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DEDICATION

 


For Dad who loves a great journey.

 



Prologue

 


I had failed.

Those words weighed heavy on my soul. I
helplessly watched San Francisco burn, ravaged by the Earth
Elemental Gaia’s massive quake. Flames engulfed entire blocks,
causing great billows of black smoke to rise high above the city.
The air felt gritty, hot, and thick, making it impossible to
breathe without choking on soot that rained from the sky.

Structures slanted at awkward angles until
they tumbled and squashed the residents’ cars tightly lining the
steep streets. Rows of townhomes collapsed like playing cards
stacked upon one another. Giant fissures opened in the earth,
cleaving the black asphalt of the street in half. Nearby, freeways
buckled as large spans of elevated roads crashed to the earth. The
trusses buckled and broke, sending a few unfortunate motorists
airborne. Car alarms blared unheeded, unintentionally set off by
the violent shaking of the ground. Trolley cars crowded with
commuters tumbled on their sides. Sounds of shattering glass and
cracking masonry mixed with the panicked screams of residents when
fires ignited entire neighborhoods.

Seismologists would later pinpoint the
epicenter to the nearby geologically unstable San Andreas Fault,
but I knew the truth behind the destruction and loss of life.

Gaia created this quake.

Still, I couldn’t stop blaming myself for
the utter destruction that surrounded me. As an Elemental, I
possessed the power to generate fire, but not to halt its course.
Hydros—the Elemental master of the watery realm—was the only one
capable of achieving that feat by dousing the uncontrollable blaze
with a sudden outburst from the sky.

And she couldn’t do a thing
to help…because I had destroyed her.

Guilt heaped on my mind as thousands,
perhaps millions, flocked to the streets. I darted away from the
chaos to the top of the nearest hill for a better view. The
widespread destruction affected everything in sight, sparing
nothing and no one.

“You may feel powerless
right now,” said a voice, “but I can assist you.”

I turned, startled by the noise and its
familiarity that echoed in my ear. A few yards away stood the lava
woman from my dream. I spun around to face her, instantly
recognizing her long trusses of silky hair—as black as a moonless
night—that spilled down her back and fell in waves to her bare
feet. I thought back to my dream in the hospital, remembering the
molten lava that hardened beneath her toes. I could never forget
her powerful dark eyes, filled with intelligence…and her sudden
flare of anger, generating a tempestuous eruption of lava with a
swift flick of her hand.

“Who are you? And what do
you want from me?” I asked, hoping for a verbal response this
time.

She stood silently, stoically amidst the
destruction—a reminder of the persistent threat. And in that
moment, I understood the truth behind her sudden appearance. I must
stop the remaining Elementals, but couldn’t complete the difficult
task alone. She gave a small wave of her hand, beckoning me to
accept her assistance. Suddenly, I understood her full meaning: she
could train me to complete this formidable task. I only had to
follow her.

I glanced back over my shoulder, ashamed to
leave this city in ruins.

When I didn’t move from my spot, the lava
woman challenged, “You may have stopped them once, but what about
the next time?”

“Please. Help me to save
these people now. Everything that’s happened is all my fault!” I
folded my hands together, begging her to halt the destruction and
spare these innocent people. If she truly held the power to move
the earth, couldn’t she also silence Gaia’s shaking?

She gave me a small, sympathetic smile
before she turned on her heels and disappeared behind the rubble of
a fallen building. I ran after her, desperate for her aid. But I
found only a wispy trail of vapor that danced on the breeze. And
after a minute, the trail vanished from sight.

I suspected she held the secrets I sought
but chose to conceal them from me…at least for now. I dropped to my
knees, burying my head in my hands with despair, knowing that I
could have prevented the city’s destruction and tragedy.

If only I had left this place in time.


Chapter One

 


I flew up in bed, my heart pounding in a
cold panic that drenched my hospital gown. Instead of the scenes of
chaos that flooded my mind, the sterile white surroundings of the
hospital room enfolded me. A simple pair of lithograph prints of
generic foliage decorated the off-white textured wallpaper, and a
small flat-screen TV hummed with the city’s latest news.

Outside my door, the nursing staff
complained about the havoc of the tempestuous storm that hit the
city only two days before. I strained my ears for more details.
With no view of the outside, I couldn’t guarantee the threat had
truly passed.

My injuries from battling The Three had
healed with astonishing speed. Better yet, the danger had
diminished with Hydros gone. The Elementals didn’t present as great
a threat toward humanity. And for that, I allowed myself a sigh of
relief.

But another thought clouded
my mind. If the threat was gone, why would the lava woman call me
back to finish my work? What more must I do? Everyone should be
safe—I should be
safe—at least for the moment.

I removed my blankets and pulled up the
hospital gown to survey my wound. A thin crescent of shiny skin
remained, barely perceptible across my belly. I vaguely remembered
the nurses say they couldn’t understand how I’d recovered so
quickly. But the details of their conversations eluded me, blurred
into a fuzzy memory from the effects of the prescribed painkillers
that allowed my body to rest and heal. Remnants of nasty olive
green and purple bruises surrounded the scar, but I surprisingly
felt little pain. Almost like magic or a miracle had intervened,
allowing me to survive and finish my task. I placed my gown over
the wound and covered my body in the hospital’s warm blankets,
trying to forget the echo of the lava woman’s words that sent a
chill up my spine.

On the television, a newscaster reported,
“Emergency efforts are underway as search and rescue teams have
uncovered twenty-six survivors trapped under the collapsed freeway
spans of the Bay Bridge to date. California Governor Burnham
recently announced the city has been granted federal aid damage
relief, though he estimates the bridge will take several months to
repair. Commuters should expect considerable delays as higher
volumes of traffic congest other routes into San Francisco.”

I folded my hands, praying those individuals
were not seriously hurt. A new wave of guilt consumed my soul when
the news report shifted from the full screen aerial view of the
bridge to the homes crumpled in Gaia’s sudden quake. Had these
images instigated my most recent nightmare? Or was it the TV
station’s repeated airing of black and white archived photos from
the legendary 1906 quake?

I wasn’t sure, but one thing I knew. I alone
could have prevented the damage.

I cursed my injured arm, trapped inside a
cast for too many weeks. And my impressionable heart that craved
normalcy. Why did I have to grow so attached to Sully, Micah, and
the Trudeau family? It would’ve been much easier if I’d lived
alone.

A short rap on my door distracted me from my
thoughts. “Come in,” I automatically replied in a rough and
scratchy voice, realizing I’d barely spoken since my battle against
the Earth, Water, and Air Elementals.

“Why are you listening to
that junk?” Sully blurted. He barged into the room, crossing its
length in a few long strides to turn off the TV. Despite his harsh
tone, I smiled, pleased to see Shayne Sullivan, who preferred
everyone (including his teachers) call him by his nickname “Sully”
instead.

His pale blue eyes surveyed me with
disapproval. Short hair poked out the sides of his baseball cap,
reminding me of the color of coffee with cream brought to my
bedside with breakfast. “No one blames you,” he reassured me. His
hand subconsciously grazed the back of his head, remembering the
pain from his concussion when the bridge trusses collapsed upon his
sister’s car.

How I wished his words were true. I closed
my eyes, sniffling softly while scenes of destruction replayed in
my head. Horrible memories rang in my ears: the crunching metal of
the weakened Bay Bridge before its collapse, the screech of tires
swerving to avoid collisions, Cam’s cries when the car frame
crushed his small body, and Sully’s staggered steps down the street
in search of help.

“Scientists said they
already determined the location of the epicenter of the quake,”
Sully continued, “and blamed the weather for the storm surge along
the coast.”

My glossy eyes met his, a frown deepening
across my lips.

“Hey, it’s not your fault.
You tried to warn us, we just…didn’t listen.” Sully cautiously sat
on the side of my bed and placed a gentle hand upon my shoulder. By
the expression on his face, I suspected he’d forgiven me, for most
of what had happened at least. Still, I couldn’t help but feel
guilty for letting him and Cam get hurt.

Noticing my despair, Sully quickly added, “I
mean really, Jordan. You have to admit, your stories seemed kind of
far-fetched.”

He was right. They did sound unbelievable.
Concerned with his safety, I tried to blow him off after that long
kiss we’d shared, even though he insisted he could take care of
himself. He had never believed an ominous threat existed or that I
was that different from everyone else.

Until it was too late.

A fat teardrop rolled down my cheek. I
squeezed my eyes shut, trying to forget the horrors. Still, my body
heaved, shaking with uncontrollable sobs.

“It’s okay. Really,” Sully
said, leaning in and wrapping me in his warm embrace. His short
hair tickled the side of my cheek, but his arms felt strong and
secure. In that moment, I wanted them to protect me from all I’d
endured and all that was still to come. The smell of his cologne
filled my nose. I breathed in deeply, letting him hold me for a
long time to quiet my tears.

I slipped my arms around his back in return,
comforted in his embrace. All of a sudden, I wanted to tell him how
much I had worried about him. How I was confused and scared, and
how uncertainty had clouded my emotions. Because now that it was
just us, I quickly forgot all the reasons I had forced myself to
avoid him in the first place. Had I actually liked Micah more than
him? Or was it an easy excuse to prevent myself from getting too
close to Sully and risk losing him?

Maybe I’d made a huge mistake. Deep inside
my heart, I knew I’d never stopped liking Sully. It was safer to
keep those thoughts locked inside, in case the other Elementals
returned once more. I couldn’t chance placing him in danger
again.

With a heavy sigh, I unwound my arms from
his back. Sniffling once to rid the flood of emotions from my mind,
I said softly, “So Cam’s really okay?”

Sully slowly released me before replying,
“Yeah. He really is.”

“But how? Yesterday, I
thought Cam was in dire condition. Are you saying he actually
doesn’t need a transplant anymore?”

Sully’s mouth widened into a broad smile.
“Nope. He’s all good. No transplant, nothing. I guess it’s kinda
like a miracle. The doctors are keeping him to run a few more
tests, but Micah said it’s strange. He’d been bumped up the list of
recipients, then all of a sudden, the doctors couldn’t find
anything wrong with him.”

My brow crinkled. “Is that normal?”

“No. Not at all. Cam claims
he had some angels visit him in his sleep and they healed him,”
Sully explained.

“Angels?” I repeated. All
my previous thoughts and concerns vanished in an instant. I focused
solely on that single word—angels. Under different
circumstances, it sounded innocent, pure, and heavenly. But used in
this context, it dredged up fear within the recesses of my soul.
Could that explain my remarkable healing, too? I hid my trembling
hands beneath the hospital blankets. I swallowed hard, my stomach
knotting with dread, before daring to speak, “How is that
possible?”

Sully shrugged. “He’s six. Six-year-olds say
funny things sometimes.”

It was possible Cam
witnessed real angels from Heaven. But more likely, it was
something—or someone—else.

“I want to see Cam,” I
announced impulsively.

Sully shook his head. “Y’know, I’m not so
sure you’re supposed to leave here yet. I don’t think the nurses
would want you to…”

“I want to tell him I’m
sorry,” I interrupted, “for what happened on the
bridge.”

I did want to apologize to
Cam and Micah and Celia. But I also realized that if Cam had fully
healed and the doctors released him, I would never know the truth
unless I visited him right
now.

Sully’s face clouded. “Um, I’m not exactly
sure that’s a good idea.”

I knew that look. He hid something from me.
“Seriously, Sully. It’s my fault he ended up here in the first
place. The least I can do is apologize.”

“If you say so,” Sully
mumbled, his eyes unable to meet mine. He stuffed his hands deep
into his jeans pockets. “But don’t say I didn’t warn
you.”

“Warn me about what?” I
wondered aloud.

Sully didn’t answer, but hesitantly offered
me a hand to sit up in bed. Instead of a bolt of pain piercing my
abdomen when I climbed out one side and slipped on a robe, the
action caused me no discomfort and I suspected I knew why.

Outside my room, the hallway felt chilled
with the air conditioning running at full blast. I wrapped my
hospital robe tighter around me, partially from the cold and
partially from fear that Cam’s story would confirm my suspicions
and leave me in more danger than I imagined.

A few doors down, we reached Cam’s room.
Inside, a woman’s high-pitched voice sounded agitated. Suddenly I
began to think that I should have listened to Sully and stayed in
my room. When he moved to knock on the door, I grabbed his hand in
restraint. He shot me a puzzled look.

“Wait a minute,” I
whispered and pressed my ear to the door. Inside the room, Celia’s
voice sounded strained so she wouldn’t wake Cam from his
slumber.

In hindsight, I should’ve walked away. But
in that instant, a desperate urge to hear the truth grabbed me. I
had to know what Celia thought of me, now that my actions had
revealed my true identity to her.

Sobs contorted her broken voice as she
spoke. “I thought I did the right thing, Micah. You understand,
don’t you? I couldn’t imagine leaving her alone on the streets, not
after what happened.” She paused to heave a deep sigh. “How was I
to know that something like her even existed?”

Shock registered on my face. Her words stung
my heart like salt rubbed into an open wound. Instantly forgetting
my concerns about Cam’s angels, I bit my lip, unable to stop the
tears from pooling in my eyes.

I’d never be able to regain
her trust, not after what had happened. My head dropped into my
hands while her unforgettable comment echoed in my mind, tearing my
heart in two, those three words defining my entire
existence: something like her.
And to be honest, I couldn’t say which realization
hurt more—the fact that she’d never forgive me…or that I’d never be
normal. Ever.


Chapter Two

 


“It was definitely a big
mistake, and I know you warned me against it,” Celia continued,
unaware I listened through the door.

“Yep. I did,” Micah
agreed.

His words stunned me. I’d thought we were
friends—and more. Now, I knew exactly how he felt. I remembered how
he objected to Celia’s offer to have me live in their basement
after he’d accidentally broken my arm. I remembered the grief he’d
endured—grounded from the car for a month and losing his cell phone
privileges for a low score on his French test. It probably didn’t
help that I beat him on the test.

Then again, I did stand up for him when he’d
thrown that impromptu party in Celia’s absence. Had he forgotten
about that? Or about how he’d felt, right before he kissed me?

I guessed so since Micah refused to utter a
single word in my defense.

“But I didn’t listen,”
Celia added with a deep sigh. “I’m sorry, I never meant for any of
this to happen. Will you forgive me?”

A long pause passed before Micah replied,
“Of course, Mom.”

Why doesn’t he stand up
for me? I slumped to the floor in shock.
And here I’d planned to apologize when I came to check on Cam. How
could I go in there when I knew she despised me for creating this
mess?

Sully offered me a hand. I glanced at his
outstretched palm, but shook my head, unable to speak. Celia kindly
took me into her home, and look how I repaid her
hospitality…putting her sons in mortal peril. Some appreciative
guest I turned out to be.

“C’mon, Jordan. You know
Celia,” Sully whispered and knelt by my side. “She may get mad
quickly, but she forgives even faster.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. The truth behind
Cam’s miraculous healing no longer concerned me. I couldn’t face
Micah’s family again, not now that I knew how they really felt.

“You can go back to your
room or you can get this over with, right?” Sully reminded
me.

I looked up at him, biting
my lip nervously. Tears glazed my eyes. Her words echoed in my
mind. Something like her.

“Go on,” Sully prodded,
turning the door handle for me. “No time like the present.” He
flashed me an encouraging smile.

“Yeah. Might as well.” I
muttered, knowing Celia’s protective motherly nature accounted for
her anger. I hadn’t wanted them to get hurt. She had to understand
that, didn’t she?

“I’ll be here if you need
me,” Sully said and pushed the door ajar.

“Thanks.” I tried to mask
the hurt in my wounded voice. When I stepped through the doorway,
the room felt noticeably colder, even with my hospital robe wrapped
tightly around me. It seemed the cold originated from within,
radiating from my core the second I spotted Micah.

Before, I’d felt drawn to Micah’s hazel
eyes, engaged and sympathetic at times, disinterested at others. I
often wished he’d look at me in the same way he did at Tessa. I’d
found his short dark brown hair particularly cute, how it spiked up
a bit in the front and trailed into sideburns.

Funny how quickly my perception changed.
Now, I couldn’t stand to look at him, knowing our friendship was a
farce. He had claimed he cared about me when he saved me from The
Three, had even kissed me sweetly when I lay on the hospital bed.
But his reaction to Celia told me all I needed to know. Everything
he’d said and done had been a lie.

Even Celia didn’t seem herself. Her normally
styled hair appeared scraggly and unkempt. With one side flat and
matted, I imagined she’d spent the night sitting upright in the
chair next to Cam’s bed. But from the look of her red, puffy eyes,
I doubted she’d actually slept more than a few minutes in a row
since she received Micah’s call. She draped a protective arm over
Cam’s shoulder. Her eyes gauged me with suspicion and
trepidation.

Her face changed, perhaps from regret for
her previous kindness. If only she hadn’t opened her house to me,
if only she hadn’t been called into work and missed Cam’s game, if
only she hadn’t seen me for who I really was, then her son wouldn’t
be in this situation.

“Don’t worry, I’m leaving,”
I said coolly. “I only came to say good-bye.”

“Where will you go?” she
asked. I noticed Micah’s curious eyes met mine for a flash of a
second. “Will you finish school?”

I didn’t see why she cared. I wasn’t a
normal teen, regardless of how hard I tried. Shouldn’t my education
be anything but traditional?

I shrugged. “What does it matter as long as
I’m far from you, right?”

My comment came out harsher than I intended.
But the shock of her hurtful tone still lingered in my ear. Micah
didn’t say a thing, unwilling to choose a side.

Fine, Micah.
Whatever. The thank-you-for-everything kiss
we shared meant the world to me…and nothing to him. I blinked back
another round of stinging tears and turned to leave.

I almost reached the door when I heard Cam’s
soft, groggy voice. “Is that Jordan?” he asked, hopeful.

Well, at least one person seemed glad to see
me.

I wiped my eyes, and slowly spun to face
him, forcing a smile despite Celia’s hurtful words. I needed to
appear brave for the little boy who reminded me so much of my
little sister, Sarah. I desperately wanted to sweep him into a hug,
grateful he survived Gaia’s wrath when my own Sarah had not, but I
hesitated in taking a step toward Celia’s reproachful face. “How
are you feeling, buddy?” I managed, straining to keep the sadness
at bay.

“I’m all better now,” he
replied. “Thanks to them.”

“Them? Them who?” I
prompted, pretending I’d never heard a word about his angel story.
I forced my anger and hurt aside. If I could get him to elaborate,
he should be able to confirm or deny my suspicions. I hoped for the
latter.

“The angels,” Cam replied
in his sweet, soft voice. “They came into my room and made me all
better.”

“You know Cam,” Celia said
through tight lips. “He’s got a pretty active imagination.” She
patted the top of his head.

“How’d they do that?” I
asked, my voice shaky with anticipation.

“It was pretty cool,” Cam
said. His face relaxed. “The old woman put her hands under my back,
right where it hurt the most. Her hands got really warm for a long
time. And then the pain was gone.”

“All gone?” I
asked.

“Yep,” he said, flashing me
his toothless grin, “Like magic.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. “And
these angels…” I began, my hands starting to tremble. “Do you
remember what they looked like?”

“Sure,” Cam replied. “One
had a soft, round face, kind of like the moon.”

I didn’t recognize his
description, but still had one to go. I took a deep
breath. “And the
other?”

“She had really long, black
hair.”

“Long?” My throat grew dry.
I dared to ask, “How long?”

Celia eyed me skeptically. I could tell my
questions made her uneasy. I seemed to know too much for someone
who hadn’t heard his story.

Cam didn’t appear to notice his mother’s
concern. He shrugged. “I think it reached all the way to the
ground. And it was hot.”

“Hot?” I swallowed hard.
Not exactly your typical adjective used to describe someone’s
hair.

“Yeah,” Cam said, nodding
his head. “It was kind of melting.”

“You know kids—sometimes
they say the most ridiculous things,” Celia said with a nervous
laugh. “I mean, really, since when are angels on fire?”

“Melting?” I repeated. My
eyes didn’t leave Cam’s face. “Like lava from a
volcano?”

“Yes!” he exclaimed.
“Exactly!”

“Oh God,” I
mumbled.

Celia gasped. “Don’t tell
me you know what
he’s talking about.” She wrapped her arms around Cam’s body,
shielding him from me.

I felt the blood drain from
my face. I backed toward the door, afraid to admit I
did know exactly what he
was talking about.

“It’s her,” I breathed. I
glanced at Sully, my face filled with fear. “She healed Cam,
knowing that would make me indebted to her, that I’d have to seek
her out. It was her way to guarantee I’d find her to complete my
training.”

“What are you talking
about?” Celia asked, panicked. “Who is she?”

“Cam’s fine now,” Sully
told me, reassuringly. “You don’t have anything to worry
about.”

“No,” I shook my head,
resolute. “I have to go. I’m supposed to find her.”

Micah shifted uncomfortably in his chair,
but remained awkwardly mute. Celia opened her mouth to speak, but
shut it again, afraid to delay my departure.

Only Cam bothered to wave. “Bye, Jordan,
I’ll miss you,” he chirped from behind the shelter of his mother’s
arms.

I wished Celia realized I’d never
intentionally harm someone as sweet and innocent as Cam, especially
when he reminded me so much of Sarah…before I lost her forever. I
braved a smile, wishing I could hug him good-bye. But I wouldn’t
have that chance, reminding me I never got to say good-bye to
Sarah, either.

“See you,” I managed, my
voice choking on each word. I turned on my heels and closed the
door behind me with a note of finality.


Chapter Three

 


I only made it four steps down the hall
before I heard Micah’s voice. “Jordan, wait.”

I stopped, feeling conflicted with surprise
and disappointment. I glanced at Sully to gauge his reaction.

“I’ll just go hang out in
your room,” he offered.

“You don’t have to stay,” I
told Sully. “I doubt Celia wants you around me, either.”

“I’m a big boy,” he said.
“I can take care of myself. Besides, she’s not my mom.”

I wanted to smile, but I guarded my
emotions, unsure of what Micah planned to say after he offered me
no defense against his mom’s harsh words. I watched Sully make it
down the hall and into my room before I turned toward Micah, my
face contorted into a bitter glare.

“Thanks for sticking up for
me,” I hissed, unable to hide the resentment in my tone. Without
waiting for him to respond, I continued, “I don’t understand. I
thought you…you know…”

“I thought you were going
to die,” Micah interrupted. “I felt bad for you, just like anyone
else would. It wasn’t fair that you had to sacrifice yourself so we
could get away.”

I nodded, realizing that statement was
probably as close to a compliment as I’d receive from him.

“But things changed. Both
you and Cam healed in ways the doctors can’t explain.”

“And now you have to live
with the reality that I’m still here,” I finished for
him.

“I didn’t mean it like
that,” Micah protested.

“Of course you didn’t,” I
said with biting sarcasm. “Besides, you wouldn’t choose me over
Tessa.”

He flinched at the severity
of my tone. “Jordan, Tessa and I have been together for almost six
months. What did you think I was gonna do? Dump her after just one
kiss? Look, I’m sorry if I led you on. Things weren’t supposed to
turn out like this.” Micah sighed in frustration. “Can’t you see
how difficult this is for me? I have to keep everyone happy…my mom,
Cam, Tessa, Sully…and you.”

My eyebrows pinched together. “So what are
you saying?”

He glanced toward the door to my hospital
room. “It’s easier for everyone if I let you go.”

I blinked, understanding Micah’s intent.
“Sully still likes me?” I wondered aloud.

Micah nodded and jammed his hands deep
inside his pockets.

My fury toward Micah dissipated in an
instant. I stood there in awkward silence, staring at him,
searching for the right words to express my final good-bye. I
settled for a mere, “Thanks.”

He gave me a small nod and a wish of, “Good
luck,” before returning to Cam’s room.

Heaving a deep breath, I straightened my
shoulders and walked the rest of the way down the hall, more eager
to see Sully than I had imagined.

I opened the door to my room and smiled at
him.

“Celia’s just a little
shocked and upset right now,” Sully assured me. “But she’ll get
over it.” He walked up to me and slipped his reassuring arms around
me. “I’m still here for you.”

I thought of the time I’d wrapped my arms
tightly around his waist, zipping over the hills on his motorcycle.
I recalled how he’d fearlessly scampered to the edge of the rocky
cliffs to peer at the churning ocean far below. And I thought of
him rushing up the side of an icy wave on his skimboard, only to be
launched off once he’d reached the summit of the breaking
crest.

“That’s because you’ve
always been attracted to danger.”

Sully broke away from the embrace, giving me
a look of feigned perplexity. “Is it that obvious?” he asked with a
wink.

“A little,” I
admitted.

“You know me too well,”
Sully said, flashing me a crooked smile.

God, I love that
smile. My heart took an unexpected leap
inside my chest, thinking about Micah’s words in the hall. A part
of me wished things had never changed between us and the threat of
the Elementals had never loomed on the horizon. If I could go back
to that night when he’d invited me to his house, would I still
break away from his kiss?

“Well,” Sully said, digging
the keys from his pocket. “I should probably get going.”

“Already?” I didn’t bother
to hide my disappointment.

He paused for a moment and let his keys drop
back inside his jeans. “I guess I don’t have to…if you don’t want
me to,” he offered.

I breathed a soft, but honest response. “I
don’t.”

For a long moment, he looked at me,
speechless. He stood in front of me, his fingers lightly brushing
the side of my cheek while a conflicted look formed in his
eyes.

I swallowed hard, my eyes locked with his,
waiting to see what he’d do next. With Hydros gone and the storm
diminishing, maybe my life would prove less dangerous. Maybe I
could have the normal teenage existence I’d always wanted.
Maybe.

I clung to that hope and to the idea of
being with him.

His fingers left my cheek and slipped behind
my neck. He leaned toward me, his face pausing mere inches above
mine. My mouth parted expectantly.

Only the briefest space of air remained
between our lips when the door popped open and Bethany Donovan flew
into my room. Her short blond curls bobbed with each rapid step.
Startled, Sully leapt backward.

“Oh my God, Jordan!
I’m so glad you’re
okay!” she gushed and threw her arms around me in a quick hug. She
pulled away just as quickly, nervously running her fingers through
her curls in case our small embrace had messed up her
hairstyle.

“How did you find me?” I
asked cautiously. After all, I was under the impression Bethany
only wanted to befriend me to get closer to Micah.

She plunked down on the empty chair in my
room before disclosing her secret. “Micah texted me and said you
were here. It’s amazing you’re even alive after what happened!”

First off, since when did Micah start
talking to Bethany? And second, exactly how much did he tell her?
That the Bay Bridge had crushed Sully’s car or how I had made a
fire tornado? Did she know I’m an Elemental? Then again, did she
even know what an Elemental was?

“He did?” I shot Sully a
worried look.

He shrugged his shoulders to say I had
nothing to worry about. Even if Micah deliberately chose to ignore
me, he wouldn’t go around and blab about my fire powers to everyone
at school, especially not to Bethany who couldn’t keep a secret if
her life depended on it. I took a deep breath, knowing Sully was
probably right. Besides, chances were nobody would believe the
truth if they heard it.

“Of course! He said you
outran a tsunami and escaped the bridge collapse from the
earthquake,” Bethany continued without pausing for a breath. “And
he pulled his little brother out of the car and picked you up just
in time to save you from a tornado coming down the street. Can you
believe it? A tornado in Oakland! Oh my God…that makes him like
your hero, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah. Something like
that,” Sully muttered. Clearly irritated, he dragged another chair
across the room next to Bethany and slouched into its
seat.

I snorted. Leave it to Micah to exaggerate
the story in his favor. But at least he was nice enough to omit a
bunch of the details I’d rather she never know.

Bethany’s eyes anxiously flitted across the
room. She smoothed out her jacket in a fidgety manner and wound a
lock of hair around her index finger, twisting it repeatedly. “Is
he here now?” she said in a low voice.

“Nah,” Sully answered for
me. “And don’t expect him to be swinging by anytime
soon.”

Bethany’s face turned into a disappointed
frown. She smoothed her hands down the length of her short skirt
and glanced at Sully, noticing him for the first time. “Weren’t you
with Micah when the bridge collapsed?”

His eyes met mine for a fraction of a second
before he answered. “Unfortunately. It was my car that got
totaled.”

A part of me wanted to correct him,
reminding him it was his sister’s car that Gaia destroyed.

Bethany reached over and laid a hand upon
his knee. “Ohmigod. I had no idea. Are you okay?”

Sully sighed a little heavier than necessary
when he replied, “Yeah. The docs tell me I got a concussion, but
I’m okay. It’s really Cam and Jordan that I’m worried about.”

“You are too sweet,” she
said, batting her eyelashes twice at him. Within seconds, Sully’s
face and neck turned a bright shade of pink.

“Oh, brother,” I muttered
under my breath, somewhat surprised when jealousy boiled within my
veins. All of a sudden, it no longer mattered that I had originally
broken things off with Sully. Who did she think she was to start
hitting on him right in front of me?

Before Sully had a chance to reply, I sat on
the edge of Sully’s chair and slipped my hand in his, squeezing it
possessively. “Yes, he is too sweet,” I told her. Sully shot me a
quizzical look.

Bethany’s gaze shifted toward our entwined
hands, a small frown forming across her face. “Oh, my bad,” she
apologized and stood to leave. “Well, if you see Micah, tell him I
say ‘hi.’ I guess I’ll see you later, Jordan.” She gave me a small
wave.

In that instant, I wanted Sully back so
badly so Bethany couldn’t have him. But I reminded myself of why
that would never happen. Regardless of my feelings, I couldn’t take
the chance. Not after what had happened.

“Sounds great. Thanks for
stopping by,” I fibbed, upset by the reality of my situation. Even
though I didn’t want to release him, I forced my fingers from
Sully’s hand.

“Bye, Sully,” Bethany said,
batting her eyelashes in a disappointed way. “See you at school, I
guess.”

“Yep. See ya, Bethany,”
Sully replied, his tone a bit too cheerful for my liking. As he
watched her leave, his face rapidly changed, another thought
suddenly popping into his mind. Freed from my grip, he leapt off
his seat, blurting, “Or if you want, I can walk you down to Cam’s
room to see if Micah’s still here.”

Bethany turned, her face
brightening from his offer. “Would you?” she declared in a helpless
way. I rolled my eyes, watching them leave without another glance
in my direction before Sully quickly closed the door behind
him. Let him go, I
told myself, driving thoughts of our interrupted kiss from my mind.
He didn’t need my permission. His lips had never touched mine. We
had no commitment, especially when I had ended things
before.

I crawled into my bed and rolled over on one
side, pulling the blankets up to my chin. When I closed my eyes
tightly, a fat teardrop slid down my cheek, dampening my pillow. It
wasn’t for losing Sully, but for my desperate plea to live a life
of normalcy. I must discover the reason the fire angel called me
back to finish my work in this world if I ever wished to have that
chance to be like everyone else.

The only place I knew to look for her was in
my dreams. I squeezed my eyes tight, forcing the hurt from my mind.
I willed myself to rest, anxious to meet her once more. Eventually
the exhaustion of my confusing emotions overcame me and I entered a
fitful sleep.

Thoughts flew through my
head of lava bombs plunging from the sky and the cracking sound of
bridge tresses gave way under the unnatural strain of Gaia’s
tremors. It’s not worth the
risk, I repeated to myself. If I didn’t let
myself fall for anyone again, the other Elementals would have no
leverage over me. They’d have no one left to hurt in order to gain
control. It’s a solid, foolproof
plan.

“Or you can protect
yourself and those you love,” said the voice of Cam’s fire
angel.

She’s
here. Inherent curiosity piqued my
interest, compelled to learn more now that my strategy had worked.
Still, I feared her explosive rage. With hesitation, I sat up in
bed. My eyes scanned the room, searching for the woman with the
long silky hair that ended in molten lava.

“Protect yourself and those
you love,” the fire angel repeated.

A flash of white fire infiltrated my mind,
blinding in its intensity. This must be her way of telling me to
seek her out immediately, before other dangers befell the ones I
loved.

That’s it!
Her meaning registered in my brain. I’d hurt so
many people I loved because I couldn’t defend them from The Three.
Now she offered an alternative…a way to increase my powers until I
eliminated the threat forever.

A relieved grin spread across my face. She
presented the perfect reason to train and learn how to protect the
people I cared about most. Now all I had to do was find her and
begin. I closed my eyes, confident and secure for the first time in
a very long while.

Suddenly, the door burst open with a
deafening bang. A fierce gust of wind rushed into the room, blowing
off my covers. It knocked the framed prints from the wall and
shattered the television monitor. I curled into a fetal position,
shielding my face and body from the shards of broken glass. From my
spot on the bed, I peeked with hesitation and uncertainty at the
door as two figures strode into my room.

Gaia and Skye.

“You’re alive?” I gasped,
though deep down I knew it would take more than a fire tornado to
destroy The Three all at once. “But how did you find me?” I shouted
over the wind.

They uttered no response, surveying me
through steely eyes. Raising their hands toward my cowering form,
they paused for a moment, preparing to synchronize their powers and
finish me.

“Search deep inside,” the
fire angel’s voice suggested. “Fuel your powers from your
core.”

My core? What did that
have to do with my powers? I wondered. I
attempted to heed her advice, assuming her training began at that
precise moment. I strained to concentrate my anger and fear deep
within, an energy cell feeding my entire body. My heart and soul
committed fully to the cause. I closed my eyes and allowed the
raging burn to build inside my chest, then course outward through
my arms and legs. My eyes stewed with anger and resentment as the
power mounted inside me. Fearlessly, I rose from my huddled
position on the bed, surprised to find the floor covered in a fiery
mass of boiling lava. The lava spilled out toward the corners of
the room, consuming everything except for my hospital bed, perched
safely in the middle of a molten sea. Strength and conviction
filled my face. My mouth wound into a proud grin.
It begins now, I told
myself, defiant. I sat taller upon my bed.

Panic clouded Gaia and Skye’s countenances.
They inched toward the door, desperate for escape. But before they
could turn and flee, Sully entered the room to check on me. He
immediately froze, stunned by the destruction before him. My grin
faded. My gaze shifted toward Gaia, contemplating her next
move.

She looked from me to Sully and back again,
her emerald eyes flickering with evil. Her lips snaked into a
sinister smile that sent a chill racing down my spine.

“Leave him alone!” I
screamed. Before she could lift a hand in his direction, my entire
body turned white-hot in a glowing orb. Shock filled Gaia’s
expression. She whipped her head from side to side, searching for
an escape.

Determined to save Sully this time, I
stepped from my bed and held the handrail, startled to discover
everything I touched instantly melted—the handrail, the mattress,
the walls. My eyes glowing with revenge, I strode toward Gaia,
reaching my hand out toward her arm.

“No!” she shouted,
recoiling from my touch. She backed herself into the corner. Pinned
against the wall, she had nowhere to go. I took another step toward
her, my hand outstretched, only inches from her skin.

But before I could touch her, I felt a
strong, comforting hand upon my shoulder. “Jordan? Jordan, are you
okay?” I heard Sully ask in a soothing voice.

My eyes instantly simmered. I blinked into
the bright hospital room, shocked to find everything still intact.
The bed, the framed prints, the television monitor—everything
returned to its original state. Only my covers lay strewn in a
messy pile upon the immaculate floor, kicked off in my fitful
state.

“What happened?” I asked in
alarm, my eyes focused on Sully’s face. “Where are
they?”

“Bethany, Micah, and Celia
left a few minutes ago. Cam’s sleeping again so they
figured…”

“No, not them. The
Elementals,” I said,
dropping my voice to a forced whisper.

Sully let out a hearty
laugh. “They’re gone. Don’t you remember finishing them off? And
here I thought I was the only one who got hit hard in the head.”

I managed a small smile of
relief at his comment. He’s okay. I’m
okay. I surveyed the room again, still
intact. Gaia and Skye hadn’t come back for me, not yet, at least.
It
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