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DEDICATION

 


In memory of my father-in-law Richard, who
encouraged me to keep writing.


Chapter One

 


I expected Liam to explain the reason he
needed me to join forces with the other Elementals, or at least to
mention why they had run out of time to find someone to replace me
as the Fire Elemental on their team. Instead, he grabbed my hand
and dragged me to my feet. A sudden, massive rogue wave washed up
the shore and swept around our waists, yanking us off solid ground.
I struggled against its powerful current, but Liam gripped my hand
tighter.

“Just relax,” he
insisted.

Easy for him to
say. I glared at Liam, still bitter
because he had never disclosed his identity as the new Water
Elemental after I destroyed his twin sister, Hydros. It wasn’t like
I expected him to blurt it out the first time we met. Still, he
could’ve mentioned something aside from his random “clues” to let me know the truth
before I started to like him. Now I didn’t know what to think, with
my conflicted heart and mind at war.

“What are you doing,
trying to drown me?” I asked, alarmed when the waters reached my
neck. My feet beat at the water, unsteady without land beneath me.
“I thought you told me to trust you!”

He nodded and squeezed my hand tighter. “I
need to show you what’s coming.”

My eyes grew wide as the water swelled
higher. I gulped a big breath of air seconds before the water
rushed over my head. Horrific memories invaded my thoughts of my
near drowning in Atlantis when Hydros, enraged by Gaia’s pressure
to join her team, flooded the opulent city. I thrashed at the water
in an attempt to reach the surface, but Liam tugged me down and
enveloped my head in a bubble of air. I gasped with relief inside
the protective sanctuary, and fought to remain patient. He must
have a good reason to bring me into his realm.

He smiled in reassurance, wrapping both arms
securely around me. Before I could open my mouth to protest, a
flurry of bubbles encircled us, spinning at an incredible rate.
Liam gripped me tighter to prevent the water from penetrating my
necessary air bubble. The current swirled faster, impossible to
escape, then dragged us feet-first, spiraling into the inky depths
below. For long minutes the tremendous speed increased steadily,
silencing my scream. I closed my eyes and cleared my mind to focus
on Liam’s purpose. Whatever his reason, I hoped it would unlock
some answers to the myriad questions bouncing about in my mind.

Suddenly, without explanation, our rapid
motion ceased. Liam let his arms drop from my body.

Startled, I opened my eyes. I anticipated a
view of the black recesses from the ocean bottom. Instead, a
brightly lit city basked in the faint rays of sunlight filtering
through the water column. Encased in a shielding dome like a
forcefield against the cold surrounding sea, activity bustled and
hummed inside. I turned to Liam, a thousand questions competing for
priority, yet none of them voiced. I stood frustratingly mute, the
unexpected scene shocking me.

Liam wore an amused smile. “What’d you
think? Better than Pele’s white fire?”

I blinked. So he hadn’t
intended to drag me downward to my death; that was his method of
traveling through time and space within his Element. I wistfully
recalled Pele training me to use white fire, or ke ahi kea in her native Hawaiian
tongue, to travel through mine.

“Not a chance,” I replied,
quelling my unsettled stomach. Never mind the fact I had no idea
how he could transport me outside of my Element. Rather than asking
him to explain, I opted for the foremost question in my mind. “Why
are we here?”

“To show you what happened
the last time he arrived.”

I was about to say,
When who arrived? But
Liam had already begun to swim toward the dome with confident pulls
of his arms and a swift whip of his feet. He turned a few strokes
away, beckoning for me to follow. Curiosity getting the best of me,
I swam awkwardly, unsure I would ever grow comfortable in his
watery domain.

Schools of sleek, silvery fish darted past
as we approached the domed, underwater city. From the surface far
overhead, a shimmering light danced upon the sandy seafloor. More
noticeably, a brilliant yellow beam radiated from the city’s
center, casting a bright glow against the marble structures. Liam
stopped in front of a pair of city guards blocking the entrance.
“Welcome back, Lir,” one of the guards addressed him and stepped
sideways, allowing us to enter. I suppressed a shudder at the sound
of Liam’s Water Elemental name. I was having a hard time getting
used to people calling him Lir.

The dome’s force field dissolved around our
forms with a suctioning effect that instantly dried our clothes and
dissolved Liam’s bubble of air around my head. Within seconds the
dome sealed behind us, enclosing us inside. I wanted to reach out
and touch the dome again, to see if its wall felt solid beneath my
palm, but Liam slipped his hand in mine and led me forward.

A small troop of men walked past, wearing
bronze chest plates and helmets with an aqua plume stuck in the
top. Each bore a sharpened trident, gripped upright, by his side,
and a short blade strapped to his calf muscle.

“Who are they?” I asked,
too low for the men to hear.

“Those are the city’s
Protectors,” Liam explained.

“Protectors? What are they
worried about? There’s no one else down here.”

“And they’d like to keep
it that way. This ancient civilization has survived unnoticed for a
few thousand years. They only permitted me to bring you here so you
could understand the tragedy they endured to ally against the
future attack. They survived, and want to make sure they will make
it again.”

Liam led me through the crowd of citizens,
all dressed in togas of shimmering silk draped over their shoulders
and fastened about their waists. Each individual also wore a
peculiar pale blue triangle-shaped tattoo adorning the middle of
their forehead.

I wanted to ask Liam about the significance
of the tattoos, but he pressed onward. “It’s not much further,” he
announced.

Liam stopped in front of a gate armed by two
of the city’s Protectors. They wore their helmets low over their
brows, so I couldn’t tell if they bore the same triangle tattooed
forehead as the rest of the citizens. Liam addressed the men with a
simple, “He’s expecting us.” Surprisingly, they stepped sideways to
let us pass.

Once inside the gate, a servant greeted us
and directed us toward a wide sweeping patio lined with marble
busts of ancient gods carved with omniscient eyes. Every statue
made me uneasy, seeming to scrutinize my unwelcome presence in
their resplendent city.

A booming voice broke the unsettling
silence. “Welcome, Lir.” The man wore a golden laurel wreath atop
his head and a longer toga than the others, embroidered in decadent
gold thread. He strode toward us with a regal step. From the
reverent bows of his servants and Protectors, I guessed he was the
ruler of this underwater city.

“How does everyone know
you?” I whispered to Liam. “Are you a minor celebrity down here or
what?”

Liam let an amused grin slip across his
face. “Actually, their allegiance lies primarily with Hydros. But
they treat me almost the same. One of the benefits of being her
twin.” Liam turned to address the man. “King Rio, I’d like you to
meet my friend, Jordan.”

I gave the king a deferential bow, partially
surprised Liam still considered me his friend after our battle on
the beach. “I am honored to meet you, sir.”

“The pleasure is all
mine,” he said to me before continuing. “It’s good to see you
again, Lir. Though not under these circumstances, I’m afraid.” As
he spoke, I noticed a magnificent chambered nautilus shell around
his neck, similar to the necklace Gaia had gifted to
Hydros.

“We have heard the time
draws near before Aether’s return. After his last visit led to our
city’s demise at the surface, we have vowed to aid you in
guaranteeing his defeat.”

“What happened?” I
wondered aloud, eager for more details about their encounter with
the Fifth Elemental, about whom I knew so little.

The ruler swept his arm over his entire
underwater kingdom. “On the eve of war, he sent forth a monstrous
wave that obliterated our society. Again and again the wave surged
across our land, until our entire city sank beneath the sea.”

I tilted my head sideways, his words
striking a familiar chord.

He continued, “Our scientists had perfected
the process of removing salt from the ocean to secure potable fresh
water, and had harnessed an abundant oxygen supply to sustain our
population lest danger befall us. We needed a backup plan in the
event our war with Athens destroyed our city and forced us to seek
refuge underwater. The city’s scientists safeguarded their
desalinization equipment in a hollowed chamber inside the mountain,
so when the city flooded, we were able to begin anew down here in
relative safety. Our advanced technology enabled us to survive a
disaster that would have proved catastrophic for any other
civilization,” he concluded proudly.

The ruler led us toward the light source at
the center of the city, explaining as he walked. “We are
conveniently situated over a hydrothermal vent that supplies our
city with an endless source of energy and heat, using chemicals
released from inside the earth. Daily, men leave the dome to
collect fish and kelp for our residents. So you see, we are quite
self-sufficient here, and safe from the dangers that lurk
above.”

I nodded in silent understanding, impressed
with the efficiency and sustainability of a world I previously
deemed impossible to exist so deep below the surface. When we
neared the radiant shaft of light, I detected a strangely familiar
sight situated behind the beam. Tall marble pillars supported a
roof of glittering gold, muted from its former brilliance beneath
the water overhead, but recognizable nonetheless. I remembered
seeking shelter at the highest ground when Hydros’s tsunami swamped
the city, lashing my wrist to the top of this temple to prevent the
current from dragging me out to sea. And I remembered what I
expected would be my last view of the setting sun, dipping below
the mountain peaks and painting the sky in shades of bronze as the
waters surged above my head.

“The Temple of Poseidon,”
I breathed, astounded to see it intact.

The ruler replied, “Fortunately, Aether did
not destroy our most sacred part of the city. We thank the gods for
sparing our temple from destruction.”

I turned to him. “So
you’re telling me that you
are the lost civilization? That this is the city
of Atlantis?”

He nodded slowly. “You are correct.”

My mouth fell open. “But I don’t understand.
Why do you keep saying Aether destroyed your city, when Hydros was
the one who unleashed a tsunami against your shores? I was there; I
saw her. She called the sea to attack your land.”

King Rio narrowed his eyes at my accusation.
“That’s impossible. Hydros and Gaia are the city’s sworn allies.
They constructed this sheltered spot for us here beneath the waves.
Hydros herself erected this dome to protect us inside her
Element.”

“You mean Gaia, the Earth
Elemental? How could you believe her?” I countered. “She manipulated
the truth to deceive you.”

“Perhaps you were the one
she deceived,” King Rio corrected me. “The wave merely cleansed the
city of filth, and those who were unworthy to exist in our
magnificent city beneath the sea. Only the pure of heart were
permitted to stay.”

I remembered the poor slave girl, Monifa,
ripped from my grasp by the receding current, and the pain I’d felt
watching her drown in the rushing water. “Filth? How can you say
that about Monifa? She was just an innocent little child!”

I heard footsteps behind me.

“You called?” a
high-pitched voice asked.

I turned around, my jaw hitting the floor.
Before me stood the same heart-shaped face trimmed in a pronounced
widow’s peak that haunted me in my dreams…with one minor change.
Like the ruler, she wore a triangle shaped tattoo in the middle of
her forehead. “Monifa?” I dared. “But how can this be? I saw you
carried away! I thought you had died.”

“Still lucky,” she beamed,
“just like my name says. The city’s Protectors saved me and brought
me here. The widow Vallejo is gone, so now I serve King Rio
instead.”

I smiled with relief at the miraculous sight
of her alive. “I still don’t understand. Atlantis sank thousands of
years ago, but you look the same age as the day I last saw
you.”

In response to my questions, Monifa pointed
to her tattooed forehead, and then turned to the ruler, waiting for
him to explain. King Rio placed a gentle hand on the little girl’s
shoulder. “It’s all in the water,” he said simply.

“The water?” I glanced at
Liam to gauge his reaction. He shot me a knowing smile while the
ruler elaborated.

“You’ve heard of the
Fountain of Youth, I’m sure.” He pointed to a magnificent marble
fountain near the hydrothermal vent in the center of the city. Two
tiers spilled over, creating a melodious background noise of
falling water. “So many have sought the secret to everlasting life.
At the surface, we guarded this secret closely, defending ourselves
from invading armies like the troops of Athens. The secret is far
easier to protect here in the shelter of our underwater
dome.

“And our tattoos,” King
Rio continued, lifting his golden laurel wreath to reveal the full
ornate triangle upon his forehead, “bear the symbol of Atlantis,
and permit only those who are worthy to drink of these sacred
waters.”

“Amazing,” I gasped, still
unable to believe Monifa stood before me, alive and well. Maybe I’d
misinterpreted Gaia’s actions all along. Pele and Liam obviously
trusted her. So did the Atlantean citizens, even though I’d seen
Gaia drive Hydros to fury, causing her to flood the
city.

Still, why would Gaia intentionally blame
this destruction on Aether, who wasn’t even around at the time?
What did she hope to accomplish through her accusation? Before I
could ask Liam to explain, a wizened woman approached. Her long,
shiny black hair wrapped her head in an elaborate loop of braids.
Similar to King Rio, she wore a golden laurel wreath and an
ornately embroidered toga that swept her ankles with every
step.

The ruler introduced her. “And this is my
wife, Rayna, our queen and soothsayer.”

I extended my hand in greeting. “It’s a
pleasure to meet you, Queen.”

She reached out her hand to take mine then
paused, viewing me with sudden alarm. Her hand started to tremble,
and then her eyes rolled back into her head.

“What did I do?” I
whispered to Liam, afraid I’d broken some ancient rule by
attempting to make physical contact with their royalty.

He shrugged. “No clue.”

The old soothsayer aimed a spindly finger
directly at my chest and announced in a clear, crisp voice, “She
killed Hydros.”

A murmur spread amongst the concerned
citizens, who pointed at me and stepped away in fear.

“You said she was your
friend. Why did you bring her here?” King Rio turned on
Liam.

“No, you don’t
understand,” Liam stated in my defense. “Jordan didn’t mean to hurt
my sister. She was only defending herself.”

Before Liam could explain further, a trio of
Protectors lunged in front of the ruler to distance him from harm,
and aimed their tridents at my back, neck, and heart.

I swallowed hard, the
sharpened point of one trident lightly grazing my jugular. Panic
gripped my throat. I need to get of
here…now!

Desperate for space from the weapons
surrounding me, immense heat fanned outward through my feet,
turning the sandy sea floor into a soup of hot, liquid glass. The
barefoot Protectors yelped in alarm and jumped a step backward. I
only needed that single second of distraction. I stretched one hand
straight above my head and an explosion of molten material showered
over me, like an umbrella of fiery rain operating in reverse.
People shrieked in fear, though I posed no immediate threat; I only
meant for my action to deter the other Protectors from capturing
me.

I sprinted across the
sand, the heat of every step transforming the ocean bottom into a
path of melted glass. If Gaia fixed it
once, she can do it again, I rationalized
my actions, and headed toward the hydrothermal vent. With an index
finger directed at its center, I split open the vent, allowing the
lava to seep outward. Hot gases burst upward, making the light grow
blinding in intensity.

“No, Jordan,” I heard Liam
call, a step or two behind me.

But I ignored him, my mind fixed exclusively
on escape. A couple of paces further I leapt high into the air,
planning to ride the thermal of rising gases to freedom, when a
pair of hands clasped my ankle. I looked down, shocked to see Liam
dangling below. Still, the added weight provided little resistance
against the opened vent. The billowing gases caught our bodies and
jettisoned us upward, away from the clutches of the city’s
Protectors.

“Look out, Jordan!” Liam
warned, his eyes wide with fear. I followed his gaze, realizing we
were rocketing toward the top of the dome at an alarming speed. I
didn’t know what would happen if we struck Atlantis’s protective
force field. Would it allow us to pass through? Or would we collide
with a stunning blow? Deciding I’d rather not take the chance, I
shouted, “Ke ahi kea!” to summon white fire and transport myself
from this place just before my head would have struck the dome. I
caught a short glimpse of Liam covered in a liquid layer of water a
second before my view of the underwater city went black. We
traveled through time and space, and landed on the fine-grained
black sand, my heart racing from the narrow escape.

Liam coughed and sputtered next to me,
hunched over on the beach.

“What were you trying to
do back there when you grabbed my ankle? Did you want them to kill
me?” I gasped, while my heart raced up my throat.

“I had to stay with you,”
he explained, wrapping his hand around mine. “I couldn’t risk the
chance of losing you. Not now, with Aether so close.”

“That’s all I am to you,
isn’t it? A way to stop Aether. Nothing more.” I pulled away from
his grip and scrambled to my feet.

“You said it, Pyr. Not
me.”

I cringed at the sound of my Elemental name,
still not prepared to fully accept the identity as he had done.
Frustrated with myself for trusting him, I turned and backed
away.

Before I could take another step, Liam
wrapped his arms around me and jumped into the water, where he
wielded the upper hand.

“Why are you doing this?”
I shouted, choking on seawater. “Why did you bring me down there?
To die?”

“You can’t possibly think
that’s true. Jordan, I had no idea they would turn on you. I only
needed you to understand.”

“Understand what?” I
said.

“That Gaia and Hydros
aren’t bad people. They helped rebuild the city, giving the
Atlanteans a chance to live long beyond their time.”

I stopped struggling for a moment, letting
his words sink in. True, they had spared Monifa and granted her a
happier life. But I also remembered the anger in the queen’s eyes
when she declared me a murderer…and the graze of a Protector’s
trident against my throat.

“C’mon, Jordan. We don’t
have time for this right now. The Fifth Elemental’s coming, and we
need your help.”

“Why should I believe you?
Gaia and Hydros lied to the Atlanteans. They probably lied to you,
too.” Without waiting for his response, I channeled my powers from
my core and expelled a fiery ball under my feet that launched me
out of the water and high into the air. I hung, suspended for a
long moment, reveling in my newfound freedom. I could breathe
easier now, far away from the water. My head cleared, reminding me
of the reasons I couldn’t afford to trust any of them. Not anymore.
Not after what happened.

Why would Gaia erroneously pin Atlantis’s
destruction on some unseen threat? It didn’t make any sense. I
wanted to ponder my question further, but I began to fall straight
down.

Darn gravity.

I frowned, wishing I’d had the foresight to
rocket myself back onto land. Unable to manipulate the rising
thermals below me in time to slow my descent, I tried to spin
myself, hoping to hit the water feet first. Unfortunately, I
over-rotated and landed flat in a huge belly flop. A sharp,
stinging sensation spread across my face, belly, and thighs. I
didn’t care that I’d ended up back underwater. I only wanted to
curl up in a fetal position and nurse my hurt.

Liam took advantage of my weakened
condition. He grabbed my wrist in a seemingly inescapable hold and
began to swim to shore with me in tow. Up ahead, I spotted three
figures peering down at us from the edge of the sea. One had a head
of curly russet hair, while another had long flowing hair of almost
pure white. The last figure appeared a hazy Essence of his former
vibrant self, muting even the fiery nature of his flaming red hair.
And I could tell none of them looked happy.

The Earth Elemental stood with crossed arms,
a scowl fixed upon her face framed in russet curls. “What happened?
You said you could handle this,” Gaia fumed. The Air Elemental,
Skye, set her hands on her hips and narrowed her white eyebrows at
me, mirroring Gaia’s mood.

“I thought bringing her to
Atlantis would help, but it only made things worse,” Liam
sputtered, treading water beside me.

“I don’t get it,” I told
Gaia, spitting seawater from my mouth. “Why did you lie to those
people? What were you trying to prove?”

“I planned to rally forces
in support to prepare for Aether’s next attack. With their advanced
technology, the Atlanteans could prove valuable allies against the
Fifth Elemental,” Gaia explained, justifying her actions. “It was
only a slight manipulation of the truth. You saw the power they
wielded. The Atlanteans could help us stop Aether when he returns.
The Fifth Elemental threatens their civilization—he
threatens every civilization—unless we can find a way to stop him. I only did
it to aid our cause.”

“And theirs,” I proposed.
“Right?”

“Of course,” she added
unconvincingly.

“Well, I don’t buy it,” I
said, kicking at the water to keep my head afloat. “And as for your
team, you can count me out.”

A displeased frown settled across Gaia’s
face. Her right eye twitched with irritation. “I know someone who
can change your mind.” She glanced to her side and gave Brandr a
nod.

Before I could protest, Brandr’s Essence of
the former Fire Elemental leapt off the side of the rock, completed
a double flip that would have likely impressed any official at a
high school swimming and diving meet, and plunged into the water
headfirst, aiming straight for my body.

In that flash of a second I knew I should
sprint away, but it was too late. I coughed on the stale smell of
air filling my nostrils. I started to scream, “Brandr! How could
you?”

Only when I opened my mouth, his voice
escaped my lips instead. “I’ve got it from here,” he told Liam.

Liam nodded and released his grip. A
saddened look filled his eyes before he shook the seawater from his
hair and climbed onto shore. I had let him down. It only seemed
fair after he had lied about his identity, leading me on to the
point I had started to fall for him.

Though furious with Liam’s deception, I
possessed zero control over my limbs. I couldn’t fight back; the
fusion of Brandr’s Essence with my Elemental body was complete. I
knew Brandr would hold me a prisoner in my own body until I chose
to comply with their demands.

Unless I could find a good reason to make
him leave first.


Chapter Two

 


Meteor Crater, Arizona, Present Day

 


There’s nothing like seeing the end of the
world and feeling powerless to stop the destruction. A prisoner in
my own body, I wielded no control, following my former enemies
across a barren Southwestern desert, unsure of our eventual
destination.

“What’s the point of
coming out here, anyway?” I muttered, disgruntled about Brandr’s
fusion.

“You’ll see,” Brandr
replied in an irritatingly cheerful tone, enjoying his new
abilities far more than he should. Funny to think that the last
time he’d fused with me on our journey inside the earth, I had
found his bold, brash actions somewhat amusing. Now I felt the
complete opposite as his every action involved me, regardless of my
desires.

I held partial blame for my predicament, but
that didn’t make me feel any better. My heart barely had a chance
to heal after Liam Innis Reilly disclosed his identity as the new
Water Elemental, Lir. After our intense battle of fire versus water
on the beach, he’d managed to catch me and explain the importance
of our next—and potentially final—mission.

Up ahead, the Air and Earth Elementals, Skye
and Gaia, spoke in urgent, hushed voices. Cursing Brandr for his
sluggish pace, I strained my ears, unable to catch a single bit of
their conversation, though I suspected it had something to do with
me. Especially since Liam walked in the middle of them and me to
bridge the gap between disagreeing factions. Gaia had convinced
Liam to join the team after his twin sister, Hydros, perished. Gaia
had needed him to win my allegiance, at the expense of my
heart.

A white dog led our whole brigade, her tail
curled high in the air with delight. She pranced on the tips of her
toes across the hot desert sand, aiming for a cluster of buildings
adjacent to a large parking lot. The dog had been my trusted
friend, Kea, a stray I’d met by the beach in Hawaii. Little had I
realized there was more to her than I’d first perceived.

“People are starting to
stare,” Brandr said, moving my own mouth to voice his thoughts. “I
think we’re supposed to leash our pets.”

The dog turned, her eyes flickering a fiery
orange. A stripe of fur bristled along the length of her back. She
crouched low on her forelimbs and bared her teeth.

At me.

Brandr!
I screamed inside my head, wondering why he
intentionally wished to infuriate Kea…especially when the Essence
of the tempestuous Hawaiian goddess of fire, Pele, resided inside
her.

“Hey,” Brandr chuckled
through my own lips, taking a purposeful step backward. “I’m just
saying it looks a little suspicious having a dog leading our
party.”

Brandr moved my head to follow the dog,
watching her trot behind a brick building. Just before she slipped
out of sight, I saw the dog dissolve into a swirl of white vaporous
mist. Seconds later, Kea transformed from her four-legged self, and
emerged as a striking young maiden with long black tresses that
stretched to her ankles. A tight-fitting dress accentuated her
swaying hips. As she stepped toward us, her every motion seemed
like a step from a beautiful dance. I felt Brandr let my mouth drop
open with amazement. Pele’s deep brown eyes focused on him
intently. “How’s this?” she asked. Not bothering to wait for his
response, she continued to lead us toward the entrance by the
parking lot.

We passed three couples on our way up the
path. Each girlfriend shot their significant other an admonishing
look when his eyes glued to Pele’s stunning form.

“Um…I’m not really sure
that’s any better,” Brandr cautioned. “People are still staring at
you.”

“Or maybe they’re staring
at you,” Liam said under his breath. “With your deep voice coming
out of Jordan’s mouth every five seconds, it looks like she’s
possessed.”

“I feel like I’m
possessed,” I protested, struggling against Brandr’s control with
little results.

With a deliberate roll of her eyes, the
young goddess veered off the path and slipped behind the building
once more, changing into the aged form of Auntie Lulu, who had
kindly taken me into her Hawaiian home. In all the time I’d lived
with her, I had never suspected the goddess Pele used the guises of
Auntie Lulu and Kea to watch over me while I trained to better
understand and manipulate my fire powers.

At that moment, I decided I’d relinquish my
training and fire powers in an instant to have the gift of reading
Liam’s mind. Since we’d escaped from Atlantis, he’d been acting
differently…more quiet and aloof. Not that I should care how he
felt after everything he’d hidden from me. What did he expect? That
I’d be overjoyed to discover the guy I liked had been chosen as the
new Water Elemental? Especially after I’d destroyed his twin
sister, Hydros?

Well, I wasn’t.

And I think he’d realized that now, too,
after our violent clash of water and fire powers on the beach in
Hawaii.

My mind and heart warred. A part of me
couldn’t ignore the attraction I’d felt toward him just a few days
before, while anger consumed the other part of me. I’d suspected
Gaia had a crush on Liam when she tried to kiss him on the
beach.

I couldn’t believe
it. Gaia! The one
who’d killed my family and friends, robbing me of a normal life as
she pursued me through different times.

Besides, even if I wanted a chance to be
alone with Liam to sort through my feelings, it’d never happen. Not
when I couldn’t get away from our so-called “team” of Elemental
powers with Pele at the lead. And definitely not with Brandr
occupying my body and controlling my every move.

“Your every move?” Brandr
replied, reading my thoughts.

“Ugh,” I grumbled aloud.
“Will you get out of my head already? Why can’t you give me a
little privacy? I feel so violated.”

“Will you two just cool
it?” Gaia hissed, wheeling around. Her long auburn curls gave a
delayed bounce, staticky and unruly in the dry, desert air. When
Gaia turned back around, her eyes lingered on Liam for a little too
long, confirming my suspicions. I could tell she liked him, and
wouldn’t easily let him go.

Get over
it, Brandr advised me alone.

It’s not that
easy, I snipped back at him.

Brandr brooded in silence the entire way,
past displays of meteorite fragments and paintings depicting scenes
of mass extinctions, before following the others into the
auditorium. Brandr plopped my body down in the seat next to Liam
before the lights went out. While the video trailers began, he
leaned my head against Liam’s shoulder, despite my objections.

What are you thinking? You
are so dead. I directed my thoughts at
Brandr.

Thanks for the
reminder, he said in a wounded tone that
made me remember to choose my words carefully. If our places were
reversed, I probably wouldn’t like him reminding me that I had died
and returned to this planet as an Essence of my former self,
either.

Oh, you know what I mean.
What are you trying to do? Make things worse between me and
Gaia? I moaned.

She’s a big girl. Let her
deal with it, he replied.

I couldn’t see past Liam to determine what
Gaia thought, but I figured I should at least explain my behavior
to him. The last thing I needed was to mess things up before we
even began.

“This isn’t me,” I
whispered in Liam’s ear. Liam shot me a puzzled look, but didn’t
pull away, making me question my feelings all over again. Our
entire relationship had been contrived. I couldn’t believe I’d
begun to fall for Liam…before he spilled his secret. I’d known from
experience that fire and water didn’t belong together.

I soon realized a resolution must wait when
the movie opened with a collision of two massive rocks in the
asteroid belt beyond the orbit of the planet Mars. Within seconds
Brandr drifted away, the sound of his snoring ringing in my ears
while he used Liam’s shoulder as an impromptu pillow. Even in his
slumbering state, I couldn’t muscle him from my body. So I watched.
My eyes froze with fear when one of the cratered rocks tumbled
through space…toward planet Earth.

The scene cut to the point
when the rock entered Earth’s atmosphere, irresistibly drawn to the
planet’s tug. Its surface glowed of molten magma as it plummeted.
The layers of our atmosphere stripped fragments from the rock’s
exterior like a perimeter guard protecting the castle. Still the
rock persisted, dwindling in size and speeding closer to the
ground. The background music increased in tempo, making my heart
pound furiously inside my chest with anticipation.
How could Brandr actually sleep through
this? I wondered. I held my breath,
bracing for the impact, when a new image unexpectedly entered my
head, overriding the movie before me.

I looked back out to space where the Fifth
Elemental, Aether, loomed. He readied another rock of much grander
proportions, aimed at the earth.

“No!” I screamed, focusing my powers toward the object of
greatest fire potential in our solar system…the sun. Closing my
eyes, I forced all my efforts outward, making my entire body
radiate an intense, superheated blast toward Aether and his next
meteor. Only my power unleashed a weapon I never expected. Using
the sun’s gases to fuel my powers, I quickly depleted the stellar
resources. And before I could reverse its course, the sun swelled
at an enormous rate, engulfing the rocky planet,
Mercury.

What have I done?
I shut down my powers, seeking escape. But the
sun continued to swell, transforming from a yellowish color into a
bright red, a giant reaching toward Venus next.

Oh, my
God. I quickly used white fire to
transport myself back to the earth. Only the planet no longer
resembled its former, hospitable self. The atmosphere had burned
off, leaving nothing for protection from the ferocity of the
encroaching solar winds. The oceans boiled away into giant pits of
roiling mud. I gasped in horror, wondering how I’d let this happen.
But before I could answer my own question, a piercing shriek
escaped my lips. I watched the sun suffocate the earth in its
deadly embrace.


Chapter Three

 


Liam’s cupped hand stifled my scream and
jolted Brandr awake inside my body. In an instant, the frightening
images of Earth’s destruction fled my mind.

“What are you doing?” Liam
whispered firmly in my ear, forcing me low in the seat. “And to
think you were the one worried about drawing attention
before.”

“It wasn’t me. It was
Brandr,” I protested, but my words came out garbled beneath Liam’s
palm.

Gaia leaned across Liam’s vacant spot, her
emerald eyes narrowing to thin slits. “I thought you said you could
keep her under control,” she snapped at Brandr in an acidic tone,
while Skye gave a deliberate roll of her eyes.

“Well, excuuuuuse me,”
Brandr retorted. “Geez. Can’t a guy get a little shut-eye for a
change? Like she has a clue how tiring it is keeping you under
constant surveillance.”

“It’s time to go. You must
see it for real,” Auntie Lulu said. With a disparaging look, she
motioned for Gaia and Skye to follow her from the
theater.

I hadn’t intended to disappoint Auntie Lulu,
but inside I couldn’t slow my racing heart. “Instead of the movie,
I saw a terrible scene in my head,” I admitted to Liam. “I tried to
stop Aether. Instead, I unwittingly caused the complete destruction
of the earth.”

For a split second, worry filled Liam’s
face. “Don’t let it happen again, Brandr,” he warned.

“You got it,” Brandr
replied.

“Let
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