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  Elemental
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Aclass of magical beings among the Enduring who are able to wield an element as a weapon. In Europe and the United States, we define the elements as air, water, earth, and fire. There are thousands around the world. We train the European and American Elementals. 
Always born as human women, they are active from the ages of fifteen to twenty, when they retire. It is rare for them to live to retirement, and none have lived longer than twenty-five years. You will be reassigned upon retirement or death of the previous Elemental.
Their task is to protect humanity from other magical beings, primarily vampires. When you are assigned an Elemental to train, you will be responsible for teaching them how to use their element and hunt in their territory. It is best for each Elemental to work alone. Your job will include communicating with other Trainers to coordinate efforts.
From An Introduction to the Magical World – A White Council Trainer’s Guide.






  
  Chapter One

Sabine
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Spring 1996

Aren’t you cute?” a deep voice said in the darkness. 
Isn’t this how it always starts? Some man compliments you in order to harm you. Everything about this situation told me to get into my car and leave. It was pitch black out, other than the bright lights of this gas station on I-10 that I was lucky to find before my car ran out of fuel. I could sense the thoughts of one man inside the gas station’s market. He was left alone to man the pumps through the night. He wouldn’t leave the building to help me. He was barely even paying attention to me since I had paid at the pump with a credit card. Nobody else had been on the road with me before I stopped, and no one had driven by since I pulled into the gas station.
Why listen to your instincts when someone says something nice? My mother would have been appalled if I didn’t at least engage in polite conversation and thank the man for the compliment. 
“Who’s there?” I asked once the gas pump clicked to signal my tank was full.
There was only silence in return, so I secured my gas tank and checked the keys in my jacket pocket before walking in the direction of the voice. 
“Hello?” I asked as I walked away from the safety of the light and behind the gas station.
All I heard was a low chuckle. I stopped just on the edge of complete darkness and wove my keys through my fingers. I might have been young, but I knew how to defend myself. 
“You pretty white girls are always so quick to respond,” the voice said. 
I couldn’t help but respond to the compliment. My mother had tried to train me that way. “You think I’m pretty?”
The vampire chuckled. “You have no sense of self-preservation.”
I scoffed. “What suggested that?”
I quickly lifted my arm and plunged my keys into the face of the man who lured me into the dark. It wasn’t going to kill him, but it would slow him down and take one of his eyes. 
I focused my senses as I stumbled backward and dropped my keys. I hoped to draw the vampire into the light. The electrical charges in the brain of the gas station attendant were as clear as his thoughts (he was studying for a test), but this man had no electricity firing in his brain. I could hear a faint heartbeat and could sense the lack of hydration. This vampire was thirsty and weak. The kid inside was smart not to leave the safe, bright lights. The keys in my hand might hurt a human, but I would get lucky if they even slowed this vampire down. I should know; as an Elemental, I fight them routinely.
Killing vampires seems to have become the main task for Elementals. They are the most dangerous creatures in the magical and non-magical worlds. I would compare them to sharks, but even sharks don’t need to make everything their prey. I guess if you gave sharks the intelligence and psychopathy of humans, then you could compare vampires to them. 
I was a shitty Elemental, barely able to control the element I should command. Mine was fire, which would have been very helpful if I could summon it tonight. A dry, thirsty, dehydrated vampire would go WOOSH and be nothing but dust. I had other skills to lean on, which was why I had survived the last four years. I had been trained in hand-to-hand combat and I had my own ample magic for telekinesis, telepathy, and teleportation. I couldn’t read the vampire’s mind, but I at least knew I was dealing with the undead when I entered a fight.
“You are going to make a lovely meal,” the vampire said as he stepped toward me. I could see the skin on his face stitch back together.
I was sure I would be delicious if I lost this fight. Two thoughts ran through my head as I continued to back up into the light. First, had I told everyone I loved them? Second, who knew where to look for me? I don’t know about other Elementals, but these were always the two thoughts that popped into my head before I started any fight with a magical being. I might have been more powerful than your average person and trained to fight vampires, but I wasn’t the most powerful being in the universe.
I didn’t bother trying to call my fire powers. I sucked at using them. Instead, I pulled out the hunting knife I carried with me. It was magically hidden from view but always accessible to me. It was attached to the back of my belt. I don’t leave my home without it on my body unless I’m going through metal detectors. I was glad I had it tonight because the vampire was pissed that I had sliced his face. 
He stepped to the edge of the darkness as I continued to back away, holding a hand over an eye. His skin had healed from the scratches of my keys, but the eye would take time to reform. He was too hungry for his healing to happen as quickly as it should. Vampires might have been immortal, but their bodies still required energy to heal. Magic kept their bodies running, but they needed blood to be able to do anything. The less blood in their bodies, the slower everything was. This was good news for me. 
Time seemed to slow down as he stalked toward me, baring his teeth and fully into the light. His skin was like a marshmallow — white and smooth. I wondered if it would burn like a marshmallow, too. It made me wish I had more control over my fire power. The crickets chirping in the night seemed to be belching. I raised the knife and prepared to fight for my life. I suddenly wished I had something quippy to say as the fight commenced, but I wasn’t that quick with my words. Plus, when he lunged at me, it knocked the wind out of me, and I focused on the fight. 
I kicked him off of me and slashed with my knife. His skin was as soft as a human’s — another sign of his weakness and probably how recently he had been turned. He looked like he had been young when it happened, but it was hard to tell since his skin didn’t show any sign of age. He was smaller than most men, and while some vampires were beautiful to behold, this one was not. His dark hair was limp and greasy. His nose was too big for his face, and his clothes were filthy. 
Each time he launched back into the fight, I plunged my knife into his skin. Blood spilled until the wound healed. The more I did it, and the more blood he lost, the slower the new wounds healed and the slower he got. Death by a million cuts worked well for some vampires. The slower he healed, the slower he moved, and the easier it was to destroy him. My knife wouldn’t be enough to separate his heart from his chest — the best way to kill anything — so I let my magical senses roam the area for something that I could use to slam through his heart. Wood would be the best option.
He swiped at me and knocked the knife out of my hand. I stumbled back and tried to figure out a way to regain the advantage. My mind raced. I reached with my magic to summon a piece of wood, and I wasn’t disappointed. A broken 2x4 flew to me so quickly that it whacked the vampire on the back of his head. That knocked the wind out of him for a moment so I could catch the flying wood. It would have smacked me in the face if I hadn’t caught it. I slammed it against my thigh, which did hurt, and broke enough off to create a rough stake. I could have tried to punch through his chest, but that could be gross and was a last option. He may have been dehydrated, but that didn’t mean he would turn to dust when he died. He could explode into a pile of gooey blood.
He might have only had one working eye, but he could see that our roles were reversed. I was not a naïve, weak girl he could lure to her death. I wasn’t even an over-confident child who knew a little about self-defense. Breaking the 2x4 over my leg made him realize he was facing an Elemental with enough magic to destroy him. He braced himself for another round of fighting, but I let the stake hover for a moment before I mentally projected it into his heart. He blew up into a million dust flakes that quickly dropped to the ground. He had been more dehydrated than I realized. Even his clothes turned to dust.
I returned my knife to its sheath and found my keys before returning to my car. Adrenaline pumped through my body, but I noticed blood dropping to the ground by my feet. The vampire had sliced my arm right against the bone. I kept clean rags and a first aid kit in the trunk of my car just for these injuries. I got in the car as soon as the wound was clean and wrapped. I shoveled a handful of Swedish Fish into my mouth. Driving snacks were critical, and the bonus was they helped my sugar levels after a fight. My body shook a little as I drove off. I wasn’t going to stop until I arrived at the house in New Orleans.







  
  Chapter Two

Sabine
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It took a while for the sugar to hit my bloodstream. My hands shook as I gripped the steering wheel of the car. I turned the AC all the way up because my body felt like a furnace. I had to shake the fire that ignited on my right hand at one point. Of course, my power would manifest after the fight was over and when I didn’t want it. I fished in my bag of snacks, trying to keep my eyes on the road as the adrenaline finally wore off. Sugar helped my body recover from the fight. 
I always had weird reactions to using magic. It took energy to use. I could teleport to different locations, but the farther the distance, the more it fucked up my metabolism. It was one of the reasons why I was driving from Gainesville to New Orleans for Spring Break. I didn’t want to arrive and then have to eat like it had been days since I had consumed any food.
My thoughts spun as I obsessed over what had happened at the gas station, what I could have done better, and what it would feel like to lose a fight with a vampire. It had been a few weeks since I had fought one. It was hard to stay in shape when you didn’t have a chance to fight. I could spar with people, but I didn’t know other Elementals in Gainesville to work with. I was too strong to include normal people in my training. Lauren, the woman who had trained me to be an Elemental, had left me to work with someone else. Only a handful of my friends knew what I could do. 
I kept circling around what led me to this situation. It was an eight-hour drive from Gainesville to New Orleans. I could have waited until the morning to start the drive, but I knew that wouldn’t work. Over the last year, I had become nearly nocturnal. I’m naturally a night owl, but going out on hunts kept me out later and later. There were rarely any vampires around me. The University of Florida was in a small college town. Everything revolved around the university. Yes, college students were easy prey for vampires, but with an active Elemental on campus, they didn’t stay long. I usually nipped problems in the bud. It wasn’t uncommon for me to go for weeks without a fight, but I went hunting with supplies just in case.
All of that naturally kept me up late, but I had been struggling over the last year and a half to figure out what I was going to do after my twentieth birthday when I would be a retired Elemental. My mind and body felt lost with this lack of direction. It had been easy as a teenager. I was focused on two things: getting into college and being an Elemental. Training with Lauren had taken a lot of my free time. It was a lot for my shoulders, but I did all of it with success. 
Then, when Lauren suddenly left, I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. She had wanted me to put off college until after I retired. When I refused, she tried to get me to stay in Miami, which I refused to do as well. I wanted to get away and be an adult. I was in college but had no idea what to do next. How would I spend the rest of my life? Nobody wanted to talk about how to figure that out. The Career Services department was not helpful. They had ideas for my major, but I hadn’t picked a major yet. They thought I could teach martial arts to kids since I had so much training with it. I felt like a failure as my friends talked about their life plans. Even the person I was going to visit, my best friend Carly, knew what she wanted to be. She wanted to make movies. When I asked myself the same question, there was only silence in my mind.
I’m the type of person who can keep to a goal if I know what the goal is. Without something to work toward, I found myself bored and lethargic as I got deeper into depression. I would sleep later through the day, skip classes that bored me, and then go out at night. All of that culminated tonight when, at one in the morning, I had the great idea of driving to New Orleans to be there for breakfast. Instead of sleeping the day away in my dorm room and irritating my roommate, I could get to New Orleans and crash in my family’s house. I didn’t even think about filling up the tank until I was in the middle of Mississippi, and it was getting low.
Did anyone know I was on the road and would be in New Orleans as the sun rose? No. Everyone, except my roommate, thought I was in the narrow twin bed I’d been sleeping in all year. Not everyone knew I was even going to New Orleans. My parents and siblings did. The people I was going to visit did. I hadn’t told many of my friends in Gainesville. 
My boyfriend, Kevin, hadn’t even asked what my spring break plans were. He assumed that I was going back to Miami in his car. When I returned to my dorm room after being out for a hunt, there was a message on our answering machine that said to meet him at ten in the morning so we could go home. Should I have told him about my plans? Would there be repercussions for ditching him? Sure, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t sure why I was even in this relationship anymore. I’d worry about Kevin later. Maybe he’d get the hint and break up with me. 
Maybe I should just stay in New Orleans when spring break ended. It was a city I was fairly familiar with, and I would have Carly. I knew we got along, and she would understand the life I lived. Maybe she would help me figure out what came next for me. I had been there for a few days for Mardi Gras just weeks before. I could stay in my family’s home and transfer to Tulane. Maybe Carly would move into the house with me. It was big enough for a large family. I didn’t know what the Elemental community was like in the city, but I was positive there was an abundance of vampires, magical people, and magical creatures. I was sure I could make a difference. Plus, my trainer, Lauren, was there. She was training Carly’s sister Corinne now, but maybe I could help. 
I felt positive as the sun rose, and I pulled off I-10 in New Orleans. I had done this drive enough in my life that I knew how to get to my family’s Garden District home. We didn’t live in New Orleans, but we held on to the home our ancestors had built in the community. My family had come with the French in the late eighteenth century. It was after the Casket Girls had come to be wives for the early settlers. We had come with ancient money to invest in a place that might keep us safe in the future. We were highly magical women, and it seemed to be the most magical place in the new world. When the US bought Louisiana, the family got US citizenship, but we returned to France for some reason. Having dual citizenship helped when we left Europe before World War One. 
We stayed in New Orleans until the Great Depression hit. That’s when my great-grandmother moved the family to Boston. We stayed up north until my parents decided to take their family to Miami. By then, we were out of the magical community and had nothing to do with them. None of us were even taught to use our magic. We visited New Orleans regularly, though. I wasn’t sure if it was the city or the magic, but it always felt like I was in the right place at the right time when I came. 
This morning wasn’t any different. I could feel my fingers tingle as I passed different streets on my way to the house. Even though my body was getting tired and needed to sleep, my magic was waking up. I had no idea what that meant for the week ahead, but I was excited to find out. 
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Iwas on the wrong side of the bed again. I didn’t know how this kept happening, but I fell asleep on the left side of the bed and woke up on the right. If I slept alone in my bed, it wouldn’t be a concern, but I was in Andy’s bed. I rolled into the center of the bed and into my boyfriend’s arms. 
“How did you get there?” he asked as he pulled me closer.
Andy’s body was warm and soft in all the right places. His skin was tawny-colored and reminded me of warm, dry sand on a beach in the summer. He wore his black curls so short you might not even know they were there. When I looked up into his brown eyes, his smile revealed dimples on each cheek. I had wanted to fall back asleep, but I knew that was futile.
“I know a way we can get back to the right spot,” he said and pressed his lips to my neck.
The gentle pressure of his lips was enough to wake my body. I caught a glimpse of his alarm clock as I opened my eyes. “No time for that this morning,” I told him and pushed him back.
His bed was catty-cornered in the back of his room. I sat up and crawled to the end so I could get to the door. We both needed to get moving. I was going over to see Sabine, and he had to go to work at the hospital. Spring break for him didn’t mean he could stop working. He was going to be a doctor and needed to finish his residency. 
“If you want to ride with Peter, you need to get up now,” I said, looking back at him as I left the room.
“You know I’ll be there for a while,” Andy said and groaned as he sat up.
“This is life as a doctor,” I called back before shutting my door so I could get dressed.
When I transferred to Tulane in the fall, after a miserable year at the University of Florida, I first tried living in a dorm. I hadn’t hated dorm life at the University of Florida with Sabine, but I hadn’t liked my new roommate. My parents allowed me to move home initially, but I bristled at being restricted like a child. My mother and I started fighting regularly. My father had to play mediator after it got so bad we nearly blew the house up. My brother Peter had come up with the best solution, and I moved into the third bedroom in his apartment after the first week of classes.
At first, Andy, his roommate, had been unhappy that I had moved in. The plan was that both men would use the spare room as their office while they were in medical school. This was how they knew each other, even if barely. I understood how frustrating it might be for him, so I did my best to be friendly. That worked so well that soon Andy and I were sharing a bed. 
We quickly settled into a routine. Both medical students would be absent for days at a time while they took classes and worked their residency. Sometimes, I would be alone in the apartment and would sleep in Andy’s bed because it smelled like him. He had a spiced scent that made me feel warm and cozy. I loved sleeping in his bed. My room mostly felt like my closet or where I slept when friends came over, like for Mardi Gras. Andy had been at the hospital when Sabine had visited, so they hadn’t met. I slept in my bed with her. 
“Is Sabine here?” Peter asked when I walked into the kitchen. 
I hadn’t felt guilty about inserting myself into the apartment, but I was feeling guilty about leaving Sabine on her own in Gainesville. I hated the small college town and could only take a year there. I was a city girl who needed a bustling world around me. I didn’t love football, which was what drove the social world of UF. I thought Sabine would find her way on her own, but I had been wrong. During Mardi Gras, I had seen how much she was struggling. It hadn’t been a big deal when we were drinking our way through the French Quarter, but I was sure it would be more apparent this week.
“I think she’s on the road, but I’m not sure. We’re going to Tippitinas for a show tonight,” I said as I put bags of food together for both men to take with them. 
Andy was making breakfast, and Peter was setting the table. My job was to put lunches together from leftovers. Andy was the best cook between the three of us, so Peter and I often took over organizing things after he cooked. It felt like an extension of our childhood chores. It was nice not to be responsible for taking care of the two men in my life.
“I’m meeting her this time, right?” Andy asked as he placed omelets on plates and handed them to me.
I smiled, excited for my best friend to meet the man I was positive I was going to marry someday. I hadn’t ever felt confident in a relationship, but there was something about Andy. 
“She’s opening the house, right?” Peter asked. “They’re all coming for the summer.”
“That’s the plan!” I said, excited to have all four Picard siblings in town. “I think Jill is coming with the triplets, too.”
“Who’s Jill?” Andy asked as he sat down with his food.
“Jill’s their aunt,” Peter said before I could. “She lives in France with her three daughters. She’s a screenwriter, so she often comes to the US to work.”
“She’s the one who got me a job for the summer,” I added, thinking about the movie she had written. I hadn’t seen the script yet, but I was sure I would like it.
Andy nodded as he took it all in. It would be a lot of new people for him to meet and a lot of magic. He was getting used to being surrounded by magic that he didn’t have. It was something everyone in New Orleans dealt with. There was a lot of magic here. My family and I stayed away from most of the magical world. Our strength was spell casting. We were the wealthy elite and didn’t need to mix with the magical creatures. I didn’t think we were wanted, either, but that was a different issue. Unlike the rest of the city, Andy lived with magic users and we often didn’t see when we were using it. I was learning to be more careful with my words. The fights I had with my mother in the fall taught me I could cause physical damage if I wanted. Andy didn’t have magic to protect himself, so I needed to be careful.
“We should have Sabine over for dinner,” Peter said with a smirk. “Andy should meet your soul mate before he commits any further.”
I rolled my eyes. The two families had this long-standing joke about my relationship with Sabine. I didn’t see it as a joke. Sabine was the person I was going to spend my entire life with. I was sure we had spent past lives together. We didn’t have to be geographically close to remain connected. We hadn’t spent much time together as children, so living apart in college wasn’t that frustrating. My secret hope for this week was to convince her to transfer to Tulane so we could be together again. I could tell she was miserable without me in Gainesville, and I was positive she would be happy here in New Orleans. I knew if she transferred, I would feel less guilty about having left her this year.
“I can make gumbo and dirty rice!” Andy said, his mind probably distracted by the meal he was going to make. “She’ll eat that, right?”
I shrugged. “Maybe, but pick out some good beer to go with it.” 
“You’re not even twenty yet,” Peter said as he finished his breakfast and took his dishes into the kitchen.
“So? We like beer!” I said and stuck my tongue out.
Peter added something snarky, but I couldn’t hear. For all I knew, it was some type of spell. My magic was much stronger than his, but he had plenty of his own.
“If you need me to grab food, I can,” I told Andy.
He grabbed a pad of paper and scribbled the ingredients he needed. His handwriting was a mess, like most doctors I knew. I could make it out
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