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        To entering doors through which we leave our pasts behind.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “That’s how it always works with love. You take turns saving each other.”
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        There must be more out there for her. She hopes.

        And, there is.
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      My name is Talvi, and I have no powers. They say we are the person we choose to be, but it isn’t true when there aren’t choices in the first place. At nineteen, I’m desperately trying to finish school while working as the sole caretaker of Starstone Gate and Temple, an ancient monastery passed down through my grandmother’s family for over seven centuries.

      I fell off the roof of the Temple when I was five, trying to touch the iridescent northern lights weaving across the sky that evening. I still have a long white scar that cuts from my right eyebrow to my ear, becoming thicker and more jagged as it snakes down my neck. It gives me the look of a villain, so I kind of like it. Plus, I can usually arrange my bangs to hide it. The scar is a reminder of how Starstone is such a big part of my life that Grams and I joke it’s a third family member we can’t escape.

      The egg I’m frying for Grams’ breakfast sizzles in butter when I flip it, making my mouth water.

      Grams isn’t my real grandmother. When she was Keeper of the Temple, she found me in the altar room one winter’s night, abandoned as a baby. After grumbling for a week that Starstone wasn’t an orphanage or hospital, she said I grew on her—and since then, she’s given me all the homemade cookies and love anyone could want.

      A timer chimes, so I pluck the cheese toast out of the oven, trying not to burn myself.

      My gran taught me that the universe is made up of four Elements:

      Earth, Water, Wind, and Fire.

      And everyone is born with a little bit of a single Elemental power.

      Everyone except me.

      I glance down. I’ve over-mashed the avocado. Oops.

      Not that Elemental powers are terribly useful. Says the green-eyed monster. A small fire at your fingertips to light a candle, a bit of water to drink out of nowhere, a rock or dirt removed with the flick of a wrist. Nothing like in the movies where thunderstorms or wildfires or tidal waves are summoned out of nowhere. That would be useful.

      Still, no one wants to be the dud. My birth parents didn’t want a dud; it’s probably why they left me at the Temple and never looked back.

      It’s fine.

      I do not allow myself to want something that clearly did not want me. Parents or powers.

      The rooster clock in the kitchen says 7:55 a.m. Gah. It better be running fast—I can’t be late again. I pack up one of the egg sandwiches (leaving the other for Grams) and dash back into the bedroom to throw on a cozy taupe sweater dress the same color as my short, wavy hair. I used to wonder if my mom or dad had my moon-eyed look with light brown eyes that pick up the colors around them, but now I just imagine I’m one of Gram’s long-lost relatives. There’s no time to style my bangs, so I tousle the soft waves and sweep them over my scar. Low boots with a bit of heel because I am short, peach bubble-knit scarf, book bag. Done.

      On the way out, the screen door catches my scarf and yanks me back.

      The door slams and scares my gran, who launches into a wailing scream, even as I tell her it’s okay. The scream peters out into a long whimper but doesn’t stop, perhaps because a part of her knows it’s not okay.

      Poor Grams.

      She’s broken—after it was my turn to find her in the Temple’s cemetery one evening last year. No one knows what happened, and she hasn’t spoken since.

      That’s why I take her place running Starstone.

      “I love you, Grams,” I call to her and sling my bag over a shoulder as I work to dislodge the scarf choking me.

      A concentrated blast of air pushes the door open, setting me free.

      “Thanks, Rian.” I rearrange the hair out of my eyes.

      Rian lowers his hand, and the breeze stops. He’s a Wind Element.

      Okay, maybe sometimes Elemental powers are useful.

      “Good morning, sugar bean.”

      Sugar because I’m sweet and bean because I’m short, he likes to say. Rian is always on time, and he’s leaning an elbow on the white railing at the bottom of the stairway. His plaid shirt is tucked into his jeans. When I land on the second to last step, his sturdy arms clasp around my waist in a tight embrace. A big, warm body is so nice on a chilly morning, and I love the familiarity of our routine.

      He’s a head and a half taller, so his kiss lands atop my head. When he pulls back, he brushes the hair out of my eyes with two fingertips. Adorable.

      Rian, my boyfriend.

      Devoted and handsome and friends since kindergarten, he rides horses, makes the best lingonberry pie, and fixes anything from a sheep’s shed to the classic red convertible his mother left him after she died.

      “Made you a breakfast sandwich.” I offer up a brown paper bag, knowing he’s up before daylight breaks over the jagged lavender peaks to tend the sheep his family raises to clear brush—to prevent the wildfires common in our forest province.

      “I don’t deserve you, TJ.”

      Only he calls me TJ. Talvi Jorde.

      I slide my nails down his muscled pitching arm (knowing it makes his spine tingle), past the birthmark shaped like a splotch of paint by his elbow. But instead of clasping his hand, I retrace my path back up his arm.

      My eyes narrow as I twist his arm, concerned. “Is your birthmark changing color? It looks blue. And sort of higher up on your forearm.”

      “I noticed it too. Maybe it’s from all the sun this summer. But it’s always been a muddy brown. And birthmarks can’t move, right? I’m stupid, but not that stupid.”

      We laugh, and then his mouth is on mine, kissing me fiercely. It’s minty. Even after an entire year of this, my stomach still tumbles, half-wild with desire.

      I forget about getting to class on time.

      It’s ridiculously wonderful. I’m grinning like an idiot.

      His chin scratches, and his nose presses into my cheek, cold from the fall morning chill.

      I rise up to meet him, barely able contain myself when he murmurs into me, “I missed you since yesterday.”

      Who says adorable stuff like that anymore? Rian does, and I eat it up.

      The muscles of his chest tighten when I place a hand there. He smells like lemon drops and the laundry detergent with the darn cute ducklings on it.

      It takes us exactly twenty-seven minutes to speed through the dense forest, halfway around Violetwild Lake to the local two-year college most of the kids around here attend after high school before moving on to jobs or, more rarely, transferring to university.

      Every morning, Rian tries to beat his best time around the lake.

      Halfway around the lake is as far as I go. There isn’t much else around here. I torment myself dreaming of leaving Starstone to see the world, to live in a big city, even somewhere flat and open, like a tropical island Rian always wants to visit. But with the state of my Grams, and needing the income from guests staying at the Temple, moving away isn’t an option for me now.

      But most of all—it is difficult to admit—not having an Element gets me anything from pity to disdain once I tell people, and I dread a whole new city of people finding out. The doctors ran all sorts of tests when I was little—and no, I am not just a late bloomer. This has never happened to anyone before, so it was easier for everyone to accept it and look the other way.

      Rian never looked the other way, though.

      I kiss him harder because I don’t want to think about any of this anymore.

      “You’re my everything,” he tells me. Often. He’s a classic rock ballad about eternal love and soul mates and forever.

      I’m not sure if I believe in sappy love songs or soul mates like he does, but it’s nice someone believes.

      At least we’ve made it to his car, parked under the row of golden aspen trees lining the dirt lane in front of my house.

      He swings open the passenger door of his convertible for me, but I pause at the edge of the lawn.

      “Oh, a grass snake died.” I bend over to examine yellowed bones among the gold leaves.

      I pluck the skull out of a shell of desiccated skin and thrust it up to Rian’s eye level. A few red ants crawl out of its eye sockets, so I blow on it before shaking it off. I’ll add it to my collection.

      Rian’s lips form a thin line, as if he is holding his breath. “Uh, yuck, Talvi. You still collect skeletons?”

      “Just the skulls.” I still scour Starstone, its surrounding woods, and Rian’s property (when he isn’t looking) for dead animal skulls. My stash consists of small bird and snake skulls, part of a bear jaw, an owl, a lynx, a wolf skull, two elk—one with antlers. The dormice, hare, and vole heads are in a clear plastic bag. Part of the fun is identifying them.

      No—fun is the wrong word.

      I don’t know why I do it.

      Rian’s crumpled look of horror says he thought I’d outgrown it. “Aren’t they better when they’re…alive? It’s so…” He can’t finish his sentence.

      “I know. But they’re already dead, and they’d just rot or break apart.”

      He doesn’t know what to say.

      To him, I’m sweet, girly Talvi who loves to prance around in dresses when the weather permits—and that’s who he loves.

      Lately, I’ve been fighting hard for the prancing, sweet version to win.

      “Let’s steal a day, you and me. We could drive out to Wolf’s Head Fjord and see the fall colors. Skip class?” he asks with a roguish gleam in his blue eyes.

      I break into a smile, but I pull away and slide into the worn leather seat, tossing his baseball mitt into the back seat with the rest of his practice gear. Reality calls.

      I remind him that I will catch the bus home instead of waiting for him to finish baseball practice. “Two guests are leaving this week, and I need to prepare for the next one.” I turn to him. “Can you believe someone rented out the entire thing for the next six months? All eight bedrooms for just one person?”

      A bitter autumn wind twines between us as Rian confidently accelerates down the serpentine road with the car’s top down.

      “I thought you were going to help me with my homework,” he says. “You already took Physics.” His tawny brown hair flips up and down and the muscles of his sun-bronzed forearm flex as he steers.

      “I didn’t pass,” I murmur.

      “Only cuz you couldn’t take the final. You had all A’s. This is easy for you. Please?” he grovels. “You’re the brains and the beauty in this relationship.”

      I let out a too-high laugh. It feels good to hear, but I’m afraid it’s not true. After all, I couldn’t keep up while I took care of Grams in the hospital last year and won’t graduate in the spring with Rian. I’m terrified of being left behind to play tour guide at Starstone while my friends and classmates move on to internships, university, and adult lives outside our forest town.

      I wish I had more choices in life.

      But I shrug it off and plaster a smile on my face. “If you really can’t figure it out on your own, you can stop by for dinner. I’m making spaghetti and mini meatballs.” It’s one of the few meals Grams will eat these days.

      “Mini meatballs? I’ll bring my mini fork.” He glances askew at me with his crooked half-smile that crinkles the speckles across his nose.

      His easy grin could light the darkest recesses of Starstone.

      This time, I cackle with genuine laughter. He can be so stupid funny sometimes.

      He reaches over the gear stick and clasps a calloused palm on my knee, stroking with his thumb under the hem of my dress.

      A quiver runs up my leg.

      “Love and spaghetti are all I need in this world,” he says. “It’s all anyone needs, right?”

      So wise.

      The autumn winds reply with a roar and ripple through us. Chilled, I pull my gran’s scarf tighter as Rian shifts gears and surges forward, leaving the sudden vortex behind us. Speeding ever faster, he whisks around one of those curves tourists always brake for but the locals spin around.

      Behind a thick spruce tree, I see a young man—a Fire Element, ablaze. Not just his fingertip lit like a match—his entire silhouette burns in flames. No one has that kind of power.

      The Fire Element waves at me once before vanishing when Rian whips around another sharp turn, throwing me into my seatbelt.

      I lurch, head thrown forward, but Rian thrusts his arm out for me on instinct. What a good guy.

      My breath catches. The birthmark near his elbow has definitely turned a dark turquoise, and the shape has mysteriously changed again.
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      I see the same Fire Element at Rian’s baseball practice later that week.

      The baseball stadium is lined with moonstone to prevent cheating on the field. It stops a Wind Element from summoning a breeze to push the ball farther and prevents an Earth Element from splitting the dirt to trip an opponent running to a base. Players and spectators also wear bracelets of sunstone or moonstone.

      Both gems block Elemental abilities.

      Mine is an iridescent moonstone with lavender streaks; it was my gran’s when she was young. Even though I don’t have to, I wear the moonstone when everyone else is supposed to. Especially if there are strangers around.

      It makes me feel both normal and abnormal at the same time.

      There are plenty of strangers here today, and the bleachers are crowded because another school’s team is here for the off-season baseball clinic, and students from both sides are watching. When you’ve seen the same handful of faces your whole life, there’s nothing more exciting on a Wednesday afternoon than scoping out other kids.

      But I’m trying my best not to get too distracted from the textbook I was supposed to have read last year. To my dismay though, more interesting than the History of Elements book in my lap, more interesting than the players on the field, is the Fire Element sidling through the crowd.

      He pauses, lingering on the far side of the bleachers near third base. The edges of his tall, lithe frame flicker. Are those faint flames, despite the moonstones? Pale skin, even paler hair, graceful features pulled into a look of disdain. What’s he scowling at?

      I feel guilty for staring and pry my lingering eyes off him.

      He drifts behind the bleachers, disappearing from view.

      I don’t know why there’s guilt. After fourteen years of friendship, Rian and I started dating over a year ago. He was on some sort of natural high after his team won the championship and gathered up the courage to tell me he was in love with me. It’s been both strange and fun going from friendship to kissing to touching to…more kissing, more touching…and then, we discovered sex.

      We discovered a lot of it.

      At Violetwild Lake, in our secret spot. Among the cypress at Starstone. In a snowy graveyard along the shores of a fjord. A barn. Rian’s car. Ha.

      We are each other’s firsts, and Rian maintains I’ll be his last.

      I cross and recross my legs, feeling warmth blooming down there as I recall the sweaty summer nights out on the grassy shores of the lake on a flannel blanket under the stars, his rough hands under my dress, slipping into me. Then, with both of us naked, I’d inhale his wild citrus and clean cotton scent while he buried his face into my neck the way he liked to do, when he was on top of me, in me.

      A thrilling quiver runs up my spine; the things he does to my body…

      Rian’s at bat now and he never misses. He turns his head to tip a chin at me, no matter where I am in the stands. I nod back. It’s been this way since T-ball.

      CRACK. The ball soars higher than anyone expects, and it’s lost beyond the fenced borders of the field.

      It’s why scholarship offers from big universities clutter his kitchen table at home.

      He insists I have special powers—that he hits farther, pitches faster, plays exceptionally well when I’m in the stands.

      The girls in our class exchange glances of approval and chant his name.

      “Rian, Rian!”

      They steal sidelong looks at me, and the gossip begins. I brace myself. Here we go.

      The boldest of Fire Elements, Kennedy, tosses her deep red hair and smacks her lips after reapplying a crimson lipstick that only looks good on a beautiful face like hers.

      “I can’t believe she’s nominated. It’s only cuz she’s dating Rian. Maybe she’s pretty enough to be Autumn Gala Queen but really, not having an Element is weird, creepy, and wrong. She’s the queen of nothing,” she declares.

      They laugh, and since Kennedy approves, they pounce. The apex predators of high school have continued their reign at our small two-year college.

      “Look at her ratty sweater. She only ever wears three outfits,” sneers a dainty cat-eyed girl next to Kennedy. I cringe, but she’s not wrong. Money is tight these days.

      “Those bangs are a cry for help. Her lunatic grandma probably cuts them,” a stylish too-cute brunette reminds them. Oof, that one stings. Grams cuts my hair, but I like it. I resist the urge to rearrange my bangs.

      Kennedy cuts in. “Her boobs are a little bit too much—at least get a better bra. Bet that’s the reason Rian likes her, even though she’s too short for him.”

      Only Kennedy can fit four insults into two sentences.

      I slouch, peering down at myself. Dammit, Talvi. I lost my bra somewhere in Rian’s car this morning. Get it together. It’s all I can do to pretend not to hear and instead glue my eyes to the textbook in my lap, even though my burning-hot ears betray me.

      A tall blonde (gray last year and copper before that) slides along the metal bench, using my body as a brake when she crashes into me.

      Saphira. Thank god.

      My best girlfriend and Water Element. She holds up her thumb and pointer finger like a gun.

      “Tch. Say the word and I’ll douse her with a little mist and fog. She won’t be as scrappy or spirited when she looks like a wet raccoon.” Phira moves to shift off her sunstone bracelet.

      My scowl twists into a grin. It is wickedly fun to imagine, but I’d never ask her to break the rules like that.

      “Don’t let them get you down.” Phira’s sleek tresses swish at her shoulders as she shakes her head. “I know you’re going to think about it the rest of the day. You’re a crier.”

      “I know. Rian catches me sobbing during kids’ movies. And, when he stomped on a cricket in his house. But now he promises to catch them in a cup and set them outside.”

      Sometimes I wish I felt less.

      “You gentle little soul.” Saphira slings an arm around my shoulders. “The thing about sensitive souls, though, is that they have a talent for sussing out a person’s greatest fear and destroying them with it,” she says pointedly, “but they don’t.”

      She levels a look at me with her sparkling hazel eyes, and I know she’s right.

      It would be too easy.

      The delicate girl who wears too much smudgy mascara and had plenty to say about my clothes? She lives down the street from me and Grams in a house as poor and shabby as ours but lies through her teeth to the others, claiming her parents lease out their fancy lake house to tourists year-round.

      There’s no lake house.

      And Beachy Waves Brunette, in a top that bares her too-cute bellybutton, who dares to call Grams a lunatic—I caught her in the bathroom crying into her phone to her mom about a boy.

      He said no when she asked him to the Autumn Gala.

      Finally, little Miss Kennedy. Her dad showed up last spring to watch her star in the school musical with a woman who wasn’t Kennedy’s mom. There was a brief screaming and crying fit backstage. Later that week, her dad packed up and moved out.

      He doesn’t even want weekend visits.

      It feels like too much power to be able to crumple someone’s spirit with one sentence. I could—but mean and petty isn’t who I want to be.

      From behind the fence near home plate, the Fire Element catches my smile but glances away, feigning disinterest. Even though he can’t possibly know why I’m smiling, I quickly erase the devious grin from my face.

      “You’re right,” I tell Saphira, flipping through my book bag. “Say it again, the destroying others thing.” I find my old notebook and grab my pen, ready to write it down. “I’m recording it in Wallace.”

      Wallace is my mini leather notebook I named when I was eleven and kicked off a sort-of diary. But only for quotes. Writing down snippets people say to me that I like and dislike records my feelings better than a diary.

      “Is it going under Wallace’s ‘things people said you love’ or ‘things people said you hate’?” Saphira asks. She’s been quoted on both sides of the notebook because she always tells it like it is.

      “There’s material from this afternoon for both sides, but today yours is under love.”

      When I’m done writing, the Fire Element has shifted a set of bleachers closer. He doesn’t seem to know anyone from either school.

      “Phira, is that a new kid? The Fire in the cloak?”

      “What Fire in a cloak?”

      I fall silent. Can she not see him? “Next to the⁠—”

      “The Earth Element behind the catcher is hot,” Saphira says of a brown-haired boy seated behind the catcher. “He’s in my lab.”

      “You’ve definitely got a type. You have a hot Earth Element already. Where’s Julius today?”

      Saphira chatters away about her boyfriend Julius at the Philosophy club he started. They’re the two smartest people I know, both taking extra courses online, from differential equations to world mythology. The two of them are leaving me next year—transferring to the same prestigious university.

      Phira catches me up on her day while I watch the attractive Fire Element out of the corner of my eye…

      Tall and self-assured, he stands regally, looking down his long, sloping nose as if none of this is good enough for him.

      I don’t blame him. I feel trapped in this tiny town in the middle of nowhere, too.

      He’s clad in dark charcoal wool, from his cloak with the collar flipped up to his high-necked sweater, belted slacks, and suede boots, the rugged kind one might wear if expecting harsh weather while steering a ship or riding a horse. Overdressed, perhaps, but I’m used to the crispness of autumn at this elevation. Maybe he’s from somewhere warmer.

      It’s a little old-fashioned, but I like his style. Polished and elegant. He pulls it off because he’s handsomely well-built. Good for him. All the deep grays contrast with the pale, bloodless skin of his youthful face, but what I notice more than anything is his hair.

      It’s the color of moonlight. Not white, not gray, but pearly and luminous, swept all sorts of ways upward as if he just tumbled out of a shared bed.

      He shifts his stance, kicking one long leg across the other and folds an elbow onto the aluminum bleacher, casual and confident, seemingly aware of his own appeal.

      He’s watching me too, out of everyone.

      I’m certain Kennedy and her minions would fawn over his perfectly straight nose, refined cheekbones, and devious amber eyes. But she doesn’t seem to notice him either. Maybe there are too many new faces to distract her. His alluring features blend striking masculine angles with graceful feminine lines in a way that makes me look twice. And a shameful third time. What’s the matter with me?

      The overall effect is stunning. Kennedy could eat her heart out on this guy, and he would never give her a second thought. He scanned right over her in disdain while she jabbered loud enough for the entire field to hear.

      I chuckle to myself.

      I lift a hand to wave, forcing a quick waggle of fingers so Kennedy and the other girls don’t see me waving. Queen of nothing, they’d said.

      His eyes light up, golden embers and fall leaves. There’s a glow from within, like the luminescence of a moon jelly or a firefly at twilight. I’ve never seen a Fire Element’s eyes do that.

      It’s not something anyone can do, powers or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      At lunch the following Monday, the Fire Elemental drifts through the crowds outside the campus cafe, scanning the tables. He moves gracefully, his well-proportioned physique dodging the throngs of students. His eyes snap open when he catches my gaze.

      I chew on a bite of my sandwich a few more times before looking away.

      Without a second thought, I pass Rian the other half of my almond butter maple syrup sandwich. He’s always so hungry. I chuckle when his blue eyes light up at my unexpected gift.

      “Autumn Gala is this Friday,” Rian reminds me, seated next to me so our thighs touch. “I’ll polish up Meatball, and we’ll show up looking amazing, you and me.”

      The name we came up with for his red car as a tribute to our love of spaghetti always makes me laugh.

      I offer an apologetic smile. “I’m so sorry. Grams is worse, and I’m not sure she should be alone at night right now. The nightmares and screaming and all.”

      “Easy. I’ll skip the dance. Even though my gift to the world is my dancing.” He tears off the crust, eats it first, and saves the gooey, maple-y part for last—though he practically swallows it in one bite. He points to the small bit of sandwich left. “I’m all about the long game.”

      Snort. “Who knew baseball wasn’t your biggest talent?” I eagerly bite into a cloudberry, commonly grown in this area, and autumn is the short period of time when they’re sweet. “No, you were voted king. You can’t miss it,” I insist.

      “Now I’ll have to dance with Queen Kennedy. When I’m rich, I’ll buy you a diamond tiara.”

      “Bleh. I don’t want to be queen of anything.” I instantly regret my words. It isn’t like me to be so negative. Where is this coming from? I don’t care about being Gala Queen, and Kennedy was right; I was only nominated because of Rian.

      Deep down, I fear someone like Kennedy would be a better match for Rian.

      Rian’s brows lift into the brown waves of his hair. The twitch in his jaw says he’s uncomfortable that I’m upset, but he contains it. “You sure? I could stay. A screaming grandmother is more interesting than Kennedy any day.”

      I lean over and reward him with an appreciative kiss. “You should go, Ri. It’s your only chance to go to the Gala before you graduate.”

      “I want you to be happy, sugar bean.”

      But I’m not exactly happy, and I can’t tell him because it would only upset him.

      He calls me “sugar bean,” for god’s sake. That doesn’t sound like someone who would complain and whine like a bitter sourpuss. Sour isn’t who I want to be.

      Rian is my first relationship, and when we decided to date, I aimed to be the best girlfriend ever (jazz hands and glitter come to mind).

      So I hide it and smile and hand him the extra caramel pear cookie I packed for him. I smile, even though the amazing red vintage dress I found in a forgotten closet of the Temple will go unworn.

      I tick an imaginary box in my head. Girlfriend fail, check.

      My eyes flick up in time to see the Fire Element smirk at me from a lunch table behind Kennedy. He holds up two fingers, pretends to blow on them, and lights them in flame so Kennedy looks like she has tall bunny ears.

      I choke on my cookie but recover and try to look neutral.

      He rakes his hands through his windswept hair, unbothered.

      Since I’m trying not to stare directly, Kennedy thinks I am side-eyeing her. She rolls her beautiful green eyes at me before turning away with considerable flair.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, I’m walking across campus to the bleachers to wait for Rian, and the Fire Element is propped against an oak tree by a picnic table.

      I hesitate but decide⁠—

      Oh, what the heck. Let’s talk to you. Even though talking to new people can be disastrous. The Question always comes up: so, what Element are you?

      Of course, I never have a comfortable answer.

      I take a deep breath and cautiously slide onto the table bench near him.

      With a fingernail, I flick a few specks of breadcrumbs off the tabletop. Casual and calm. I’m casual and calm.

      “Why are you coming at me like I’m a wild animal?” He narrows his exquisite amber-gold eyes, which darken with suspicion. I don’t blame him. After all, I’m the one being weird.

      Up close, he’s taller, especially with his recklessly arranged hairstyle, purposefully brushed upward to look windswept. Despite his look of disapproval, his face is beautiful: amber-gold eyes like a hawk, angular brow, soft red lips.

      “I’m Talvi.” I flash a charming smile.

      “Of course you are,” he says dismissively.

      How arrogant.

      He goes on. “The Jordes. You own the Temple I’m about to haunt.” He tosses back his moonlight-silver hair from his eyes and shifts his dark cloak, exposing an expanse of well-muscled shoulders and chest behind a hunter-green sweater. Otherwise, he’s in charcoal gray again down to his leather boots. Shadow and smoke. Clearly, he puts thought into his outfits. He levels his eyes at me, waiting for a reply. Or not. He doesn’t seem to care.

      What is he staring at? My scar? I wonder if my sweater is as ragtag as Kennedy claims, or if my hair really looks home-cut…and hopefully he won’t ask about dog-eared Wallace in my hands that I should’ve put away in my bag before approaching.

      I rearrange my bangs over my eyes. I’m flustered and don’t know how to proceed.

      But he does.

      “Caelan,” he says, adjusting the collar of his cloak against the wind.

      “Why do you say you’re going to haunt the Temple?”

      “Because, my dear, it’s just me, alone. I’ve rented the entire thing. I’m here for the rest of the school year, but I only need a few more credits. Got behind, stopped out for a bit.” He’s self-assured in ways I can’t bring myself to be. Perhaps the difference came in being a year or two older.

      “I can relate,” I offer.

      “Can you? Goody two-shoes with a book?” He points at Wallace in my hand. The corners of his mouth curl up. “Or is it only a façade?” he challenges. “What are you hiding?”

      Everything about him screams irreverent confidence—and peril. Though the sky is overcast, his amber eyes glint. The glint promises a broken heart if I dare to play his game.

      Because he will win.

      “What?” A brittle laugh escapes me. I’ve lost control of this conversation.

      “You know, camouflage. For what is actually underneath that cutesy dress, pretty innocent smile, and sweet face. Everyone has a dark side.” He pairs underneath and dress close together in a way I know is no accident.

      Sheesh. I frown, taken aback, and don’t know what to say.

      He doesn’t bungle or stumble on his words. He’s sharp and lively, and the cadence of his voice reminds me of flamenco guitar in a dark, smoky bar that Rian and I once snuck into—the local bar tourists don’t know about.

      There’s tension, passion, and urgency. He’s the one with a dark side. He knows exactly what he wants.

      What does he want? What does he know?

      I glance around to check whether anyone is watching our awkward conversation.

      “Why’re you nervous?” he asks. It’s more of a statement.

      “I’m not nervous⁠—”

      “You are. Listen, if you don’t want to be seen talking to me, I’ll see you at the Temple when I move in on Saturday.” He kicks off of the tree with his back foot and sweeps away, striding on his long, lean legs. His rain cloak drifts after him, rippling in the wake of his haughtiness. 

      The scent trailing him is earthy pine, leather, and hints of a bonfire. It’s lovely.

      The tree he leaves behind bears a strange pattern, dark and etched where he stood. I tip forward for a closer look. It’s scorched. The bark is singed black where his shoulders and back arched into the tree trunk. I’m not sure if my eyesight is blurry or if the faintest wisps of smoke emerge between the cracks of the trunk, but when I lean in, I smell campfire.

      Did he do this on purpose, or does he possess so much Element that he can’t contain it?

      When I straighten up and whirl around to follow him, he’s already gone.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, it is Rian’s twentieth birthday, and Saphira’s boyfriend Julius throws a party for him at his family’s lakeside cabin (no, not cabin—more like an estate with tennis courts, a monstrous hot tub, and horse stables). My twentieth wouldn’t be for two more months, but it boggles my mind that I remember Rian and I celebrating our sixth birthdays.

      Tonight, the cabin overflows with classmates crammed to the corners. Music blares out over the surrounding dark water, and the deep night sky is dusted with stars so brilliant, they flicker in color like gemstones on black velvet.

      Rian wheedles me to stay longer. “But it’s my birthday. That outfit you have…maybe later?” He grins fiendishly and begs me to wear the Halloween costume I wore one night last summer just for him.

      I bat away his hand playfully. “No, there’s no way I can finish my homework tonight if I stay, with last year’s assignments slammed on top of this year’s.” I sigh, not bothering to hide my exasperation.

      Rian tenses, his brows knitting. “I don’t like seeing you this frustrated.” He grips my chin and molds my cheeks into a smile. “That’s better.” His broad hands smell like leather mitts and grass.

      I resist the ridiculousness of it, shaking him off, but not before licking his hand like a dog to be funny. I glance askew, hoping no one saw my absurd behavior.

      “Saw it!” Phira shouts from across the room.

      Rian laughs, relaxing again. “I’ll miss you, Talvs,” he says into my cheek with a soft kiss.

      I like his kiss. Of course I do. But it’s frustrating to hide my negative feelings from him.

      And yet I want to be the version he sees.

      “Don’t be mad at the world,” he says lightly.

      I try to tell him that sometimes I am mad, but he frowns and wonders aloud—could it be I’m grumpy because it’s a certain time of the month?

      I quickly cut him off with a never mind, I’m not mad, just tired. Our strained conversation is cut short when Kennedy makes a grand entrance into the living room with a cake.

      Not just any cake, but the very expensive kind she special-ordered from the next town over on the other side of the forest, with marble-white fondant and sparklers and a million layers of matcha tea or some other extraordinary flavor. It makes the hazelnut cocoa cupcakes I baked look like they belonged on the cedar shavings in Julius’ horse stalls instead.

      Kennedy lights the candles with her beautifully manicured fingertips, four flames at a time.

      I feel like the biggest jerk for being angry at all, so I sneak away and slip outside toward the lake. The section of forest we live in is called the Violet Wilds, for the evergreens with purple berries that can only be found here. From a distance, this area of the woods has a plum-colored tinge.

      I stomp on the berries that have fallen everywhere, furiously squashing them under my boots until I feel a little wretched to be throwing a tantrum.

      I freeze. The flickering silhouette of a tall, well-dressed figure with moonlight hair watches me from the row of trees lining Julius’ driveway. I unclench my fists and take three strides toward Caelan before he shifts into the woods and seemingly disappears. It’s weird, but he could be staying in a cabin nearby before he moves into the Temple.

      After a few deep breaths, I’m still mad as heck, so I pick up a pinecone and throw it as hard as I can into a tree, watching the poor pinecone explode and shatter before I’m finally able to mash down the grouchy, angry, and pitiful person who desperately wants to surface.
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        * * *

      

      Saphira finds me outside. “How dare she?” she hollers. “Do you want me to go trip into the cake table accidentally? I’ll be your fixer, Talvs. Murder that stupid cake, and all the problems go away.” She tosses her blonde hair behind her shoulders. Tonight, she’s dressed in an amethyst-colored blouse and black leather pants that show off her long legs. She towers over me, hands on her hips.

      I laugh. “Thanks, I’ll think about it, but I better get back to Grams. And homework.”

      “I’ll do it for you; I can do last year’s work in my sleep.” Her hazel eyes shine like the wet stones at the edge of the lake.

      “Don’t leave early. Julius would be so sad.”

      “That he didn’t get to do homework,” she says.

      This makes me laugh harder because it’s true.

      “Phira? Talvi?” Julius’ tall, slender form appears in his characteristic white shirt and blazer. Julius, Earth Element. Rian’s good friend, Saphira’s lover. Brilliant as Phira, he’s a man of few words, but serious and beautiful, with the darkest of hair and eyes. His father treated him like an adult from age five.

      His fancy family wanted him to switch to private school when we entered high school, but he wanted to be with Phira, so he threatened not to apply to university at all—and he and Rian would live “off the grid,” near Wolf’s Head Fjord. He weaponized his father’s fear of his oldest son setting an improper precedent for his other siblings, and his dad relented.

      “Departing, before cake?” Julius asks, as direct, brief, and polished-looking as always.

      Phira winces at him, mouthing no.

      He gravitates toward her, circling her waist with one arm. With Phira in short heels, they are the same height.

      “Jules, you need to step up as a friend and do Talvi’s homework so she can stay. The same essay we did last year. ‘How One’s Element is Portrayed in Classical Poetry.’”

      “Party’s improved if get to write an essay,” he says.

      “I’ll be okay. I got this,” I insist.

      “Let me drive you home,” Jules says.

      I point at Gram’s old bike. “I’ll pedal out my angst,” I chuckle.

      “I’ll come over tomorrow after classes to help you, “ Phira says. “You know the material; it’s just doing all the busy work. Sorry you can’t stay.” She claps me on the back. “Remember, Kennedy is trying too hard because she wants your life—at least the part with Rian—and that means she’s jealous of you.”

      How anyone could be jealous of me is unfathomable. But Saphira is the cleverest, so as I cycle home, I wonder if I am indeed overreacting, as Rian pointed out.
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      That weekend, Eugene the Hungry, the biggest ram on Rian’s farm, bleats pathetically at me. He’s complaining about being separated from the other sheep, but he’s been aggressive lately.

      “Come with me to Movie Night on the Lake tonight,” Rian says on Saturday afternoon when we are kissing on his front porch. He throws a large hand up to block Eugene from chewing on his jeans. “I’ll sneak you in.”

      I pull back. Movie Night on the Lake is a local tradition for all those graduating. Most kids will leave the Violet Wilds, so it’s sort of a goodbye to the lake and the memories we’ve all had growing up here.

      I’m not graduating, and I’m resentful of being reminded of it.

      I don’t want to feel bad about it anymore.

      Eugene enjoys my scratch on his scrubby chin before his attention moves on to the nearest chewable object.

      “Don’t you dare eat the porch swing again,” Rian warns, taking off his rancher’s hat to shoo Eugene off the porch, but not before giving the ram an oatcake from his pocket. “I just rebuilt the damned thing.”

      “The new guest is moving into the Temple tonight; I need to do the whole run-through with him,” I say.

      “Aww, c’mon! You’ve missed everything lately.” He’s not mad–he’s disappointed, and everyone knows that’s worse. “I’ll help you. We could have a sleepover.”

      He can’t help but break into a wide grin.

      The way he says sleepover—while his hand slides lower and lower down my back—means we wouldn’t be sleeping much. My heart races at the thought, and I melt a little inside. More than a little.

      It’s hard to resist when he gazes at me like that. Like I’m the best person in the world.

      I rise on my toes to give him a quick peck on the cheek, but he turns his head in time to catch my mouth in a deep and consuming kiss. He tastes like cereal, a hint of mint. Probably those mint malt balls he likes. It’s difficult to stop, especially when his fingers slip under my dress, gliding up my upper thigh to linger at the edge of my underwear.

      Yet I drop away first, the heels of my canvas shoes sinking back onto the creaking wood boards. I slump onto his porch swing, kicking my legs to rock back and forth.

      “I can’t.” I want to, but⁠—

      How can I explain it? Between my poor Grams, not graduating with my friends, and the responsibility to carry on managing Starstone, I feel…stuck.

      Trapped.

      I’m afraid the exact words Kennedy and her minions used to describe me are true.

      Weird and creepy and wrong.

      I grimace. Am I using Rian to distract myself from the truth of my life?

      The porch swing zigzags erratically as he drops beside me, and I kick my feet out to balance.

      “Why not? Everyone’s going to Kennedy’s after—she invited us,” Rian presses.

      My heart sinks. Kennedy only invited him, not me.

      He reaches for my hand, but I curl my fingers into my dress pocket.

      Rian tenses for a moment, taken aback, but recovers. “Don’t be upset. Why can’t you be happy that⁠—”

      I cut him off with a snarl rivaling the fighting feral cats in the abandoned cabin in the woods. My fists are balled up, and I don’t touch him, because I’m frustrated. Angry, even. Why do I have to be happy right now?

      Don’t be upset. Don’t be mad. Don’t be frustrated. Be happy, he’s always saying. I’m upset as heck, and telling me not to be is infuriating.

      “Kennedy and her fancy cake didn’t invite me.” Oh, no. This isn’t what I meant to bring up.

      He swears under his breath.

      “Is this about Kennedy? Listen. Her cake was disgusting. I didn’t know it had real flowers on it, and—I swallowed one. I felt like a blinkin’ horse.”

      How can I be on the verge of laughing and crying at the same time? “I can’t go anyway.”

      He frowns and plants his feet, bringing the porch swing to a jerking halt.

      “Talvi, do you see a future where you participate in our relationship?” he asks baldly.

      Oh. Ouch.

      A future? Now I’m furious at myself because I will never be a normal girlfriend. Not like how Kennedy could be. And a future? What would that look like? Could I leave Grams and Starstone?

      Who would care for Grams? Can I even make it outside of this small town, being a non-element? There’s no one to look to for a precedent on that front.

      There is no escape from what I lack. Ever.

      I press against the rising panic. I can’t ask anyone to stay here, not when I don’t even want it for myself. Guilt weighs heavy on my chest. I feel horrible for dragging Rian into my crazy life. I’m only bogging him down with my terrible feelings.

      But those bottled feelings boil over and I blurt, “It wouldn’t work out.”

      I mean we wouldn’t work out, but it sounds so cruel and harsh and regrettable even in my head.

      “What won’t work out? Tonight? It’s our entire class—” Rian says.

      I bristle, then deflate. My heart aches at the next words that come out of my mouth.

      “No. You and me, Ri.” I absolutely hate how his face crumples into shock and sadness and disappointment.

      His wide blue eyes fix on mine, bewildered—the look when someone you trust betrays you and rips out your loyal heart. I’m an awful, lousy person. I suddenly wish we were kissing again, but what good would that do for anyone?

      “Why are you doing this? What’s wrong with you?” he asks. “Ever since school started…”

      “Wrong? With me?” I consider the truth. “I’m going nowhere. Everyone else is moving on, moving away.” There, I said it.

      After I confess this, it is not relief I feel, though. My stomach seizes up. I don’t like talking about any of this.

      He shakes his head. “That’s not true. You can come with me wherever I go for baseball.”

      “But my Grams, the Temple, me…”

      “Could you sell Starstone, and with the money⁠—”

      “No, it means too much to Grams. It’s been in the family for centuries, and it’s our responsibility to preserve it. Someone else would only tear it down and build a vacation home.”

      “What about⁠—”

      I don’t let him continue. Because I want him to really think about the future, what it means to be with me.

      “Rian, do you think I am normal?” My voice rises to a pitch I’m embarrassed to think only dogs and bats can hear. I steady myself with a deep breath, but I’m shaking.

      “I…you are…” He hesitates as if sensing a dangerous trap will spring if he gives the wrong answer.

      “I’m what?”

      He can’t say it, so I say it for him.

      I catapult off the swing, furious. “I have no Element. WHAT AM I, EVEN? If Kennedy is mean to me, how will it be out there when there are ten times more people just like her?” My voice drops off at the rigid look of horror on Rian’s face.

      I know that look. He’s overwhelmed by someone’s feelings. The look he gets when the coach yells at the team, when he sees anyone cry (even a stranger), and definitely the one when his dad mentions Rian’s mom with a weighty sigh.

      He’s appalled and uncomfortable and doesn’t know what to do at my outburst. Talvi Jorde doesn’t get angry and shout at him like this.

      Ooh, that was ugly. Now it’s awkward. But my rage is real. I yelled. Good god. I never yell at anyone—and I yelled at poor Rian.

      Rian stands and grips my shoulders. “You’re making excuses. I can stay,” he insists.

      The devastation of his words knifes me in the gut. He means he would stay at Starstone for me. He would give up his future for me. Which makes what I have to do even more terrible. I can’t bear to look at my childhood friend, who has tears in his eyes, and it doesn’t feel right at all.

      “No.” I can’t let him stay. I need to figure out how to get out on my own and still carry on my responsibilities, and I pray the two aren’t mutually exclusive.

      “But I love you,” he says quietly.

      “I love you, but…” I choke back a sobbing breath.

      I’m crying, he’s crying, and I want him to stay, but god, that’s so selfish.

      There’s no such thing as love forever anyway.

      From across the yard, Eugene the Hungry lifts his head and bleats through a mouthful of old baseball glove.

      “Why, TJ?” The softly desperate way he says it kills me. Absolutely slices away at my heart.

      I blanche, and the blood drains from my face so fast, I grow dizzy.

      For your sake. How can I explain it? I’m giving this up for you. I don’t want to hold you back from a better future. I’m scared. I don’t want to be the reason you stay here when you have so many options. I’d like to say all that. But he would argue, say none of it was true. My stomach is already torn to shreds, so all that comes out is⁠—

      “It’s all too much right now. I don’t have a choice—I need to go. I’m sorry, Rian.” My voice breaks as I say his name.

      Rian’s face contorts and the color leaches from his sun-kissed cheeks. “I can’t lose you again. Not again.”

      I can’t lose you again? I have no idea what he means.

      “Rian…we’ve never broken up before. What are you talking about?”

      He stares right though me. Haunted. I don’t blame him. Maybe I’ve broken him. Carved out his heart and tossed it away. Either way
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