwing on a sweater, I knocked on the door next to ours. A moment
later Eileen and Sophia, both still wearing bathrobes, emerged.
“What’s going on?” Eileen asked, rubbing her eyes.

“Emergency meeting of
Parliament. They want us there, too, right now.”

“It’s, like, the
butt-crack of dawn,” she muttered. “What could be so
important?”

Sophia gave a small jump as something
buzzed in her pocket and pulled out her phone. Her face scrunched
into an expression of concern, and then alarm, as she read the
incoming message.

“What?” I asked, moving
closer. “What’s wrong?”

“Look,” she replied,
showing us the alert on the screen:

Attention!

Level-three Auromancers urgently
needed for emergency dispatch unit. Information to follow. If not
presently at local Chapter, please join mandatory virtual Assembly
with Minister and Parliament commencing in ten minutes.

Link details below. Travel
imminent.

Threat level: Red.

My own phone buzzed. I looked down to
see the same message flashing on the screen, this time addressed to
any and all available Level-three Pyromancers.

“Oh my God,” Eileen
gasped, staring at her smartwatch. “I just got an alert addressed
to all Asterian Terramancers, but ours is Level-two and higher.
Mandatory travel for all able-bodied members between the ages of
sixteen and sixty… What does this mean?” She stared at me with wide
frightened eyes.

My jaw clenched. “It means the
Asterians are gathering an army.”

***

 


“At approximately
six-fifteen Central European Time, we received a call from a
previously unknown insider within Obsidian,” Mr. Gauthier spoke
from the stage, the same stage where Kaylie had sparked an
upheaval, Mei Saito had abruptly resigned as minister, and Aspen
had reluctantly taken her place – all less than thirty-six hours
ago. I sat in the front row of the crowded auditorium with Sophia,
Eileen, and Savannah while Ori, Mei, and the rest of Parliament –
minus the four absconders – stood in a solemn line onstage. Aspen,
clad in her leather jacket and jeans, was standing at Gauthier’s
right, looking quite small in comparison.

There was a restlessness in the air. I
could feel the audience watching her, waiting for her to address
them, but she had deputized the Paris Chapter’s Security Chief to
speak on her behalf. He’d received all of the information
first-hand, she’d argued, and would be better suited to convey such
complex intel.

I stifled a frustrated
sigh.

“Because of security and
safety concerns,” he continued, “I cannot disclose our informant’s
name. But they are well-trusted and currently risking their life to
gather and share this intel with us.”

“Kumiko,” I
breathed.

“It has to be her!” Eileen whispered
fiercely. “I never believed that she would abandon us like
that!”

“I will get right to the
point,” Gauthier’s voice rose above the increasing chatter of the
audience. “As we speak, Obsidian Terramancers are preparing to
dispatch to Yellowstone National Park, located in central United
States.”

To my left, Savannah let out a loud
snort. “Why? Are they going to try to recruit Yogi
Bear?”

“There, within the
national park, resides the largest active supervolcano on earth –
one capable of causing mass destruction, perhaps even total
annihilation of the planet.”

Savannah blanched. “Oh, f—”

Startled gasps from the crowd drowned
out the rest of her comment.

Gauthier, whom I’d only
recently learned was a Level-three Terramancer himself, waited for
the chorus of alarmed voices to settle. “This volcano, should a
natural, caldera-forming eruption occur, would smother the United
States in burning ash; nearby states would fall prey to pyroclastic
flows, and the global climate as we know it would be irrevocably
altered. However,” he turned to give Aspen a meaningful look,
“a supernaturally spurred eruption could trigger the end of humankind as we
know it.”

At that utterance, the audience fell
completely silent, as though a massive bell had tolled, its somber
reverberation signaling our impending deaths. I don’t know what my
friends’ reactions were at that moment. My jaw hung open while my
hands clenched the armrests as though I were dangling from a
precipice. I couldn’t force my lungs to take in air, couldn’t call
to mind the facts and snippets I’d learned over the years about the
Yellowstone volcano. I just went… numb.

“We do not know the full
extent of their plans. Our informant could only tell us the
immediate what and when. Whether they plan to cause local, isolated
destruction, or trigger a volcanic winter, we cannot say. However,
I…” he trailed off, looking to Aspen again. She gave him the
smallest shake of her head and took a small step back. He sighed.
“I wish I could tell you that this is the worst news.”

“Oh, God,” Eileen
whispered. Meanwhile, Sophia was covering her face, regarding the
French Chief of Security through the slits of her fingers as though
watching a horror movie.

“As we speak,” he
continued, “forty-two world leaders, including the French prime
minister, are convening in Washington, D.C. for the U.S.
president’s Global Climate Summit.”

“Oh, you’ve got to be
kidding me,” Eileen moaned.

“Our informant tells us
that a team of Obsidian Electromancers have assembled in
Washington. At least two of them have infiltrated the president’s
Secret Service team. We believe it is Obsidian’s plan to
incapacitate these leaders – whether by Mnemonic Manipulation or
Corporeal Electrocution, we cannot say. But it is timed to occur at
the exact moment that Obsidian’s Terramancers trigger the largest
supervolcanic eruption humankind has ever seen.”

Sophia was shaking her head in
disbelief. “They’re going to cause massive chaos and destruction,
all while our most powerful leaders are totally
incapacitated.”

“So they can rise from the
literal ashes,” I muttered darkly.

Aspen leaned forward to whisper
something to Mr. Gauthier. Several moments later, he nodded and
turned back to the microphone. “I should add that, again, we do not
know their ultimate intentions, as they share this planet along
with the rest of us. But based on certain literature that has been
circulating the most extreme Elemental supremacist circles, as well
as information from our own minister that was obtained at the hands
of her Prelate captors several years ago, we have reason to believe
that they plan to trigger a natural holocaust while they themselves
take sanctuary below ground. Once non-Elementalist populations have
been crippled worldwide, Obsidian Auromancers will be standing at
the ready to clear the air and allow their fellow Elementalists
safe harbor to return to the surface…” he cleared his throat.
“Where they will find that much of humankind has been…
eradicated.”

Shouts of fear and anger filled the
auditorium. Cries of, “My grandchildren!” “Our homes!” “What does
this mean?” and “What can we do?”

There were also a growing number of
indictments being hurled at Aspen: “How could you let this happen?”
“What’s the matter with her?” “Do something!” and “Why is she just
standing there?”

My eyes trailed to my wife of less
than twelve hours, standing there alone on the stage. Her hands
were clenching and unclenching, something she only did under
extreme duress. Not only had she probably heard the accusatory
cries, but with her empathic ability, she would have felt the
emotion behind them too. Every pang of anger. Every shiver of fear.
Every single negative thought floating around that massive room,
all coalescing into a violent Electrical storm that she alone would
bear the brunt of. And she was all alone, braving the tempest at a
vacant helm. I rose from my seat and approached the stage. Gauthier
noticed but made no move to stop me. In one swift movement, I
pulled myself up and over the edge, quickly making my way to
Aspen.

Breaking from the line of Parliament
members standing at the back of the stage, Ori was already in the
process of doing the same. We stood on either side of her like
sentinels, unable to protect her, not from this. But at the very
least, we wouldn’t let her suffer alone.

She glanced up at me with an anxious
expression, the unspoken question reflecting in the deep pools of
her eyes. Wordlessly, I nodded my response. With a heavy sigh, she
squeezed my hand, and then Ori’s. Then, straightening her
shoulders, she strode forward and tapped Gauthier on the shoulder.
He stepped aside graciously. And rather swiftly.

“Everyone—” she started to
speak into the microphone. But the audience had worked itself into
a furor, and no one was paying attention to the stage anymore. She
tried again, this time using Auromancy. “Everyone, please, if you
would just—”

The loudest, highest
whistle I’d ever heard shot through the crowd like a whip, stunning
everyone into frozen silence. I spun around to find the source of
the noise: Mei. Apparently, she was a gifted Wind-wielder
and whistler. “Please,
Minister-sama,” she gestured humbly. “You have their attention
now.”

“Th-thank you,” Aspen
stuttered, then turned to face her subdued audience once more.
“Everyone. I’m… I’m so sorry. I can feel the terror in this room. The desperation. The anger. The fear you
carry for your loved ones. And I share all of those feelings with
you. We’re all safe here—”

“What about our families?”
someone shouted. “Our friends?”

“My dog!” someone
cried.

“—we’re all safe here,”
Aspen repeated, “but that doesn’t mean anything if our loved ones
aren’t.”

My eyes dropped to the
floor. Evelyn. Robert. My mother… Oh,
God. She and Sarah had just moved five
hundred miles away from the nearest Asterian Chapter. What would
they do if the sky suddenly turned black and the world slowly
suffocated? Sarah had already spent enough time in darkness, in
fear, let down by the very Elementalists who were supposed to
protect her. I could feel my hands clenching into tight
fists.

“What we’re asking you to
do isn’t fair,” Aspen continued. “You didn’t ask for this. It’s not
your fault this is happening. But we are all special and unique –
gifted in ways so many others aren’t. Does that make them any
less?” she asked. “Does that make them deficient?”

Some audience members shifted
uncomfortably.

“No,” she replied firmly.
“But it does make them more vulnerable.” Her shoulders rose and
fell as she took a deep breath. “My father…” she started, her voice
cracking, “…Um, my father always told me that we must protect those
who are weaker than us. Those who are less fortunate, less
privileged. It’s because of him that I… that I had wanted to be a
doctor. To serve those that I could.”

Ori glanced at me, his
face mirroring the broken expression I knew we shared.
Had wanted. And now
couldn’t. Not anymore.

“It’s time for us to put
the training we’ve received through the Order to good use. It’s
time for us to protect our planet, each other, and the billions of
people who share it… Please,” she entreated, “I know it’s not your
job. And it’s not your fault. But it is our responsibility. Please help me
protect this planet and the future of those who share it. I can’t
do it without you.”

A long beat of silence ensued as every
person in that room considered her words. No one had to explain
what was needed when she asked for help. The cryptic messages we
received earlier now made perfect sense: Fire, Earth, and Wind
summoners would be heading to Wyoming. Lightning and probably Water
wielders would be needed in Washington. And there was absolutely no
guarantee that any of us would be returning home. Or that we’d even
succeed.

I approached the podium from Aspen’s
left. “I’m here,” I told her softly.

“We’re here,” Ori amended,
taking his position at her right.

“Paris stands with you,”
Gauthier announced, stepping forward.

“And Tokyo, of course,”
Mei stood beside him.

“Denver stands with you!”
Eileen, Sophia, and yes, Savannah, called in unison.

“São Paulo as well!” the
Brazilian Prime Representative shouted from the back of the
stage.

“Beijing is with you!” the
Prime Representative from China echoed, spurring a large group of
Chinese audience members to stand and cheer.

“Madrid for the
Pentamancer!” another group stood.

One by one, Chapters and individuals
alike began rising from their seats, shouting proclamations of
support and affirmation. None of us missed the handful of people
skirting for the exits, rushing home to be with their families, to
be sure. But when all was said and done, thousands of Asterians
were standing, more and more by the minute as newcomers filed into
the auditorium as they arrived from their incoming flights and
trains. They’d all traveled from around the world to witness their
new Pentamantic minister, and were now vowing to fight alongside
her.

I put my hand on Aspen’s shoulder and
squeezed it tightly as I whispered, “I’ve never been so proud of
you.”

She closed her eyes and clasped my
hand, fingers trembling as the audience continued to shout cheers
of support.

“Madam Minister,” Mr.
Gauthier spoke softly as he covered the microphone with the palm of
his hand. “There is one more thing to discuss before your
departure. But not here.”

She nodded mutely.

“Everyone,” Gauthier spoke
directly into the microphone, “Please remain in the auditorium for
further instructions. Transportation has already been arranged
through our private air fleet, and further logistics will be
detailed on the way. You will all have time to call your families
and make arrangements during your absences!” he added, just before
Daichi took his place at the podium to lay out the bullet points of
their strategy.

Gauthier rushed offstage, whispering
furiously to Aspen as they made their way to the wing. I looked
over my shoulder to find our friends in the audience, making a
sharp motion for them to follow us when I did. Then I jogged to
catch up to Aspen and the rest of Parliament as they shuffled
offstage in different directions. I couldn’t imagine the amount of
planning that went into something like this – Kaylie’d had months,
perhaps years, to formulate this beast of a plan. Whereas we were
scrambling together a feeble offensive in mere hours.

“What?” Aspen’s voice carried from just ahead.

Breathless, I caught up
with her just in time to hear Gauthier drop the phrase
“Terramantic nuclear
bomb.” At that, she, Ori, and I all
stopped dead in our tracks, giving Eileen, Sophia, and Savannah
just enough time to screech to a halt behind us.

“What did we miss?”
Savannah demanded.

“Terramantic nukes,” Ori
murmured, wide-eyed and pale as he stared at the
Frenchman.

“What?!” came the ladies’
synchronized chorus.

“We cannot let this become
further known,” Gauthier cautioned, motioning us to the far side of
the wing. “The rumor alone would cause widespread panic. Chaos.
Perhaps even mass suicides. But we have received a report that
Kaylie was, at one point at least, looking into commissioning a
Terramantic nuclear bomb. I want to emphasize,” he quickly added,
“that this has not been substantiated. Our source is relying on
hearsay, which can always be fabricated. Now, we are working to
confirm the verity of this rumor—”

“And if it’s true?” I
managed to sputter.

“Then Obsidian would be
capable of a true, global-scale annihilation that no amount of
Auromancers could dispel.”

My eyes trailed to Aspen, who had
fallen to the wayside of our group, one arm gripping the elbow of
the other.

“Okay, so, let’s just riff
for a minute here,” Eileen interjected. “Now, I’m familiar with the
abstract theory behind these hypothetical weapons, and, uh… it’s
scary A.F. You’d basically need a highly powerful Terramantic mad
scientist – or more likely a team of them – manipulating Earth
elements at an atomic level to create Plutonium. Or Uranium. Or,
you know, some yet-to-be-discovered radioactive element that could
destroy the entire world with one faulty electron.”

“That is correct,”
Gauthier replied.

The solemn, knowing look the two of
them subsequently shared sent a chill down my spine. By this point,
every face present in our top-secret corner had frozen in varying
shades of horror.

Gauthier held up his hands in a
pacifying gesture. “Before we let ourselves get carried away by
hypotheticals, I want to stress that our source was under the
impression that Kaylie may have initially been spreading this rumor
herself in order to stoke fear.”

“Well, that’s good news,”
Ori muttered, his shoulders relaxing a notch.

“Not necessarily.”
Gauthier’s expression was as solemn as I’d ever seen it. “Because
that brings up yet another piece of bad news.”

“Which is…?” Aspen raised
her eyebrows.

“Kumiko has informed us,
with complete certainty, that Kaylie is missing.”

“Kusss-emec,” Ori hissed.

“You’ve got to be kidding
me!” Savannah groaned.

By now, our newfound minister was
pacing back and forth several feet away, as deep in thought as I’d
ever seen her. What I wouldn’t give to see inside that mind of hers
at that very moment. As for my own, it was still working to piece
this new information together in a way that would somehow make
sense.

“It would seem that there
was a coup within a coup,” Gauthier explained in a low voice. “One
of Kaylie’s top lieutenants, a young Wilder from a powerful
Australian tribe, has seized control of Obsidian from the inside.
The man has fervent support from his people, most of whom are
extremely powerful Electromancers, and all of whom are religious
zealots. And…” he trailed off, loosening his tie as he did. Beads
of sweat had accumulated above his brow despite the chill in the
auditorium.

“…And?” Savannah
interjected right next to my ear, making me flinch.

“Kumiko tells us that this
man is… that is to say, she’s fairly certain…” I stared at Gauthier
impatiently, actively biting the inside of my lip so I wouldn’t
shout obscenities.

Savannah, on the other hand,
conveniently said what we were all thinking. “Archie, spit it out
already!”

Mei rushed over at that moment, her
face nearly as ashen as Gauthier’s. “Have you told her?” she asked
breathlessly. He shook his head.

“Oh, my Aspen-chan,” Mei
sighed, taking Aspen’s hand between hers in a highly
uncharacteristic show of affection that actually made Eileen gasp
out loud.

“Mei?” Aspen blinked in
surprise. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

The older woman gazed up at the
minister, her eyes creased with worry. “The man. This… Wilder.
Kumiko says… she says he calls himself a Pentamancer.”


Chapter 23

[image: ]

 


 


[image: ]oly forking shirtballs!”
I shrieked. “You can’t be serious. Sophia,” I
gripped my wife’s arm. “She’s not serious. Right?
Right?”
She squeezed my hand but didn’t respond. In fact,
no one was speaking. No one even seemed to be breathing. We all
looked from Mei to Aspen and back again, waiting for some punchline
that none of us really expected to come.

In the ensuing silence,
snippets of Daichi’s tactical briefing filtered into the empty
space: “…all able-bodied Terra- and
Pyromancers will be dispersed around the Yellowstone crater… the
very oldest and youngest waiting just offsite in case urgent backup
is needed… three teams of Auromancers in the air in case the ground
team fails… suppressing air-borne sulfuric acid and
ash…”

I scrubbed my hands across my eyes,
furiously trying to rub the exhaustion from my blurry vision. Of
course this wasn’t a joke. This was war.

With some effort, I
cleared my throat. “Um, could you possibly clarify your use of the
word “Pentamancer”? As in, there’s another Master of Five Elements in
existence, and he just happens to be strolling around Washington,
D.C.?”

“Gauthier-san?” Mei
prompted.

“We did not believe it,”
Archenbaud’s voice was low but urgent, “not at first. We thought he
was just another false prophet, one that comes along every few
decades or so.”

“And how do you know he’s
not lying?” Aiden demanded. His hand was reaching for Aspen’s, but
she had already sunk into a random folding chair, elbows propped on
her knees, head hanging low. She stared at the floor, completely
silent as the French Head of Security spoke.

“One of Kaylie’s
self-identified lieutenants reached out to us shortly after Kumiko
did,” he replied. “She’s frightened about what’s happening there.
She told us that the Prime Representative from Cairo discovered the
young Pentamancer and his tribe weeks ago, deep in the Australian
outback.

“Rana,” Ori
growled.

Oof, I winced. I was pretty sure that Rana was the one who’d been
Kaylie’s down-low side chick, which Ori had been completely in the
dark about until he saw the secret texts between them confirming
that his girlfriend was not only a cheater but was
also a whackadoodle
Elemental supremacist. Poor guy.
I patted his arm gently. It had not been a good
year for Ori.

“Yes,” Archenbaud
confirmed. “After Rana’s discovery, she and Kaylie have been hiding
Lucas this whole time, hoping to exploit him at the debates – using
him to garner excitement and leverage for their new organization,
we presume. But he never arrived. The source who phoned us, who
also refused to name herself, told us that Lucas betrayed Kaylie
when she returned to Obsidian headquarters late last night. We do
not know what this means – whether she fled or he captured or even
killed her – only that she is presently unaccounted
for.”

Savannah held up a finger. “Can I
just… sorry,” she squeezed in-between myself and Sophia, who, like
Aspen, still appeared too stunned to speak. “Can I just make sure
I’m understanding this correctly? So, Kaylie – the ex-Parliament
member who spent months, if not years, planning this coup, is now
missing?”

Archenbaud nodded grimly.

“And in her place is a… an
actual, bona fide Pentamancer?”

“We have reason to believe
so.”

“And this Pentamancer, who
maybe literally stabbed his boss in the back in order to seize control of
Obsidian, could potentially have his hands on a homemade nuclear bomb?!”

“It would seem that way,
Savannah-san,” Mei replied.

“Scoot over,” Savannah
muttered, sinking onto the edge of the chair that Aspen had already
collapsed in. I arched a bemused eyebrow as Aspen dutifully made
room for her once-arch-nemesis. Butts squished together, they both
sat with their hands clasped between their knees and stared
straight ahead at nothing. If everything weren’t so tragic, the
scene would have actually been kind of cute.

I scooted closer to Aspen and patted
her shoulder. “Breathe,” I reminded her. She nodded and took a deep
breath, bringing some of the color back to her cheeks. Aiden nodded
at me appreciatively.

Archenbaud glanced at his watch.
“We’ve wasted too much time. Eileen, Savannah, and Aiden, the three
of you will be heading to Yellowstone with the first wave, which I
will be heading—” Mei stood on her toes to whisper something in his
ear. He nodded once, his eyes trailing to Savannah, then cleared
his throat to continue. “Ori, we need you to head the Electromantic
task force to intercede at the Global Summit. Madam
Minister—”

“No,” Aiden and Ori both
countered at the exact same moment.

“We’re not leaving Aspen’s
side,” Aiden declared.

Ori was fervently shaking his head.
“Nope, not a chance.”

Archenbaud’s expression
turned dark as he surveyed the two cross-armed men. “At this exact
moment, we’ll be lucky to gather half the Pyromantic force they’ve
had months to prepare,” he stated, his level voice simmering at the
edges with a distinct ‘God-help-me-I-don’t-have-time-for-this-shit’
gruffness. “And,” he added, “we’ll be countering their offense with
perhaps a third of their Terramantic force after they secretly
recruited an entire tribe of Earth-movers from South Africa last
month.”

Aiden’s frown carved deeply between
his brows. “Look, I understand the dilemma, but there’s no
way—”

“Do you expect young
children to fight?” Archenbaud erupted. “Or maybe you wish your
retired mentor, the sub-level-one Electromancer, Robert Bornstein,
to take up arms? Or Monsieur Levitan’s infirm aunt? Or perhaps
Mademoiselle Dumont’s wheelchair-bound mother? Shall we send them
to their likely deaths instead?”

“Hey!” I protested. “Leave
my mom out of it.”

He rubbed a graying temple with his
fingers. “Monsieur Lawson, if I don’t have every able-bodied
fighter at my side down there, there will be no one left to protect
– and that includes most of your family members, who will not be
evacuated in time should a super volcanic eruption occur before
Saturday!”

At that, everyone’s shoulders
slumped.

“Goddammit, why isn’t she
answering?” Savannah was muttering as she typed frantic messages
into her phone.

“Fine!” Ori finally
grumbled. “But you don’t need Electromancers at a volcano, so I go
where the minister goes! I don’t give a damn what you say, I made a
promise!” His gaze locked squarely on Aiden’s, who nodded with him
in fierce agreement. At least their bromance appeared to be
blossoming once more.

“Guys,” Aspen said weakly,
her first word in ten minutes, “I don’t even know where I’m going
yet.” As she rose from her chair unsteadily, Aiden put a supportive
hand on the small of her back. With a relieved sigh, Savannah
scooched into Aspen’s place and continued her furious
texting.

Mei cast her a wan smile. “Where do
you feel you would be of most service, Minister-sama?”

“Well…” She sucked in a
deep breath, as though fighting an internal battle. Knowing Aspen,
she would have wanted to stay with us no matter what. When she
finally spoke again, she definitely didn’t look happy with her
decision. “…I guess I have a rogue Pentamancer I’d better deal
with.”

“Then you absolutely do
need me,” Ori crossed his arms smugly. “On the off-chance Kaylie
really was commissioning a nuke, you’d need an Electromancer, to,
you know, disarm a fuse inside the… thing. Or, um, mess with the
countdown clock, or… something.”

“Ori,” I smiled as I took
his hand in mine. “You’re so full of shit.”

“You may join the minister
– should she want you there – once our Electromancers have secured
the Summit,” Gauthier stated. “Unless you have different orders,
Madam?” he addressed Aspen directly.

“No,” she replied, her
voice firming up. “We all need to go where we’re most useful. Ori,
I need you at that Summit. Once that’s done, you – and anyone else
who’s willing – can meet me at Obsidian if the situation requires more
diplomatic intervention… and that’s final,” she eyed the two
men.

“But—”

“The first wave is leaving
now,” Archenbaud turned to Mei. “We’ll radio from the air. Monsieur
Levitan, I need you to join the other Electromancers in the lobby.
Given your present role in Parliament and your prior special-ops
experience, we want you commanding that team.”

“Special ops?” I turned to
Ori. “As in, special
operations? In the military? Aren’t those guys, like…
really hardcore and elite?”

“Yes,” he glared at me,
skipping right past the part where he could have easily turned into
a boastful twit. Instead, he and Aiden exchanged thwarted, helpless
expressions. “I’ll go where you need me to go…
Minister.”

“I’d like to be on the
ground with Eileen and the others,” Sophia spoke up. “Being a
Hydromancer as well as an Auromancer, I can offer some counter
measures against Obsidian’s Pyromancers. And I can also help
protect your teams from the potential fallout of burning ash and
debris.”

“Granted,” Archenbaud
replied gruffly.

“Oh, thank God,” I
whispered, squeezing her fingers.

“I will be departing to
our launch site via helicopter in exactly six minutes. You three,”
he addressed Sophia, Aiden, and me, “need to meet me on the roof in
five minutes’ time.” He clasped Mei’s hand in his, then gave Aspen
a kiss on each cheek before adding, “Que
Dieu vous protège, ma chérie.”

“And you as well,” she
said, giving him a brief hug. His cheeks flushed red as she did,
but he made no complaint.

“I will confer with
Daichi, then we must go as well,” Mei said to Aspen. “Please, take
a moment to say your goodbyes. We’ll have plenty of time to discuss
details on the jet. To the rest of you,” she added, putting a hand
to her heart, “I cannot thank you enough for your service. May the
Elements guide and protect you.”

“Mei?” Savannah, who had
been uncharacteristically quiet and withdrawn, rose from her stolen
seat. “About my sister—”

“I have arranged for Emily
to be transported to the Denver Chapter within two hours’ time,”
Mei replied. “She will be perfectly safe there, as you are well
aware.”

“I know,” Savannah bit her
lip as she nodded. “But I should… I should really be there. With
her.”

“I have a far more
pressing matter that I need you, in particular, to attend to,” Mei
replied, pitching her voice lower. “You must contact him,
Savannah-san.”

Him? I mouthed to Sophia. She looked just as confused as
me.

Savannah stiffened.
“It’s that bad?”

“Worse. Please come with
me. We have much to discuss ahead of that phone call,” Mei said,
gesturing for her to follow.

“Yeah… I-I’ll be right
there,” Savannah called. The older woman nodded and walked onstage
to join Daichi, who was wrapping up his depressing logistics
presentation.

“Who’s ‘him’?” Ori asked
Savannah.

For the first time in perhaps ever,
she remained mum. “Not your concern,” she snipped, pulling
something from her pocket. “Now, I need something from all of
you.”

“In a moment,” Aiden said,
taking Aspen aside to speak with her in hushed tones.

“Whatever,” Savannah
replied, her eyes following them as they disappeared deeper into
the wings. “Anyway. Um, I’ve already mentioned this to Bl—er,
Eileen. But if… if I were to get delayed or something, I need you
to check in on Emily as soon as you get back to Denver. Here,” she
added, brandishing a small photo of a pretty young woman with
copper hair.

As soon as I saw it, I let out a small
gasp. “Whoa.”

“No way.” Snatching the
photo from Savannah’s hand, Ori’s eyes widened as he inspected it.
“You do realize that your sister looks exactly like Aspen? I mean,
like, really, really like her. But with lighter hair and green eyes…” He inspected
the photo with renewed, borderline-creepy interest.

“I’m aware,” Savannah
muttered darkly.

Sophia raised an eyebrow.
As she did, a little switch in my head simultaneously clicked,
triggering a realization so profound my breath caught.
That was why Savannah
had always hated Aspen, even in the beginning when she was just an
orphaned amnesiac who worked at a diner. It wasn’t because Aspen
was intrinsically more powerful than her, or because she was dating
a guy Savannah had no chance with. It was because of her sister.
The two women central to Savannah’s life were both similar in age,
upbringing, and appearance. And yet one of them was born to be the
most powerful Elementalist on the planet, while the other wasted
away in Containment because of a mental impairment she had no
control over.

“Are you okay?” Sophia
asked, regarding me with concern.

I blinked hard. “Yeah… I’m, uh… I’m
fine.”

She nodded kindly, obviously not
believing me.

“We’ll take care of
Emily,” Ori promised, his eyes still glued to the photo in his
hands. “Not because we like you or owe you anything, but, you know,
because it’s the right thing to do.”

“No funny business,
Levitan,” Savannah snapped, yanking the picture from his grubby
paws. “Emily’s… delicate,” she cleared her throat. It was then that
I noticed her red-rimmed eyes. “Anyway, I, uh, better get going…”
As she turned to leave, she quickly brushed away a tear before
anyone could see.

But I saw.

Ugh, I hated myself for what I was about to do and yet I still did
it, despite the churn in my insides. As Savannah passed me, my hand
shot out and clasped her wrist.

“What the…?” she started,
then froze.

Wrapping my arms around her in a tight
hug, I muttered into her overly-perfumed shoulder, “Whatever you’re
doing, be safe. And… thanks. For what you did in Shirakawa-go,” I
added stiffly. “And for helping Aspen with her hair last night.
That braid was sick.”

When I stepped away, she was staring
at me in shock, borderline horror. Her mouth opened and closed, and
then opened again. “Uh… thanks.”

“Had to be said,” I
shrugged one shoulder sheepishly. “You’re part of the
team.”

After a beat of stunned silence,
Savannah’s face broke into a wide grin, the scar tissue on her left
cheek crinkling against her dimples. It might have been the first
genuine smile I’d ever seen from her.

“Definitely part of the
team,” Sophia smiled in agreement.

“Uh-huh,” Ori replied
distractedly.

“I guess it’s time to go,”
Aspen said as she and Aiden emerged from the wings, both gripping
one another’s hands. She was clearly doing her best to keep her
composure. “Um, before I leave, I just want all of you to know…”
she swallowed. “I just want you all to know that I love you. I
appreciate your friendships more than any of you could ever know.
And, um…” her eyes fell on Savannah, who was inching away from the
group, acutely aware that the minister’s sentiments weren’t meant
for her. “Sorry, one second,” Aspen said, releasing Aiden’s hand to
trot after the hastily retreating woman.

We all watched in astonishment as
Aspen tapped Savannah on the shoulder. Though she lowered her voice
to keep the moment private, I distinctly heard her whisper, “Thank
you for saving my husband’s life.”

To which Savannah
actually replied, “Well…
thank you for saving mine.” As the two women clasped one another’s
shoulder for that brief moment of camaraderie, my chest tightened.
Sophia put a comforting arm around my shoulders. When I glanced up
at her, her eyes were wet, too.

“Well… Bye, everyone,”
Savannah turned to flash us all a tight smile. “Whatever you do,
just… don’t mess this up.” Then, with one last genuine smile that
seemed to be directed at Aiden alone, she spun on her stiletto
heels to leave.

“Savannah,” Aiden called.
At the sound of his voice, she stopped but didn’t turn around.
“Take care of yourself out there.”

After a pause, she flashed him a brief
glance over her shoulder. “Hey – it’s what I do best.” Then, with a
toss of her raven hair, she disappeared behind the
curtain.
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stared at the phone in my shaking hand, wishing for the first time
in years that I’d taken a Valium or something for my nerves. Why
couldn’t I have gone to Yellowstone with the other Terramancers?
That would have been a hell of a lot less nerve-wracking than this.
I sighed. It was really hard, sometimes, being so smart and
capable. Always getting the most difficult missions while everyone
else got to kick back and relax.

You wanted greatness,
Savannah. I told myself glumly.
Well, this is the price of that.

It took a few tries with my fingers
trembling so hard, but I finally managed to punch in the correct
numbers in the correct sequence. The line rang and rang. After the
eighth ring, just as I was about to hang up in relief, a deep,
gruff voice answered.

“I told you never to call
this number.”

“B-But sir,” I tried to
swallow the squeak in my voice. “That thing… that you said might
happen one day? It’s happening.”

A long beat of silence. “Has the
Pentamancer seized control?”

“Rowan? Yes.”
Oh, crap! I suddenly
remembered. “But sir, there’s another Pentamancer, whom their
people apparently just discovered—”

He swore in a language I
couldn’t understand. In the background, a girl’s voice rose above
the sound of waves and bird calls. His muffled reply sounded
something like, “One moment, yavrum.” Whatever that
meant.

The phone crackled as he spoke into
the receiver again. “Tell me everything. Quickly.”

I let out a relieved sigh.
Talking? Now that was something I could certainly do.
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tearful, snot-ridden goodbye I’ve ever had (and that includes
myself when I had to abandon my supermodel wife in Puerto Vallarta
to join this stinking fiasco), our line of seven sleek, black
busses were already winding up a steep and super prohibited
government-access road at Yellowstone National Park, which happened
to be experiencing its worst blizzard in more than a century. In
the last twelve hours alone, nearly three feet of snow had dumped
on the park out of nowhere, sparking a mass evacuation of tourists
and rangers alike as they high-tailed it out of the area. Well, if
you can refer to a local elite team of weather-bending Auromancers
as “out of nowhere,” that is. Nevertheless, we were able to drive
the entirety of the winding pass that led straight to the northwest
rim of the abandoned supervolcano undetected, with a small group of
Hydromancers clearing the way for our caravan of repurposed school
busses.

As our own bus slowly wound its way to
the top of one of the sheer cliffs overlooking the Yellowstone
caldera, I cracked, “Maybe our Obsidian friends decided to ditch
the blizzard and head for sunnier places!”

Why, yes, I did have raging anxiety
that I was ineffectually attempting to mask with stale jokes, thank
you very much.

“More like they were
simply tipped off to our impending arrival,” Aiden sighed after
glancing at his phone for the tenth time in as many minutes. My
mouth snapped shut. No use cracking jokes with sullen
professors.

“No word from Aspen or
Ori?” Sophia asked.

“No. But Aspen’s mother is
on the ground in D.C. and about to join Ori’s special Electromancer
detail.”

“That family is so
badass,” I sighed in admiration. “And Ted’s gonna meet us here,
right?” I verified for the third time.

Aiden nodded. “The squad from the
Denver Chapter is already on the ground at the rendezvous point. No
sign of Obsidian, last they reported.”

I glanced at my own phone, where a
stream of texts from Evelyn were blowing up the screen like a
seizure-inducing strobe light. “Evelyn and Robert are safe at the
Chapter, deep underground with all of the other members and their
families. She even managed to find Emily, who happily glommed onto
her right away. Cookies were obviously involved.”

Aiden sighed in relief. “Well, that’s
one less thing to worry about.”

“What about your mom and
sister? Are they taking shelter at home, or…?” I trailed off, my
thoughts drifting to my own parents, hiding out in my uncle’s
basement in Ohio. There wasn’t a basement in the world that would
do much good if a full-scale Yellowstone eruption brought about a
nuclear winter. Or if an actual nuke did.

Except there’s no nuclear
bomb, I reminded myself for the fortieth
time that day. Just a desperate chick with
a pair of twos calling everyone’s bluff. I
grimaced. Where the hell had Kaylie disappeared to,
anyway?

It took me a moment to realize that
Aiden was currently talking to me – you know, answering the
question I’d asked him like any other functioning adult. Which I
apparently was not.

“…mother and Sarah are on
their way. They’re part of the second wave, in case more backup is
needed. Frankly, after spending all those years in Containment, I
think my sister has earned the right to spend her last waking
moments pretty much anywhere but here, but she
insisted.”

I nodded feebly.

“We’ve arrived,”
Archenbaud called from the front row of seats as we lurched to an
icy stop. “Everyone, please watch your step. Remember your
formation patterns and stay alert. Our ground teams have informed
me that there has been a spike in tectonic activity in the last
eight minutes.”

Sophia’s hand reached for mine at the
same moment mine reached for hers. “Hey,” she smiled, likely seeing
the manic fear radiating from my eyes. “It’s going to be okay. I
won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Not if I don’t let
anything happen to you… first,” I replied lamely, standing on my
toes to give her a quick kiss.

As we disembarked our overloaded bus
of fifty-something Earth and Fire operatives – a mish-mosh of
Parliament members, Chapter workers, lawyers, gardeners, school
teachers, and bus-sick Aggregators such as myself – my stomach
started tying and untying itself in fancy fisherman knots. From our
cliffy overlook, which our Hydromancers had cleared of snow shortly
before our arrival, the mighty Yellowstone caldera stretched in
front of us, a 28-by-45-mile swath of land that was so large, you
couldn’t even tell it was actually a volcanic crater. (I spent a
good chunk of our bus ride hanging out with my good pal Google –
hence the bus-sickness.) I let out a low whistle as I took it all
in – a sprawling masterpiece of snow and steam. Once, this land had
been covered by mountains, but after Yellowstone’s last
super-violent eruption some six hundred thousand years ago, the
entire volcano collapsed onto its emptied magma chambers, leaving a
carved-out system of plateaus and bubbling hot springs, all heated
by super-hot magma simmering not so far below the
surface.

I sucked in an anxious breath as I
peered farther over the edge of our bluff. Thick evergreen forests
carpeted the landscape as far as the eye could see, but the wide
clearing directly beneath us was barren and dead, its bleached
terrain too hot for even three feet of snow to stick to. Small,
superheated pools of bubbling water dotted the cracked surface
while billows of white steam churned from the ground like chimneys.
One particularly hyperactive geyser shot boiling water sky-high
while its accompanying rotten-egg-smelling clouds of sulfur made my
nose crinkle in aversion.

Regardless of what Google had said,
“resting” this volcano clearly was not. It was more like a
long-hibernating grizzly that was being poked by a Terramantic
stick way ahead of schedule: hungry, cranky, and ready to kill
anything in its path.

“This is Norris Basin, the
hottest region in Yellowstone!” Archenbaud was calling to those
gathering at the edge of the escarpment. “It’s heated by a magma
chamber located directly beneath this barren patch of land. If
someone were to try to set off an eruption, we’ve determined that
this would almost certainly be the place.”

“What’s the latest
report?” Daichi asked as he ushered a group of Terramancers away
from one of the busses and into formation.

“We’re looking at fifty
percent liquid magma in the chamber – far more than the ten percent
local geologists had reported earlier this week. Hey –
faites attention!”
Archenbaud shouted, pivoting on his heel to scold the single squad
of college-aged Hydromancers we’d brought along. “The water from
that geyser is as acidic as battery fluid!”

“And getting hotter and
hotter,” Sophia remarked, her voice steeped with worry. “I keep
praying that this is somehow just an elaborate, twisted joke, but…”
she trailed off, her gold-flecked eyes falling back to the springs
below.

“Obsidian could be hiding
anywhere,” Aiden murmured, surveying the vast swath of land before
us. “Across the lake, in the forest…”

“They could be watching us
right now,” I agreed.

“Guys!” a familiar voice
shouted from behind us.

“Tedly!” I cried,
sprinting toward him. He scooped me into a dangling hug before
wrapping Sophia in a tight one-armed squeeze.

“Hey, girls,” he smiled. I
bit back a laugh. Despite the blizzard, he was wearing one of his
signature brightly-colored polo shirts and a pair of blue jeans.
Whereas I was bundled up for, you know, a Hydromantic blizzard.
Thank goodness the Auromancers had momentarily let up on the
snowfall. But it was still cold as hell.

“Boy, are we glad to see
you,” Aiden smiled, clasping a hand on Ted’s shoulder.

“Yeah, sounds like we’ve
got a real mess on our hands,” he groused, running a tan hand
through silver hair. “Care to fill me in on some of the finer
details? How’s Ro managing with everything? Not being able to be
with her and Liz right now is making me crazy.”

“Tell me about it,” Aiden
grimaced.

While the three of them commiserated
and filled in various blanks for one another, I watched as
Archenbaud and his crew began “organizing” our ragtag team of two
hundred or so Terramancers in a quarter-mile line around the ridge,
with an equal number of Pyromancers standing behind them. The small
gaggle of Hydromancers was surveying the largest geyser – which was
currently spewing water fifty feet into the sky – from one of the
lower bluffs, while the Auromancers were boarding a half-dozen
reconnaissance helicopters to begin their air offensive. Some of
the Level-threes skipped the helicopters altogether and flew into
the sky on thermals of Wind like the show-offs they were, while
another dozen or so – including Sophia – remained on the ground to
enact extra Wind barriers to guard against heat and debris, if
needed. Hopefully not.

The four of us lingered near
Archenbaud, waiting for our unit’s specific orders. As he ran
through logistics, I knelt to the ground, feeling more than a
little uneasy. There was definite tectonic activity occurring
beneath us, but then again, that wasn’t uncommon in an area such as
this. I closed my eyes and pressed my hand against the rock,
gauging the temperament of the earth below. The layers of igneous
rock stirred and rumbled, agitated.

Agitated or
antagonized? I scrunched my eyelids
together and pressed harder.

After a few moments, Daichi knelt
beside me, pressing his own hands against the rocky terrain of our
overlook. Many of the other Terramancers had done the same, their
Pyromantic spotters standing behind them at the ready, like Aiden
and Ted were doing for us. I recognized familiar faces from all
over the world – colleagues and acquaintances that I’d befriended
at various Terramantic conferences and training centers. Most
looked as frightened as I felt. Many of them, grocery workers and
educators and such, frankly had no business being forced into this
kind of front-line duty. But here we were, unwitting soldiers,
while the rest of the world remained totally oblivious… we
hoped.

A sharp cry – a boy’s cry – made my
head shoot up. I knew that cry. It was the same distressed cry I’d
heard years ago, during the massive Terramantic earthquake in
Mumbai that had been caused by the very same frightened little
boy.

“Tosh,” I whispered. Now a
small preteen, he was standing at the edge of a rocky outcrop,
waving his arms in agitation. His mother, her long dark hair grayer
than I remembered, was trying to soothe him to no avail. Jogging to
where they stood, I made my way to the boy, remembering he was
nonverbal. His flooded brown eyes flew to mine, recognition etched
alongside the fear stamped on his face.

“Hey buddy,” I said
softly, flashing his frazzled mother a reassuring smile. Tosh’s
hand abruptly reached forward to tug at my hair, captivated by the
strange color, but his eyes trailed back to the massive crater
below.

“He’s trying to tell me
something’s wrong,” his mother sighed, touching the red dot between
her brows. “But I can’t sense anything – nothing imminent, at
least.”

“Tosh is more sensitive
than all of us,” I murmured, watching him intently.

“I didn’t want to bring
him,” she replied. “This is no place for a child but… he
understands what’s happening and he… he needed to come. I couldn’t
keep him away.”

Tosh’s body went completely rigid, his
frantic brown irises sweeping across the crater before us. I knelt
beside him, one hand and knee pressed to the ground.

“Eileen?” Sophia called.
“Is everything—”

I held up my free hand to silence her,
then pressed it back to the earth. I couldn’t feel anything,
couldn’t sense what he was feeling. I looked around, spotting
Archenbaud a few yards away.

“Hey, Arch—”

Tosh’s bloodcurdling scream tore
through the air. In perfect, terrifying harmony, the bubbling
springs in the valley beneath us began to scream like whistling
kettles, their plumes of superheated steam raging against the sky
in violent, coursing columns.

“Everybody down!” I
shouted frantically, my voice echoing across the valley as the
smattering of steaming pools exploded into sky-high towers of
boiling, acid-spewing geysers. “GET DOWN, NOW!”

My last words were swallowed by a
deafening explosion that knocked me to my elbows.
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arms around me. I buried my nose in her hair, which smelled like
those tiny purple flowers and vanilla. “It’s good to see you – and
in D.C. of all places!”

“Hi, Liz,” I gave her a
tight squeeze, even though my shoulder was killing me. She was nice
and warm from sitting on an airplane while I’d been shivering
outside the airport in frozen rain.

“I’ve been so worried
about you,” she said as she stepped back. “It seems like every time
I talk to you or Ro or Aiden, the news just gets worse and worse.
On a somewhat related note, you know Ted wants to wring your neck,
right?”

“Um…” I stared at the wet
concrete guiltily, not knowing what to say. Aiden must have told them about
the kissing catastrophe, probably to get revenge.

“But you did save her
life, and for that we can’t thank you enough,” she added, giving me
another tight squeeze.

Just wait ‘til they find
out that Aiden secretly eloped with their daughter. Heh
heh.

“By the way,” she added,
gesturing to the older Iranian guy standing behind her, “you
remember Dr. Kevin Shirvani, an old friend of Barish’s and the head
of Aspen’s Elemental neuroscience department in Denver.”

“Of course,” I grinned as
I shook his hand. “Who could forget one of the greatest surgeons
and Electromancers of all time? I’ve read all of your texts on
Corporeal Electromancy!”

“Luckily for me,”
Elizabeth smiled. “Ori saved my life the last time we were in D.C.
together.”

“So I’ve heard from
Rowan,” he replied. “Quite impressive, Mr. Levitan… By the way, who
do I have to strangle for taking my favorite student from
me?”

“My ex-girlfriend,” I
answered, my blood pressure rising at the thought. “Speaking of
witches, let’s get to the car. We don’t have a lot of time so we’ll
have to talk details on the way.”

They both nodded and followed me to
the sweet black Escalade waiting for us in the pickup area where
three other guys were waiting inside: Jeffries, our driver and
ground liaison, Frank, the Empathic Electromancer from Tokyo, and
Li Zhang, the Beijing Prime Representative and Electricity
enthusiast.

“Elizabeth, Dr. Shirvani—”
I started.

“You can call me
Kevin.”

“Sure thing, Kev, buddy.
Anyway, meet Jeffries, Frank and Zhang. Guys, this is Kevin and our
minister’s lovely mother, Elizabeth Fulman.”

Zhang nodded at them, then went back
to his phone. He was coordinating last-minute details with one of
the tactical team leaders from the back seat.

“The Elizabeth Fulman?” Frank’s eyes nearly popped out of his
head.

“As far as I know,” she
smiled.

Jeffries, after giving her and Kevin a
polite nod, stepped on the gas to take us to Capitol
Hill.

“Will anyone else be
joining us?” she asked as she put on her seatbelt.

“Not on the A-Team, no,” I
replied. “We’ll have three backup units within five kilometers of
the summit, but it was necessary to keep our squad small. More,
uh…” I snapped my fingers, “you know, when you can move around
quickly…”

“Maneuverability?” she
offered.

“Yes. That. And easier to
sneak into this thing when we don’t have a line of fifty
Electromancers to coordinate. I figured one small elite team should
do it.”

“When do we move?” Kevin
asked, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

“We’re already moving,” I
replied. “The mission starts now.” I reached behind my seat and
handed him a black tuxedo in a bag, almost identical to the one I
was wearing. Then I passed Elizabeth the lady
equivalent.

He frowned at the expensive clothing
in his hands. “This feels very…”

Frank turned around from his seat.
“Rushed? Poorly thought out?”

“That’s because it is.” I
looked down at my watch. “Uh, Mr. Driver? Jeffries? What’s our
ETA?”

“Seven minutes, sir,” he
replied. “Six minutes if the Parkway is clear, which it appears to
be due to increased security measures.”

“Okay, everybody, listen
up,” I said, hoping my voice sounded confident. Which I definitely
wasn’t. But they didn’t need to know that. “The security on and
around the Hill will be insane. Every street for three blocks
within the perimeter is going to be closed. Everybody in the area
is going to have security badges. There will be multiple secure
checkpoints. And even inside the building, there’s gonna be
mantraps to lock us in place if we fail a security
check.”

“So, what’s the plan?”
Kevin asked, his eyes growing wide.

“We lie through our teeth
and let our brilliant Empaths – that’s you, Elizabeth, and Frank –
do their work.”

“Oh, boy,” Elizabeth
muttered.

“Here’s the plan,” I
continued. “By the way, everyone shut your eyes because anyone who
isn’t currently in a suit needs to change… like now,” I gave Kevin
and Elizabeth a look, then turned ninety degrees in my seat to
stare out the window. I could see a small reflection of Elizabeth
in the glass so I shut my eyes. (Bekhayékha, even I have
some standards.) “Okay,
so we’re going to pretend to be part of the Canadian
administration. Aides for that really good-looking guy that all the
girls like…”

“And?” Frank prompted.
“Are you gonna tell them the rest of this hair-brained
plan?”

“I’m getting there!” I
cleared my throat, trying to make my voice sound cool and
confident. Like Aiden’s. That guy always sounded smooth as
ayran. “And then,” I
continued, doing my best studly professor impression, “we’re going
to walk right through the front door.”

“With what security
cards?” Kevin asked, grunting as he tried to put on stiff clothes
in a moving car.

From the backseat, Zhang was
snickering. He and Frank already knew this part.

“With these,” I replied,
removing several cards from my wallet and holding them over my good
shoulder for him and Elizabeth to see.

Kevin, who was now dressed, snatched
them out of my hands. “Ori… these are veterinarian punch cards. For
a cat. And this,” he added, his voice getting higher, “is a YMCA
membership card that expired last year.”

“Right!” I replied
cheerfully as I turned back in their direction. “And you and
Elizabeth are two of the greatest Electromantic manipulators in the
world.”

He stared at me with an expression
like I just told him I was taking his mother out on a
date.

“Okay…” Elizabeth started.
“Let’s say we do manage to waltz in waving ATM cards instead of
high-clearance badges,” she replied, biting her lower lip just like
Aspen always did. “Don’t their security cards have chips? Something
to go through a card reader?”

“Uh-huh. An
electric card reader,” I
grinned. “Which can be manipulated… by Electricity!”

“Good God,” Frank
groaned.

“What about after we get
inside? What are we supposed to do then?”

“That part…” I hesitated.
“Well, that part we’re just going to figure out as we go. Black Ops
style!”

Everyone in the car was staring at me
with wide eyes and open mouths. Even the driver was glancing at me
in the back-view mirror with raised eyebrows.

“Look, it could be worse,
okay?” I said, holding my hands up in defense. “We could be, you
know, disarming a nuke. Or a volcano.”

At that, everyone in the car got very
silent. Especially Elizabeth.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m
really worried about them too.”

“Have we located the
nuclear weapon?” she asked.

“No.” I shook my head.
“We’re not even sure if it exists or if they’re just
puffing.”

“Bluffing,” Kevin muttered. I rolled
my eyes. No wonder Aspen liked him – he was the older, Iranian
version of her husband.

“We’re heading onto the
parkway now, sir,” Jeffries said. “First test of Electromantic
manipulation coming up in twenty seconds. Shall I handle this one,
sir?”

I glanced at the yellow Level-three
Electromancer tattoo sticking out from beneath his rolled sleeve.
“You’re a mentalist as well?”

“Indeed, I am,” he
replied. “Archenbaud Gauthier requested my presence here today
specifically for that reason. Well, that and my prior years serving
in the British Intelligence, I suppose.” He winked at me in the
mirror.

“Way badass!” I grinned.
“Sure, man. Go wild.”

“Very good,
sir.”

A few seconds later, we were slowing
down as we approached a flashing barrier-thing that blocked the
entrance to the George Washington Parkway. Jeffries sent his window
down and one of the police officers nearest to our vehicle leaned
in to inspect our group. I glanced at Kevin anxiously. He knew what
I was thinking: having two brown, Middle Eastern guys in the back
seat wasn’t exactly going to help our cause.

Sure enough, the officer’s gaze
lingered on the two of us longer than anyone else. “Sorry, folks.
This exit is closed for a special event, please reverse your car
and take one of the designated detours.”

“Sir,” the driver cleared
his throat. “We’re part of the Canadian envoy, as you can see,” he
gestured back at us, his awkwardly-waving passengers. I could feel
the hairs on the back of my neck standing straight as ionized
particles filled the car.

The officer frowned, removed his
massive mirror glasses, and peered further into the car. “Oh, yes,
of course,” he replied flatly.

“So freaking cool,” I
muttered under my breath.

“Uh, right. Do you have
proper documentation?” the officer asked, rubbing his forehead.
“Most delegates were advised not to take the parkway,
so…”

“Of course, sir,” Jeffries
replied, reaching into the glove box. He pulled out what looked
like a printed receipt for an oil change. “As you can see sir, we
have all the documentation needed right here.”

The sharp smell of Lightning hit my
nose hard as the officer peered at the piece of paper, which had a
Jiffy Lube sticker at the top. “Yes, very good,” he replied as he
handed it back to Jeffries. “Please proceed to your destination.
Apologies for holding you up since you’re already late.”

“No trouble! …And, sir?”
Jeffries added.

“Yeah?”

“You may want to bring
your wife some flowers tonight. I’m sure she’d appreciate
them.”

“Yeah,” the officer
repeated. “I’m going to bring my wife some flowers. She’d like
that.”

“Very good, sir.” Jeffries
rolled up the window and sped through the security point like the
freaking badass he was.

“Jeff, old buddy!” I
leaned forward to clap him on the shoulder. “You’re coming inside
with us!”

“But sir, I was
told—”

“Nope,” I shook my head.
“Change of plans. I need you with me, pal. Zhang, you hang back and
help with ground coordination.”

“Filling in tact team
now,” Zhang muttered from the back.

“Alright, see?” I told the
car. “Nothing to it. All we got to do is smile, look smart, and
bullshit our way inside… just like every other politician in
there!”

“Does Ro—sorry, the
minister – know the details of this plan?” Elizabeth asked, worry
filling her voice. “She’s not exactly a fan of Mnemonic
Manipulation…”

“The minister agrees that
a little bit of Electromantic unethical…ness,” I guessed, “is a
small price to pay for rescuing a shipload of world
leaders.”

“Shit,” Kevin
muttered.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.
For some reason, he just shook his head and laughed.

Elizabeth made a cough sound. “And
then, after we get inside…? We just… wait?”

“Unfortunately. Our source
wasn’t clear on the details – just that Obsidian was sending in
Electromancers to shake things up on Capitol Hill while some of
their rock nerds attempt to blow up a volcano. Which I haven’t even
heard anything about so far. Could be another bluff,” I emphasissed emphasized, to make sure
Kevin heard my flawless English.

She nodded again. After another
minute, she lowered her voice. “How’s she doing?”

“Aspen?” I asked, feeling
my throat get tight. “She was doing okay until…” I glanced around
the car. “Um…”

Until? Elizabeth’s voice sounded in my head. I stuck a pinky in my
ear to scratch at the sound. So unnerving.

Until she heard that they
have a Pentamancer running the show over there.

Elizabeth’s face turned
white. Another Pentamancer? Are you
absolutely sure?

We think so, yeah.
Kaylie’s been, uh… I couldn’t think of the
word, so I just imagined some guy kicking her out of her evil
throne. She’s gone. He’s in. And we don’t
exactly know what that means yet. But Aspen forbade – forbidded? –
the Order from sending in troops. She wants to talk to the guy
one-to-one to avoid conflict.

At that, Elizabeth’s face got really
serious. She probably had the same thought me and everyone else
did: we needed to get to Aspen as soon as possible.

“Another security
checkpoint, sir,” Jeffries called. “Do you mind…?”

“Not at all, good chap!” I
forced a smile.

After three more checkpoints, we were
led to a secure parking area outside the back entrance of the
National Building Museum. I sighed. Before briefing with the team
of tactical commanders earlier that day, I was imagining myself
flashing a peace sign from the president’s desk inside the White
House. Best dating profile pic ever. Instead, the stupid president
had to have all the other stupid presidents meet him at some stupid
museum.

Nerds.

Just as we were about to get out of
the car, Jeffries turned up the radio. “Everyone,” he held up his
hand. “Listen.”

“—getting reports of a
massive eruption at Yellowstone National Park, home to one of the
largest supervolcanoes on earth, previously dormant for six hundred
thousand years. While records show that no one was at the park at
the time of the eruption due to a massive freak storm that rolled
in a few hours prior, eyewitnesses from outside the park could see
a plume of lava shooting hundreds of stories high…”

“Ted,” Elizabeth
whispered, pressing her mouth into a small line. “All of them.
They’re all right there.”

I squeezed her hand, then
shut my eyes and took a deep breath. Don’t
think of them, I told myself.
Don’t think of Aspen. Not right
now. My mind
drifted to her beautiful face anyway so I squeezed my eyes
tighter. Be here. Right now. For her. For
everyone.

“We don’t have time to
waste,” I told my squad. “We need to get inside… now.”
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bellow emanated from the earth itself as the terrain in the valley
below us ripped open, sending a colossal geyser of lava erupting
thousands of feet into the sky. Molten earth seeped from the
crimson chasm like a bleeding wound while the jet of lava surged
ever higher. Heat blasted my face and body as the ground roiled and
shook, sending the edge of the mile-high precipice we were standing
on crumbling down the mountain. I grabbed Tosh around the middle
and flung him away as the earth below us disintegrated like a stale
cookie. His mother screamed as she fell, arm outstretched for me to
grab – but she was gone before my hand could reach her.

“No!” I
shrieked.

“Eileen!” Sophia cried,
sending a gale of Wind to knock me backward.

My heels skidded to a halt three feet
from the brink of the shattered cliff, my arm held straight out to
keep a hysterical Tosh from leaping off the edge and down to his
mother. He and I both let out a relieved sob as she reappeared in
the air, hovering on an invisible lifeline of Wind. Sophia dropped
Tosh’s mother to the ground as gently as she could before
refocusing her attention on the gargantuan lava plume that now rose
far above our heads, spraying 2,000-degree molten rock in every
direction. A smoldering chunk landed on the sleeve of my synthetic
down jacket, which immediately burst into flames. I tore it off and
flung it to the ground just as a massive wave of melted earth came
crashing down from the sky. It ricocheted against Sophia’s
unfaltering barrier of Wind before reaching us, but the heat – oh
my God, the heat! As I shielded my face from the onslaught, I could
feel the topmost layers of skin on my forearm burning away like
singed tissue paper. This was like Dante’s Inferno on
steroids!

“Eileen, look out!” Aiden
shouted as a fiery boulder hurtled toward us. Skillfully drawing
Fire from Earth, he left the sufficiently cooled chunks of igneous
rock to me. Flustered as I was, I successfully wrestled most of
them away from our group, but a smattering of smoking fragments
still managed to rain down on us, their sharp edges cutting into
clothing and skin like shards of glass.

As the earth roared, I planted my feet
into the ground, drawing upon every ounce of strength I had to calm
the fury raging in the layers of rock below us. The gash in the
center of the basin had widened, spurting lava sky-high and raining
down every which way. Molten rock seeped from the edges of the
wound as though the hide of the earth itself had been sliced open.
I mentally locked onto individual globs of airborne lava, doing my
best to force the lethal chunks away from us and back toward their
source, but the Fire that burned inside made them so much harder to
control. I wiped an ash-coated arm across my stinging eyes as a fit
of coughs overtook me. Every breath tore at my throat and lungs,
but the ferocious heat was only intensifying, rippling the air
around us in brutal, smothering waves.

All along the cliff’s edge,
Pyromancers and Terramancers worked furiously to suppress Fire and
contain Earth while our tiny team of Hydromancers struggled to draw
more Water from the geysers – Water that immediately evaporated in
the staggeringly preposterous heat. From above, the Auromancers
were attempting to suppress the ash and heavy black plumes of
sulfuric smoke that were billowing from the cracks splintering
across the plateau. But there was so much of it, trying to contain
it was like trying to stop a broken vial of ink from spreading in a
bathtub. I glanced up to find Sophia hovering above us, her entire
body moving with the grace and agility of a dancer, flows of Wind
and Water swirling around her limbs like silk ribbons. She fought
with the beauty and strength of a goddess. But even she was covered
in a glistening sheen of sweat and ash.

As another explosion rocked the earth,
a flurry of fiery tephra rained down on the evergreen trees behind
us, instantly igniting their boughs like dry kindling. Flames
jumped from tree to tree, creating a conflagration ten yards behind
us that forced several of the Pyromancers to break away from our
group to suppress it.

 “We’ll never stop it,” I whispered to myself, taking in the
bloodbath below. Lava was surging across the burning terrain,
voracious rivers that snaked away like fiery tentacles to consume
everything in their path. As the earth shuddered and roared, more
chunks of lava, some the size of cars and houses, were hurled from
the gaping chasm at the bottom of the crater, only to rain back
down on the surrounding plateau like a storm straight out of
hell.

It was then that I heard the screams,
shrill and urgent, emanating from one of the lower bluffs to our
south. My heart seized in my chest. Before I could even shout for
someone to help, a barrage of smoldering tephra went hurtling in
that very direction. When the molten boulders smashed into the
cliff face, the screams abruptly stopped, and the entire section of
rock crumbled like dirt into the bubbling lake of lava below. A
horrified cry lodged itself against my blistered throat. Were they
Asterians? Trapped campers? Or were they members of Obsidian,
foiled by their own uncontrollable monster?

“Eileen!” Sophia yelled.
“Eyes front!” A gust of Wind blew a torrent of scorching ash away
from my wimpy, highly-flammable body just in time.

I dropped to the ground, scraping my
knees and palms against sharp rock to narrowly prevent yet another
section of rocky terrain from crumbling underneath us. While Sophia
hovered just above, Ted and Aiden had abandoned their flammable
jackets and shirts and were working furiously alongside Archenbaud
and Daichi, sucking Fire from every place they could – but it all
seemed about as useful as using a flowering can against a wildfire.
I racked my brains, trying to remember every text I’d ever read on
volcanoes – but all I could think about were warm champagne
bottles: popping them open was one thing, but trying to recork an
exploding bottle before its entire contents fizzled out?
Impossible.

From just above, Sophia cried out as a
chunk of lava buried itself deep into her arm.

“Sophia!” I shouted,
waving a hand to wrest it free.

“I’m okay,” she gasped,
clutching the cauterized wound.

“Focus on the throat of
the volcano!” Archenbaud was shouting, his voice amplified by Wind.
“Terramancers – leave the fire and ash to the others! Focus all of
your energy on sealing that vent!”

I gritted my teeth so hard
they hurt. He was right, but if we had any hope of closing such a
massive fissure, we needed to get closer to the opening. As
in, way closer.

The entire valley convulsed, sending
another wave of lava hurtling toward us, more fire than earth. With
a grunt of exertion, Aiden flung his hands over his head and seized
the blazing deluge straight out of the sky, every muscle in his
bare torso rippling with exertion as he funneled it back into the
abyss. Sweat was streaming down his blackened face not in drops,
but in rivulets; he wouldn’t last much longer. None of us would.
Still clutching the ground to stabilize our precipitous precipice,
my blistered shoulders sagged with despair as I regarded the dozens
of us who had already collapsed from exhaustion, including my brave
little man, Tosh. The poor kid was sitting on the ground with his
head in his knees, rocking back and forth as burning ash rained
from the sky. His mother was frantically working to tie a piece of
cloth around an angry-looking burn on his leg.

My breath hitched in my throat. This
needed to end. Right now.

Fortunately – and unfortunately – an
idea was taking shape in my mind that just might be stupid enough
to work. “Sophia!” I yelled as I sprinted toward the edge of the
overlook. “Cover me!”

“Damnit, Eileen!” she
shouted. “What have I told you about communicating
better?!”

As I leapt off the edge of a rather
large mountain, a pocket of Wind caught me, blowing my hair wildly
around my face. When I finally had the guts to open my eyes, I
found myself in a perfect belly flop position, staring at the
gaping, smoke-filled mouth of the volcano from five-thousand feet
up. It was like suicide, or skydiving, but without actually
falling. Or dying, I hoped.

“Holy CRAP!” I screamed,
mostly in terror, though there was definitely a note of hysterical
glee. “Sophia, get me lower! LOWER!”

I could have sworn I heard
her curse as I began sinking in slow motion, blobs of lava bouncing
off of my invisible bubble of Wind armor. I sucked in a gasp as I
dropped closer and closer to the center of the plateau, now a
mile-wide oozing pool of lava. I bit back a panicked sob as my
heart thundered against my ribs. Part of me wanted to scream at
Sophia and say ‘Just kidding!’ so
she’d yank me back to land. But the closer
I got to that spewing fracture in the earth, the better I
could feel it.
The underground structure and tectonic components. The chambers of
magma that fed it. If I could just get a little closer…

I did a massive double
take as Archenbaud and Daichi appeared out of nowhere, floating on
either side of me, the latter flashing me an exhilarated thumbs up
despite the percolating carnage looming just below. To my immense
disbelief (and relief), more and more Terramancers were appearing
by the dozens, a coordinated aerial formation of Earth-movers
riding on plumes of Wind. I let out a whoop as I looked over my
shoulder and saw the line of Auromancers standing on the edge of
the cliffs above, their feet firmly planted to the ground as they
supported their team of flying Terramancers. A hysterical giggle
slipped through my blistered lips. As much as Sophia hated being
below ground, I hated heights. But here I was – windsurfing with my fellow rock
nerds while our aerial brethren were rooted to the
earth.

“Mind the gap!” I shrieked
in hysterical exuberance as the mouth of the volcano loomed ever
closer. My insulating Wind bubble was a godsend – well, a darling
wife-send – but holy crap was it hot down there. I’m talking
oppressive, oversized-pizza-oven heat.

Ignoring our sizzling brows and
smoking clothing, one by one we focused our powers on the
magma-spewing opening below, where neon-red melted rock boiled and
churned like a bowl of radioactive spaghetti sauce left in the
microwave for too long. It took many long, excruciatingly hot
minutes, but eventually the edges of the massive cleft began to
darken and solidify as the lava around it started to cool – with a
little help from our Pyromantic buddies above, to be sure. As the
rock hardened, we Terramancers worked together to coax it shut,
stitching together the broken earth like front line surgeons. The
more the fissure narrowed, the higher the plume of lava shot,
spurred by internal pressure and a shrinking aperture through which
to escape. From above, the remaining Auromancers in helicopters
pressed down on the fiery fountain, syncing their efforts to cast
it back into the narrowing fissure, the same way one might force
molten hot toothpaste back into its tube. Pyromancers cooled,
Auromancers pressed, and Terramancers stitched while Hydromancers
worked furiously to turn the intact geysers into makeshift fire
hydrants.

As we all labored feverishly, the
surrounding lake of lava began to darken and solidify to black
obsidian rock; smoke and ash inverted on themselves, slithering
back into the cracks from whence they came; the plume of lava
slowed to a spurt, and then a squirt, and then, finally, to a
pitiful sputter. We airborne Terramancers were floated lower and
lower to the cooling earth until our feet touched steaming black
rock, leaving prints of melted rubber soles in our wake. Once the
dwindling hole was finally sealed, we merged into a large
semi-circle and knelt to the ground, feeding the underground rivers
of magma back to their proper chambers by feel and will, then
sealing the channels above them.

The earth shuddered and shook, but she
accepted our healing touch, eventually allowing herself to be
lulled back to sleep. When Hydromantic rain began to fall upon the
blackened tar of the plateau, cooling the ground while sending
pillars of white steam into the clean air, we wept and cheered,
hugging each other in the ashes of what we’d conquered. Horns
sounded as the second wave of Asterians began to arrive, all of
them sprinting from their vehicles to witness the miracle we’d
achieved. I looked up and saw Aiden’s family had rushed over to
join him. Sophia and Ted were with them, throwing their fists in
the air in triumph. As more and more Elementalists joined in, the
roar of their exultant cheers mingled with ours, sending jubilant
echoes scattering across the valley.

As rain turned to gentle snow, Sophia
glided down on a gust of Wind, landing beside me with the nimble
elegance of a ballerina. Shy as she’d always been about public
displays of affection, she threw her arms around me and kissed me
in earnest, prompting an invigorated round of cheers and applause
from everyone standing in the vicinity.

We were all delirious and dehydrated,
and more than likely prematurely celebrating since there would no
doubt be aftershocks – but who could say? None of us had any idea
what might happen next. Maybe our second-degree burns and singed
eyebrows had all been for naught – after all, there was still a
Global Summit to defend and a potential nuclear bomb to defuse.
Hell, a massive comet could smash into the earth and kill us all
before dinner. Life offers no guarantees. Nevertheless, our
combined efforts had managed to bequeath the human race another
precious moment of life, and in that beautiful moment, we rejoiced
in our sweaty, sooty triumph.

It was up to Ori and our beloved
Pentamancer to take it from there.
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muttered as we sailed through the fourth security checkpoint like
total pros, right past the bomb-sniffing dogs and metal detectors,
which I myself had rigged to blinking green silence.

“I told you,” I grinned.
“Easy squeezy.”

“Peasy.”

“Easy squeezy peasy?” I
frowned as a hypnotized security guard waved us through the
corridor, where armed secret service guys were standing at the
ready every other meter. “That seems excessive.”

“Ori, please,” Elizabeth
whispered. “My powers can only work so many miracles.”

“Meaning?” I glanced at
her over my shoulder.

“Meaning, ‘shut the hell
up,’” Frank hissed from behind me.

“Shut the hell up,
Commander,” I corrected
as we were patted down one final time, just outside the fancy
double doors leading into the Summit. I sighed. Why couldn’t any of
these groping security guards be sexy ladies wearing low cut shirts
like in the movies?

Because this isn’t
Cinemax, Dr. Shirvani’s voice rumbled in
my head.

I jabbed my pinky in my ear to try and
rub out the icky intrusion.

If your thoughts weren’t
so damn loud, I wouldn’t be forced to eavesdrop.

Ugh! Empathic Electromancers could be
such drips.

Heard that,
too.

“Sorry for the
inconvenience, but could you please display your security badges
outside of your shirts?” the man patting us down asked. Elizabeth
narrowed her eyes in concentration, probably erasing the thought
from his mind.

Despite it being my
brilliant idea, even I couldn’t believe we’d empathically BS-ed all
the way into a Global Summit, which had more security than all of
the Kardashian sisters combined. To think of all the bars I could
have gotten into as a teenager, if only I too had been granted with
such a superpower. But no,
I rolled my eyes, all I
can do is shoot lethal bolts of Lightning from my
fingertips. So lame.

Speaking of Lightning.

“Do you smell that?” I
whispered as the doors to the Great Hall swung open for
us.

The others nodded, all five of their
faces scrunched with concern.

“Don’t let your guard
down,” I reminded everyone, more for myself than for
them.

As we stepped through the
doors, I was expecting some cheese-wizard display of miniature
buildings – after all, this was the National Building Museum. But
boy oh freaking boy was I wrong. I tried not to gasp as the
biggest, baddest, tallest, fanciest room I’d ever seen rose up in
front of us like a Saudi prince’s dining room. Instead of solid
walls, hundreds of arches layered on top of each other like the
Roman Colosseum. Massive columns that would have needed three of me
to circle with my arms supported a thirty-meter ceiling that had
crystal chandeliers hanging all over the place. A huge fountain
stood in the middle of the room spouting water halfway to said
fancy ceiling. There were enough round tables with white
tableclothes (tableclothes = clothes for a table, right?) and
silver tablewear (Eatingwear? Meal jewelry?) to support
two-thousand people. And there must have been nearly that many
people in the room, all of them with their heads turned to the
three giant screens hanging from the crazy tall ceiling. And all of
those displayed drone images of a volcanic eruption. Or,
rather, the volcanic eruption. Since this was an environmental summit, it
would make sense that they’d be discussing the volcano that may or
may not currently be in the process of erasing human beings out of
existence.

Elohim
adirim, I reeaally hoped our friends had a
decent handle on that.

The speaker guy standing at the podium
located beneath the middle screen looked like some sort of
scientist, and he was going on about the “highly unusual
activities” that happened – or maybe were still happening, I wasn’t
sure – at the volcanic site, which science couldn’t seem to
explain. That was pretty bad. But when the images on the digital
screens were replaced with new ones, I cursed out loud. Because the
next images had zoomed in on a fuzzy line of people standing
dangerously close to the lava-hurling rim of the volcano. And I was
pretty sure one of them had platinum blonde and green
hair.

Before I could say
“Ha-matzav khara,” the screens blinked out.

“Nice work,” I whispered
to Elizabeth.

She bit her lip. “That
wasn’t me.”

“Frank?” I asked. “Jeff,
buddy?”

They shook their heads
warily.

“Kevin?” I practically
squeaked.

The entire room plunged
into darkness.

When the screams started,
my training immediately kicked in. “Jeff, get the lights working
again. Target the back-up generators, those have more resistant
circuits. Elizabeth and Kevin, calm the room, Electromancer-style.
Frank, help me find the source of the attack.” I checked my
earpiece. “Zhang, buddy, you there?” Silence. “Zhang, do you copy?”
The earpiece was dead. I tried zapping it back to life, but nothing
happened.

A strange feeling was
beginning to creep into my head. It started as a tingle, then
quickly became an ache. As a bright blinding light filled my
vision, a terrible pain began shooting through my brain. It was
like chewing on aluminum foil while getting shocked by the shopping
cart over and over. I gripped the sides of my head, gasping. And it
wasn’t just me. Within the darkness of the chamber, horrible
screams rose from every corner and every table.

“Elizabeth!” I
gasped.

“I’m coming!”

A moment later, I felt a
cool hand press against my forehead, followed by a warm tingling
that poured from her palm and into my mind. As soon as it had come,
the light and pain were gone, leaving me with a dull throb that
hung around like an arak
hangover.

“Thank you,” I moaned,
rubbing my forehead with my knuckles. The memory of the pain was
enough to make me want to vomit. “Can you and Kevin do that for the
rest of the room?”

“I can’t shield an entire
room of this size,” she shouted. It was hard to hear her over the
sounds of screaming and scraping chairs. “We have to get to the
source!”

I could see the dim
outline of Frank pointing toward the center of the room. “It’s
there.”

As Jeffries got the
emergency lights back up, the Great Hall was washed in pale orange
light, illuminating the horrifying chaos inside as leaders and
aides and secret service guys rolled around on the floor, clutching
their heads. In the center of the banquet hall, a blond,
middle-aged man was standing on top of a round table – the same
freaky Australian Electromancer from the debate-turned-mutiny.
Surrounded by a circle of ten people, he was grinning wildly, his
eyes squeezed shut and hands raised at his sides, palms facing the
ceiling. The people – all women, I quickly realized – appeared to
be both shielding and boosting him, if their rippling electrical
signatures were any indication. As we got closer, the intensity of
their combined power made me feel like we were approaching a
literal bolt of lightning. Sizzling Electricity rolled off them in
ripples, exciting every electron in the room. Even with Elizabeth
shielding our group, every hair on my body was standing up. My
teeth tingled uncomfortably. It felt like one dragged sock across
the carpet might set off a chain of static build-up that would
bring the entire building down.

“Zhang will be bringing in
backup by now,” I shouted once we were within five meters of our
target. “In the meantime, we’ve got to neutralize these
guys!”

A hand latched onto my
ankle. Horrified, I looked down to find the President of the United
States hanging onto me, pain scribbled across his face. The rest of
his party had collapsed to the floor, seizing violently. “Make it
stop!” he gasped. “He’s… in… my head!”

Kevin dropped to the
ground and pressed his hands against the president’s forehead. A
moment later, his patient shook his head violently, then awkwardly
pulled himself up to sit with his legs spread out in front of him
like a little kid. His body swayed like he’d just gotten off a
rolling coaster. Roller toaster?

“What the hell is going on
here?” he yelled in a really high voice. “Hallucinogens? Sonic
weapons?”

“Elementalists, sir!” I
yelled, pointing at the table of crazies. “The bad
kind!”

“Elem—” he started, eyes
growing as wide as teacups.

“Sir, just get down,
please!” I pushed him down gently.

“The voice in my head was
telling me to kill someone in the room and then kill myself!” he
screamed at me, wild-eyed.

It was only then that I
noticed the other people in the room staggering to their feet like
zombies. Horrified screams were replaced by a different kind of
screaming as well-dressed ladies and gentlemen started lunging for
each other’s throats.

I muttered a curse under
my breath. “Kevin! Stay with the president but focus all your
mental energy on countering that dude’s signal! Frank, Jeff, target
his followers – Electricity or punches, I don’t care!”

“What about you?” Frank
hollered.

“Elizabeth, cover me!” I yelled, grabbing a handful of silver
rings from my right pocket and shoving them onto all ten fingers.
Without another word, I saluted our ruffled president with an
impressively bedazzled and highly conductive hand. Then I charged
towards our evil human signal scrambler with both of my hands flung
into the air, calling Lightning to my fingers. One by one, the
glass coverings on the ceiling emergency lights shattered, raining
broken fragments onto the floor as I stole the electricity from
their filaments. Oy, was it happy to be free! The
sparks shot to my fingers like hyperactive gachliliyot (You know, the little flying bugs with glowing
butts), merging into a sizzling ball of
blinding white Lightning that crackled like shattering
glass.

The man standing on the
table opened his eyes and shot me a glare of hatred, only now
snapping out of his trance. His irises were glowing a freaky shade
of purple – not pretty and lovely like Aspen’s, but weird and
creepy like an alien’s. Around and between us, dozens of heads of
state and their envoys were coming to blows, screaming and spitting
and closed-hand slapping one another around like only prissy
politicians could. The French prime minister, for example, had the
British prime minister wedged in an undignified head lock, giving
his toupee a spirited noogie.

Funny as it might have
been, I couldn’t concentrate on that. The ball of Lightning I was
feeding between my palms was growing too unruly for me and I wasn’t
going to last much longer, not with this much raw power surging
against my skin. As the scary blond guy raised a hand to attack me
from across the room, I froze. The electricity I’d gathered wasn’t
enough. Not for this guy.

Elizabeth flung out her
hand beside me, sending a shower of Lightning bolts toward the
dude, which he easily deflected. He did have ten lovely assistants
lending him power, after all. But Elizabeth wasn’t fazed. She flung
bolt after bolt at him, keeping him on the defensive.

Meanwhile, I was
developing an acute case of heart arrhythmia. “Kevin, old pal,” I
croaked, feeling my heart racing unevenly. We were getting
dangerously close to self-electrocution territory, but I still
needed more power. “…Kevin!”

“I’m coming!” he shouted,
leaping over some sort of dog pile that had started between the
King of Thailand and the German prime minister. His hands slammed
into my chest right as my heart felt like it was going to pop like
a balloon. “Let it go buddy,” he wheezed. “Otherwise I’ll have to
haul a defibrillator in here to resuscitate you.”

“What, you don’t carry one
with you?”

“Ori, watch out!”
Elizabeth shouted.

Jagged bolts of purple
Lightning flung across the room, wielded by the creepy guy and his
creepy blonde entourage. Seriously. Every single one of them – all
tan, tall, and blonde. Not that I was checking them out while I was
on the brink of heart failure.

It took every last gram of
strength I had, but I somehow managed to squish their Lightning
attack into the ball I was already stowing and growing. I mean, it
was probably because Liz and Kev were there to help, but at the
moment I was happy to believe it had all been me.

“Let it go, Ori!” Kevin
shouted. “Let it go or you’ll kill yourself!”

With a nod and a grunt, I
flung it away from me like the world’s unruliest hot potato. It
hurtled across the room like a psychotic comet. Creepy blond guy
scrunched his face into a constipated look of death, preparing his
counterattack. But good old Jeffries – in the most regal and
graceful fashion I’d ever seen – took that split-second opportunity
to fling a silver banquet platter straight into the guy’s face,
Frisbee-style. It sailed into his nose with the most
satisfying clang ever, a split second before my volley of Lightning slammed
into him, illuminating the skeleton beneath his skin like a
flashing neon sign.

His team of tan, blonde
women (seriously, what the hell?) flung themselves away from his
body-turned-bug-zapper, shielding their heads on the floor. When
the smoking lump that used to be a dude thudded against the upended
table, they yelped and scattered like little black and white golf
course chickens (Edit: I’ve been informed that they’re actually
called “geese”) trying to avoid a golf cart. And maybe I was just
imagining it, but it certainly looked like relief spreading on some
of their faces as they did. The rest of the room faded into frozen
silence as the majority of the fighting stopped, though some of the
leaders still wordlessly gripped one another’s torn collars as they
stared at me, which was pretty awkward.

Panting to catch my
breath, I could feel my shoulders heaving up and down. My chest
hurt like hell, the hair on my arms had been singe-d(?) away, and
my vision had a permanent neon green stamp burned into it from
staring at Lightning for so long. I also couldn’t help but wonder
what prison was going to be like, since everyone in that room had
just witnessed me turn a man into a burnt French fry.

A voice from below shook
me out of my defeated stupification. The president, still on the
floor, but now dog-piled by six anxious-looking security guys, was
tugging on my pant leg. He looked up at me with wide eyes, his face
scuffed, his gray comb-over askew, and his white bow tie hanging
off his tuxedo like a broken daisy.

“Excuse
me, sir, but… what in the
hell are
you?”

I shrugged helplessly and
was still trying to figure out how to reply when the doors to the
Great Hall once more flew open. Three dozen SWAT-style
Electromancers flooded the room, initiating the world’s longest,
most awkward staring contest as scores of magic and mundane openly
stared each other down for the first time in human
history.

I reached into my left
pocket, where a small flask of arak
was safely tucked. Unscrewing the lid, I took a
long drink and then offered the rest to the president, who was
still staring up at me in silent horror. “Here, Mr. President…
You’re probably gonna need this.”
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greatest miracle of humanity’s two- hundred-thousand-year
existence, the Yellowstone eruption halted as quickly as it
started, with the entire event lasting just under seventeen
minutes,” the anchorwoman was speaking into the camera. “Due to an
unexpected winter storm front, the entire park had been evacuated
mere hours before the eruption, which occurred with almost no
tell-tale tectonic activity leading up to the cataclysmic event,
leaving local geologists baffled. But that’s not even the strangest
part. Across the world, scientists and laymen alike are scratching
their heads as they wonder: where is the fallout from the blast?
What triggered the sudden eruption, and what caused it to cease so
quickly? And most pressing of all, what force of nature kept the
eruption, which registered as a staggering level
six on the VEI, or
Volcanic Explosivity Index, to such a limited radius? While
scientists scramble to find answers, clergymen and religious
scholars across the world say there’s only one answer—”

“Balls,” Eileen muttered
as she rubbed her eyes with bandaged fists. “How much longer until
we land?”

“Less than an hour,” I
replied, patting her knee gently. The poor girl had burns and
bruises over the better part of her body. She and the rest of us, I
suppose.

While all the other first-wave
Elementalists had relocated to a remote Asterian camp erected just
outside of Yellowstone to treat their injuries, and the second-wave
dutifully remained at the park to watch for aftershocks, the rest
of us piled onto a private jet to Washington, D.C. – “Us” being
Eileen, Aiden, Ted, Mr. Gauthier, Daichi, two Parliament members, a
handful of Chapter officers, and myself. We were all a bit scuffed
up and worse for the wear, but as we all watched the TV screen at
the front of the jet broadcasting the good news, the mood was more
or less cheerful. At least, it was until we started our final
approach. At which point, the mood shifted to what lay ahead: a
whole lot of unknowns.

“Has anyone been in touch
with Ori?” Aiden asked from the row in front of us.
“Unsurprisingly, I can’t get a hold of Aspen. I’m wondering whether
he’s joined back up with her yet.”

“No,” Ted replied.
“Haven’t heard from Elizabeth, either. Last I heard, they were on
their way to the Summit. After that, she said they’d have to go
radio silent. But that was hours ago.”

“Hey, um, Archenbaud?”
Eileen spoke up after being uncharacteristically quiet for the
better part of an hour. “Um, I wanted to ask… The news mentioned
that there were no recorded fatalities at Yellowstone. However –
and um, I’m kind of hating myself for only now remembering this. I
guess I must have hit my head a little harder than I
thought…”

“I’m so sorry again,” I
winced. That had been entirely my fault.

“Oh my God, stop. You were
amazing!” She kissed my cheek, then turned across the aisle again.
“Anyway, shortly before I jumped off the cliff and my brilliant,
incredible wife expertly saved my ass, I thought I heard, well…
screams. They were coming from the evergreen forest below the
cliffs and across the basin. And I don’t know whether that was a
trick of the ear, or maybe just a weird echo from our own people
yelling—”

“It was no trick of the
ear,” he replied. From the seat beside him, Daichi had lowered his
head.

“Oh.” Eileen
blinked.

“Our air team located a
small group of Obsidian members who had remained on-site after
triggering the eruption. They had been concealing themselves less
than two miles south of our position, combatting our efforts to
contain the eruption. The orchestrator, we believe, was an old
colleague of mine – an extremely powerful Terramancer… and a very
old friend.” He grew quiet for a moment, then cleared his throat.
“Mademoiselle Dumont, I launched the attack, despite Mr. Ito
reminding me of the minister’s orders not to harm Obsidian members
unless absolutely necessary. In my mind, I was protecting the needs
of the many by cutting off the eruption’s agonists.”

Daichi’s mouth was pressed in a thin
line. “I assisted you in that attack, sir. We share
responsibility.”

Mr. Gauthier gave him a
tired smile. “Merci, mon
ami.”

Aiden, on the other hand, was frowning
deeply. “Does Asp – sorry, the minister – know about this? She
could be marching into Obsidian right now. How do you think this
might affect their reception of her?”

“We made sure to notify
her immediately,” Mr. Gauthier replied in a grave tone while
rubbing the bridge of his nose. After returning his phone to his
breast pocket, which had been buzzing nonstop for the better part
of an hour, he let out a slow sigh that I felt more than heard.
“Returning to the subject of the Global Summit, I received several
unsubstantiated reports from our ground team shortly before we
boarded the plane.”

“And you’re only now
telling us?” Ted demanded.

“I’ve only now obtained
validated intel, which I’m about to share,” Mr. Gauthier sniffed.
“As I was saying,” he continued, looking particularly tired,
“shortly after eighteen hundred hours, a powerful Electromantic
signature erupted from inside the ballroom where the event was
taking place, causing our logistics team to temporarily lose all
communication with Alpha Squad – before you start shouting, once
again, I had every intention of telling you. I just needed to
verify the information to avoid sending you into a
panic.”

About six people started shouting at
him at once.

Mr. Gauthier held up his hands in a
frazzled gesture meant to placate us. “First of all, it does not
appear that our team suffered any casualties—”

“Thank God,” Ted scrubbed
a hand down his face.

“Once the primary
aggressor had been neutralized – a close relative of Obsidian’s new
leader, I have been told – our main concern quickly became the
sheer number of witnesses within the event itself, including the
President of the United States.”

Aiden’s eyes grew wide. “We wiped
another president’s memory?”

“Actually, no,” Mr.
Gauthier replied, surprising everyone. “One of the last orders we
received from the minister was to retain his memories and for the
alpha team to attempt to open a frank dialogue.”

Complete silence overtook the cabin as
we all struggled to extract the meaning from those loaded words.
Elementalists – Ori and Elizabeth, to be sure – were having a chat
with the president himself? To what end? And then my thoughts
settled back to the wording Mr. Gauthier had used, bringing about
an uneasy feeling.

Aiden must have had the exact same
feeling. “What do you mean, ‘one of the last orders’ you received
from the minister? How long ago was that?”

“More than a half hour
ago.” Mr. Gauthier cleared his throat. “Now, I must emphasize that
the intel I’m about to pass along has not been verified, and is
indeed shifting very quickly as we continue to receive—”

“Where’s Aspen?” Aiden
growled, rising from his seat. Ted was quick to follow
suit.

“At Obsidian.”

“With her security
team?”

“No. She dismissed her
team and went alone – despite my warnings.”

At that, the entire cabin – us, the
representatives, officials, and even the flight attendant who had
been listening from behind the beverage trolley – erupted into
overlapping shouts.

“Are you
joking?”

“Why would she do
that?”

“They just lost dozens of
members!”

“She’s walking into a
lion’s den!”

“S’il vous
plaît!” Mr. Gauthier rose from his seat to
address the entire cabin. “I am about to break security protocol
and relay all of the information I have been provided directly to
you – after that, I am just as much in the dark as the rest of
you.” He cleared his throat as he held up his phone to read the
message on the screen. ‘The minister, after proceeding with her
original plan for sole diplomatic proceedings, stated she
successfully met with representatives from Obsidian. Through
official channels, she described the encounter as productive and
peaceable. However, after dismissing her entire security team to
pursue a lead on the WMD’ – that means weapon of mass destruction –
‘that she herself substantiated, the minister has not followed up
with more information in the last thirty minutes despite several
communication attempts. We are currently pursuing aforementioned
lead northbound on I-95 while awaiting further orders. No sign of
assailant or weapon as of the timestamp on this message.’ …And that
is all I know,” he finished, collapsing back into his seat while
the rest of the cabin devolved into chaos once more.

“Let me get this
straight,” Aiden asked through gritted teeth. “After everything
that’s just transpired, she decided to waltz into Obsidian
headquarters unaccompanied?”

“Yes.”

“How could you let her do
that?” Ted blustered.

“I had nothing to do with
it!” Mr. Gauthier snapped. “I was right here with you, stopping a
volcano!”

“And now she’s gone
silent?” I asked.

“Apparently.”

“This cannot be
happening,” Eileen was muttering into her hands as she rocked back
and forth in her seat. “Damnit, Aspen! Why does she always do this
to us?”

Ted was shaking his head furiously.
“Why hasn’t she learned? After all this time, why is she still
pulling this lone wolf shit?”

Aiden, no longer speaking to any of
us, was raking his fingers through his hair, eyes squeezed
shut.

Part of me wanted to sit down beside
Eileen and cry. How many times had Aspen frightened us like this?
She’d broken into the Asterian Chapter to steal her own file,
rushed into a Containment Center to free Aiden’s sister, chased
after Keres and the other corrupt Prelates all by herself after
exposing them for murdering the Magistrate… The wheels in my head
were spinning furiously. Yes, Aspen had done impulsive, reckless
things in the past, like putting herself in danger to get answers
or to protect someone else. But she’d grown so much since then. She
wasn’t the same desperate girl she’d been when she thought she was
all alone in the world. She had us now. Her friends, her family,
her new husband. Not to mention an entire community that was
relying on her to keep them safe.

Something wasn’t adding up.

“Excuse me,” I started, my
voice getting lost among the exclamations of anger, dismay, fear,
and disbelief. Not even Eileen heard me. She was muttering curses
into her hands.

“Everyone!” I tried again.
No luck. “Hey!” I shouted, amplifying my voice over everyone
else’s. “Shut up and listen!”

The booming sound of my own voice
startled even myself. A dozen sets of eyes turned to stare at me in
shock, Eileen’s widest of all.

I felt the blood rush to my face,
embarrassment making my knees weak. “I-I’m sorry for yelling, but,
um…” I cleared my throat, doing my best to organize my thoughts.
“Listen, Aspen – the minister – she wouldn’t thrust herself into
danger. That’s not who she is anymore.”

“But that’s exactly what
she did,” Mr. Gauthier replied. “She disregarded our
recommendations after we had to take down yet another of Obsidian’s
members in D.C. She knew the risks, and she insisted on handling it
herself. And now no one has heard from her in,” he glanced at his
watch, “nearly forty minutes.”

“No,” I replied,
surprising even myself. “I refuse to believe she would do something
like that – barge into enemy headquarters, dismiss her security
team, and then leave everyone hanging. She wouldn’t do that to us.”
My eyes fell squarely on Aiden’s. “She wouldn’t do that to
you.”

Aiden regarded me for a long moment,
his eyes full of agony and worry despite the neutral expression
he’d forced onto his face. Finally, he shook his head. “Sophia’s
right. Aspen wouldn’t do something so reckless. Not when so many
people are counting on her.”

“Something must have
happened to her,” I mused out loud. “Either the person they spoke
to wasn’t actually Aspen, or she was forced into lying to her
security team. It’s as simple as that.”

“Which means we need to
break down the door of Obsidian the second we land,” Eileen
announced, her face finally abandoning the inside of her
hands.

I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s
the right approach. I think they’re sending us on a wild goose
chase to stall for time, knowing we’d turn around and come right
back as soon as we realized…” I chewed on the inside of my lip,
hating the words as they came out of my mouth. “No… If this is all
a ruse, they wouldn’t linger at Obsidian, waiting for us to make an
about-face. They’d take her far away while they had the
chance.”

“So, what do we do?” Mr.
Gauthier asked. He and everyone else in the cabin were staring
fixedly at me, which made my cheeks flush even hotter. But I
couldn’t let my resolve waver.

“We start heading in the
opposite direction that Aspen told us to go.”

One of the officers was looking at me
as though I were crazy. “We’d be disobeying a direct order from the
minister, potentially allowing terrorists to set off a nuclear
bomb, unhindered.”

Self-doubt made me falter – if I was
wrong, and we baselessly disobeyed the minister’s orders to track
and dismantle an actual bomb, the entire world might pay for my
mistake. My eyes met Aiden’s once more, and once again, I knew we
were thinking the same thing.

“Forget orders,” I
replied, once more eliciting shocked stares. “The moment we land,
we’ll track her down, just like we did in Paris.” I couldn’t help
but smile at the memory. “I did it once – I’ll be able to do it
again.”

“I stand behind Sophia,”
Aiden announced. “With or without anyone’s permission.”

Mr. Gauthier cleared his throat.
“While I would normally advise against such proclamations of
insubordination, in this particular instance, I couldn’t agree
more. Bomb or no bomb – we must track down the minister at all
costs.”

A chorus of murmurs sounded in solemn
agreement.

I sank to my seat,
pressing my hands to my face as Eileen gently rubbed my back.
“That was
extremely badass,” she whispered, kissing my cheek. “I’m so proud
of you.”

Overwhelmed by the weight
of what I’d just done, I could only nod my thanks as I sank my head
against her shoulder. It had been many years since I last said a
prayer; ten years, to be precise. But in that moment, I closed my
eyes and clasped my folded hands in my lap. No matter what happens, I
prayed, please just keep her safe.
When I looked up, Eileen gave me a small nod, as
though we were sharing the same thought: We would protect Aspen at
all costs.
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[image: ]pressed my heels to the floor, grounding
myself as Eileen once taught me.

I inhaled deep, slow breaths to find
my center like Sophia often practiced with me.

I projected as much confidence as I
could the way Ori always did when he was around me.

I looked inside myself and found my
courage, as Aiden never once failed to do for me.

And I checked for the chocolate chip
cookie in my pocket, as Evelyn had recently reminded me.

I did all of this as I
stood in the vacant stockroom of a Costco Wholesale, tapping my
heel anxiously as I prepared for one of the most pivotal moments of
my life. Yes, that Costco: the bargain retail warehouse where shoppers can buy
bulk goods for low, low prices.

I had admittedly expected
something a little more exciting for my first mission as minister.
After all, Aiden and the others had just conquered an active
volcano. Ori, my mother, and Dr. Shirvani had infiltrated and
rescued the largest gathering of world leaders on the planet,
successfully subduing a deranged Electromancer in the process. Half
of Parliament was working to track down a homemade weapon of mass
destruction. And here I was on my
pitiful mission, fumbling around a big box
discount grocery store. Granted, I was in the process of breaking
into Obsidian’s one secret entrance that they themselves probably
didn’t know about.

Yes, less than a mile away from the
United States Pentagon building, this unremarkable concrete wall on
the far corner of Costco’s supersized stockroom apparently led to a
staircase that descended underneath the city, far below the
Pentagon itself, and right up to a forgotten door that once
belonged to the U.S. Asterian headquarters – before Obsidian
commandeered it, that is. It was the place where my memories had
been painfully returned to me, the place where my mother had been
contained for three years and subsequently almost died, and pretty
much the last place on earth that I wanted to be.

Meanwhile, my twenty-person security
team was wandering the front of the store, pretending to look at
giant cans of tuna fish and 48-count muffin trays while I stared at
a cement wall, sweating through the white button-up top I was
wearing because someone on the PR team said it made me look more
“stately.” More than the leather jacket I’d been wearing for most
of the day, I supposed – though I very much preferred the comfort
and homely smell of the latter.

You’ve got this,
I reassured myself for the nineteenth time that
day. After all, it was just one incredibly long, tight space to
traverse. With another Pentamancer residing on the other
side.

Sucking down one last deep breath, I
pressed the spring-loaded concrete stone that triggered the false
wall to slide away, then stepped into the narrow opening where a
dimly lit staircase dropped several hundred feet into the ground.
My breath caught from the moment the stone door rumbled shut behind
me. My brain was screaming at me that the concrete walls were
closing in, the air was evaporating, and the ceiling was crumbling
away, trapping me miles underground where I’d slowly be smothered
to death and eaten by rats.

Stop it!
I chided myself. Just what kind of Terramancer
was I? A claustrophobic one, to be sure. Nevertheless, I had much
bigger things to worry about than narrow tunnels.
Probably.

“Minister-sama, do you
copy?” Mei’s voice crackled in my ears.

“Yep!” I squeaked, then
cleared my throat. “Yes. What’s up?”

“We’ve just received an
update from Ori-san. The identity of the man who was killed at the
Global Summit has been confirmed. His name was Darryl Shaw, leader
of the Australian Wilders and father to their
Pentamancer.”

No. My shoulders sank. “His father? Are you sure?”

“Yes, Minister. Please, I
must beg you once again to reconsider this plan. We do not yet have
word on whether his son is aware of this unfortunate turn of
events, therefore we cannot accurately predict what his response
will be if you arrive at his headquarters, unguarded.”

My footsteps had already slowed
considerably. I’d desperately wanted to speak to Lucas alone so we
could attempt to sit as two civilized people and discuss a
potential truce – particularly after Obsidian’s tragic loss of life
at Yellowstone. If I showed up with an armada of Asterians, even
just a couple dozen personal guards, I knew it would be perceived
as an act of war – something I was trying to avoid at all costs.
I’d already been involved in one bloody Elemental battle four years
ago, when the Inner Circle violently collapsed. There had been so
many senseless deaths that day. So much bloodshed and loss. This
time around, I was determined to avoid that at all
costs.

“Aspen-chan,” she tried
again. “Your safety is of utmost importance, both to the community,
and to me.”

“I love you too, Mei,” I
smiled.

Taking her sage advice to heart, I
slowed to consider my options, concentrating on every deliberate
step as the eternal staircase sloped to the right, making my
stomach pitch. I must have descended a hundred and fifty feet
already, with the bottom of the staircase nowhere in sight. The air
of the passageway was muggy and stale, making it hard to breathe.
With a wave of my hand, I mustered a light breeze to circulate the
air around me. As I did, I heard Sophia’s voice in my head, our
group’s wise, unwavering voice of reason:

Turn around, Aspen. Don’t
put yourself in danger. We’ll find another way.

I sighed. Imaginary Sophia and
real-life Mei were right. Lucas had already lost dozens of Obsidian
members in Wyoming, and now he’d have to grapple with the loss of
his father, a profound and terrible pain that I unfortunately knew
all too well. Showing up alone, even if it was with the sole
intention of offering my heartfelt condolences, was just too risky.
I started back up the stairs, my brain and lungs cheering as I
did.

“Okay, Mei, I—”

I jumped, nearly falling down three
steps as the phone in my back pocket buzzed. How on earth was there
cell service all the way down here?

You are treading directly underneath the
Pentagon, one of the other practical
voices that lived in my head pointed out. Impressed nevertheless, I
pulled the phone out of my pocket, pausing on the edge of a step as
the walls seemed to close in tighter and tighter. “Yes?”

“Rowan,” a familiar voice
breathed into the phone. The screeching feedback from the two
microphones almost made me drop the phone.

“Gah!” I winced. “Mei, everyone, hang tight. Going offline for a
minute. Everything’s fine.” I clicked off the earpiece. “Who is
this?” I held the phone to my ear again.

“He’s out of control,” the
woman croaked. “I-I never meant for this to happen. Not like
this.”

“Kaylie?” I gasped. “Is
that you? How did you get this number?”

Something rustled in the background,
then another familiar voice spoke into the phone. “Minister-sama,
it’s Kumiko. I tracked Kaylie-san down myself and asked her to call
you right away.”

“Rowan, listen to me,”
Kaylie cut in. “I only commissioned the bomb to use as leverage, to
show we meant business, you know? I wanted to make sure the
Deficients would leave us in peace once we revealed ourselves… I
never… I didn’t…” her voice broke. “It was just for show, for
self-defense, I swear! I never had any intention of actually using
it!”

I scoffed at the phone in my hand.
“Oh, come on. What about the volcano? And the Global Summit?” I
demanded. “Was that all part of your so-called peaceful
plan?”

“There were no plans!” she wailed. “All of
that was Lucas’s idea, not ours! Rana and I just wanted to gather
as many Elementalists as possible, bring them over to our new
community, and live our lives out in the open. I even instructed
our members not to attack Deficients anymore! That’s why we had the
bomb made in the first place – it was just supposed to be a big
stick to wave around!”

I decided to puzzle over ‘not wanting
to hurt anyone’ and ‘building a bomb’ later. “So, what happened?” I
pressed. “Where are you?”

“We had to run,” she
replied. “A big group of us are here, just outside the district. It
was that or he was going to kill us.”

“Wait. Literally kill you?”

“Yes!”

“Kaylie, listen to me,” I
said, making the prudent decision to jog, not walk, the rest of the
way up. “I need you and Rana and anyone else you have over
there—”

“Rana’s dead!” she wailed
hysterically.

“What?” I tripped and
nearly dropped the phone. By this point, I was pretty much running
up the stairs – a radical feat in high heels.

“He killed her! He killed
her in plain sight! The only reason the rest of us got away is
because he let us! You can’t reason with this man, Rowan, he’s
insane! Completely and absolutely—”

The call was cut abruptly, just as
every flickering light in the corridor went out, leaving me in
pitch blackness. My breath hitched halfway down my throat, not
quite making it to my lungs where it was desperately
needed.

“G’day, Rowan.” A man’s
voice was in my ears, in my head, all around me.

Staggering back, I snatched Aiden’s
old silver lighter from my pocket, drawing a ball of Fire from the
spark. It hovered just above my hand, its comforting orange light
reflecting off the bare walls. No one was there. I gasped as the
light was abruptly snuffed out, plunging the staircase into
darkness once more. Staring at the place it once burned, I was as
stunned as I was frightened. No one had ever successfully
extinguished my Fire before. Not even Aiden.

“Or do ya prefeh Aspen?”
the same voice snickered. This time, I distinctly heard the
Australian accent.

“Lucas,” I
whispered.

“The very
same.”

I reached for my lighter
again, my fingers brushing against the stupid cookie that I’d
shoved in there earlier. Evelyn’s earlier reminder was echoing in
my head: Now you march right in there –
bring a cookie or two for good measure – and talk things out like
sensible people!

And if he’s not
sensible? I’d asked, stifling a
laugh.

Eat it anyway to keep your
blood sugar up!

I cleared my throat. The situation had
devolved way past cookies and well into deranged killer territory,
at least according to Kaylie. I did, however, remember my mother
once remarking that sociopathic personalities tend to feed off of
drama and fear. Which meant composure was key.

“Listen, let’s drop the
theatrics and be reasonable, okay? We’ll just talk. You and me.
Preferably in the light.”

“We are
talking.”

I recoiled, clutching the wall for
balance. His voice sounded like it was centimeters away, but I
couldn’t see a thing. By this point, between the pitch blackness,
my acute claustrophobia, and the creepy voice taunting me from
inside my head, I was doing everything I could not to panic.
“Lucas, just tell me what you want. You want… what? What Kaylie
wanted? To be able to show the rest of the world what we are
without repercussions?”

Silence followed.

My hand tensed around my lighter. “A
lot of Elementalists feel the same way you do,” I continued, as
calmly as I could. “So, you know, let’s discuss what that might
look like. We don’t need to be on opposite teams. We can work
together, find a solution…” my voice trailed off as I quietly
flipped the top of my lighter open, getting ready to flick the
spark wheel again. “Look, I’m not saying this to threaten you, but
I do have people upstairs.”

“Then I reckon you and I
better take care of ‘em, eh possum?”

Before I could make a move
to do it myself, my earpiece shocked back to life, emitting a
terrible screech against my eardrum. “Augh!” I clutched the side of my
head.

“Aspen!” Mei was shouting.
“Aspen-chan, do you copy? We’re coming to you! Repeat, two minutes
ETA!”

I sucked in a ragged
breath as two glowing purple eyes appeared in front of me, inches
from my own. You don’t really need Mei, do
you, Aspen? Lucas’s voice rumbled in my
head. A blinding flash of ultraviolet light seared into my corneas,
the shock knocking me hard on my ass. I let out a yelp as my back
scraped against the sharp edge of a concrete step, ripping the
fabric of my shirt. But I couldn’t make myself stand. Glowing,
gossamer-thin threads of Electricity began crisscrossing in front
my vision to make a tight, mesmerizing web of ultraviolet light
that grew brighter and brighter as it solidified, eventually
burning a hole through my vision that was brighter than
Lightning.

As stabbing pain seared through the
left side of my head, I heard the foreign words tumbling out of my
mouth: “Oh, I don’t need you, Mei. Everything is apples down
here.”

What? No!
a tiny voice screamed in the back of my
mind. What are you saying?!

“But Aspen—”

“I found Lucas,” I replied
smoothly. Wait, stop! “He’s being extremely gracious despite being under the pump.
Kaylie’s the one who’s out of control – everything that’s happened
is her fixing. Lucas, however, is doing everything he can to find
and help reign her in for us.”

“He is?”

No! The voice cried out. Please help
me!

“Yes. In fact, he knows
her next mark, so I need you to get there right away while I
continue to get vital information from him and his
team.”

A male’s voice cut in. “Minister, we
request confirmation – you want us to leave while you remain at
Obsidian? Are you sure?”

No,
please, the voice in my head
whimpered. Please stop it…

“Dead set. Er,
affirmative.”

By now, I was floating in a sea of
neon violet, squinting my eyes against the searing white edges of
my hijacked vision. In the back of my mind, that same feeble voice
wouldn’t stop begging and pleading with me. I clamped my hands over
my ears, trying to block out the noise. Why was she screaming?
Couldn’t she just be quiet?

“Uh, Aspen-chan…” Mei
spoke up. “Nina wanted me to ask you about Squad Seven.”

Yes, of course!
the voice shouted. That’s the secret code to let them know you’re in duress!
Say, ‘Let them fly!’ LET THEM FLY!

“Keep them grounded,” I
replied smoothly.

“Oh, good,” she answered,
breathing what sounded like a sigh of relief.

Send them
away, Lucas’s voice thundered in my
ears.

“I want you to leave
immediately,” I ordered. “Don’t send anyone down; I have Kumiko
here with me which is more than enough. Now, you’ll be receiving
the exact coordinates of Kaylie’s location shortly. In the
meantime, get on I-95 and head north to Baltimore. She’s carting
the bomb there. Bring absolutely everyone you can. We’ll need every
member we have in order to put a stop to this!”

“Aspen—”

“We don’t have time for a
bloody debate, Mei! You’ve got my orders, now go!”

“Copy, Minister,” the
man’s voice interjected. “Our apologies for earlier noncompliance.
We’re on our way.”

The earpiece crackled again as it
died, this time for good.

Lucas clicked his tongue. “Good on ya,
Aspen. Although, that was a lot easier than it should have been.
What have you been doing all these years? Sitting around, reading
books, getting soft?”

Sprawled across the stairs, still
blinded by that terrible light, my mind was my own once more. And
yet when I tried to scramble to my feet, my limbs weren’t working
right. “What have you done to me?” I managed to choke
out.

There was no answer; instead, a rough
hand cracked my head against the concrete wall, replacing piercing
ultraviolet with endless, sweeping blackness.
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was calling. “It’s time to go to school.”

I let out a groan, my fingers creeping
tenderly to the side of my head where I was surprised to discover a
large bandage. Oddly enough, it didn’t hurt much when I put
pressure on it. I opened my eyes, one at a time, to find a young
man sitting across from me at a desk. Dirty blond ringlets fell
past his ears and his skin was tanned to the point of freckling,
the tip of his nose flaking with sun damage. Clad in a button up
shirt and khaki shorts, he was staring at me with a smug
expression, fingers steepled in front of him. He couldn’t have been
older than thirty; if anything, he looked a few years younger than
me.

“Did you have a nice nap?”
Lucas smirked. “I was starting to get impatient.”

Gathering my muddled thoughts, I
glanced around the room, taking in my surroundings. I recognized
this office; it had belonged to the Chief Medical Officer of the
old D.C. Asterian Chapter. In fact, some of his family pictures
were still hanging on the wall.

“Ugh.” I craned my neck
from side to side, checking for signs of a concussion.

“Oh, don’t you worry about
the little bump I gave you,” Lucas smiled. “We already bandaged you
up. After all, I need you to be in tip-top shape for what happens
next.”

Gripped by the
overwhelming urge to slap that smug expression off his face, I
pictured my mother, trying to imagine what she would tell me if she
were here now. He’s killed people,
Rosebud. He attacked you without hesitating. You’re not dealing
with a rational or healthy man. Don’t give him what he wants. Be
calm. Show restraint. Visualize your escape.

Easier said than done.

I took a deep, centering breath, then
gently peeled the gauze bandage away, wincing as I yanked out
several strands of hair along with it. “Thank you for treating my
injury,” I smiled politely. “Would you care to tell me what happens
next? Or better yet… maybe take a moment to introduce yourself? It
would be nice to get to know another Pentamancer.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. This
wasn’t the response he’d been expecting. “You’re not even going to
whinge about the nuke? Or try to suss it out?”

With a tremendous amount of
self-control, I shrugged one shoulder nonchalantly. “I figured
you’d just lie.”

“Defo,” he nodded,
considering my words. “But believe me or not, mate, the bomb is
right here, tucked safely beneath the Pentagon – right where it
will do the most damage.” A proud grin cut across his
face.

Don’t react. Don’t react.
Don’t react. “That would cause a lot of
damage,” I agreed. “It would immediately vaporize you and me, for
instance. Which is why I don’t think you’ll actually use it.”
Before he could interject, I swept on. “Hey, before we start
talking end-of-world stuff, I’d love to know your story. The only
Pentamancer in the southern hemisphere. What was that
like?”

He grinned. “Ah, trying to appeal to
my inner narcissist, I see. Reckon you think you have me all
figured out. Let me guess. You think I’m a maniacal sociopath with
delusions of grandeur and megalomania… Insatiably power-hungry to
compensate for poor self-esteem and a rotten childhood…
right?”

“Umm…” This time, I was
the one shifting uncomfortably.

“Yeah, nah.” He cracked a
crooked smile. “I had a great childhood. I was just told from the
time I was in nappies that I would grow up to become the most
powerful human on earth. And so my mothers had me train like a
battler, every single day from that moment on to
be the most powerful
human on earth. My father, who was the head of our compound, was
already making plans with a couple of his wives to send me back
into the world and take my rightful place in it. So, this was just
a sickly-timed op for me to snatch up.”

I couldn’t help but notice that he’d
mentioned his father using past-tense. Mei told me herself that his
father was dead, but his son didn’t seem to be grieving, just
gloating. Was it possible he didn’t know?

Wait… The knot in my stomach tightened further as I considered the
rest of his words. ‘Compound’?
‘Wives’?
This guy wasn’t from a tribe. It frankly sounded
like he was from a cult. And considering the fact that their
settlement had been in the middle of the Australian outback, I
wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d been forcibly banished out
there at some point.

“Anyway,” Lucas continued,
not bothering to check if I was listening or not, “when those
crawlers from the great Asterian Order ‘discovered’ us and
confirmed what we already knew – that finding someone with my
abilities is about as scarce as hen’s teeth – my tribe and I knew
it was time to put my training to work. Joining up with the
Asterians, or Obsidian, or whatever the hell you people choose to
call yourselves, is simply a means to get there. That said,” he
leaned forward in his pilfered seat, pressing his palms against the
desk, “I need a single, unified organization of Elementalists to
stake my claim on the world. And I can’t do that with two divided
factions. You get me, possum?”

Ugh! If I had met this creep in a bar, I’d have already thrown a
drink in his face. Seriously. He made (opiate-free) Savannah look
humble and emotionally stable. Unfortunately, based on that
extraordinary – and extraordinarily creepy – Electromantic stunt he
pulled in the staircase, it appeared he had some tricks up his
sleeves that I didn’t. I shivered, suddenly feeling vulnerable. He
had penetrated my mind and cheerfully violated me from the inside
out… and I had been utterly powerless against it. Which meant I had
no choice but to stick to pleasantries and cautious observation –
for now, at least. Mei and the others would be back
soon.

“So… what you’re saying,”
I hedged, “is that you need our two organizations to kiss and make
up in order to successfully dominate the world.”

“Obviously. With all of
our forces combined – Obsidian, Asterian, and all the unaffiliated
hicks out there – we’d easily have, what, twenty-five, maybe even
thirty thousand of us? I’d control an army that could cream all the
others in the world combined! But, you see, there’s the other
hitch: I can’t have another Pentamancer running around and muddying
the waters with her Mother Teresa humanitarianism. So, I’ll also
have to kill you today.” He grimaced apologetically. “No
offense.”

“Oh. Well, none taken,” I
replied, eyes darting around the room to find an exit. Or a
suitable bludgeon.

He laughed. “No, not here,
ya drongo! I have to make it look official, right? Otherwise, it’s
just murder. And even though we both know that’s actually
exactly what it’s going
to be, the charade is important. All the bogans start whinging when
you start breaking any of the ten commandments, you know? But hey,
you seem like a curious bird, so I’ll you how it’s going to go:
we’re going to battle for the title of Minister, since your little
Manifesto has a big gaping hole in the extraordinarily rare event
of two Pentamancers existing at the same time. If I kill you and
become the only Pentie left, I win all – a wee bloke from the bush
running the show. Pretty bonkers, right?” He beamed. “Can you tell
I did my research before chasing Kaylie and the others
away?”

“It sounds like you put a
lot of thought into this,” I replied, hoping he hadn’t caught the
immense sarcasm dripping from my voice.

When he let out a long sigh, I thought
maybe it was because he had. Instead, he was just getting
comfortable, tucking his arms behind his head and kicking his feet
up on the desk. “You know, I’d thought that this would be a lot
harder without my father here, since he normally dealt with the big
picture stuff. But it’s really not bad.”

My breath hitched in my chest. “Your
father…?”

“Dead. Carked it. But I’m
sure you already knew that since it was your people that whacked
him.”

The nonchalance of his remark made me
physically recoil. It wasn’t just a brave façade he was putting on,
either. He genuinely didn’t care.

Forcing the growing lump in my throat
back down, I met his strange purple eyes with my own. His reminded
me of Barish’s, except slightly pinker in hue, and less
intelligent. The unnatural color was the mark of a powerful
Electromancer, I’d finally learned – one powerful enough to see
wavelengths of light that others couldn’t. And his were far more
violet than mine – yet another reason to tread incredibly
cautiously around this “bloke.”

“I’m really sorry,” I
finally replied, feeling genuinely so. “Um, I take it your father
wasn’t kind to you?”

He shrugged. “Nah, he was good enough.
I mean, he dedicated his life to me, right? It’ll be a huge pain in
the arse not to have him around, but his soul is in the next stage
of evolution now.” At my puzzled expression, he rolled his eyes
like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You know, where
he’ll be bestowed with all the knowledge of the universe and one
step closer to his final celestial form. But hey, once he’s able to
re-cross the great dimensional plane, he’ll carry that knowledge
back to me in dreams. So, it’s all for my benefit, really. It just
sucks that the old bloke failed. Having all the world leaders
execute a mass murder-suicide pact during a colossal volcanic
eruption would have been a) hilarious, b) globally destabilizing,
and c) loads easier in the grand scheme. Nuclear bombs are a slog
to clean up after, even for Auries.” He blew out a frustrated sigh.
“I guess the survivors will blame you for any residual radioactive
fallout, huh?”

I could only stare at him blankly as
nausea threatened to overtake me. Where on earth were Mei and the
others? They had to be putting the pieces together by now…
right?

“Anyway, once I kill ya
and pretend to be bummed over it, I’ll take my place as minister,
reunite Obsidian and the Order, openly announce our existence to
the world, and then use this handy little bomb that Kaylie left me
to exterminate all the Defects out there who oppose us. What do you
guys call ‘em? Deficients? Anyway, unlike little Kay-Kay, I won’t
be bluffing when I tell those no-hopers I’ll be using it against
them. Hell, I might not even warn ‘em at all!” He kicked his feet
off the desk and mimicked an explosion with his hands, cackling as
though he’d just told a fantastic joke.

I feigned an amiable expression, weak
as it was. “It’ll be difficult, even for you… You know, surviving a
nuclear winter where all animal and plant life is annihilated and
the sun is blotted out from the sky.”

He waved a dismissive hand as he rose
from his chair. “Yeah, nah. We gather a few buckets of seeds, a
bunch of cattle and crops, we hide out underground for a week –
month, tops. And then when everyone else is dead, we send the
Auromancers out to clear the air, thereby allowing us to live as
Elemental stewards on a brand-new planet. It’ll be like Noah and
the Ark, right? Noah built a boat, grabbed a bunch of good-looking
people and plants and animals, and after God wiped out all of
civilization for being disbelieving drongos, Noah and his followers
rebuilt society from the muck. You see where I’m going with this?
Except in this case, I’m God, the flood is the nuke, and… well, you
get it.”

I rose from my seat, pleased to see
that my heels brought us to eye-level. “I don’t think you
understand the science behind nuclear weapons,” I pressed my hands
to the desk, smiling sweetly as our noses almost
touched.

“I wouldn’t piss on a
scientist even if they were on fire, not when I’ve got God-given
magic, doll face,” he smirked, then straightened whatever spine he
pretended to have. “Now, here’s my obligatory ‘join me or die’
monologue, where I offer you the chance to, you know, avoid being
deceased and instead help me build a utopia of Elementalists. And,
I’m just tossing this out there as mental fodder, but has it
occurred to you that in the history of the world, no two
Pentamancers have ever once made a baby?”

I raised a single, disgusted
eyebrow.

“You can’t tell me you
wouldn’t be curious about that little ankle biter’s abilities,” he
grinned. “I mean, it might be a literal God, or at least a demigod!
And, again, I’m not saying this to brag, but rather to give you the
straight facts – I’ve had sex with just about every bitch in heat
in our compound, and they all told me that I’m a bloody stallion.
So. What do you say? Long, bloody, humiliating, drawn out public
death whereby I, the twenty-five-year-old uncontested champion of
the Elements, sweep the floor with your eviscerated guts… or, you
know, we could become the first mated pair of Pentamancers in the
history of the world and create a hedonistic paradise with our
Elemental brethren? Queen Rowan. Supreme Mistress Aspen. You name
it. As long as you call me ‘King Lucas’ whenever we’re in public.
Supreme Master is fine too.”

When he finally finished talking, I
stared at him for a good minute, my mouth pressed into a firm line.
During the final few seconds, he started to squirm uncomfortably.
“Well?”

“I’ve considered your
offer,” I finally replied.

He raised an eyebrow. “Oh, wait,
seriously?”

I nodded. “And I’ve decided to become
your girlfriend and build that proverbial ark together while the
rest of the world sizzles like shrimp on a barbie.”

“Are you having a go?” he
gaped at me, surveying my body up and down with newly-invigorated
interest. “I mean, I wasn’t going to say anything, but the majority
of Sheilas at the compound are toasty blondes, since that’s what
Dad liked.” He reached forward to tug on a strand of my hair,
twirling it in his fingers. I gritted my teeth, doing everything I
could to control myself as the lights in the office flickered. He
exhaled sharply. “Yeah, mate. At second glance, this whole sexy
Snow-White thing you have going might be a real treat for the
eunuchs when I’m done with y—”

He didn’t get the chance to finish his
sentence because that was when my open palm intercepted with his
face, sending him stumbling three steps backwards.

“Let me make myself clear,
this time without sarcasm. I’ve considered your offer… and the
answer is a definite, resounding no.”

He gaped from me to the blood on his
fingers as though he never knew he could actually bleed.

“Now, you pledge to call
off any and all nuclear attacks – until after you kill me, of
course – and give me the courtesy of a fair fight, and I’ll agree
to meet you in the ring for a duel to the death. Sound good,
mate?” I added
sweetly.

“Oh, you bitch,” he
grinned, wiping the blood from his chin. “It’s a deal.”

Forcing some semblance of a confident
smile onto my face took real effort. I had no idea whether I could
beat this guy – frankly, I probably didn’t stand a chance – but it
didn’t matter. I just needed to stall him long enough for the
Asterians to realize what had happened and come back for me, which
would probably be any minute. I could handle that much.

The sound of the door banging open
made me jump. I whirled around to find three tall blonde women
striding into the office, each regarding me with cold amethyst
eyes. In that brief moment of distraction, my vision was flooded
with that sickening, mind-numbing ultraviolet light, locking my
body in place.

“It’s bedtime for you,
little Pentamancer,” Lucas’s voice crooned inside my head. “When
you wake up, we’ll be far from here.”

“No, wait!” I tried to
cry, but my mouth wouldn’t cooperate. Cold dread gripped my lungs,
making it hard to breathe. How will they
find me?

That’s the idea,
possum, Lucas’s snicker echoed between my
ears. They won’t.

Something blunt hit the back of my
head and for the second time that day, glaring brightness quickly
faded to pitch black.


Chapter 32
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[image: ]he first thing I noticed when I woke up was
the darkness, for which I was immediately grateful; I’d take pitch
blackness over Lucas’s harrowing brand of Electromantic
mind-jacking any day. Stifling a low groan, my body and I slowly
got reacquainted, one sense at a time. As the fog of whatever the
hell he’d done to me started to clear, I began to recognize the
sound of low murmuring voices. The sharp bite of winter was seeping
into the right side of my body and the earthy smell of damp soil
and bark filled my nose. Hands tied behind my back, my numb fingers
had just enough freedom to brush against frozen earth. I briefly
considered using that to my advantage, but Eileen had always warned
me never to blindly cleave through the ground until I was certain
of what lay below. Don’t ever
underestimate how little energy it takes to cause a mile-wide
sinkhole, she would remind me with that
playful twinkle in her eye. And besides, falling down a fissure
with my hands bound behind my back would almost certainly spell a
shattered leg or two.

Resigned for the moment, I
focused on warming the air around me while the rest of my senses
fluttered awake. I sensed the fire before I realized there were
torches nearby. It was comforting, knowing that flames were near –
not just because I could use it to my advantage, but because it
reminded me of Aiden. My thumb brushed against the cool metal of
the brand-new ring I wore on my left hand, an object that still
felt new and foreign to me but at the same time so completely
right. Tears began to form between my lashes but I swallowed them
back. Focus! Aiden would tell me. Channel your
emotions into something that can help you, right here, right now.
All that matters in this moment is your survival!

Lifting my head from the ground, my
bleary eyes settled on the nearest flame, a torch burning several
yards to my left. Driven by the thought of seeing my Aiden again, I
summoned a tiny spark from it – one that I hoped would go
unnoticed, since I sensed others nearby – and guided it behind my
back, to the ropes around my wrists. The faint smell of smoke let
me know that the spark had found its target. Within moments, I was
able to free myself from the cords, but I didn’t dare move. Not
yet.

Look
around, Ori’s voice commanded
me. Find your source. Electricity is never
far. Angling my head up ever so slightly,
I peered between the dark line of trees directly in front of me,
searching for the tell-tale lines of crackling ultraviolet light
that told me power lines were nearby. I couldn’t see them… but off
in the distance, far beyond the trees, I could feel them. The
electricity stored inside the transformers beckoned to me, even
from such a distance.

The murmurs were growing
louder. I couldn’t tell if my ears were finally working again or if
the voices were becoming more agitated. Slowly, I pulled my hands
to my sides and then beneath my body, bracing myself against the
frozen ground. It was saturated with water, both liquid and frozen.
I actually smiled as a memory of my Hydromantic father came to
mind, from many years ago. He was creating a crystal sculpture in
the backyard for my mother’s birthday, despite his complete,
self-acknowledged lack of artistic talent. Vaguely resembling a
lily, the long, sharp edges of ice were glittering and pristine
against the warm California breeze. Careful, Rosebud! he called to me
with a smile. Cryomantic ice can be
sharper than steel.

Ice from the ground crystalized in my
hand, creating a sharp dagger that I clutched tightly at my side.
I’d never stabbed anyone in my life and prayed today wouldn’t be
the day I added that skill to my repertoire. But I didn’t exactly
have pepper spray nearby.

The voices behind me were becoming
clear now, distinct from the other sounds of the forest. “This will
be over quickly,” Lucas was saying. “Just make sure you get it on
video, especially the part where I cry out all anguished at the end
– you know, like she forced me into it. It’s the only way we can
get her people behind me.”

“Forgive me for speaking
out of turn, but we’ve already lost so many members,” a woman
replied in a soft voice. “What makes you think they’ll return after
she’s dead?”

“Because it’s written,” he
replied matter-of-factly. “That’s why Pentamancers are born.
Elementalists, even butt-hurt ones, recognize that it’s our
God-given right to control the world. Do you doubt
that?”

“No, of course not. My
apologies, Lucas.”

“Good. Now you two, stay
with the van. You – wake her the hell up. The crowd’s getting
restless and I want her to have carked it before midnight. I’m
bloody knackered.”

Footsteps sounded behind me. My throat
tightened in terror as I clutched the frozen dagger at my side for
dear life. I’d asked Lucas for a fair fight, hoping I could stall
just long enough for my friends to come find me at Obsidian
headquarters. But now, stranded in the middle of nowhere,
surrounded by powerful Electromantic cultists and their delusional
leader, my only hope of seeing my friends and family again was
managing, somehow, to survive the night.

I took a deep breath,
filling my lungs with cool, comforting air. Wind won’t bow to external pressure, no matter how solid the
obstacle. Sophia once told me.
Surrender yourself to it. Fill yourself with it.
You’ll never find a more powerful ally than Wind.

A hand grabbed my shoulder and shook
me roughly. “Wake up!” the woman hissed. “Lucas doesn’t like to be
kept waiting!”

Yanking my shoulder away from her, I
rose unsteadily to my feet, hiding the dagger in the back pocket of
my skirt as I did. After taking a moment to extract the water and
earth from my clothes – yep, I was even taking a page from the
stylish book of Savannah – I looked up, surprised to see several
hundred people, grown men and women of all ages, encircling the
forest clearing. Their faces illuminated by torchlight, they were
standing shoulder to shoulder to form a blockade that was likely
meant to keep me from escaping. Still, I noticed that many of them
appeared visibly uncomfortable as I met each of their
stares.

“Oi!” Several yards away,
in the middle of the clearing, Lucas was walking toward me, a cocky
swagger adding a bounce to his steps. He flashed me that terrible
grin that reminded me of a scarecrow’s sneer. “Well, good morning,
little Pentamancer. Did you enjoy your—”

“Is this it?” I
interjected. The strength of my voice surprised even me.

He snapped his mouth shut,
staring at me with an annoyed expression. “Is what it?”

I gestured at the meager
crowd. “I mean, is this all you could manage to keep?” I knew that
goading him would only make things worse for myself, but I couldn’t
help it. The guy had become a major thorn in my side. “I mean,
Kaylie managed to recruit like two thousand Elementalists into
Obsidian. How did you manage to lose so many of them so
quickly?”

The acute annoyance plastered on his
face quickly morphed into humiliated contempt. “Oh, those knobs’ll
come back, don’t you worry.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” I
remarked, tapping my chin. “I mean, your credo isn’t particularly
appealing. Especially the ‘Come join us in a post-apocalyptic
wasteland where everyone else is dead!’ part.” I looked around at
his increasingly restless audience. “I don’t know about you guys,
but I feel like weekends would be a little boring. Not to mention
depressing, with all the dead bodies littering the
streets.”

As Lucas’s scowl deepened,
I felt freshly emboldened. These lingering followers of his may
have been the most extreme of the extremists, but even they had to
possess some common sense. At least, I hoped they did.

“By the way,” I added for
their benefit. “My team is currently talking to the U.S. president,
last I heard. He’s so grateful that the Asterians swooped in to
defend the Summit from Obsidian’s failed attack that we might
actually be able to maintain an open dialogue with him moving
forward. Because, you know, my
personal vision is to work toward a united world
that hasn’t been reduced to a pile of smoking, radioactive rubble.”
I blew on my knuckles, feigning nonchalance while Lucas’s crowd
erupted with agitated rumblings. In truth, that took more than a
little effort on my part since my fingers were shaking so
badly.

“Is that true?” someone
shouted. “You told us the leaders of the world would wipe us all
out!”

“Oh, piss off!” Lucas
whirled around. “It’s obviously just some bloody bull dust she’s
spinning to manipulate you.”

“Why don’t we ask the
president?” I chimed in.

The rumbling turned into an uproar
with several hundred voices expressing strong opinions all at
once.

“Enough!” Lucas shouted.
“Everyone just shut up and let me handle this!”

The crowd grew quiet again. But those
earlier trickles of doubt and worry had quickly turned to
indignation and dismay. Lucas must have noticed, because when he
turned back to face me, his cheeks were the color of tomatoes. Very
angry and embarrassed tomatoes that were losing control of an
already-tenuous situation.

You’re provoking
him, a practical voice that sounded very
much like my mother’s whispered in the back of my mind.
If he becomes unhinged, who knows what he might
do…

Well, I didn’t have long to ponder
that, because the flames from every torch in that clearing were
suddenly wrenched from their sources, converging far above my head.
With the help of a swirling gust of Wind, the ball of fused Fire
swelled and stretched, each side elongating until a massive coiling
snake rose from the flames. Flashes of Lightning popped and
crackled along its stretching underbelly, making the hairs on my
arms stand on end. Where had that Electricity come from?

Out of the corner of my
eye, I saw a body drop to the ground – the same man who’d openly
questioned Lucas a few moments ago. I gritted my teeth
soberly; that’s where the electricity had come from. A handful in the crowd
had noticed the man fall, but most were too preoccupied with the
violent inferno that was churning above us.

The head of the colossal snake was
rising up, up, up above the trees, its white-hot scales blazing and
roiling with the ferocious temper of its young summoner, who stood
several yards away with a maniacal sneer on his face. With a
defeated sigh, I cast my measly ice dagger to the ground; it wasn’t
going to do me any good here. The heat was smoldering off of
Lucas’s thirty-foot monster in unbearable crimson waves that cast
an ominous glow across our entire swath of forest, letting me know
just how very far we had traveled inside it. Sparks rained down
from the sky and the air grew thin from the continuous combustion.
Then the fiery vertical slits of the serpent’s pupils trained
directly on me. I barely had time to cry out as its tail lashed in
my direction without warning, sending a plume of Fire streaming
across the clearing.

I’d like to say I parried the attack
with gallantry and grace, but my reflexes were pitiful; after all,
I’d spent the last four years practicing cerebral Electromancy in a
cushy medical facility, not training for mortal combat. I barely
had time to snatch the frost from the ground and cast a makeshift
shield that all but evaporated into steam before the flames even
connected with it. Predictably, Lucas’s creation didn’t falter; the
scorching tip of its tail whipped back around with lethal ferocity,
aiming for my head. Letting out a shrill yelp, I dove out of the
way – but I wasn’t fast enough. Searing agony exploded from my calf
as I landed in a winded heap. Screams ensued as a nearby grove of
evergreen trees burst into flames, forcing dozens of Lucas’s own
followers to fling themselves out of the way.

On sprawled hands and knees, I peered
over my shoulder, gasping in horror. The skin on the back of my leg
had been scorched away, leaving an angry, blistered slash of
blackened tissue. The wound was bad enough that it would almost
certainly require a skin graft… if I ever made it out of
there.

Across the clearing, the vociferous
shouts rang out as the surrounding forest burned. Whether it was in
support of my impending demise or not, I wasn’t exactly in the
position to inquire.

All the while, Lucas was sauntering
toward me at a leisurely pace, knowing victory wasn’t far away. “I
grew up with these in the bush,” he said, gesturing to his creation
from behind shimmering curtains of superheated air. It made his
illuminated face waver and contort like a deformed apparition.
“This not-so-little bastard is called a taipan, the most powerful
and deadliest of all the snakes. Just about everyone they bite
dies, including my birth mother. But not me,” his face contorted
into a sneer. “I lived through the agony. Because I’m a warrior.
Because I’ve spent every moment of my life conquering the living
hell of the outback and the brutal Elements. Unlike you, I rose up
to face my destiny, not run from it like a gutless
wonder.”

Invigorated by a sharpened gust of
Wind, his fiery monstrosity rose up and prepared to strike again.
The flames were so bright, it hurt to look directly at them. But I
couldn’t tear my eyes away.

He’s right.
The shameful realization swept the air from my
lungs, leaving me clutching at the hollow of my throat where my
mother’s tanzanite pendant lay. My entire
life, all I’ve done is run.

“Just look at this useless
bird!” Lucas shouted to the crowd. “This is the mighty Pentamancer of
the Asterian Order? She’s pathetic! This isn’t even a fight!”
Flames blazing, his gargantuan snake reared its diamond-shaped
head, preparing to strike. “You’re not worthy of being called a
Pentamancer!”

It’s true.
Tears burned in my eyes. I’m not. I’m just an imposter who has no idea what she’s
doing.

With a sneer of disgust, Lucas flung
an arm over his head. The snake’s massive jaw opened wide, exposing
a lashing tongue of flames and simmering pointed fangs. Inside its
gaping mouth, crimson fire roiled and churned in a mesmerizing,
almost liquid manner, sending staggering waves of heat rolling off
of it with a suffocating force. As I stared up at it from the
ground, paralyzed with defeat, a memory flashed before my eyes:
Years ago, while training with acquaintances I barely knew and a
stranger who claimed to be my godfather, I’d goaded Aiden into
coming at me with everything he had… eventually, he’d relented. The
immense power he unleashed was like nothing I’d ever seen; as the
explosion of flames rushed forward to envelop me, bearing neither
pity nor mercy, all I could do was stare in frozen
horror.

Four years later, nothing had changed.
I was once again utterly powerless in the face of such an attack,
for of all the Elements, Fire is the fiercest and most furious; it
rages with all the burning passion of the Pyromancer who wields it,
and when unleashed, it cannot be tamed. I couldn’t fight Fire with
Fire. I was underprepared. I was overpowered.

I was unworthy.

A gentle breeze fingered
the tendrils of damp hair that had been strewn across my
face. You’ll never find a more powerful
ally than Wind, Sophia’s voice repeated
softly. And it was true. That day in the field, it was Sophia – our
willowy, delicate, soft-spoken Sophia – who vanquished that fire
with nothing more than a gentle breeze.

Feel it. Smell it. Breathe
it. Open yourself to it. Clear your mind of all other
thoughts.

It occurred to me, as I was sprawled
on the ground in a charred, undignified heap waiting for death,
that I had nothing to lose. And so, for the first time in weeks –
if not years – I did what the memory of Sophia had instructed me to
do: I cast away the doubt, the insecurity, the constant worrying,
and all the self-sabotaging thoughts that had been plaguing my mind
from the moment Ori had set foot in my mother’s house, allowing my
mind one single moment of peace.

And in that brief, heavenly silence,
instinct took over.

When the deadly taipan lunged from the
sky, my palm flew up to meet it. The wind came roaring into the
clearing, just as it had the fateful day that tornado saved my
life. With a high-pitched howl, the gale slammed into Lucas’s
attack, wrenching all the oxygen from the surrounding air. The
serpent’s blaze was immediately snuffed out of existence, leaving
its master Fireless and gasping for breath.

After smothering the
residual fire from the grass and trees, gusts of Wind swirled
around my body as though welcoming me back. In that moment, I was
flooded with a raw, exhilarating sensation I hadn’t felt in years.
When was the last time I’d used my powers for something other than
rote necessity – boiling water, or hurling snowballs, or
reconnecting neurons in dissected brains? I’d let my powers grow
dormant over the years, believing that I didn’t need them,
didn’t want them.
In doing so, I’d lost a part of me along the way, the part of me
that was fearless and powerful and untamed. And now that I
remembered what that felt like, I wanted more.

Lucas staggered to his feet, clawing
and gasping for breath while his crowd – which appeared to have
thinned substantially even in the last ten minutes – stared at me
with incomprehensible looks in their eyes. Even the trio of
Australian Vanna Whites were regarding me warily.

“What’s the matter,
Lucas?” I called. “Is the air too thin for you?”

After a brief moment, his coughs
turned into wheezing laughter. “Alright, Mother Teresa, good on ya.
Doubt you’ll be so lucky the second time around though.”

Something rustled behind me; I whirled
around just in time to see gleaming spears of ice lunging at my
back. I once again cast my panic aside, sweeping my hands in front
of me. A split second later, a refreshing cloud of mist whizzed
past me, spraying my flushed face with cool water. Spinning on my
heels, I reformed the vapors to create a gleaming spear of ice that
sailed straight toward Lucas. This time, he was the one who was
caught off-guard. Hurling himself out of the way, he crashed into
one of his blondes, then shoved her roughly aside as he jumped to
his feet. She sailed into the crowd, where several people caught
and helped her up. Not one of them looked particularly happy. Or
impressed.

“It doesn’t have to be
like this, Lucas,” I called. “You and I can both be home by
midnight, if you drop this right now.”

His eyes cut across the clearing,
where I distinctly heard the sound of distant voices. Had the
Asterians found us in time? Could I have actually been that
lucky?

“By the way, how did you
manage to get so many powerful Electromancers in your cult,
anyway?” I asked, both stalling for time and genuinely, morbidly
curious.

“It runs in the genes,” he
muttered, obviously distracted.

I crossed my arms in front of me. “But
not everyone, right? What happens to those who don’t have
Electromantic traits?”

He shrugged. “Blokes who lack the
genes or stamina get their ‘nads lopped off. Birds are sterilized
or exiled – their choice.”

Horrified, my eyes trailed to Lucas’s
Australian clan, which presently made up about a third of Obsidian.
There were far more women than men, nearly all of them blonde and
under the age of forty. The men had a wider age range, with the
oldest being somewhere in his sixties, but all appeared small in
stature, a full head shorter than the women – the effects of forced
castration.

“Save your pity,” Lucas
sneered. “They don’t want or need it.”

The sound of distant voices was
growing louder. Desperate, I tried to think of another way to stall
for time, knowing my window of opportunity was rapidly
dwindling.

“Lucas, I—”

The purple glint in his eyes was the
only sign an attack was coming. I tried to brace myself, but I
wasn’t fast enough; that same horrible light once again flooded my
vision, bleaching out the entire forest. I staggered backwards as
Electricity crackled painfully in my head, but I couldn’t cry out.
A furious scream clawed at my throat where it caught and stuck,
permanently trapped.

Get out of my
head!!

Your mates are
close, Lucas’s voice thundered in my
ears. They’ve brought an army. I won’t be
able to beat them, not while you still live.

“Good!” I actually managed
to gasp. The blinding, paralyzing light in my eyes intensified
until I was inwardly screaming in agony. But my lips wouldn’t
budge. Not my mouth, not my toes, not a single finger. I’d been
possessed by the devil himself, and no amount of internal power I
drew seemed to be enough to exorcise the demon from my
mind.

You put up one hell of a
fight, but with the help of my lovely servants, it’s all of us
against one, peach. And you’re about to be flogged.

So much for a fair
fight! I snapped, my own voice beginning
to sound faint and distant compared to his.

We both knew that was
never gonna happen, doll-face. Because I’m not totally confident I
can kill you between now and their arrival, I’ll just have to let
your friends do the dirty work for me. It’ll be better for my
cause, anyway. I couldn’t see a thing, but
I could feel his oily smirk in my head. Here, he added. I’ll even give you a front row seat.

The blinding light obstructing my
vision dimmed, allowing me to just barely make out the purple,
bleached-out forest that surrounded us. It was like seeing the
world through a clouded lens, with the exposure and brightness
turned all the way up. Directly ahead of me, the thinning line of
Lucas’s people, those that still remained, were watching me with
puzzled expressions on their faces.

All they see is you,
little Pentie, standing still as a statue. When your friends show
up in a minute or two, they’ll all watch in horror and confusion as
you inexplicably go insane, taking out as many people as you can in
the process. Hopefully they’ll take you down themselves. If not,
they’ll witness me, grief-stricken and tearful, as I dutifully cut
you down and save the day. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to stop
‘Kaylie’ from setting off the bomb, which will conveniently
detonate the moment my new followers and I move safely underground.
Pretty bonzer, right?

With the only autonomy I had left, I
started hurling vicious curses in my head that would have made Ori
himself blush.

“Aspen!” a voice
shouted.

Shh, shh…
Lucas hushed. Look,
isn’t that your boyfriend plowing through the trees now? Why don’t
you say hello?

No! I tried to cry out. Don’t you
dare!

“Aspen!” Aiden cried again
as he tore into the clearing, followed by dozens – no, hundreds –
of Asterians.

See all those leading the
charge? They’ll all be dead soon.

No! I was shouting. No, no, NO!
But my voice was growing dimmer and dimmer in my
own head, as though something – or someone – was trying to drown it
out completely. If only I could remember who…

If only, possum! Ha! If
only you recognized your own strength. Without that bloody
conscience of yours, you truly would be the most powerful human on
earth. Even more powerful than me, I’ll admit. But no worries.
Let’s have some fun unleashing that raw power before they kill you,
shall we? I need all those loyalists of yours to cark it, anyway.
It’s just so much better if you’re the one to do it.

From twenty feet away, I witnessed the
joy and relief washing over Aiden’s face as he and a dozen other
familiar faces sprinted toward me. My body raised its arms as
though beckoning him – and then a savage roar tore across the
forest as the earth split in two. The fissure zig-zagged across the
clearing, taking down everything and everyone in its path –
including Aiden. I vaguely registered his eyes widening in horror
as he and a dozen others tumbled to their deaths into the crumbling
abyss.

Beauty!
a voice crooned between my ears.
So, this is what it feels like to move the
earth. Ah, but don’t tell anyone my secret, little possum. It’ll be
ours to share in the minutes before you die.

With that, chaos erupted.
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We’d been searching for hours. She’d never met with Kumiko. She
wasn’t at Obsidian, either – that entire organization had cleared
out hours ago. And perhaps worst of all, there really was a bomb –
but Kaylie didn’t have it. Despite the residual anger that simmered
between our organizations and our vastly different end goals, we’d
agreed to form a temporary alliance with her and her followers in
order to stop the true madman that threatened to destroy the world.
It was a risk, one we had no choice but to take.

“We’re here,” Ori’s voice
crackled in my ear as my boots thudded against the ground. “The
summit is secure. We would have been here sooner, but the number of
people requiring memory wipes was more than we’ve ever dealt with
at one time.”

“And the president?” Mei,
our once-more acting minister radioed from her
helicopter.

“Zhang, Jeffries, Frank,
and a small containment squad are with him in the situation room
now. He and his top aides have retained their full memories of the
event, as you requested.”

“It is as the minister
requested, Ori-san. No matter what happens, we must carry out her
wishes.”

I tuned out their voices as I ran.
Fire was close; I could feel it. But it wasn’t Aspen. Whoever
controlled those flames was a formidable Pyromancer… and likely
completely unhinged, based on the inferno that called to me from
miles away. But that was nothing compared to the fury I’d unleash
if he’d touched even a single hair on her head. I gasped and nearly
stumbled as a gust of Wind tore past me, blowing against my back
with the force of a gathering hurricane.

“That’s Aspen!” Sophia
cried from close behind.

I pushed my legs harder than I’d ever
pushed them before, terror and adrenaline fueling every bounding
leap. I didn’t bother to see who was with me and who’d fallen
behind. I had one thought in my head and one thought only: I had to
get to her in time.

The wind picked up speed. I shouted
Aspen’s name, praying she’d hear me. No answer. As I staggered into
a large clearing of trees, I could sense the violent conflagration
that had raged here just moments ago. For a split second, I was
gripped by panic; was I too late?

But then I saw her,
standing in the middle of the clearing, seemingly in one piece. A
rush of relief, like nothing I’d ever experienced before, flooded
my senses. She was here. She was alive… But she wasn’t alone. My
eyes narrowed at the sight just ahead: a small crowd of a hundred
or so Elementalists, clearly distressed by whatever they’d just
witnessed. And he was there, standing three feet away from my wife. The sick
bastard that had orchestrated this whole ordeal after somehow
forcing her to lie to us – however the hell he’d managed
that.

“Aspen!” I yelled again,
pumping my legs as hard as I could to get to her.

She turned to look at me, her
expression oddly impassive. I gritted my teeth so hard it hurt.
What had she suffered through while we floundered in the city for
hours, looking for her? When she opened her arms to me, my heart
melted. She was alive. My legs hadn’t let me down.

I pushed harder. Thirty feet… twenty
feet… she was so close—

A cry escaped my lips, lost in the
screams that shattered through the air as the earth itself opened
up to swallow us whole. The last thing I saw before plunging into
the endless fissure was her eyes, glowing as though fire burned
behind those amethyst windows. “Aspen!” I tried to croak as my own
screams overtook me.

There was no answer.

I fell for what felt like minutes, all
the while bracing for the impact that would undoubtedly kill me.
After an eternity of plummeting in slow motion, a gust of Wind came
roaring into the abyss, encircling my body. With the delicate
precision that only Sophia herself could employ, I was gently
airlifted out of the interminable trench, then planted back onto
solid ground where Eileen, Ted, Archenbaud, and a handful of other
Terramancers were kneeling against the earth.

I fell to my knees to join them. At
least until the world stopped spinning.

“What the hell just
happened?” Ori shouted as he skidded into the clearing along with
Elizabeth and hundreds of others piling in from our massive convoy.
“Who did this?!”

“Lucas,” I panted, working
to catch my breath.

“No,” Eileen grunted,
clutching at the ground in what appeared to be a battle she and the
other Terramancers were slowly losing. “It’s not him.”

“Then who is it?” I
demanded hoarsely, my eyes sweeping the crowd that had been there
before we arrived.

“It’s…” Eileen strained
with effort. “…It’s Aspen.”

I tore my gaze away from the throng
and back to Aspen, who still hadn’t moved from her spot. Lucas was
standing behind her with his arms planted at his sides, a rapt
expression plastered on his face.

“What’s happening?”
Elizabeth cried as she and Ted rushed over to help me to my
feet.

“Aspen!” I shouted across
the clearing. “What are you doing? What’s wrong?”

“She’s out of control!”
Lucas screamed in response. “I can’t stop her!”

Aspen looked right past me, purple
eyes still faintly glowing as she lifted her hands to the sky. The
horrible sound of snapping and cracking filled my ears as a line of
tornadoes tore through the forest, casting long spear-like shards
of wood flying in every direction, many of them launching straight
toward us.

Sophia planted her feet and threw her
slender arms in front of her, throwing a barrier between our people
and the raging column of cyclones. They slammed into it, sending
shock waves across the forest. “She’s so strong!” she gasped,
straining to maintain the shield. “I’ve never felt this kind of
power from her before.”

“Because she was always
holding back,” Ori replied with a scowl.

Ted nodded tersely as he surveyed the
ominous clouds had begun swirling overhead. “So, what the hell is
she doing now?”

Elizabeth opened her mouth to speak
just as a plume of molten rock erupted from the crack in the
ground, sending chunks of Earth superheated with Fire spraying all
over the clearing.

“God damnit!” Eileen
shouted. “Not again!” As she and Gauthier yelled for backup, Ted
and Elizabeth both pivoted to help organize our
defenses.

More and more screams were erupting
throughout the clearing. Bolts of Lightning had started shattering
from the sky, raining violent blows against the soil. Every time
Lightning met Earth, lava spurted from the ground like blood from a
bullet wound. With a roar, the sky above us opened up, adding golf
ball-sized hail to the havoc. The clearing was in complete chaos as
the Elements ran amok and our people frantically tried to contain
them; meanwhile, fighting was starting to break out among the
factions, some of which was getting physical.

Horrified, I turned back to Aspen. She
was hovering in place several feet above the ground, face tilted to
the sky, arms outstretched. Gusts of Wind fluttered around her
skirt and blew wild tendrils of black hair into the sky.

“Aspen!” I shouted, my
voice ragged and weak against the deafening wind.

Her head rolled forward to look at me,
displaying an unfamiliar expression that was completely devoid of
emotion. Those glowing eyes looked right past me as she cast her
gaze upon the chaos she had unleashed. With all the bedlam and
intermixing, there was no order to our defense; just a smattering
of Elementalists who ineffectively shielded themselves from the
immense power she’d unleashed.

Ignoring the hailstones as they rained
sharp blows upon me, I started running toward her, only to skid to
a panicked halt a few yards later. All around her and Lucas, the
earth began to crumble away, creating a circular abyss that
separated the two of them from the rest of us. The remainder of the
Elementalists that stood behind him began to scatter, fleeing from
the destruction. As they joined the others, a fresh wave of
fighting descended upon the hysterical crowd as accusations were
hurled as violently as the hail that battered the
clearing.

I let out a furious curse. Aspen’s
outstretched hands curled into fists, and all the frost on the
ground evaporated, engulfing her body in a swirling cloud of
vapors. The thick shroud of fog billowed away from her to descend
upon the entire clearing, all at once obscuring her, Lucas, and
everything else from view.

“Stop it, Aspen, please!”
Lucas’s voice carried across the chaos and through the fog,
amplified by a gale of Wind. “You’re hurting them! Please, don’t
make me kill you!”

“Aspen!” I screamed into
the mist.

At that moment, Sophia swirled out of
the haze, Eileen and Ori flanking her on both sides. “Elizabeth
says we’ve got to get Lucas away from her,” Sophia said, her voice
calm and measured. “She and Dr. Shirvani are staying behind to
suppress the rest of his Electromancers.”

I nodded, summoning a flame from my
lighter just as a ball of crackling Lightning appeared in Ori’s
palm.

“Let’s get this creep,”
Eileen growled, fierce as I’d ever seen her.

Sophia led the way through the fog,
clearing the way for the rest of us. From every angle, muted
flashes of Lightning and Fire reflected against the mist. It wasn’t
just Aspen, either. Hundreds of Elementalists were now physically
attacking one another, spurred by fright and fury while safely
shrouded by the anonymity of the fog.

“We have to hurry,” I
urged Sophia, garnering a tense nod in response.

As we approached the jagged rift in
the earth, too wide to traverse, Eileen deftly stitched the layers
of rock back together, creating a stable bridge just wide enough
for us to traverse. Once across, I could just barely make out the
shadowy outline of two figures standing in the fog, one lurking
directly behind the other.

I raised my hand to strike, crimson
flames blazing.

“I wouldn’t do that if I
were you,” a man’s voice called. The outline of a muddled figure
was walking towards us, mist swirling at their heels.

“Step aside, or we’ll kill
you,” I replied, meeting Ori’s amenable gaze. From beside me, the
lightning he had caged between his palms crackled
fiercely.

We all let out a collective gasp as
Aspen appeared from the mist ahead of Lucas, who hovered inches
from her heels. “I can’t let you do that,” she said, the cold and
stilted affectation of her voice sending chills down my
spine.

Ori let out a string of curses under
his breath.

“Aspen?” Eileen exclaimed.
“What the hell is happening?”

“That’s not Aspen,” I
growled.

“What have you done?”
Sophia demanded. Lucas didn’t bother to respond as his eyes bore
into the back of Aspen’s head.

“Here’s how this is going
to go,” ‘Aspen’ said in that same haunting, robotic timbre. “I’m
going to kill all of you, and then myself, and then Lucas is going
to stride out of the fog as a battle worn hero. He would prefer
this be over quickly. He also wants me to let you know that if you
try to interfere, you’ll just make my death more drawn out and
painful as he fries every neuron in my brain one by one.

“If you try to attack
him,” she continued with a cold vacant smile, “I’ll use my own body
to shield him. If I fail and he dies, his people have orders to
detonate the nuclear bomb that they’ve brought to the party.
Because if he goes… we’re all going with him.”

Behind her, the veil of fog
momentarily lifted to display a windowless van with two
blonde-haired women inside. The one in the driver’s seat waved at
us, clutching some sort of detonator in her hand while a line of
young men with violet eyes positioned themselves between us and the
bomb inside.

“It would be a shame to
leave this planet so soon,” Lucas spoke up, finally using his own
mouth. “But those of us strong enough to traverse the
trans-dimensional plane will be born again, equipped with the
memories of all our past lives to ensure success in the next life.”
He shrugged. “What’s a single lifetime of waiting, when I have
infinite lives ahead of me to ascend my rightful
throne?”

I stared at him, completely paralyzed
with shock. A hot raging fury was swiftly coursing through me,
turning the ice in my blood to pure, blazing fire. From behind us,
a fresh flurry of screams rose up and out of the mist. Helicopters
had descended into the chaos; whose helicopters they were, I didn’t
know and frankly didn’t care at that particular moment.

“What the hell can we do?”
Eileen whispered.

“You can die,” Aspen
smiled as she summoned a lethal cocktail of Fire, Ice, Wind, molten
Earth, and Lightning with her pale outstretched hand. The five
Elements swirled together violently, fusing and coalescing into a
strange slurry that glowed pure white, almost silver. I’d never
seen anything like it. This strange mixture of Elements she wielded
was utterly unprecedented, terrifying, and indescribable; apart
from Aspen herself, it was the most dangerous and beautiful thing
I’d ever seen.

“Get a load of this
Sheila’s tricks!” Lucas cackled. “I don’t know what the hell she’s
doing, but it’s bloody epic!”

“Aspen,” I whispered
softly, gazing deep into her unseeing eyes. “No matter what
happens, I love you.”

“Me too,” Ori smiled
wistfully.

“We love you, Aspen!”
Eileen cried.

“More than we could ever
say,” Sophia whispered, tears spilling down her cheeks.

The light behind Aspen’s eyes
momentarily dimmed; as it did, the attack hovering in her palm
flickered. Her eyebrows drew together in consternation, then shot
up in surprise as a figure tumbled out of the sky and knocked her
to the ground.

“Bloody Nora—” Lucas
yelped.

“Pentamancers aren’t the
only ones who can make a dramatic entrance!” Savannah yelled,
straddling Aspen’s chest. “Now hurry the hell up! Teriyaki is
getting the detonator!” My eyes nearly bulged out of my head as she
parted the fog to display Teruyuki, the chief of the Shirakawa-go
Ancients, leading the venerable charge to overtake Lucas’s
outnumbered cultists.

“What the hell…?” I
whispered.

“What are you people
waiting for!” Savannah screamed, gripping Aspen’s wrists. My poor
wife was pinned beneath her, eyes flashing with a rage that didn’t
belong to her.

“Help her!” Eileen
shouted.

My own eyes shot to Lucas, who had
recovered from the shock of Savannah’s appearance a split second
before the rest of us. His irises flashed the same disturbing shade
of violet as Aspen’s as he raised his arm to the sky, ribbons of
Ice and Fire entwining his fingers.

Ori and I lunged at the same time,
knocking him to the ground while Eileen and Sophia rushed to help
Savannah, who had just backhanded Aspen – still possessed by the
demon from down under – across the face. A furious growl escaped my
lips. I needed to rescue my wife, but I had one crucial thing to
take care of first. Without a readily available source of Fire, I
pinned my forearm against Lucas’s throat while Ori pinned the rest
of him.

“You’re… so… screwed!”
Lucas gasped, froth gathering at the edges of his mouth. “First
you,” he grinned, then his eyes trailed to Aspen, who was vacantly
gazing at the sky while Eileen tried to rouse her, “…then
her.”

“Aiden, move!” Ori
shouted, frantically trying to scramble to his feet.

As Lucas’s body erupted in crackling
veins of Electricity, neither one of us could tear ourselves off
him in time. The jolt hit me with the force of a truck, knocking me
backward, where I rolled to the very edge of the abyss. Ori thudded
beside me, both of us spasming uncontrollably.

“Worse than a box
jellyfish, eh?” Lucas cackled at us. Then, his attention set on
Aspen, he raised a hand to the sky. Jagged forks of Lightning
crackled around his fingers and down his wrist. “Better luck next
time, doll!” he grinned.

“No!” I croaked, clawing
at the ground to pull myself forward.

Still straddling Aspen’s chest,
Savannah whipped around, her wide green eyes trailing first on me
and then on Lucas. After a split second of what appeared to be a
rigorous internal argument, she jumped to her feet and pivoted to
run, leaving Eileen and Sophia completely defenseless as they
crouched beside Aspen, her glassy eyes still glowing with an alien
power, her entire body frighteningly still. Sophia hurled a
desperate ice attack that Lucas easily parried before unleashing
his own assault. As another violent seizure ripped across my body
from the Electricity he’d pumped into me, I could only watch my
wife’s impending death in paralyzed horror.

It was at that moment that Savannah
chose to run – not away, but straight into Lucas’s crackling fork
of Lightning. As it slammed into her chest, an agonized scream
ripped from her throat, then died as she crumpled to the
ground.

“Savannah!” Eileen
screamed as Sophia’s hands flew to her face.

Lucas watched the entire thing unfold,
arching a single unfeeling eyebrow as he did. Then, with a small
shrug, he powered up another attack, eyes glinting with raw
unhinged power as they locked on my wife.

As blackness threatened to overtake
me, I sank face-first into the ground, defeated.
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voice pierced the silence, its rich, mellifluous resonance a stark
contrast to the drawling croon that had been residing in my head
for what felt like an eternity. Suspended in the interminable ocean
of ultraviolet light that stretched infinitely before me, I briefly
stirred, then once more surrendered myself to forever drift in my
blinding prison of nothingness.

WAKE UP!
the voice in my head thundered.

I groaned, trying to shield my eyes
against the glaring light, but nothing could dim it.

I have not poured decades
into your life only for it to end like this! Now, wake!

I can’t, I mumbled, my voice all but swallowed by the infinite
abyss. I’m not strong enough.

Saçmalık
kızım. I shall lend you my power, and we’ll rise
up together.

Something inside me fluttered alive. I
knew that voice. It was one that I’d heard in my head so many times
before, guiding me from the depths of my subconsciousness from the
time I was young. It was a voice I thought I’d bid farewell to long
ago. And yet…

Barish?
I whispered. Is that
you?

Wake up, kızım. Wake up
and take back our throne.

An explosion of light shattered inside
my head, a light that was brighter than the brightest white, more
blinding than the surface of the sun. It seared through the
glaring, impermeable binds of my captor, vaporizing that torturous
sea of ultraviolet into glorious, beautiful darkness…

My eyes popped open. A gasp wheezed
past my lips as I sucked in mouthful after mouthful of crisp,
ionized air. Lingering above me was a black sky, punctuated only by
the shadowy sliver of a crescent moon; it was a vision so welcome I
nearly wept.

“Aspen!” Eileen cried,
tears staining her cheeks. “Is that you?”

I could only let out an affirmative
groan.

Hoisting myself to my elbows with
Sophia’s help, I took in my chaotic surroundings as quickly as
possible, awash in a strangely comforting feeling – a gift,
perhaps, from my empathic guardian. Lucas was clutching Lightning
in his hand, his back toward me as he flung attacks and curses at a
dozen of our Japanese friends who had subdued a half-dozen of his
cultists. Which meant the bomb was in safe hands, at least for now.
Aiden and Ori were on the ground, but alive and seemingly in one
piece. But Savannah…

Sucking in a sharp breath, I crawled
over to her, then gently cradled her head in my lap. The rest of
her body was splayed about unnaturally, the skin of her exposed
hands blackened and bleeding. I pressed my fingers to the
blistering skin of her neck, anxiously feeling for a pulse. She
shifted her head slightly and moaned.

“Hey, it’s okay,” I
whispered as her eyes fluttered open. “It’s me.”

“Emily?” she
rasped.

“I—”

She lifted a trembling hand to my
cheek. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t protect you.”

“You…” I swallowed,
feeling a heavy pit of lead settle in my stomach. “You did protect
me.”

“I did?” A tear streamed
down her cheek, leaving a glistening trail in the ashy
soot.

“Yes,” I whispered. “You
saved everyone. You’re a hero.”

She smiled, her lips trembling with
effort. “That’s… that’s all I ever wanted.” I gently stroked her
hair as her eyes fluttered closed once more, her shaky smile
relaxing into tranquility. As the last of her strength slipped
away, her head fell to the side. Stifling a sob, I looked up to
find Eileen and Sophia kneeling beside me, each with tears in their
eyes.

“Goodbye, Savannah,”
Sophia whispered. “You were a good friend.”

With effort this time, I sucked in
another deep breath, expanding my lungs with air that trembled with
Electricity. I didn’t feel anger. I didn’t feel fear. Only a
profound, resonating calm. Gripping Sophia’s hand while Eileen
looped an arm around my waist, I shakily rose from the ground, my
leg searing with pain that I barely registered.

“Watch over her,” I
whispered to them. They both nodded tearfully.

“You!” Lucas screamed,
whipping around to face me. I sighed in relief; that terrible voice
that had lived inside my head was so much more tolerable when he
was screaming at me from a solid three yards away.

I cautiously made my way forward,
approaching Lucas like the coiled snake in the grass he
was.

“You bitch,” he choked
out, jabbing a Lightning-clad finger in my direction. “I don’t know
how you managed it, but I’ll kill you if it’s the last bloody thing
I ever do!”

A flash of light erupted in front of
my eyes, but I knew what to expect this time. As I flung out a
hand, his attack ricocheted off my Electric shield like the cheap
parlor trick it was.

“What the… how did you—?”
he stammered, launching into another rambling tirade that I mostly
tuned out.

Being able to ignore Lucas was a gift
beyond compare, and I relished every moment of it as I waved an arm
over my head to seize control of the Elements that had been
unleashed. A half dozen tornadoes receded into the forest where
they puttered out and died, taking the heavy fog with them. The
lightning and hail returned to the tranquil clouds above where they
belonged. And finally, with a vibrating rumble and a hiss, the
wounds of the earth closed up – save for the wide chasm that
separated the six of us from everyone else. Lucas needed to be kept
as far away from them as possible.

Welcome back,
Rosebud, a familiar, gentle voice
whispered.

Mom. I blinked back tears, finding her in the crowd right away.
She and Dr. Shirvani were waving at me from across the clearing,
harboring about a dozen subdued cultists between them while Ted was
flashing me a bandaged thumbs-up.

Have faith in yourself,
Rowan. More than anything, these people desperately need a
leader.

I nodded as I surveyed the clearing,
which was once again awash in flickering torchlight. In the abrupt
absence of the storm, a stillness had settled upon the crowd.
Hundreds of arms that had been poised for battle slowly lowered and
mouths that had been sputtering with vitriol began to close as
everyone looked upon us in stunned silence.

Well, almost everyone.

“This isn’t over!” Lucas’s
scream echoed against the shattered trees and broken terrain.
“These people aren’t yours! There can only be one Pentamancer to
rule them, and that Pentie is me!” He flung a bolt of Fire-infused
Lightning at me, which I calmly deflected into the sky. As he began
to pace before me like a restless tiger, I strategically maintained
my position in front of Eileen and Sophia, my gaze trailing to
Aiden and Ori, who were both beginning to stir. It took every ounce
of willpower I had not to run to Aiden’s side – the old Aspen would
have immediately done that, but Aspen the prime minister could
not.

With newfound resolve, I used the wind
to carry my next words to the hundreds of people who were planted
in the wreckage before us: a mix of Asterian, Obsidian, Wilder, and
even a hundred or so wide-eyed National Guardsmen, who stood at the
far end of the clearing, weapons drawn but not cocked. I could only
assume they’d been deployed by the president, since our people had
taken the tremendous risk of filling him in, at my
request.

“You’re not a
Pentamancer,” I replied, keeping my chin held high. “The earth
doesn’t move for you – you told me that yourself while you were
hijacking my head.”

Gasps and cries erupted in the
clearing, sending a ripple of confusion coursing through the crowd.
Lucas stared at me in mute horror, struggling to formulate a
response. Meanwhile, a flutter of movement just behind him made my
heart swell. Aiden and Ori were helping one another to their feet,
shaky but whole. As our eyes met, I flashed Aiden a warm smile. His
entire body seemed to melt with relief, making me wince; what
exactly had Lucas done with me while I was out?

Understandably, the rest of the crowd
was far from placated. All told, there had to have been a thousand
people gathered in the clearing by that point. And no one looked
particularly happy after the false Pentamancer bombshell. As their
general indignation and exclamations of disbelief continued to grow
in both volume and fury, Lucas appeared to have finally settled on
a response: vigorous denial.

“Of course, I can move the
earth,” he announced, gesturing to the small crowd of blond,
sun-weathered Electromancers that were perched at the very edge of
the chasm directly across from us. “Just ask anyone! My entire
tribe has witnessed it, heaps of times!”

“Prove it!” someone
shouted from the opposite end of the crowd. “Show us!” That
triggered a cascade of echoing hollers, many of which shared
similar sentiments.

When the cries finally died down, I
crossed my arms, meeting Lucas with a level stare. “I agree with
them. You’ll have to prove it. After all, you wouldn’t want anyone
here to harbor any doubts about your Pentamancer status… would
you?”

He muttered something along the lines
of, “Filthy, stupid Jezebel,” before he turned his back on me to
concentrate on a patch of charred, smoking dirt ahead of us. After
a long moment, the smoking debris began to glow; then, a few
moments later, the partially molten rocks hovered above the ground,
levitated by superheated air. “There, you see? Now—”

“You didn’t manipulate the
earth itself,” Eileen shouted from her front-row seat on the
ground. “Not a single pebble.”

“Agreed. That was all
Pyromancy,” Aiden spoke up, the edges of his voice hoarse and
ragged.

“And Auromancy,” Sophia
added. “And not particularly impressive Auromantic skills, at
that.”

“Your boy’s a counterfeit
Pentamancer,” Ori shouted at Lucas’s people. “He’s been mixing Fire
and Wind to make it look like he can control Earth… but he’s no
more a Terramancer than I am, since I can’t even identify
quartz!”

“Liar!” Lucas screamed,
hurling a searing blast of Wind toward Ori that Sophia quickly
blocked.

He and Aiden came to stand on either
side of me, while Eileen and Sophia rose from the ground to stand
behind us. Savannah’s body was gone, undoubtedly airlifted by
Sophia to rest in a safe place.

“You have no claim to the
Asterian Order,” I told Lucas calmly. “Though, if Obsidian wishes
to keep you, they certainly can.”

“We don’t want him!” a
woman’s voice shouted from the crowd. My eyes widened as they
landed on Kaylie herself, who stood in the middle of the crowd,
peaceably sandwiched between Mei and Kumiko. “We want you, Rowan…
preferably in a world where we’re free and welcome.”

While many
enthusiastically agreed with her, Kaylie’s unexpected endorsement
sparked a resounding series of boos
from a cluster of a hundred or so Elementalists
that had gathered alongside the remainder of Lucas’s Electromantic
tribesmen. They were all die-hard Obsidian members – many of whom
had followed Lucas into the clearing to watch him kill me – and
would no doubt support their leader until the end. Though vastly
different in appearance, everyone in their newly-formed faction
wore matching scowls on their faces.

“Excuse me!” a sharp voice
rose up from the back of the clearing. One of the National
Guardswomen stepped forward, her right hand cupping her ear as
though listening through an earpiece. “Regarding the part about
being welcome, the president says, ‘that’s a distinct and
highly-desirable possibility.’ He’s watching remotely with several
members of the Asterian minister’s taskforce and has asked me to
convey to Ms. Fulman that she and her followers have his full
support… politically and militarily.” She said that last part with
an air of solemnity that did not go unnoticed – particularly by
Lucas, who emitted an indignant growl.

For a split second, no one else said a
word as hundreds of Asterians – whose ancestors had been confined
underground for the entire millennia-spanning history of the Order
– considered such an unprecedented declaration… And then, all at
once, everyone started screaming and cheering, flinging their arms
around one another in triumph and disbelief. For a brief moment, I
couldn’t tell who, in the larger group at least, was Asterian and
who was Wilder or Obsidian – they were all just people. Hundreds of
relieved, overjoyed people.

But as the echoes of their celebration
resonated through the forest, the hairs on the back of my neck
began to stand on end. Lucas was trembling before me, shaking and
seething with an anger that could only belong to a man who had
never been denied a single thing in his entire life. Flames and
Electricity simmered into the flux of hot air that began churning
around him, fed by the fury of his humiliation and
temper.

“You promised me a fight,”
he spoke through gritted teeth as the clouds above us simmered with
Lightning.

“You won’t win,” Aiden
warned, placing his hands on my shoulders protectively.

“I never lose!” he spat,
channeling every ounce of rage he carried into the Elements he
wielded. A swirling tempest was rising up behind him, swirling Fire
and Ice, Wind and Lightning into a massive tornado that sucked up
rocks and broken boughs like pebbles. It whirled and roiled, rising
higher and higher to tower above the entire clearing. Ahead of us,
my throat caught at the sight of hundreds of Asterians standing
their ground, arms raised above their heads to protect their
non-Elementalist sisters and brothers behind them.

My friends moved in closer, with
Sophia dutifully shielding us from the maelstrom of ash and hail
and broken debris that tore past us, feeding the roaring cyclone
that loomed overhead. With the brute force of a hurricane, it spun
and wobbled like a top about to collapse, sucking in anything and
everything unfortunate enough to be nearby as it did.

I snatched one of the glowing sparks
out of the air, feeding it Wind to bring a torrent of Fire to my
hands. Not far ahead, Lucas’s last remaining faction was spreading
out to face the rest of the crowd, their own hands blazing with
Elements.

“You have to go help
them!” I shouted to my friends.

“Not a chance!” Eileen
yelled.

“Elementalists will never
be able to live alongside Defects!” Lucas screamed, shrouding
himself in Fire and Lightning as his tornado grew more terrifying
and out of control by the second. “Nor should we! You’re all
maggots, the lot of you!” he shouted. “Maggots who will very soon
be squashed beneath my runners!”

Spurred by some invisible signal,
about a dozen of his cultists split from the rest of the group and
charged toward the van, which Teruyuki and his people were still
surrounding. The Ancients stood at the ready as a barrage of
attacks flew toward them – as well as the highly unstable nuclear
bomb they guarded.

“Protect the bomb!” Mei
cried, leading a cluster of soldiers from the National Guard to
help defend the Ancients.

Meanwhile, the rest of Lucas’s
acolytes began hurling attacks at the larger crowd, including my
mother and Ted. I pivoted in my spot, my reflexes screaming at me
to help them.

Don’t worry about
us! Mom’s voice blazed in my ears.
There are four Electromancers hiding in the trees
behind Lucas. I’m doing everything I can but you must stay on your
guard!

As if on cue, an onslaught of
Electromantic assaults came flying straight at me, invisible to
nearly everyone else but Lucas. I flung out my arms in defense,
barely deflecting them in time. The air around me sizzled with
Electricity, letting me know another attack was on the
way.

“They’re attacking Aspen!”
Ori yelled from behind me. “Those four blondies in the
trees!”

Falling into formation on either side
of me, Ori, Aiden, Sophia, and Eileen hurled their own
counter-attacks into the forest, their Elements blazing past me
like comets. Meanwhile, Lucas wasn’t fazed. With spheres of various
Elements hovering in his hands, he started flinging attack after
attack – not just at me, but deep into the crowd. Just as I blocked
a powerful Ice attack that would have resulted in severe frostbite
at best, one of his Fireballs slammed into the chest of an old man
who was fighting off two Obsidian extremists.

“No!” I screamed, sending
a torrent of Water in his direction to douse the flames. From the
corner of my eye, I saw the fire disappear, but there was no time
to check on the man or even call for help. Lucas cackled gleefully
as balls of Lightning, Fire, and Ice hurtled toward me almost too
quickly to deflect, particularly as my eyes were flitting from the
clearing to my mother and my friends, then back to Teruyuki and the
other Ancients. Their presence alone had been a miracle in and of
itself, and yet here they were, dutifully defending the
non-Elementalist bomb squad that was trying to dismantle the
weapon, all while Lucas’s cultists accosted all of them with
nonstop physical and mental attacks.

“Aspen!” Aiden shouted at
the same moment a searing ball of Fire entered my vision. Before I
even knew what had happened, I was knocked to the ground. I looked
up to find Aiden’s nose millimeters from mine, his elbows pressed
to the dirt on either side of my head. “Don’t worry about them!” he
rasped, his full weight bearing down on me as another attack landed
inches away, this one made of electrified Ice shards. “Surviving,
preferably by kicking this guy’s ass, should be your only concern
right now!”

“He’s too strong!” I tried
to gasp, but then his lips were on mine, silencing the doubt from
my mouth and my mind. A screaming plume of electrified Fire whizzed
inches overhead, which Sophia gracefully pivoted back towards
Lucas.

“You can do this, Aspen!”
she called to me.

“Don’t focus on anyone
else but him,” Aiden growled, his voice still hoarse from shouting.
“If you cut off the head of the snake, the rest of the serpent goes
with it.” He leaned down once more to kiss me deeply. “I love you!
Now stay with me!”

I barely had the breath to reply as he
hauled me to my feet with one hand, deflecting another one of
Lucas’s attacks with the other.

“Eyes forward!” he
shouted, then turned to help the others protect me. Three of the
four women who hovered behind Lucas were still standing, their
attacks fierce and unwavering. Eileen cried out as a searing branch
of Lightning flew at her feet, sending molten earth and debris
sky-high.

“I got you, Eileen!” Ori
shouted, flinging a spiraling torrent of Electricity at her
assailant.

Doing everything I could to tear my
eyes away from the people I loved and everyone else I’d sworn – and
was failing – to protect, I focused my attention on Lucas, who was
summoning a surge of Lightning to his fingertips while Fire, Ice,
and Wind raged all around him, creating a nearly-impenetrable
barrier. His Quadromantic cyclone surged and twisted behind him,
picking up speed while growing to colossal proportions.

“Hey Pentie,” Lucas
called, bouncing a ball of Fire in his hand like a baseball. “Did
you know that you need Electricity to cross the trans-dimensional
plane? Too bad pathetic drongos like you never make it there!” he
sneered, his taunts barely audible over the roar of his creation.
“I hope you’ll enjoy an eternity of agony in the great void! Give
all your dead mates my regards!”

With a terrible cry, he unleashed his
monster. The tempest of swirling Elements wreaked a trail of
carnage across the earth, destroying everything in its path –
including two of his own tribesmen who got caught in the
cross-hairs.

Gusts of Wind came barreling through
the clearing as I summoned them, fusing together to create a
towering cyclone that nearly rivaled his. As our two storms
collided, a shattering explosion of thunder sent ripples throughout
the entire forest, rocking me to my core. Sophia managed to protect
herself and the others while my own arms barely flew up in time to
shield myself. I sank to my knees as more torrents of Lightning
rained down upon my dwindling shield, my skin blistering from the
heat of his attack. He was so angry, so full of hate and ire – how
could I defend myself against someone who had but a single lifetime
to lose in a religion that promised infinite lives?

When Lucas’s telltale ultraviolet
attack seared into my vision, I sank deeper into the ground, my
battered, exhausted body failing me. I’d expended more energy than
I ever had before, pushed my injured body to the brink of its
mental and physical limits – and yet my seasoned foe wasn’t
flinching. I felt my body pitch forward, the ground rising up to
meet me.

Do not surrender,
Barish’s voice commanded me. You have not been defeated yet!

I don’t know if I can do
it, I whimpered as that merciless,
all-consuming light began to take hold, threatening to overpower
me.

Though you’ve fought and
railed against it, my child, the time has come to rise and face
your destiny.

I didn’t have the strength to reply.
Someone was wrapping their arms around my waist, trying to help me
stand. I didn’t need to open my eyes to instinctively recognize
Aiden’s touch.

Rise, my child. You must
take your worthy place among our history’s heroes.

A deep, soothing feeling embraced my
mind while strong, loving arms encircled my body, lending me the
strength to stand. As I pressed one bare, bleeding foot to the
ground, and then the other, the blinding light that had threatened
to take hold of me shattered into pieces.

With my own vision slowly coming back
into focus, I risked a glance at my friends who had spread out to
encircle me, each protecting me with everything they had. Elements
raged and seethed all around but within the onslaught, I felt the
warmth of Aiden’s Fire, the invigoration of Ori’s Lightning, the
grounding pull of Eileen’s Earth, the soothing protection of
Sophia’s Wind and Water. Tears blurred my vision as I thought about
Savannah and her fierce, unyielding determination. And, as
ridiculous as it was, as my fingers reached into my pocket to brush
against the last remaining cookie crumbs, I felt the overwhelming,
unconditional love of my grandmother… and felt a pang of sadness
for Lucas, who had never known such tenderness and care.

When my full sight finally returned,
it was as though I was seeing the world for the first time. The
five Elements swirled before me, not as a raging tempest, but each
as a distinct, glowing thread that yearned to be woven. And as
those radiant threads swirled around me, calling to me, they did
not rob me of strength, but rather granted it.

Without thinking, I reached out and
grasped two of the strands, weaving Wind and Fire to create crimson
ribbons of flame that licked at my skin and warmed my blood. A cool
sensation brought my gaze down to the earth, where Water from the
soil was lapping at my bare feet, soothing the cuts and burns. My
veins coursing with adrenaline and forgotten power, I raised my
arms to the sky, each adorned with garlands of Wind and Fire, and
summoned the Water from the ground. It burst forth from the soil in
shimmering drops, surrounding me from all sides like strings of
diamonds. The earth rumbled beneath my feet, stabilizing and
supporting my trembling legs while glittering plumes of raw
minerals billowed in the air around me, creating an endless
possibility of matter to be woven.

And from the west, where power lines
towered far above the forest, something was beckoning me like an
old friend.

Come, I whispered silently.

Like a violet whip cracking across the
sky, Lightning bounded to my fingers, sizzling and popping in the
frigid night air. Catalyzed, the Elements swirled around me in
liquid ribbons, braiding and intertwining until their individual
weaves were indecipherable; Fire, Water, Lightning, Wind, and Earth
all melding together to form a type of magic I’d never seen before.
It hovered between my hands and all around me, glimmering and
splendid, magnificent and ineffable – a sixth element I couldn’t
name, but my soul somehow knew.

“Beautiful,” I heard Aiden
whisper behind me.

I stared at the newborn magic swirling
around us in awe, both humbled and entranced. It surged and swelled
in great silver torrents that encircled my entire body, gleaming
with an ancient power that both called and answered to
me.

Ahead, Lucas’s legion of Elements
roiled and churned around his body, which was contorted with pain
and fury. He was channeling a colossal amount of energy, fighting
against the Elements instead of surrendering to them. Flames lashed
and Lightning snapped while shards of Ice tore at his skin and
clothes. The wind yelped and howled as it clawed at his battered
body. But he didn’t relent.

“Stop it, Lucas! You’ll
kill yourself!” I shouted.

“I’d rather die than lose
to you!” he screamed, flinging his arms in front of him. The
tornado tore forward, knocking him and everyone around him to the
ground.

I instinctively flung my creation into
the air, where it expanded into a coruscating net whose silvery
brilliance illuminated the entire forest. The moment the cyclone
struck the nameless Element, it exploded into a shower of platinum
sparks that wrenched the storm apart, leaving its liberated
Elements to disappear into the night. In the tempest’s wake, a
silvery mist settled upon the ravaged land, glittering faintly
beneath the pale light of the moon.

A defeated howl tore
through Lucas’s lips as I stared at my own hands in
amazement. What was that?

Aiden’s hand gently squeezed my
shoulder, bringing my attention back to the rest of the clearing,
where much of the fighting had stopped… mostly because everyone was
gaping at me. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I surveyed the
broken terrain that surrounded us on all sides, my heart breaking
at the sight of dozens of bodies littering the ground, some of whom
I recognized. My throat hitched as my gaze fell on the crumpled
body that my mother and Dr. Shirvani were tending to.

My hands shot to my
mouth. Mei.

She protected them,
my mother’s gentle voice whispered in my ear. I
followed her wistful gaze to the van, where Ancients and soldiers
were standing side-by-side, watching over a line of captors who
were alive but bound, each of them sprawled face-down on the
dirt. The Ancients were trying to protect
the soldiers as they worked to dismantle the bomb. The attack came
out of nowhere, from across the clearing. Before anyone could
react, Mei alone took the brunt of it, giving them time to shield
themselves and the bomb.

Teruyuki, who had been tending one of
the wounded soldiers, rose to his feet to give me a deep and solemn
nod. Then, with one weathered hand clasping the clenched fist of
his other, he turned toward Mei and swept into the lowest bow I’d
ever seen. The other Ancients followed suit, all paying tribute to
her sacrifice. I clenched my fists at my sides, fingernails cutting
into the flesh of my palms to control the wave of grief that
threatened to overwhelm me.

“You think I’ve lost,” a
hoarse voice called out to me. Not two yards away, Lucas was
clutching at his chest, gasping and wheezing. He’d surrounded
himself with a flickering shroud of Lightning, and yet he was
drawing more and more Electricity from the line of bodies that lay
behind him, his once-loyal followers.

“They’ll be alright,” he
croaked, seeing my horrified expression. “They’re with my father
now.”

“Oh, Lucas,” I whispered,
my pity for him trumping any remaining hatred.

As he raised his illuminated arms
above his head, Lightning tore from the clouds. It crackled across
his entire body, burning away clothing and leaving angry welts
across his skin. The light behind his eyes was fading. “I’ll
probably kill myself,” he screamed, agony ripping through his
voice, “but not before taking all of you with me!”

My eyes widened in horror.

“Elohim, please, not again,” Ori groaned, wiping the blood from his
bottom lip. “He’s gonna fry everyone here!”

“Can we stop him?” Sophia
asked, drawing Wind and Water from the air.

Above us, the clouds opened up as
though parted by Zeus himself. Jagged forks of Lightning screamed
from the sky as they shot toward Lucas, the self-designated human
lightning rod. He wouldn’t survive much longer – which meant
hundreds of others wouldn’t, either.

“Aspen,” Eileen hissed,
gesturing to the ground beneath him. “He’s standing right on top of
sinkhole territory.”

My heart sank. Not only was she right,
but Lucas wouldn’t be able to defend himself from a Terramantic
attack. And yet the thought of killing him, even to save so many
others, went against everything I stood for, everything I’d devoted
my life to.

Aiden’s warm strong hands encircled my
waist, lending me the courage and strength I’d all but
depleted.

A choking, wheezing laugh erupted from
Lucas as he flung his arms out, rivers of Lightning coursing
through illuminated veins that glowed beneath charred, peeling
skin.

Blinking back tears, I met the
feverish, diminishing glow of Lucas’s eyes one last time… and then
wrenched the world apart. The terrible scream of a desperate, dying
animal tore from his throat as the ground broke open beneath him,
sending him tumbling into the yawning, cavernous abyss that I’d
ripped open just beneath his feet. Flashes of Lightning ricocheted
out of the chasm, but Ori was standing at the ready, deflecting the
electricity up and away from the crowd while Sophia created a
protective Wind screen to shield them.

Lucas’s screams diminished into the
gnashing maw of the earth until only his agonized echoes
remained.

Gasping with exertion, I used the last
of my energy to fuse the walls of the cavern back together,
collapsing into Aiden’s arms as my own limbs gave out. With a
searing flash of Lightning and a deafening clap of thunder, the
fissure slammed shut, sending a violent aftershock rippling across
the clearing that Eileen was there to dampen.

Safe in the arms of the man I loved, I
finally succumbed to exhaustion, my eyelids fluttering against the
darkness as the sound of uproarious cheers and applause faded to
muffled background noise, and then beautiful silence. Just before
unconsciousness took hold, a deep, gentle voice whispered in my
mind.

Bravo, my child…
Bravo.


Chapter 35
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But it wasn’t like so many of my
previous dreams of her where she’d chased or caught or otherwise
tormented me. In this one, she was young and smiling, her face free
of scars and heavy makeup. Standing barefoot in a grassy meadow, a
pastel dress fluttering about her ankles, she twirled in a slow
circle, holding out her arms to soak in the warm rays of the sun,
her pale freckles catching in the sunlight. All around her, a
waist-high field of sunflowers swayed in a gentle breeze. When she
eventually turned her face away from the sky, her emerald eyes
immediately found mine. She didn’t speak, but inclined her head in
acknowledgment of my presence, the corners of her mouth upturned in
a friendly smile. The sun grew brighter, sending golden light
washing over the meadow. Eventually, I couldn’t tell where Savannah
ended and the light began.

***

 


I awoke to a hand gently caressing my
face.

“Aiden,” I murmured,
smiling as his name passed through my lips.

“Good morning, beautiful,”
he whispered as he leaned down to kiss my forehead. “You know, we
really need to stop meeting in hospitals like this.”

“Yeah, we really do.” I
hoisted myself up into a sitting position, squinting my eyes
against the afternoon sunlight streaming through the hospital
window. “Where am I and how long was I out?” I asked, almost afraid
to hear the answer. The last time I’d woken up in a hospital bed,
I’d been in a coma for two weeks.

“You’re at the
Walter Reed National Military Medical Center,” he
replied, stroking loose strands of hair from my face, “and you’ve
only been here for about half a day. The National Guard transported
you here just before dawn, in an actual Blackhawk helicopter. I got
to ride along,” he added, his boyish smile temporarily erasing the
fatigue that creased the edges of his eyes.

My own eyes grew wide as I
looked around the room. I was in some sort of fancy suite, large
enough to house ten hospital beds. Dozens of floral bouquets lined
the walls. “Walter Reed,” I breathed. “Isn’t that the hospital
where U.S. presidents go…?”

Aiden nodded. “The very
same. And he’s here right now, along with everyone else,
impatiently waiting for you to wake up.”

A sharp twinge of panic gripped my
stomach. “I have no idea how to talk to a president,” I whimpered,
gnawing on a broken nail.

“I’ll help you stall for
time,” he winked. “For what it’s worth, he’s far less intimidating
than Evelyn… who’s on her way here from the airport, I should add.
Your mother and Ted just stepped outside to meet her. And probably
mentally prepare her, since her granddaughter is bruised and
battered in the hospital… again.”

I grimaced, wondering how
bad her freak-out would be when she saw me. Probably depends on how bad I look, I sighed, then immediately winced. My throat and lungs burned
when I inhaled or exhaled too deeply and my calf was
throbbing. Thankfully, when I peered
beneath the sheets to inspect my battle scars the scene wasn’t
terribly gruesome: substantial bruising, a few gauze-wrapped burns,
an assortment of scrapes that peppered my arms and legs, and a
not-so-sexy hospital gown to tie it all together – and from the
back, no less. All in all, it could have been much worse. Given
everything that had happened, I felt far better than I should
have.

I took another careful breath. “So…
what have I missed?”

“Well, first things
first,” Aiden smiled, leaning forward to give me a deep kiss that
sent fire coursing through my veins. “Welcome back. You had me…
really worried, to say the absolute least.”

“At the
hospital?”

“At the hospital… but also
for the five hours we searched for you after you sent your entire
security team on a wild goose chase. And then again when you sent
me on a one-way trip down a mile-deep crag in the
ground.”

“Oh my God,” I gasped, my
hand flying to my face. “I did?”

He took my bandaged hand in both of
his. “It’s okay. When Kumiko called Mei to let her know that she’d
tracked down Kaylie, Mei immediately realized she wasn’t with you
at Obsidian, and the whole thing had been a farce. So, it was just
a matter of backtracking, joining forces with our lesser nemeses,
and following the Elements for a few hours,” he smiled, the edges
of it not quite meeting his eyes. “And as for you attacking us, it
didn’t take us long to realize that Lucas was controlling you. His
surviving sycophants were able to confirm that before we hauled
them and the rest of the die-hards over to the D.C. Containment
Center. What I want to know is… are you okay?”

“Are you okay?” I retorted
belligerently.

He chuckled. “Totally fine. Just a
burn or three. And maybe a few bumps and scrapes from the
fall.”

I felt my eyes fill with tears. “Did I
hurt anyone else? How many casualties were there?”

 Aiden brought my hand to his lips, gently kissing my burned
knuckles. “You didn’t hurt anyone… I swear,” he added, seeing my
incredulous expression. “You unleashed a lot of chaos, but we were
able to keep it under control. As for casualties… Obsidian’s
lingering extremists did a number on our people. And so did Lucas
and his cultists. They used a form of Electromantic manipulation
never seen before, so it took your mother and Dr. Shirvani some
time to sort it out before we finally were able to take control. It
was a miracle that the Wilders arrived when they did. They came
from Japan, France, even Polynesia of all places… if it weren’t for
them, I don’t think we would have made it out alive, especially if
Teruyuki’s people hadn’t seized the bomb.” He shook his head
slowly. “I don’t know how Savannah managed to convince all of those
Wilders to come to our aid. She may have literally saved the
world.”

Savannah.
My free hand clenched the fabric at my chest. How
had she managed something so incredible all by herself? Something
was tugging at my memory… a deep, familiar voice… but the more I
tried to remember who or what it was, the harder the memory was to
grasp. I let out a heavy sigh, conceding to myself that it was
probably just a faded dream.

“How…” I swallowed the
lump in my throat. “How many are dead?”

Aiden’s shoulders drooped just enough
to make my heart sink. “Thirty-nine dead, ten of them Obsidian
terrorists. Sixteen Wilders. Twelve Asterians. One soldier. Your
mother and Ted are fine; so are our friends. They’re helping the
hospital staff treat the wounded.”

“How many—”

“Just under a hundred. But
most of the injuries are mild to moderate, with only two of them
being critical. And the doctors informed us that they’ll almost
certainly pull through.” He said all of that as quickly as
possible, then forced a smile for my benefit. “The hospital has
devoted an entire wing to injured Elementalists. All of the nurses
and doctors working there were granted emergency top secret
clearance so they could treat us. It’s been… surreal.”

“That’s—” I started, my
words cutting off mid-thought as I suddenly remembered something.
“Mei,” I whispered, forcing down the lump in my throat. “Is
she…?”

Aiden nodded, his deep brown eyes
glassy with emotion. I held back a sob as he reached forward to
stroke my hair. “Her quick thinking saved all of us. The Ancients
were distracted and outnumbered when the attack came. Without Mei’s
sacrifice, the bomb would have almost certainly detonated – killing
everyone within five miles instantaneously, and millions more in
the coming weeks from radiation poisoning alone…” he trailed off,
shaking his head to clear the terrible images.

“And Kumiko?” I croaked,
my chest further constricting with fear. She’d been the former
minister’s right-hand attendant for years, gladly risking life and
limb to protect her. If Mei was gone, then that meant…

“She’s alive.”

“She is?” Relieved tears
immediately began to spill down my cheeks, which Aiden lovingly
brushed away. “How—"

“When Mei leapt in front
of the attack, she knocked Kumiko away from her and directly into
Kaylie’s arms. Kaylie understood that to mean, ‘Don’t let her
follow.’ She restrained Kumiko in ways only a Polymancer could and
didn’t let her go until she was sure… Well, until the Ancients
retrieved Kumiko themselves. They’ve taken her under their wing in
the meantime.”

It took some effort to keep my eyes
from bulging out of their sockets. “Kaylie… saved Kumiko’s
life?”

“Against her will, but
yes.”

“Oh my G—where are they
now?”

“Kumiko decided to return
to Shirakawa-go with the Ancients where she’ll eventually scatter
Mei’s ashes and continue training in the art of Elemental sword
fighting. And, crazy as it sounds, Kaylie was also granted
Teruyuki’s permission to spend some time in their village. Despite
everything, I think he took pity on her. Both women are mourning
the loss of their loved ones, but Ori says that Kaylie is really
struggling. She perceives yesterday’s events as entirely her
fault.”

“That’s not totally fair,”
I frowned. “She said some reckless and hateful things, but I don’t
believe she ever meant for people to get hurt.”

Aiden shrugged. “Whether bloodshed was
her intent or not, words have power. They can create and they can
destroy. I hope she’ll come to understand that when she eventually
returns.”

The two of us sat in silence for a
long moment, gripping each other’s hands tightly before a knock
sounded on the door. Dr. Shirvani and another doctor I didn’t
recognize entered the room, followed by Ori, Eileen, and
Sophia.

“Aspen!” Eileen shouted,
seeing me awake. She and Sophia ran over to give me tentative hugs,
each of them sporting various bandages of their own.

“Hey, little lightning
bolt,” Ori smiled at me, ruffling my hair. He was wearing a brace
on his wrist and had re-slung his arm but otherwise seemed in one
piece.

“How are you feeling?” Dr.
Shirvani asked, picking up a clipboard from the end of my bed while
the other doctor looked on, visibly anxious. He wore teal scrubs,
which displayed bare, tattoo-free arms; he wasn’t an
Elementalist.

“I’m feeling okay,” I
replied. “A little pain in my calf from where I got burned, but my
head feels good.”

“When you first arrived,
your EEG was… well, highly unusual,” Dr. Shirvani said. “Whatever
that little creep did while he was in there, it was extensive. But
we’ve stabilized most of your brain waves through the same
Electromantic Transcranial Stimulation methods you and I were
working on just last month.”

“No kidding!” my eyes
widened. “You were able to successfully apply the ballast
technique?”

“Indeed,” his eyes
twinkled with pride. “And with beautiful results, if I may add. Oh,
by the way, this is Dr. Suwannarat. He’s the resident neurologist
here and is very interested to learn more about Electromantic brain
therapies, a handful of which I was able to demonstrate for him
directly.”

“I-It’s…” Dr. Suwannarat
stammered. “Well, it… it’s bringing our wildest dreams –
technologies that would otherwise be fifty, sixty years out – to
our fingertips. And I…” he swallowed. “I just can’t tell you how
fascinated I am. And… truly, incredibly grateful for the
opportunity to witness.”

“And hopefully
contribute!” Dr. Shirvani clapped him on the back enthusiastically.
“That is, if the minister and president approve.” He winked at me.
“Speaking of which, he’s very anxious to meet you, Madam Minister.
I hope you won’t mind a small crowd. His Secret Service team
insists on accompanying him since you are, you know, a formidable
mistress of the five Elements. May I send them in?”

I could barely manage a nod as the two
doctors excused themselves from the room, the door clicking softly
behind them. Outside, there appeared to be a bit of a commotion
through the frosted glass as the president’s team organized
themselves to escort him inside.

Awestruck, I had to actively work to
keep my jaw from falling open as I looked around the room, meeting
each of my friend’s smiling forces. “This… this is really
happening? We’re finally coming out to the world?”

“Yes.” Aiden leaned
forward to brush a quick kiss across my lips. “Thanks to you, Madam
Minister.”

I shook my head firmly. “I’d be
nothing without all of you.” I sucked in a deep, trembling breath.
“Will you stay with me? When he comes?”

“Are you kidding?” Eileen
laughed.

“Of course we’ll stay,”
Sophia smiled, settling herself on the window ledge.

“Like you ever could get
us to leave,” Ori added as he casually leaned his elbow on Eileen’s
head.

“Hey, watch it!” she
swatted at him while Sophia laughed from her windowsill
perch.

As another knock sounded at the door,
Aiden took my hand in his. “Dr. Shirvani was certainly right about
one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“You are indeed a mighty
force to be reckoned with.”

Before I could reply, the door swung
open and the President of the United States strode in. “Madam
Minister,” he declared, giving me a small bow as he did, “I can’t
thank you enough for your devotion and unwavering service to this
country. It is abundantly clear that none of us would be here if it
weren’t for you and your people. And on that subject, I think it’s
high time we discuss how our two governments may properly support
and serve one another.”

My mouth was as dry as parchment paper
as I answered, “Y-Yes, Mr. President… I’d like that very
much.”


Chapter 36
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Tuesday, April
5th

[image: ]onald, my sweet,

Forgive me for my lapse in
writing. Robert has been practically pushing a pen and paper into
my hand for weeks now, knowing how much the journaling helps this
old, addled brain of mine. (It also gives him the chance to sneak
cookies from the kitchen but I pretend not to notice.) With so much
going on, it’s taken me some time to catch my breath, but I’ll
start with the most important news: the kids finally tied the
knot!! Oh, and Aspen could not have looked more breathtaking. She
was wearing the same beautiful white gown her mother wore when she
and David got married some thirty years ago, if you can believe
it’s been that long! I had to take the waist in since the poor girl
hasn’t been eating well with that nonstop schedule of hers. But I
was pleased to see her cheeks rosy and plump, all traces of those
nasty bruises and burns healed by time, good quality salve, and my
patented homemade chicken soup. Ted walked her down the aisle in
David’s honor after we all said a little family prayer for the two
of you, which I’m sure you heard.

When Aiden saw her coming
down the aisle, the jubilant smile that broke across his face made
it seem like he was witnessing a miracle. Which, in a way, he was.
How had she managed to keep a handsome face like that waiting for
so many years? Why, if I were forty years younger (and didn’t
already have a fine looker of my own at the time, don’t you worry!)
I’d have dragged him to a church halfway through the first date.
Oh, Don. After losing you, and then our sweet David, finding a true
gentleman in this world seemed like an impossible feat. But this
young man loves our granddaughter with an intensity that almost
rivals my own. He loves her for her beauty and kindness – after
all, who couldn’t? – but he loves all the rest of her as well: her
stubbornness, her conviction, her intelligence, her complete
inability to cook, not to mention her unwavering sense of duty,
which compels her to right all the wrongs of the world. Yes, Aiden
loves every part of our grand-daughter with everything he has, and
then some. He frankly reminds me of you. With a good, charming dash
of Robert, to boot.

Anyway, I confess I don’t
remember the vows they exchanged (for the second time, I might add,
since it didn’t take a brain surgeon like Dr. Shirvani to figure
out that they’d already run off and eloped!). No, I was too busy
blotting my eyes on Robert’s last handkerchief after soaking
through the first two. Those two love each other something fierce,
and the thought alone makes me weep with joy after the years of
solitude my poor Aspen had to endure.

Good gracious, I’d better
change the subject before these maudlin tears blot out every word
on this page.

You’ll be pleased to hear
that Ori brought Savannah Clarke’s little sister to the wedding.
You should have seen the dress Eileen and Sophia helped her pick
out! Oh, how I wanted to reach forward and pinch those precious
cheeks of hers! She’s been going to Dr. Shirvani’s clinic – the one
that was named in honor of her big sister, bless her soul – several
times a week for nearly two months now, receiving some sort of
cutting-edge treatment that he and Aspen spent years developing. I
can’t begin to understand what exactly it entails, even though both
Aspen and Robert have explained it to me many times. Something
about “targeted electrical stimulation” in certain brain
structures, and promoting “plasticity” in alternate neural
pathways(?), which doesn’t make any sense to me because as far as I
know there’s no plastic in most human brains. But scientific and
Electromantic mumbo-jumbo aside, the results have been nothing
short of miraculous. As God is my witness, Emily has started
speaking! And laughing and singing too! She’s venturing out into
the world as a fine, mature young woman who simply had to wait a
few extra years for the right treatment to come along, Praise the
Lord (and our Aspen)! At the dedication service, when they named
Dr. Shirvani’s new clinic in Savannah’s honor, Emily made a speech
that reduced every single person in that room to tears. And… well,
I really didn’t know how to explain it, darling, short of saying
that the ‘joie de vivre’ she exudes is infectious. Particularly as
far as Ori is concerned. You should see how their friendship has
blossomed over the last three months! What began as daily check-ins
eventually became daily checker games, and routine meal runs turned
into two-hour picnics at the park. He’s even started teaching her
Hebrew and is currently helping her enroll at the local community
college. But the most shocking part of all is that he’s been so
patient and nurturing and protective. Not a single off-color joke
or lewd expression. It seems that he truly wants what’s best for
her and nothing more. And she adores him for it.

I doubt even Ori knows
he’s falling in love with her, but I’m certainly not going to spoil
the sweet surprise for either one of them.

Anyway, sweets, I have to
get going. The president himself is coming to visit our
granddaughter, and I already told her that no president of mine is
going to eat over-salted cafeteria food at the Asterian Order.
He’ll come here for a proper supper while the two of them discuss
how their relationship might look in the future. It makes me sad to
think that if this had happened fifty years earlier, you and I
could have enjoyed a marriage without any secrets. My heart swells,
however, for the changes that are coming. After all, Aspen’s
already created a task force that’s focused entirely on Elemental
initiatives to help protect the planet. Dinners have become nonstop
discussions about Pyromantic squadrons to combat forest fires,
Terramantic teams to assist with soil and crops in third world
countries, Auromancer reserves for pollution control, Hydromantic
committees to refreeze melting polar caps… and of course, there’s
her Electromantic medical team that’s already made tremendous
progress on neurological disorders. Just ask Emily! Oh, Don, when
the world sees the true gift of Elementalism, they’ll welcome the
entire community with open arms. Aspen keeps reminding me that it
won’t happen all at once – she says small incremental changes over
the next few years or so is most likely – but in my heart, I
believe our great-grandchildren will be able to live in a world
where they are not just accepted, but celebrated for their
extraordinary gifts.

On that note, when I asked
Aspen if she wanted red or white wine with dinner, her face
flushed, and she replied, “Oh, I think I’ll just stick with juice
tonight.” I’m so excited I could burst! When she makes the official
announcement, you’ll be the first one I tell (after Robert, of
course, who sends his fond regards)!

Always and
forever,
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[image: ]spen and Aiden strolled hand in hand while
their young son stopped every so often to examine a dandelion or
pill bug, his hazel eyes lighting up with excitement as he knelt to
peer at each newfound treasure. On the other side of the street,
just across the full parking lot, dozens of children and parents
had gathered at the redbrick school building for a momentous
occasion – the first day of kindergarten. Upon seeing the crowd,
the little boy tugged at one of his dark curls anxiously, his brows
creased with worry.

“What’s the matter, Son?”
Aiden asked, kneeling beside him.

“What if they don’t like
me?” the boy whimpered. “But what if they all have friends already
and I’m too late?”

“There’s no limit to how
many friends a person can have,” his mother laughed, bending down
to kiss his forehead.

“But I’m different.
They’ll think I’m weird.”

“No one would ever think
that.” She gently smoothed away the curls that had fallen into his
eyes, just like his father’s always did. “Your great-grandma
Evelyn, who you’re named after, knew you were different, just like
Mommy and Daddy. And she didn’t think you were weird, not for one
second. In fact, she used to say that you were the most
extraordinary little human she’d ever met. She loved you with all
her heart, just like Daddy and me and Grandma Lizzie and Grandpa
Ted and all your aunties. Speaking of which,” she added with a
smile, “your cousin Hannah will be right next door since she’s
starting preschool, remember? Uncle Ori and Aunt Emily are just
running a little late.”

“Okay…” Evan nodded, still
looking uncertain.

As they approached the school, Aiden
pointed to the schoolyard. “Look, Ev, all the kids are playing. Do
you want to go join them?”

The little boy hesitated, his wide
eyes darting over his shoulder as though he wanted to turn
back.

“Look, honey,” Aspen said,
pointing just ahead.

Evan’s curious gaze followed her
finger, stopping at the little girl who was making an ice sculpture
from a puddle of fresh rainwater. Her small fingers hovered over
her creation, a miniature pony that glittered by the light of the
parting summer clouds. With a gentle nudge from his mother, Evan
shyly ambled over to her, plopping down beside the puddle to watch.
The girl gave him a shy smile as he did.

“Can I try?” he asked,
pointing to the pony. She nodded. Evan pinched his eyebrows
together in concentration, pulling more liquid from the puddle to
create a set of wings for the horse’s back. The little girl’s face
filled with joy. “See?” he said, smiling widely. “Now it’s a
Pegasus. My Auntie Sophia taught me that.”

Aspen gripped her husband’s hand as a
group of children wandered over to Evan and his new friend to see
what they were doing.

“It’s okay,” Aiden
murmured, wrapping a reassuring arm around her shoulder. But he too
had to remind himself to exhale as one of the boys, at least a head
taller than Evan, crouched to inspect the sculpture, his eyes
growing wide.

“Whoa!” he cried. “That’s
so cool!”

The other children quickly chimed
in:

“Is that a
unicorn?”

“Can you make a
turtle?”

“I love ponies! What’s its
name?”

After a few more minutes of
inquisitive observation, the bigger boy grew bored with the
Hydromantic demonstration and abruptly stood up. “Do you two wanna
play foursquare with us?”

“Sure!” Evan exclaimed,
dusting off his corduroy pants before helping the little girl to
her feet. “Let’s go!”

Aspen scrubbed away a stray tear as
she watched him race away with his new friends.

“You see?” Aiden chuckled
in relief. “Nothing to worry about. Playing in the sandbox,
Hydromantic ice figures, foursquare – it’s all the same in their
young eyes. And that’s all because of you.”

“Well, I’ve had a little
help,” she smiled, nuzzling her head against his shoulder as they
turned to leave.

“Uh-huh.”

“I forgot to ask – will
you be able to stop by the clinic and have lunch with me
today?”

“What? No Asterian duties
for you this afternoon, Dr. Fulman?”

She shook her head. “Nope! I’ve
cleared my entire schedule to help Kevin finish our proposal for
the Multiple Sclerosis Society. They were so happy with the results
of our last trial, they’ve asked to formalize our
partnership.”

“I’m so damn proud of
you,” he kissed the top of her head, then abruptly lurched to a
stop.

“What?” Aspen asked,
following his startled gaze back to the playground. “Aiden, what’s
wrong? I …Oh, no!” she let out a gasp.

Without another word, she and Aiden
sprinted toward the playground. Two steps ahead of her, he was the
first to leap over the chain-link fence, waving a hand as he did.
“Evan, no!”

Their son’s face broke into a pout as
the little ball of blue Fire disappeared from his hands. Likewise,
his entranced audience of five-year-olds let out disappointed
groans.

“Children, give us a
minute, please!” Aiden called to them just as Melinda, one of the
teacher’s aides, came running over. He recognized her as one of the
summer daycare supervisors at the Denver Asterian
Chapter.

“Evan!” Aspen dropped to
one knee, taking her son’s hand in hers. “Where on earth did you
learn to do that?”

“Well, I saw
Daddy—”

“No, I mean, since when
have you been able to manipulate Fire?”

The little boy looked thoughtful.
“Ummm… since this morning, I guess?”

“This morning?” Aiden repeated
incredulously.

The teacher’s aide stifled a laugh
while Aspen squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed the bridge of her
nose.

“Not to worry, Madam
Minister,” Melinda smiled, flashing the red tattoo on her forearm
as she did. “I’ll keep a close eye on him.”

“Oh, thank God,” Aspen
breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you so much, Mel.”

Aiden knelt in front of his son,
placing gentle hands on the boy’s shoulders. “Now, Ev, you listen
to me… we don’t play with Fire.”

“But, Daddy—”

“No buts, little man! When
I pick you up from school today, we’re going to have a long talk
about Fire safety. In the meantime, if Miss Melinda sees you
playing with Fire at school, I’m sending you over to Grandpa
Robert’s to help him sort his book collection again. And you know
how he loves to talk about his big, dusty history
books…”

The boy’s eyes grew as wide as hazel
saucers. “I won’t play with Fire again Dad, promise!”

“Cross your
heart?”

He nodded solemnly, drawing an
invisible cross over his chest with a trembling finger.

“Alright,” Aiden said,
rising. “Now go play.”

“Okay! Bye Mom, bye Dad!”
he yelled over his shoulder as he ran back to his friends on the
foursquare court.

Aspen buried her face in her husband’s
shoulder. “Why did I have to marry a Pyromancer?” she muttered into
his shirt.

He laughed. “Oh, right, like it’s my
fault!”

Melinda chuckled. “It looks like the
apple didn’t fall too far from the tree, ma’am. How many does that
make now?”

“Four,” Aspen
swallowed.

“Well, if he’s anything
like his mother, he’ll be extraordinary. You folks don’t worry
about a thing,” she added as she turned to head back to the
playground. “If it makes you feel any better, our assistant
principle is a Hydromancer.”

Aspen waved a feeble goodbye as she
and Aiden once more made their way to the parking lot, casting
anxious glances over their shoulders the whole time.

“Do you think he’ll be
okay?” Aspen asked, worrying a hangnail.

“Oh, you heard Melinda,
he’ll be—”

“No. I mean… in general.
Lightning is the only Element left, Aiden. If he develops an
aptitude for it…” she sighed, shoulders slumping. “I just don’t
want that life for him… the responsibility, the hardships, the
scrutiny…”

“The world isn’t what it
was five years ago,” Aiden gently reminded her. “Our son is going
to have a bright and wonderful future ahead of him, whether he’s a
Quadromancer, a Pentamancer, or just like everyone else… and it’s
all because of you.”

She frowned. “You really think
so?”

“Yes. So instead of
worrying about the burdens he may have or the challenges he may or
may not face, I recommend we just focus on one thing.”

She frowned. “What’s that?”

“Trading in our cabin for
a fireproof house.”

Aspen let out a loud groan, eliciting
a hearty laugh from her husband.

“All jokes aside,” he
said, pulling her closer to kiss her forehead, “I know he’s going
to be okay because he’s got one thing that makes him virtually
impervious to all the trials and tribulations of the
world.”

“What’s that?”

“A loving family to help
him with absolutely anything and everything that may come his way.
Our son is surrounded by a devoted army of grandparents and aunts
and a doting uncle who would literally jump in front of a train for
him – speaking of which, there he is now,” he grinned as Ori and
Emily chased after their four-year-old, one smoothing Hannah’s dark
pigtails while the other waved a princess-themed lunchbox after
her.

Aspen’s throat caught. Aiden was
right. No matter what happened or which path their son would
eventually take, he’d always be surrounded by love.

And that was by far the strongest
element of all.
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A Note from the
Author

The story of Aspen
began with nothing more than a vivid picture in my mind: a young,
nameless woman, all alone in an unfamiliar cabin, with strange eyes
and even stranger abilties. At that time, I had no idea her story
would come so far or that we would grow so much,
together.

And yet here we
are: exactly 3 years, 4 books, 2,000 pages, and nearly half a
million words later.

Thank you, from
the bottom of my heart, for taking a chance on a small time author
like myself and reading The
Lightning Conjurer series! It
means the world to me that you’ve stuck by Aspen’s side until the
very end.

Here’s to all the
adventures we’ve had together, and all the adventures to
come.

With
love,
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The Girl Who Talks to
Ashes

 


Things change around
Lilah. Like actually change.

An apple disintegrates.
People age.

Dogs transform into
puppies.

Or bones.

 


These changes seem to be
tied to her epileptic seizures which is why she has to take that
daily little blue pill. In fact, the pill works so well that Lilah
seems like any other normal teenager.

 


Until the day she chooses
not to take the pill. That day changes everything and Lilah begins
to wonder what could happen if she let the seizures happen. But can
she control them or will they control her?
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