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Prologue

Refugio, Central Province

 


Jazmine was still having trouble believing
that the nightmare she currently found herself in was real. The
restless shuffling of the waiting horses and the low murmuring of
their guides only added to the surreal feel of the moment. She
glanced over at her fellow Apprentices and saw her fear reflected
in their gazes. Well, in everyone but Alea. The thief never seemed
to be ruffled by anything.

"It's time to go."

Startled from her thoughts, Jazmine's gaze
swung over to the short, stout, balding man with the piercing gray
eyes. He sat astride a large dappled horse. Compared to the other
three guides, he was the least threatening in appearance.

"Miss Jazmine, I am Jaeger. I will be your
guide to the Ariacittad in the South Province for training. I knew
Mistress Yelena and even served as guide for her on occasion. You
are in capable hands, young Miss."

Jazmine wasn't sure, but she didn't have much
choice. Her horse shifted impatiently beneath her. The mare might
be in a rush to leave, but she wasn't.

She felt several stares boring into her and
she turned around. Gathered together were Marisa, Alea and Tamara.
For a moment, jealousy and loneliness filled her. She felt
excluded. She hurried to banish her feelings. The other girls were
not like Celena. They, at least, were not cruel to her.

After a slight hesitation, she kneed her
horse to move and joined them.

"It's all right, Jazmine. We are always
together. Remember what Mistress Jelena told us that first night we
met each other? She said Elements that are bound by friendship are
never alone," Tamara reminded her.

"Yeah, we are the Fearsome Four," Marisa
quipped.

Alea snickered and Jazmine reluctantly
smiled. She didn't feel fearsome.

Tamara shifted her horse and put out her
right hand. Jazmine exchanged glances with Marisa and Alea, before
they each placed their hands, one after the other, on top of
Tamara's.

"Let's say the oath and may we never forget
it. For ourselves and our teachers."

Tamara's solemness was sobering, but she was
right. Jazmine wasn't planning on forgetting any of this. She would
survive and go back home to Mama, Papa, Tommy and the rest of her
brothers and sisters.

"Yes, let's do it." Marisa's eyes glowed with
intensity.

Tamara started the oath binding. "May the
First Ones protect and may the Elements bless. I am Earth, keeper
of life."

"May the First Ones guide and the Elements
prevail. I am Water, keeper of dreams," Alea's words held a hint of
laughter, but her hazel eyes were filled with resolution.

With a feral grin, Marisa chimed in next.
"The First Ones' protection and the Elements' blessings be with us.
I am Fire, keeper of heart's passion."

Her friends turned to look at her and Jazmine
took a steadying breath. "The First Ones' guidance and the
Elements' endurance be with us. I am Air, keeper of life's
breath."

The glow of their four elements raced down
their arms and to the center of their hands, flashing blue, green,
gray and orange before brightening once and fading.

"Do you feel that?" Jazmine whispered in awe
as they broke the joining, her whole body tingling from the mixing
of power. Faintly, in the place where her element dwelled, she felt
the simmering of Marisa's fire, the coolness of Alea's water and
the firmness of Tamara's Earth.

Tamara stared down at her hand, while Marisa
studied her hand curiously and Alea frowned as she flexed her
fingers.

They were interrupted by a cough from Caca,
Alea's guide.

"Ladies, we must leave."

They backed up their horses to make room for
their individual guides. Jazmine straightened and pushed aside her
fear. If her friends were determined, so was she. She refused to be
the one to bring down their group and break their oath. Jaeger gave
her an assessing once-over and smiled.

"Come, let's be off." He kneed his horse into
a canter and, after a moment, Jazmine followed. She didn't glance
back. She didn't have to. She could feel her friends' well-wishes
humming in her veins. Jazmine promised herself to make it back to
see her friends and to pay Celena back for her treachery. No one
hurt those close to her. No one.


ESCAPE

 


 


"We are Air, keeper of life's breath.
Blowing through and around life's threads, we are the strength that
stops all pain and gives love to all." – Creed of Air Wielders

 


 



Chapter 1

Negrazul Mountains, Central Province

 


Maydison smirked as she surveyed the area.
Smoke still billowed and lingered around the mountain's top. Not
that she cared. Her mission was accomplished. She glanced to her
right, noticing a few trees stubbornly clinging to life as well as
some of the grass that had not been scorched. It didn't matter.
Soon, even they would give their lives for the great cause. Her
mistress had asked her to cleanse the land and make it pure for her
rule. That was exactly what Maydison planned to do.

"Ma'am, all resisters have either been
captured or killed," one of the soldiers informed her as he came to
a stop at her side.

"Good. Take four men and do one more sweep.
Leave no stone unturned. Make sure we do have them all. If you
fail, your head will roll."

The young man gulped, nodded his
understanding and hurried away, shouting out names until he was
joined by four others. Maydison watched them disappear from sight
as the Earth gate sent them inside the mountain. She grinned at the
collared Elemental wielders.

Breaking them had been harder than expected,
but worth the effort. Happy with her results, she let her mind
return to the moment a month ago when her mistress had set forth a
most diabolical plan to get rid of the taint of the Elemental
wielders.

 


***

Turquesa, North Province

One month ago...

 


"Maydison! Come here!"

Wondering what could have put such an
impatient tone in her Mistress' voice, Maydison scurried from the
outer receiving room and to her Mistress' inner sanctum. She halted
in the door and dropped to one knee.

"Milady?"

"Don't dawdle by the door. Get in here."

She didn't understand her Mistress' mood at
all, but didn't question it. That path only led to danger. She came
fully into the room and curtsied to her Mistress.

"My apologies, Milady. How may I be of
service?"

"Kill the royal family," drawled a familiar
voice from the shadowed corner of the room.

Maydison barely hid her grimace. She really,
really detested Duke Jon Struwillia. The man was weak, yet lethal
when crossed. His sense of humor was bizarre so answering anything
he said was a huge risk.

"Sir?"

"Has anyone ever told you, Maydison, that
you play dumb too well?"

She bristled at his backhanded insult. If he
ever fell to an assassin's blade, she wouldn't shed a tear. Smiling
pleasantly, she answered him.

"No, Sir. My acting skills are not that
good," she smoothly countered, trying to get his attention away
from her.

"Really? Well, now you did." He chuckled and
stroked his chin, his baleful gaze raking her from head to toe. She
felt dirty and strove for patience. This loathsome man didn't have
much longer to live. She had to bide her time until a good
opportunity arose to rid herself of the Duke. He was a hindrance to
her Mistress and her plans.

"Stop teasing her, Brother. Maydison, my
dear, faithful servant. I was not jesting."

Maydison's breath caught in her throat.
Killing the royal family was no small task. There were so many
variables and possible outcomes. Her Mistress' idea was evil and
dangerous. She loved the idea of danger, and yet.... She nervously
licked her lips. If this was what her Mistress desired, then she
would make it happen.

"When do you want the task finished by?"

She had the satisfaction of seeing Duke
Struwillia's stunned expression before he composed himself and
regained his mocking demeanor. Didn't matter. She now knew that he
was unaware of her Mistress' full plans. That made Maydison
grin.

"I want it done by the beginning of next
month."

Maydison nodded. That was still a bit of a
rush, but doable. "It shall be as you will it, Milady."

"And, Maydison?"

"Milady?"

"There is one more thing I need done."

"Ma'am?"

"I have spoken with a time weaver. If my
plan is to succeed, we must bring the Elemental wielders to
heel."

Maydison's eyes gleamed with malice. "You
want them all dead?"

"No, my pet. Not all. Kill the ones who
resist, but enslave the rest. I still need their powers to
rule."

This order Maydison would execute happily.
She owed the Elemental wielders a lot and it was time to pay them
back in kind.

"I understand, Milady. I shall leave now.
All shall be done by next month." Maydison curtsied, rose and swept
from the room.

 


***

Negrazul Mountains, Central Province

Present...

 


Maydison blinked and sternly reminded
herself to pay attention. She had begun executing her Mistress'
orders. Capturing and destroying the Elemental wielders would take
longer than a month to accomplish, but she was confident that over
the next year, she would get the job done. To fail at such an
important task was unthinkable.

"Ma'am! Ma'am!"

She turned, frowning as the same solider
from earlier rushed up the hill and to her side. He dropped to one
knee, panting hard. She glared.

"What is it?"

"Ma'am, we recovered the records for this
Elemental Citadel and did a body count. There were five wielders
missing. The report just came in from the groups behind the
mountain that they found one dead wielder there. That means we
still have four wielders unaccounted for."

Maydison's thoughts screeched to a halt.
Wielders had escaped? That useless Celena's information had been
wrong! Angrily, she lashed out and slapped the solider hard enough
to rock his head.

"You incompetent fools! Fan out and search
the surrounding towns right now! You'd better find them!"

The soldier rose and rushed away. Maydison
stood, fuming as well as fighting back fear. Her Mistress' rage at
the news would be impressive and possibly deadly if they didn't
find the missing wielders. Not good at all.

Five hours later, she had to concede defeat
and, in a fury, Maydison ordered the troops back to the Capitol.
She was not looking forward to telling her Mistress the news at
all.


Chapter 2

Tiseca, Central Province

 


The bright sunlight heating her face woke
Jazmine from her uneasy sleep. She lay there a moment while her
mind slowly began running its usual circles of questions and
memories. Try as she might, she couldn't banish certain things,
even though she really wanted to. Each time she recalled what had
happened a week ago, tears threatened to rain down her face
accompanied by the familiar heart pains that her thoughts pulled
forth. Too bad Mistress Yelena had never taught her how to make bad
memories disappear.

“Jazmine, are you
awake?”

She squeezed her eyes shut and hoped that
her guardian, Jaeger, would leave her be.

“Moping never solved
anything. You have to face the past, and move forward in the
present toward the future you desire.” His low rumbled words didn't
make her feel any better.

She sighed and opened her eyes, turning her
head away from the sound of his voice. Jazmine still couldn't
believe that she and her friends had willingly gone with the four
strange guardians without protest.

Her doubts once again rose. Who was Jaeger
really? Why had Mistress Yelena chosen him to be her guardian? Did
the man have powers? So far she hadn't seen any evidence that he
did, but that meant nothing. People could hide things and she would
never catch it. That was one of her weaknesses. She trusted too
easily and always seemed to get hurt as a result.

“Jazmine?”

She sat up and glanced over at Jaeger. His
pale green eyes bore into her brown ones. The intensity frightened
her and, yet, curiously, she felt safe at the same time.

“I'm up, Sir.”

Jaeger grimaced and shook his head. His long
black hair was tied and fell midway down his back. Jazmine had to
admit that when she'd first seen him, she thought he was a woman.
The willowy man had delicate features like a woman and that was
what had confused her until he talked. He had a deep voice which
was at odds with his appearance.

“I know things have been
rough on you, but soon that will change. Go bathe and dress. We
will leave after breakfast.”

“Yes, Sir.”

She slid from the bed, gathered up her
clothes and made her way to the private bathing room. Jazmine
locked the door and leaned against it, closing her eyes.

“I want to go home to my
family,” she mumbled and clutched her clothes tightly to her
chest.

 


***

Tocorazon, Central Province

One week ago...

 


Jazmine still couldn't believe that Celena
was treating her nicely. Not even her friends' suspicions about the
older girl's motives could dampen Jazmine's enthusiasm. They were
finally getting to visit the neighboring town after being cooped up
in the Negrazul Mountains for several months. It had taken a huge
amount of pleading to get her three friends to come with her and
Celena. In the end, they'd agreed to go and now they were only a
few minutes away from the town.

She grinned and spun in a circle. This was
exciting!

“Stop that! You'll attract
too much attention,” Celena hissed.

Chastised and embarrassed, Jazmine stopped
and walked meekly behind the older apprentice. Strains of music and
laughter sang on the breeze and she smiled.

The Fall Festival was one of the largest
yearly events in the Central Province. People came from the far
away corners of the other four provinces to join in the week-long
celebration. Their teachers hadn't wanted them to go and Jazmine
had pouted. Was work and practice the only things they were ever
going to do? That's why she'd leaped at the chance to escape the
training grounds and see the festival.

She was still bewildered by Celena's
friendly gesture considering the tension between them, but that
wasn't something Jazmine was going to worry about.

"Isn't this exciting?" she whispered to
Tamara, who appeared concerned. "What?"

"I don't think we should have come."

Jazmine stared at Tamara in shock and then
anger set in.

"Of course you don't think we should be
here. You're the one who always says we should be obedient. If you
didn't want to come, you could have stayed behind!"

"Jazmine! That's not what...,"

"Just forget it!" Angrily, she pushed by
Tamara and shoved through Marisa and Alea.

"Hey, Airhead, no need to be rude!"

"Shut up, Marisa!"

Jazmine ignored Tamara's calls and lost
herself in the crowd. Her emotions tumbled about too quickly for
her to focus on just one. She ignored the jostling and occasional,
“Watch it, Child!”, as she blindly walked about. Why couldn't her
friends just enjoy the trip like she was? Or maybe they were not
having fun because they were using her? Maybe they weren't really
her friends at all? Upset with her thoughts, she walked faster, not
wanting to think about anything but the fun she was supposed to be
having.

Finally, she stopped in an alleyway,
slumping against the wall and letting her frustrated tears fall
free. It took some time for Jazmine to calm down and then
embarrassment set in. She'd behaved like a fool.

“I'd better go find the
others and apologize.” She stood and turned to leave when she heard
several voices. One of them sounded like Celena's voice.

In a panic, she dove behind some empty
crates. She prayed to the First Ones that no one saw her as she
strained to hear the older girl's conversation.

"...I'm telling you, it's all ready. The
brats are here in town with me. If you're going to make your move,
you'd better do it now."

Move? What did Celena mean by that? She
couldn't hear the other person, they spoke too low, but she felt
fear when the person laughed. It was sinister; it was evil.

"...I don't care what happens to them. They
can all die. I know where my allegiance lies."

Die? No! She gasped and jerked back, kicking
a crate in the process. It rattled and, without thinking, she raced
from the alleyway. She had to find the others and fast!

It took her longer than she wanted but, when
she found them, she stumbled to a halt, her sides heaving. Jazmine
gasped and wheezed, sucking in air as she tried to warn her
friends.

"Jazmine, what in the four provinces has
gotten into you?" Tamara demanded as she reached out a hand to
steady Jazmine who swayed on her feet.

"Celena...death...run...coming now...."

"Huh? Ya not making sense, Airhead," Alea
snapped.

Frustrated, Jazmine straightened and grabbed
Marisa's water-skin from the other girl's side pouch. Ignoring her
shout, Jazmine gratefully gulped down the cooling water and rattled
off her warning. She saw disbelief on Marisa's face, a crafty glint
in Alea's eye and heard Tamara's "I told you so" sigh.

"What? Don't be that way! I didn't
know!"

"That's what your problem is, Airhead. You
don't think," Marisa growled.

Tamara stepped in between them when Jazmine
balled a fist and moved toward Marisa.

"Who cares about that right now. We have to
get back to the mountain and warn everyone."

"Yeah, I agree with Tamara. Let's get
goin'," urged Alea, her shrewd gaze raking over the crowd for
possible enemies.

They hurried back toward the entrance of the
town and, once outside its gates, Tamara huddled them close to
her.

"Hang on. This is the fastest way to get
back. Oh, and try not to get too sick," Tamara warned. "Hold
hands."

"Why would we get sick?" Jazmine was curious
as to the unusual warning.

Tamara only shook her head. "You'll see. Now
stop talking and take Alea's hand."

Jazmine huffed and did as she was bid. She
only had a moment to ponder what trick Tamara was going to do when
the ground rumbled and everything went white.

 


***

Present

 


Jazmine shook her head, clearing her
thoughts away. She could only pray to the First Ones that her
friends' journeys would be safe ones and they could find a haven
while they figured out what it was exactly their teachers wanted
them to do. She opened her eyes, stood and went to bathe. She
didn't want to keep her guardian waiting and the sooner they got to
the marked destination, the better off she'd be.


Chapter 3

Vinfalder, North Province

 


The late afternoon sun beat down on the land
with its unrelenting heat, scorching the already abused ground with
its glowing presence. Lord Maodamorte Parnte basked in it. He felt
a kinship with the heat. It was a powerful motivator, capable of
affecting change and bringing mortals and creatures alike to their
knees. Just like himself. He, like the heat, drove others to do as
he deemed fit. The perfect example of his power stood before him,
doing her best to appear in control of the situation.

"...her Majesty wishes to know how your task
goes? Is it almost completed?"

Parnte took a moment to study Maydison,
Queen Sabryna Struwillia's main lackey, with an unreadable
expression as he contemplated his answer. The girl might seem
bored, but he knew how shrewd she really was. She was one female he
watched carefully.

"Lord Parnte?"

"Ah, yes. I have continued with my efforts
to round up like-minded individuals to help take down Ariacittad in
the South. I hope you do have enough wielders to balance out any
troops I might supply."

"But, of course, Milord.
Our Queen is always generous to those who deserve it."

He smirked. Her stressing of the word
"deserve" did not go unnoticed by him. Two could play this
game.

"I understand. There are
many who are dissatisfied with the previous royal family's reign. I
will have the numbers she needs within four months," he
vowed. And here come the
threats, he quietly mused to
himself.

"You'd better. Otherwise, your life is
forfeit."

"Then I shall endeavor to keep myself in one
piece."

She blinked, watched him a moment and
continued speaking.

"Before I leave, there is one more thing
that her Majesty wishes to know."

"And that is?"

“Is it true that your wife
and child were killed by a traveling Air wielder?”

Parnte snarled and Maydison backed up a
step.

The familiar rage pooled in his veins at the
mention of his beloved long dead wife. How dare this sniveling
lackey of Struwillia dare even speak of his wife!

“I will do my part and
eliminate all wielders of the elements. They are a scourge that
needs to be stamped out. When I am done, no others will be victims
to that filth's powers!”

“I apologize for bringing
up such a delicate subject.”

Parnte had regained control of himself and
gave her nothing but an icy glare and stony silence. He wanted the
troublesome woman gone.

Maydison took the hint, bowed and scurried
away.

“Just like a rat,” he
murmured as he stomped back inside. He had planning to
do.

 


***

 


Maydison barely managed to get out of Lord
Parnte's sight before she giggled. What an easy fool to
manipulate!

Thanks to the information she'd gathered in
the villages ruled by Lord Parnte, she knew the truth about his
wife's “murder” and the disappearance of their child.

It was rather interesting that Elemental
Seekers had been the culprits which made them easy scapegoats to
use. No matter what, she had to keep Lord Parnte on track or else
her Mistress' plans would fail. And that was not an option.

cover.jpg
@@ JMelodr Eg

7 7
An Aemental S _)mpbcm)

Wakisha Spletzer





