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Chapter 1

The Dream

DUST. Everything was
covered in dust and ashes.

 


Nádúr Noc, the main city of Terra, was
once beautiful and full of life. Not like that night, the night the
darkness descended from the far land of Ifreann.

Now, the round city of Nádúr Noc was
dark, burned, and destroyed.

Trees were no longer big and full of different bright
green and golden colors. The river Enosi,
a stream that surrounded the city with its
calm crystalline water, was now a rapid of
blood and death. As for the sky, once bright and blue, it was
now filled with dark smoke so thick, it made
it nearly impossible to see the remains of the Zansèt Palace; a
magnificent castle in the middle of the city made of pearls,
flowers, rocks, and vines.

On that night, there was no music and
laughter. The only thing anybody could hear
were screams and the desolate pleas of the inhabitants. Fear, pain, and unimaginable loss.

This city wasn’t the ruins of any
ordinary war; it was the ruins between the
light side of nature and the darkest of evils. Beasts and other
horrendous creatures destroyed everything that they came across,
killed everyone in sight. Soulless creatures who lived to torture.
Answering to no one, no one except Him, the one who owned the
darkness. The one who hell itself was afraid
of.

On the outskirts of Nádúr Noc, across
river Enosi, four of the elite warriors of Terra stood above the
city on a grassy knoll. They watched as their sacred city burned to
ashes. One of those men was Hans; a tall, muscular, man with electric blue eyes, bushy blond beard,
and a bear’s claw scar down his neck and chest. Hans was no
ordinary warrior. At the early age of twenty-seven, he was an outstanding earth wielder and the
youngest leader the Elder Clan ever had. He was also the one in
charge of ensuring the survival of their one last mission.

That night, Hans carried a brown forty
pound bundle. The cargo’s value was far greater than all the riches
of the world, as it was the world itself that depended on its
survival.

“We are late,” cried
a taller bald warrior.

“We are, but we can
still make it,” said Nobu, a shorter, more muscular Asian man with
two Koi tattoos on his left shoulder.

“Look at it.” The
bald warrior pointed out at the ongoing war.

Houses burning, people running, beasts
and fire destroying everything at their will. His body might’ve
been rock solid, but his hand was shaking.
“It’s impossible to reach the palace. There has to be another
way.”

“There isn’t. Our
only hope is getting to the castle,” Nobu explained.

Hans looked around in all directions.
In addition to surrounding the city, the river Enosi had ten
equally spaced creeks that flowed from the river’s bank, inwards,
to the central plaza. “We’ll go through one of
the river’s creeks to reach the plaza. From there we’ll have a
short distance to the palace,” he said. “Get
ready.”

As the warriors prepared to cross the
waters into the city, the fourth warrior asked, “Is it true? Is He
really here?” Each syllable trembling with fear. There was a moment of
silence. The answer was obvious, as was the dread of speaking it
out loud.

Finally, Hans stared at his entrusted
cargo. “He was the first to arrive. He needs to make sure we don’t
succeed.” Hans gave Nobu a nod. The soldiers descended the hill,
and in the stealth-like manner they were
trained for, ran through the tall grass until they reached the
Enosi’s river bank. Nobu walked to the water’s
edge and raised his hand in the direction of the thrashing
bloody water.

The water began to churn, eventually
opening to create a hollow circle between the bottom of the river
and its surface. Once the waters were in his
control, Nobu walked down the water cave into the river followed by
Hans and the rest of the warriors.

As they walked undetected inside the
water tunnel, the beasts continued
shattering the bodies of all in their sight. The thick smell of
iron and blood clung to their lungs as they choked their last
breaths.

With a calculated pace, the group of
men arrived at the base of the central plaza.
Nobu slowly moved his hand through the air allowing a small portion
of water to leak into the tunnel around their feet. Hans checked to
make sure the dry bundle was cradled securely in one arm, preparing
himself for his swimming ascent. The creek flooded, lifting the
warriors up as the water levels rose towards the plaza’s ledge.

With the water almost at the top, Hans
and the rest climbed up to the central plaza.
A place where there were once dozens of jewels encrusted on the floors, smiling people, and flowers all
around, was now replaced by corpses, blood, ruins, and stench.
A place that separated the bank of the ten creeks
and Zansèt Palace. Halfway
between the creek’s bank and the castle stood a burnt tree.
Engraved in its trunk were a mix of symbols
from every culture known to mankind.

This was known as
The First Tree.

With silent ease, the men crept onto
the dry land and darted behind some nearby ruins. In
the market, the screams were louder, the smell of death grew
stronger. People ran in every direction but it was useless,
the smoke was so thick, and the beasts were so
used to the darkness that their prey never
stood a chance.

In the middle of the chaos lay the
decaying castle. Its flag, half burned, still waved Nádúr Noc’s
emblem of the four elements etched on the First Tree.

Out of nowhere, a twelve foot tall,
black spider jumped from one of the ruins and landed a few feet
away from the group. In all the universe there had never been an
abomination like the Skuggor. With red eyes that could see movement
even in the darkest place and three scorpion tails so hard and
thick they were almost impossible to penetrate, Skuggors were nasty
creatures of darkness preying on every living thing. They enjoyed
ripping apart their victims and were so fast it was
said they could outrun any being ever
created.

Undetected by the group, an unusually large Skuggor leaped
and grabbed the fourth warrior tearing him into pieces with its
tails and teeth. The team ran without looking
back, but the beasts were faster. Another creature jumped out of the ashes, only this time, Nobu
opened his palm and water flew from his pores. The water spouted
and formed three pointy solid daggers. Nobu flicked his hand and
shot the daggers into the beast’s eyes.

A chilling hiss flew closer to them.
“Draak!” screamed the bald warrior with gushing terror seconds
before he was taken away. The Draak
were horrifying beasts which preyed from the
sky. At the height of twenty-five feet, the dragons were made of bones with spikes on their
arms, tail, and at the top of their enormous bat wings. Draaks were
the most feared creatures. They were also known as death’s
whisperer since the last thing their victims heard was a soft
whisper right before the Draak’s claws punctured their skin and
took them away.

Hans moved away, lifting his hand and
summoning two thick roots from the earth. The roots grabbed the Draak’s leg, smashing it against the
ground. The beast stood up as if nothing happened and attacked a
villager.

“Stay on route!”
screamed Hans as he sped up the pace towards the castle.

The warriors’ lungs filled with ash,
their feet were drenched in blood, but they kept running to the
castle.

A third Skuggor ran in their direction
and jumped, aiming for Hans. The Skuggor was about to reach him,
when SLAM, a ball of fire hit the beast throwing him off target.
The Skuggor turned its focus to a young villager with his shaky
palm pointed at him. Its red eyes glowed with molten fury as he
growled and ripped the young villager’s body apart. Another life
lost, a willing sacrifice made to ensure the survival of their
precious cargo.

With the extra time given by the
sacrificing villager, Hans stopped and passed the brown bundle to
Nobu. “Whatever you do, don’t let them near.”

Nobu took the bundle. There was a
moment of hesitation, then Hans placed his left hand on Nobu’s left
shoulder. “Agnosco,” he said. Nobu placed his right hand on Hans’s
right shoulder creating an X and repeated the same words,
“Agnosco.”

Hans smiled and moved his hand away.
“Run, my friend, run.”

As instructed, Nobu ran. Hans waved his
right palm in both directions and smiled at the beast. The ground
cracked until vines and roots climbed out and reached Hans’ hand.
With a slight movement of his wrist, the vines lifted, creating a
tall, thick wall between the warriors and the beasts. Nobu hugged the bundle and ran faster until he
heard the horrifying whisper
of a Draak followed by the gushing screams of Hans. The vine wall came down with a loud
crack, and Nobu knew it was over. The blood in
his veins went cold and his feet stopped
moving. There was no way to escape the Skuggor. No one ever had, no
one ever would. Not in that realm.

Defeated, Nobu knelt down and unwrapped
the bundle. A small six-year-old girl with gray eyes and tangled
bright red hair blinked at him.

“Hide here. I’m going
to go the other way to draw the Skuggor away from you. When they
are gone, you run as fast as you can to the castle.” Nobu passed
his hand over the girl’s hair. “Do you remember where the special
entrance is?” The girl nodded. “Good.” He smiled, but his eyes remained sad and worried. “No matter what
you hear, do not stop running.”

Nobu kissed the girl’s forehead. “And
when you see her again, please tell my daughter I love her,” he
whispered in her ear before hiding her between the bodies of two
fallen villagers.

After quickly making sure the girl
wasn’t visible, Nobu stood up and ran the other way luring the
Skuggor away from the little girl. Once all the creatures were
gone, the girl raced toward the castle. Within minutes, the Skuggor
had killed Nobu and went on the hunt for her.

She could see it, the secret entrance
to the Zansèt Palace, but there was no way
to reach it in time. She sat on the ground letting the roots of the
First Tree reach out of the concrete to create a barrier around her
in order to shield her. She knelt down in the
protective fort of roots and caressed one of them. “Thank you” she
whispered.

She cleaned the dust off her face with
her fists so she could focus better. She was only a child,
but there was something about her that felt
like an old spirit. To keep herself undetected, she concentrated on
her breathing. It was as if she understood everything around her;
she was calm and steady, ready to fight if it came to that. She
wasn’t afraid, she knew what she had to do and
acknowledged the fate she would face if discovered.

Pounding footsteps startled her. The
sound came from the castle’s direction and grew louder and louder
as they neared the girl’s hiding spot. The First Tree’s roots grew
bigger in order to
provide her more coverage. This
is it, He found me, she thought. She raised her left palm at the intruder’s direction and narrowed her eyes for a
better aim.

Shining on her wrist was her birthmark,
a Five Fold symbol.

At the moment she was about to attack,
a nine-year-old boy, with fierce green eyes
and messy light brown hair, stopped her. “Watch it, kiddo! It’s
me.” The girl lowered her hand. Edan knelt in front of her. Trying
to calm her, he covered her eyes with his hand and pulled her into
a hug with his other one “I'm right here." Edan moved his hand from
her eyes, allowing the girl to look up at him. Her strong cold features vanished leaving a scared child who
needed someone to hold her.

"That’s more like it,” he said with a
reassuring smile. “Now let’s go. She’s waiting
for you, and we don’t have much time out
here.”

Edan picked up the little girl. He held
her steady, her face gently pressed against his chest and he ran as
fast as possible. Four of the Skuggor noticed the movement and
changed direction. Even at top speed, they couldn’t catch up with
Edan. They couldn’t sense him either.

Edan wasn’t running straight; he was
bolting in different directions and changing his route as much as
possible. It wasn’t until he stopped stone cold that the girl knew
something was wrong. She prepared herself to fight the beasts, but
there were no beasts attacking them. It was Him; the feared one. He
stood in front of the thin, muscular boy. The dark figure talked,
but the words were muffled since the girl’s ears were covered by
Edan’s chest and arms.

For the first time in her life, the
girl couldn’t understand what was happening. She’d heard the
terrible stories about Him, stories that could
send chills of terror to the bravest warrior. And yet, Edan was
there, standing without shaking or even blinking his eyes. By the
rhythm of his heart and the movements of his body, the girl knew
Edan was affected, but it wasn’t fear, it was something else, only
she couldn’t tell what.

Edan whistled a high pitch note. A
nearby Skuggor lost control and charged them. Edan grabbed a small
crystal with a black powder out of his pocket, back-kicked it
towards the Skuggor and, without letting her go, he ducked.

The crystal broke on impact releasing
the black powder into the Skuggor’s eyes. The
beast leapt over Edan’s stooped body and
attacked Him, giving the boy a small window of time to escape and
run to the castle.

Speeding up his pace, the boy arrived
at the main gates of the Zansèt Palace and closed them before
anyone or anything could get in.

Unlucky for the boy, it took Him a
matter of seconds to snap the beast’s neck and take off after them.
Edan hid behind a column and placed his finger against his lips.
The girl remained quiet as instructed. Edan moved against a wall
and opened a secret compartment between a series of branches and
trees.

They walked between roots and dirt,
eventually reaching a room that was not yet touched by darkness. It
remained pure and utterly breathtaking. The
place was made of petals, vines, precious
stones and water. Screams of the torture and death happening
outside could not be heard; blood could not
be seen. It was the true
essence of an intact Nádúr Noc.

“Tanya?” Edan called
out. A woman with soft flowing black hair and wide gray eyes came
out of one of the doors, ran to the girl and hugged her. “My baby!”
She covered the girl with kisses. “My
beautiful girl. Thank you, Edan.” She smiled and kissed the girl’s
forehead for a second time. “You are finally here;
you made it.” Her face changed from happiness to a type of pain so strong that only a mother who’d lost a
child could understand. “You made it, but we won’t. I’m so sorry
for that.”

Tanya moved her hand and branches grew
out until they reached her hand. Out of the
branches, a small box fell into her palm.
Tanya opened the box and took out a vintage silver locket with an
engraved "G" in the middle.

Tanya walked behind the girl and opened
the chain. The girl moved her hands in circles, and a small gust of wind made her hair curl up into a
bun. Tanya clasped the necklace and caressed her neck.

A loud thump was
heard against the wall. The screams and cries were now
audible inside the room. That only meant one thing: he found them. He was getting closer. “Edan!” Tanya
gasped. “Quick!” The little girl’s hair fell back down her back
and Tanya lifted her into her arms.

Without wasting time, Edan moved his
arms in circles, creating a beautiful bubble of blue fire. The girl
clung to her mother’s neck. “Sweetie, let go,” begged the
mother.

“I can’t. I don’t
want to.”

“You have to, for all
of us.” The little girl lowered her arms, and her mother kissed her
goodbye before she placed her inside the fire
bubble. A heartbreaking moment between a mother and her child,
knowing that would be the last time they would see each other.
Tanya kissed the girl’s nose and gently pressed the locket against
the girl’s chest. “Never take it off,” she said while the
fireball closed up.

 


Once it closed, everything went
dark; everything went silent…

Everything…until an alarm clock
blared like crazy.


Chapter 2

A Much Too Ordinary
Life

TWELVE YEARS LATER
(Present
Day, Earth)

 


THE ALARM BOOMED and sounded until a
hand with the Five Fold symbol birthmark reached out of a big blue
bundle of blankets and slapped it off the nightstand. “Shut up!”
whined the girl inside the bundle as she moved
around to unwrap herself, revealing a red-headed eighteen-year-old. Her
pale skin contrasted the deep blue sheets, and her wavy bright red
hair fell like a waterfall over her shoulders down to her
waist.

Her name was G, or at least that’s what
everyone called her. For twelve years she had been living in the
Truckee children’s home in Northern California. She had no memory
of who she was, where she came from, or how
she got there. She only knew that, for some strange reason, she had
the same nightmare every night and that no matter what she did, or what she tried, she
could never take off her necklace.

The girl opened her gray eyes and
stared at the ceiling as she caressed her silver necklace. Her
finger ran over the engraved “G” on the locket over and over
again.

Sometimes it’s dangerous not knowing
who you are, what you’re capable of, and what future awaits for
you, especially when the darkness that slaughtered your entire
family and world is about to find you.

 


* * *

G was still lying on her bed when her
worn-out cellphone vibrated. Instead of answering it, she covered
her face with her pillow. The noise of the vibration and the light
were making her head hurt. As far back as she could remember she
had suffered from migraines. When she was little, it was bearable, but the older she got,
the stronger the pain became.

G hugged the pillow and turned around,
making her hair slide from the back of her neck.

For a second time, the phone rang. G
picked it up without looking at the caller ID. “Hey, Priy.”

“Wake up, loser!!!”
Priyam screamed.

G cringed in pain
over the loud shriek, wiggled to her other side and peered
at the empty bed next to hers. “What are you doing out of bed?”

“I needed to get your
present before your doctor’s appointment.”

“Priy-” G
complained.

“I know,” Priyam
interrupted, “you hate anything related to birthdays, but it so
happens that I don’t care.”

“Whatever.” G
remembered the time Priyam crafted a fake driver’s license and
drove herself all the way to San Diego just because no one was able
to take her to Comic-Con. There was no point in arguing with her.
“Still, my doctor’s appointment isn’t until 9.”

“It’s 8:30,” said
Priyam. G felt a rush of anxiety course through her veins, leaving
her skin tingling.

“No, it’s not. I set
my alarm for 7.” G covered her head with the blanket to block the
sunlight.

“You mean the one you
smashed while I was leaving the room?”

G quickly looked at her nightstand…nothing. Peeking down to the floor she
found it; the alarm clock shattered to pieces.
“No! No!”

Priyam laughed over the phone. “I’ll
meet you in front of the coffee place in five minutes.” G hung up
and dragged herself to the closet.

Their room was
divided in two. Priyam’s side was full of color, fabrics,
Lord of the Rings collectables, Star
Wars posters, computers, computer gadgets she used for her
hacking and programming side jobs, and Hindu decorations. G’s side
had no decorations except for a wooden closet, dozens of pots with
different kind of plants, a bunch of books and a
huge window next to her bed.

Outside of the window, surrounded by a
fluffy white coat of snow, was the First Tree, only this time it
wasn’t in her nightmare. It was alive and full of leaves. Over the
years, one of the branches of the First Tree grew
through her window, into the wall and across half of the
ceiling over G’s bed. It looked like a protective cocoon, giving
her side of the room a rustic, whimsical feeling.

Throwing on her jeans, a t-shirt, and
an olive green duffle coat, G left the room and rushed outside.

Truckee was small, even by small-town standards. Some of its best selling points
were the always welcoming town folks and that the town was completely immersed in nature. The place was a mix of
houses, roads, and acres of forest. Next to
G’s children’s home was one of the forest sections and, right
across it, downtown. Being in a hurry, G took the shortcut through the forest.

A faint crying growl caught G’s
attention as she skipped over roots and forest shrubs. She
stopped a moment of hesitation, and looked
towards the noise.

From the time she was little, G’d had
an extraordinary gift for getting into trouble. When
she was eight, she broke her leg after falling from the neighbor’s
roof while trying to save a crying baby bird; another time, the
orphanage had to be evacuated because G shoved a beehive inside the
house to keep the bees warm and out of the freezing snow; and last
year, it took two nights for the fireman to find her after she got
lost trying to help a wounded coyote find his pack.
Stop wandering around! Miss Brown, the
manager of the children’s home, used to scream. But as always, G
ignored the old lady’s sermon and walked into the forest.

The cry became louder and louder as she
walked. And then the noise was gone. G stopped and closed her eyes
to concentrate on finding the noise, but this time she didn’t hear the growling, it was
more like…breathing, heavy breathing, and it
was coming from something right behind her.

G slowly turned to face the source of
the breathing and found herself a few feet away from a full grown
wolf. Damn you, Miss Brown, she
thought.

In a flash, the wolf growled and swung
its massive paw towards G. Luckily; she managed to duck before it hit her. Instead, the
sharp claws smashed against a tree. Chunks of bark, small tree
limbs, and leaves fell on top of her.

G seized the moment to escape. She
bounded back, sprinting as fast as she could away from the wolf.
Suddenly, she stopped. Something was wrong…
Why isn’t the wolf following me? It
couldn’t have been protecting anything because there were no cubs
or nothing around them to protect. There had to be another
reason.

G clenched her fists, took a big
breath. “Don’t,” she told herself. “Just keep running…” But the
pain of leaving a potentially harmed animal was stronger than her
fear of the animal itself. Against all common sense, she returned
to where the wolf was.

For the second time, the wolf saw her
and growled. This time she didn’t react to it,
instead, she walked slowly towards the
wolf in order to see what the problem was.

Clinging to the wolf’s bloodied foot
was a metal trap. G’s head pulsed with anger. She couldn’t
understand why people would do this to animals.

Ignoring her pain, she took a step
forward. The wolf growled. “I’m not going to hurt you,” she said as
she reached one of her hands towards the wolf. Without lowering her
hand, she kneeled down next to the trap and studied it to open it. She touched the metal, and the wolf moved its leg.

“Stay still,
you stubborn wolf,” said G with a soft voice but the wolf growled
louder.

With delicate movements, she
pulled the strings to release the trap. G took
hold of the metal and raised its teeth out of the wolf’s leg, then
closed it back so it couldn’t happen again.

Now released, the wolf stretched and
turned to face G. She smiled and, out of instinct, lifted her hand
towards the animal. To her surprise, the animal pressed his forehead against her palm. Without
fear, G slid her hand to the wolf’s head and leaned her forehead
against the wolf’s. She felt nothing except the freedom of the
animal and herself. She knew it was impossible, but in a
way, she felt like the wolf understood her,
the same way she understood the animal. The
moment was pure perfection, at least until she remembered Priyam
was waiting for her.

“Be careful,” she
whispered to the animal and continued on her way.

G ran across the
street, shaking away all the dirt and debris on her clothes and in
her hair until she reached Priyam Singh, a seventeen-year-old East Indian with glasses and long
black hair, who was staring at her with amusement.

Priyam took a piece of bark from G’s
hair. “What was it this time? Missing cat?
Sick dog? Hurt fox?”

“Trapped wolf,” G
said, running her hands all over her messy coat.

“Wolf…Getting exotic,
aren’t you? Chai frappe?” Priyam handed her friend a cup of spiced
tea.

“You’re an angel!” G
hugged Priyam and took a sip of her delicious treat as they both
walked to the doctor’s office.



On their way, G
rubbed her forehead. A painful expression crossed her face.
She squinted her eyes, and her mouth twitched
at the sharp pain.

“How is it today?”
asked Priyam. G shook her head. The pain was already killing her,
and the wolf trap doubled it. “That
bad?”

“Worse. Not even
Bobby helps now.”

“I still think you
need to change that name,” Priyam laughed.

“What’s wrong with
Bobby?” G cradled her chai.

“It sounds like an
uncle with a beer belly, not exactly the name for a
tree.”

“Well, Bobby likes
it.” G smiled since this wasn’t the first time Priyam complained
about Bobby.

 


At age six, after waking up alone in
the forest, G was sent to the orphanage. Prospective parents would
ask about her background, and when the caretakers told them there
wasn’t any information, the smiling couples
with their fancy cars and big dreams moved on to safer choices. The
way G hid in the corner away from the other children probably
didn’t help either. She could still feel the sting of the last time
she asked a child to play with her. The little-dimpled girl with curly blonde hair pointed at G’s
strange birthmark and stuck out her tongue.

G had no name, no identity, no family
and no friends. She only had herself and the enormous tree that
kept getting inside her room no matter what anyone tried to do.

Every day, G used to cuddle against the
First Tree. To everyone else, the First Tree looked like a regular
tree, but to G that tree was different. She couldn’t tell how, but
the leaves seemed detached from the branches. They floated around
the tree creating a breathtaking illusion. It was there, leaning
against the tree, where she felt safe, relaxed. She felt like she
was home. She used to close her eyes and dream about distant lands
with golden trees, singing people and magic. A place where she knew
who she was and was loved for it.

G fantasized that the woman in her
dreams was her mother. Since G didn’t have a father figure, in her
dreams or real life, when she turned seven she
decided to give her tree a male name.

“Stuart? Or what
about John?” she spoke to the tree….Nothing. She’d spent four days
trying to pick a name, but none of them felt
right. “Bobby,” she whispered… and just then, a subtle breeze hit
the top of the tree making a few of its leaves fall on G’s lap.
“Bobby it is! Hello, Bobby!”

“Who are you talking
to?” said a pitchy voice.

G turned around and saw Priyam for the
first time. Six-year-old Priyam was quite similar to her current
self, except for the uneven ponytails and the
thick plastic glasses that covered most of her chocolate brown
eyes. Priyam looked at the tree then giggled. “Are you talking to a
tree?”

G nodded shyly. Over her years in the
orphanage, G learned that her unusual behavior was
considered a problem, especially when making friends. Like
the time everyone made fun of her for reading a book to the house
dog, or when she tackled one of the neighbor’s kid after he stepped
on some flowers. But to her surprise, Priyam didn’t run away.
Instead, she smiled.

“You are weird!”
Priyam said as she took out a chocolate cookie from her oversized
jumper’s pocket. “I like you.” She extended her hand so G could
grab the cookie. “Here, eat it all.”

G took the cookie and Priyam sat next to her. “My name is Priyam, and my
mom and dad are dead.”

G choked on the cookie. She had never
met someone as direct as that little girl.

“But you also live
here so yours might be too, right?” Priyam asked lifting her
eyebrow.

“I don’t know,” said
G.

“Interesting…” Priyam
whispered to herself. “And you are?”

“G”

Priyam giggled for the second time.
“Your name is G?” G nodded and Priyam took her hand to shake it.
“Nice to meet you, G.”

“This is Bobby,” said
G.

“That’s a horrible
name.”

 


“G!” shouted
seventeen-year-old Priyam to snap G out of her trance.

G shook her head and smiled at her
friend. “Sorry, I spaced out.”

“No kidding.” Priyam
stopped walking. “We’re here. Are you ready?”

“You’re not
coming?”

“No, thanks. Every
time I see your doctor it makes me wanna punch him,” Priyam said,
grinning ear to ear.

“Fair enough. See you
in fifteen then,” said G opening a big glass door before walking
inside the hospital.

 


* * *

Doctor Murie turned off the machine and
checked the results. His sky blue eyes read the unusually long
paper while his white eyebrows frowned. G slid her sweaty hands
across her jeans. She hated how clammy they turned every time she
got anxious, or in this case, scared. After coming for check-ups
every two months over the last twelve years, G had become an expert
on reading his expressions. She was positive this wasn’t going to
be a day with good news.

The blonde nurse helped G to stand up
and escorted her to Doctor Murie’s office, “I’m sorry G, there is
nothing we can do. The gray mass is covering your entire brain
now.” Doctor Murie gave the test results to G so she could see it
for herself.

G understood what she was reading, but
she couldn’t understand how the tumor could’ve doubled its size in
a few weeks when it took it years to grow a few inches before. “But
last month it was only half the size.”

“It’s growing faster
than anything we’ve seen.” Doctor Murie placed his hand on G’s
trembling shoulder, “I’m sorry G, there’s no way we can operate
now.”

G felt the room spinning as if she’d
just chugged five shots of tequila. “I don’t understand,” she said
while holding the results.

“Neither do we. With
that amount of gray space covered you shouldn’t be alive, and yet,
you are here with a perfect response from all of your organs
and-”

“-my crappy memory?”
interrupted G.

“You have an
outstanding memory; it’s only your childhood you can’t
remember.”

G took a deep breath and tried to calm
herself. She wasn’t as scared about the results as much as she was
bothered by not knowing the reason this was happening. Another
unanswered question in her life. G faced Doctor Murie, “What can I
do?”

“There is nothing you
can do.” His upper eyelids dropped as he stared directly
at his shoes. “We don’t even know what that
grey space is…I’m sorry.”

 


G left the office and walked outside
the hospital where Priyam sat waiting for her. “How did it go?”

“They don’t know what
it is anymore.”

Priyam scoffed, “Anymore? G, they’ve
never known what it is. It literally took them
twelve years to get to the same conclusion they had in the
beginning.”

G said nothing. Her friend was right.
“You seem worried.”

“I am.”

Priyam patted G, “Don’t be.”

“But the doctor said
there’s nothing he can do now.”

“I honestly think
your doctor is an idiot.”

“You think everyone
is an idiot,” G pointed out feeling her shoulders relax.

“True, but your
doctor takes the cake.” Priyam grinned to calm
her friend down. “Trust me; you are perfectly
fine. Besides the migraines and the fact that
you can’t flirt to save your life, everything about you is in
perfect condition.”

G gave Priyam a friendly nudge. “Geez,
thanks.”

Priyam opened her bag and began rifling through it.
“Don’t thank me, until you see your precious little gift.”

“Priy, how many times
have I told you, today is not my birthday,” G complained. Priyam
ignored her and took out a small box wrapped in crumpled newspaper, taped with a dozen kids’
Band-Aids.

“Well maybe it’s not,
but your brain can’t remember when it is, so this is better than
nothing.”

G took the gift and opened it to reveal
a pair of gold aviator sunglasses that had a
small moon connecting the rims to the sunglasses’ temples. G was
extremely happy causing Priyam to smile at her achievement. “You’ve
been whining about how the light affects your migraines, so I took
it as a hint.”

“It
wasn’t.”

“I can take them
back,” suggested Priyam.

“No! I love them.
Thank you,” G said as she tried them on. “How do I
look?”

“Classy!” Church
bells range in the distance. Priyam checked the time. “Ready for
school?”

“Am I
ever?”

 


* * *

Once inside the Truckee High school
grounds, G leaned her bag against her locker
and searched for her medication so she could take the sunglasses
off without feeling the excruciating pain the light caused her. She
placed the sunglasses on their case and took
out a bottle of water from her locker. While opening the bottle, G
thought again about the doctor’s appointment. She knew Priyam was
right about her being healthy since she could still function and
her life could be called normal to some extent.

“Oh no… not this
early,” whined Priyam.

G turned around and looked at Synthia
Kearney, an eighteen-year-old whose face
already looked older than a college senior and dressed in clothes
two sizes too small. Synthia was barely 4’8” tall, but her eight-inch clear high
platform heels elevated her to be a few inches taller than G.
Whether it was pouring rain or the streets were
covered by ten feet of snow, it was always a hot summer when
it came to Synthia’s clothing options. Like a pair of obnoxious lap
dogs, Alma-Loo and Diana followed Synthia everywhere. Two brunette
wannabes with a little more sense of the weather changes.

“Hangover on a
Wednesday?” giggled Synthia. “Oh, sorry,” she said flicking her
plastic, platinum blonde extensions with the back of her hand. “I
forgot you don’t have friends to go out with.” Synthia and her two
minions giggled in a high pitch tone.

G ignored Synthia and proceeded with
taking her medicine, but Priyam couldn’t let this moment pass. “She
does have friends, but they all left in search of the rest of your
skirt.”

Synthia gasped, pressing one hand
against her bony chest. “My outfit is
perfect.”

Priyam smirked with delight at
Synthia’s reactions. “It is perfect, if you’re
a streetwalker.”

Like most of Priyam’s comments, it took
Synthia longer than it should to react.
“You are so dumb…” She rolled her dark brown
eyes. “Why would I walk on the street when I own a car?” She placed
her purse on her shoulder and teetered away followed by her two
shadows.

“Did you hear that?”
Priyam laughed, her glasses almost falling off
her face. “She’s not a street walker because she owns a car. I
swear that girl needs to stop bleaching her hair with such strong
chemicals.”

“She might not be
bright, but you have to admit her immune
system is amazing. I can’t believe she hasn’t died of pneumonia
yet,” said G.

“Oh, now you
say something?”

G took her sunglasses
from the locker and placed them in her bag in case the light got
brighter. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Two minutes ago she
was bitching at you, and you stood there
silent.”

G closed her bag and hung it on her
shoulder. “I’m peaceful.”

“Is peaceful the new
word for pushover?”

“I’m not a pushover.
I just think you do a better job sending her
away,” said G as she closed her locker.

Priyam grinned. “And I’m proud of
it.”

Walking down the hallway, G kept
looking at everyone. Some were excited, others angry, and others
sad. Some played around with their phones;
some took pictures of each other and others texted
nonstop.

Everything in her life, except Bobby and Priyam, made G feel like she was missing
something. She viewed the rest of the people around her like they
all had everything figured out, everyone except her. While they all
talked and wished to be skinny, date an outrageous number of
people, have lots of money to spend on useless stuff and be prom
queen, G hoped for something more. She
wished for the knowledge of who she was, for a
family, for incredible adventures and for the brave and loyal love
she sadly finds only in her favorite
books.

But no… people
around her valued the size of their jeans more than any personality
trait. And they call me weird… she thought. Well… they probably call me that for other
reasons. She acknowledged that unlike them, she could
understand things in animals that no one understood, she could feel
the plants and the flowers. She could sense when the snow was
coming, when the spring was starting.
Always making her wonder
where she truly belonged. She felt like her life in Truckee, in
that school and everywhere she went, wasn’t real. She felt as if
she were living inside of one of the video games Priyam loved to
play. As if she kept waiting for her life to
begin. As if she were in a constant state of
pause.

Halfway down the hallway, G and Priyam
noticed there was too much commotion among the
students. “What’s going on?” G asked one of the overly excited
seniors.

“Hot new teacher,”
she giggled.

“Poor woman,” Priyam
said while tying her black hair in a ponytail.

“No.” The senior
student smiled like a kid in a Christmas toy store. “It’s a male
teacher.”

Priyam stopped cold. Those were rare
creatures at that school, and like always, she needed information.
“What’s his name? What class?”

“Mr. Blau.Twelfth-grade chemistry.”

“Yes! We are going to
have our own Ezra Fitz!” cheered Priyam.

G grinned at the mention of PLL’s
character; her friend was definitely a
bottomless pit of pop culture references. “Since when do you care
about what teacher you have?”

“Since the word “hot”
is attached to the word “teacher,” Priyam explained, even though
she thought the answer was obvious. “We should go soon. I don’t
want to miss out on a good desk.”

They arrived at the classroom and
noticed a bunch of girls already took the whole front
row. “Guess you weren’t the only one with that brilliant
idea,” teased G.

Mrs. Smith, a skinny woman with frizzy
brown hair, entered the classroom and saw all the girls sitting at
the front with the exception of G and Priyam.
“I assume everyone knows,” she said starring at the giggling girls
at the very front, “but for those who don’t, Mrs. Hale left the
institution for personal reasons. In her place will be our new
teacher, Mr. Blau.”

“What personal
reasons?” G asked Priyam, finding it strange that someone like Mrs.
Hale would leave her class without a single word. “That woman
almost had her baby in the classroom because of her dedication to
the school.” 

“Who cares? It’s not
like-” Priyam couldn’t finish her sentence. Her complete attention
focused on the new teacher walking into the classroom.

Mr. Blau, a tall,
toned man in his early twenties, with light
brown hair, a Greek nose, and piercing green eyes, walked into the
classroom and everyone went silent. G knew the rumors mentioned the
teacher was hot but this was ridiculous. Between the intimidating
presence and sharp features, his expression was cold and
calculating.

There was a contrast between his youth
and demeanor. His face looked young, but his
manners and clothes gave him an elegant old vibe. His posture was
flawless, and so was his body. The fabric of his pants and fitted
vest, framed his body, while the rolled up sleeves of his shirt
accentuated his lean, muscular arms. A stylish black leather
forearm cuff covered up to a few inches below his left rolled up
sleeve. Something about that bracelet made G
think of one of the blacksmiths Priyam loved to flirt with at the
yearly Renaissance fair.

Mr. Blau glanced at her classmates and
stopped on G. His beauty was breathtaking.

G felt like a powerful magnet was
pulling her towards him, but unlike everyone else, it wasn’t his
looks that were enchanting her, it was the strange feeling of
familiarity and need she had for his approval. She felt like she
knew him, and more than that, she felt like he knew her too. The
real her, whoever that was.

 


“I- I will leave you
to your class,” the teacher stuttered as Mr. Blau walked closer to
where she was standing. “Any other questions feel free to stop by
my office,” she managed to say before leaving
the room.

“Thank you, Mrs.
Smith,” spoke Mr. Blau in a thick British accent.

“Oh, damn…” Priyam gasped and looked at G as if she’d won
the lottery, but G was still holding eye contact with Mr.
Blau.

Mr. Blau’s masculine jaw clenched as he
looked away from G’s stare and walked to the whiteboard. “As you
were previously told, my name is Mr. Blau.” He
wrote his name on the board.

Synthia raised her hand and bent down
slightly to show more cleavage. “Can I call you Blau?” she asked
with a sultry voice.

Mr. Blau turned around and faced her.
His face was emotionless. “Does it only
say Blau on the board?”

Synthia flicked her hair and giggled.
“No.”

“Then no,” he
responded in a cold tone while taking a book out of his briefcase.
“Can someone tell me what page and topic you reached with Mrs.
Hale?”

Being the know-it-all she’d always
been, Priyam raised her hand, but before she could answer, Synthia
jumped in. “So, are you like from another country or what?”

Mr. Blau placed the book on top of the
desk. “I’m sorry Miss, are you hard of hearing?”

“Oh, not at all,” she
giggled for the second time, creating annoying
waves of pain in G’s headache. “I like pop music. What about
you?”

Priyam choked while G and the rest of
the class froze. Even though they’d just met Mr.
Blau, they all realized that messing with him was a terrible idea.
Synthia, as always, was oblivious.

Mr. Blau
walked closer to Synthia and bent so his hands could reach her
desk. “Are you in the right class? You are fully aware this
is 12th-grade chemistry,
right?”

“Well-” Synthia
said.

Mr. Blau lifted one of his hands to
shut her up. “Answer yes or no.”

“Yes, and yes,” she giggled.

Mr. Blau straightened up and pointed at
the door. “Out of my class.”

“What?! Why?!” she
whined while the whole class stared at what Priyam would call ‘a
magnificent show.’

“Why, you ask?” Mr.
Blau walked to the door and opened it. “Because I refuse to teach a
high school class to a person who acts like they are in kinder. Now leave.”

Priyam faced G beaming with excitement.
“I love him!.” She whispered.

“Why? He’s a
dictator!” G whispered back. She knew Synthia wasn’t the brightest,
but she couldn’t believe how rude the teacher
was to her.

Throwing a temper tantrum, Synthia
grabbed her purse and stomped out of the classroom. Mr. Blau closed
the door and walked to the middle of the class and faced G. “Page
and topic,” he asked her.

“Page 107, principles
of chemical equilibrium,” said G. For a second, Mr. Blau
raised his thick eyebrow.

“Start reading,” he
demanded and turned to write on the board.

 


G felt a pinch of curiosity and
nerves as if she knew something was about to
change.


Chapter 3

1014-12 Sierra Ave 

1014-12 SIERRA AVE
looked like an ordinary house. In fact, it was
a typical house…at least
in the neighbor’s eyes.

The house had a very convenient
location. It was right across from the high school and a few
minutes away from the main street. It was painted with soft tones
of orange and a wooden fence that protected a
garden. Pretty normal, one might
think.

But what was unknown about the place
was that markings of light made from unique
rocks covered the entire house, that there
were more than ten secret exits, and that it was soon to be the
home of six occupants who were not entirely
human.

On the inside, the house was impeccably
clean with a few hanging crystal artifacts, unique weapons, and
runes making the place look like a Bohemian market with a severe
case of OCD.

Mr. Blau opened his eyes and focused on
the empty calendar hanging on his bedroom wall… December. Even though there
was nothing written on it, he couldn’t stop staring at it, as if
time had just stopped.

Despite there being no school that day,
Mr. Blau was wearing his leather forearm cuff and an elegant shirt
with long sleeves that made him appear uptight. The same look he
wore every single day. He was resting on the bed but still looked
rigid, as in a perpetual state of stress.

Mr. Blau gazed at the window as if he
sensed something was coming. He grabbed the Rondel crystal dagger
hidden under his bed and within seconds, he was next to the
window’s edge. Trying not to move the curtain too much, he took a
peek.

As his clenched jaw relaxed, he left
the crystal dagger on the table next to him and walked out of the
room.

Mr. Blau opened the main door and saw
Willow Thénardier, a girl in her late teens with wavy pale blonde
hair, a freckled straight nose, and sporty clothes. She’d been
scattering seeds throughout his garden. Once finished, she lifted
her left hand, which had a circular tribal mark of a tree with a
leaf engraved on the back of her wrist and dozens of light blue
flowers grew.

“You haven’t even
unpacked, and yet you are already decorating?”
Mr. Blau asked.

“It’s “Terra’s
Wolfsbane’,” she explained to Mr. Blau with a flirty grin on her
lips. “I thought the house needed a little more
security.”

“It doesn’t, Willow,”
he corrected her. “Besides, ‘Wolfsbane’
is known for being poisonous.”

Willow flicked her hand, and the flowers bloomed to their final stage. “So? They
are beautiful.”

“We can’t kill the
neighbors.”

“They’re poisonous
only when you eat them.” Willow walked to Mr. Blau. “They just
paralyze you when you touch them.”

She stopped walking a few feet away
from him. “It’s been so long, Edan.” She
closed her amber eyes and hugged him wishing that at least for
once, he would hug her with the same intention she had. He didn’t.
“And you are as proper as ever.” Turning on her
heels, she smiled and went inside the house.

Willow took off her jacket, revealing a
flowy crop top. Her floaty tank top moved showing the Sakura tree
tattoo she had on her ribs. The tattoo looked
like a watercolor painting. It started at the front side of her
waist, slowly curving around the side of her ribcage up to the
middle section of her chest except for one
branch that managed to cross her clavicle up to the lower part of
her neck. “Have the others arrived?”

“You are the first,”
said Edan, “but the rest should be here any minute.”

THUNK, a loud noise was heard from
outside. Edan and Willow peeked through the window at the same
time. “Idiot,” he hissed while Willow smiled utterly pleased with herself.

Edan opened the door to Shui Yan, a
petite Chinese woman in her early twenties
wearing a silver Celtic choker with a blue teardrop. She was
dragging an unconscious body out of the flower field. It was the
body of Veter Jankovic, a massive twenty-four-year-old Viking looking wrestler with a dark
brown man bun. “I warned him,” said Shui as she dropped his heavy
foot to the floor and stared at Edan with her deep black eyes.

“Of course you
did.”

He walked outside to help before the
neighbors saw they were dragging what looked like a corpse inside
his house. Edan stood next to Veter’s body and lifted him. Damn,
was he heavy.

“The others?” asked
Shui. Her silky blue ombre hair shifted back and forth tickling her
hips as they both moved Veter.

“Willow is here. You
are the second ones to arrive,” he replied.

As they dragged what felt like a truck,
Edan realized someone was watching them. He looked left and saw G
staring at them, her eyes wide open, almost unable to blink. Edan
turned away pretending not to notice her as they finally reached
the inside of his house. Flipping
hell… he thought.

Once inside the house, Edan and Shui
left Veter on the floor next to the wooden stairs. Willow walked to
Shui and hugged her. “Shui! How you been?”

“Good,” she said and
hugged her back. Like Willow, Shui had a tribal circular mark over
her left wrist, only hers wasn’t a tree with a leaf, but a drop of
water surrounded by two waves. “I see your plants are getting
stronger.”

“Yeah, sorry about
that.” Willow passed her hand playfully through her hair. “The
house needed some extra protection.”

“And you knew Veter
wouldn’t resist,” said Shui as she placed her travel bag on top of
the kitchen counter.

“True,” Willow
grinned. If there was something she loved as much as her flowers,
it was getting back at Veter. “But I didn’t know you guys were
coming together.”

“Neither did I.” Shui
took a small pouch out from her bag.

“That’s because you
weren’t supposed to,” said Edan, placing a couple of colorful
vegetables and a thick piece of meat on top of the kitchen counter.
“You must be hungry from the trip. Sit down;
food will be ready soon.”

Twelve years prior, Edan and the rest
were sent to Earth to take care of their princess when the time was
needed. The parliament gave them three simple rules: to find their
princess at the appropriate time, not before nor after; to never
use their powers to hurt humans; and on gathering day, to arrive alone to prevent
unnecessary attention.

Shui blushed. She knew that their gathering there and arriving together was already
breaking two rules. Something she hates doing.
“I’m sorry. He appeared in front of my place before I left.”

“Traveling to China
to do nothing but escort you,” Willow scoffed in disagreement.
“Sounds like him.”

Shui gave the small pouch to Willow.
“Yes, he’s always been completely irrational.”

Willow opened the pouch and saw a bunch
of seeds; her heart fluttered with delight.
“Shui!”

“There are mostly
healing herbs and some other poisonous plants you might find
useful.” Shui glanced back at Veter’s unconscious body. “Try not to
use them on him.”

“I’ll do my best.”
Willow smiled mischievously and placed the pouch in her box of seeds.

 


SWISH! The main door opened, and a
fluffy ash brown sugar glider with a white stripe on its back
glided into the house, landing on Veter’s face. It bent slightly
down, then stretched out lifting its arms as
gymnasts do after finishing their circuit. “Great landing, Icarus!”
cheered Donovan Bär, an eighteen-year-old
Latino with electric blue eyes, a chocolate brown undercut hair and
a black leather jacket hanging from his forearm. He stood clapping
next to the main door. Donovan had a tattoo of a white eagle on his
back. The head of the eagle was right on the nape of his neck. The
wings extended from his shoulders to his wrists so every time he
moved his arms the eagle looked like it was flying.

Donovan walked inside, and Icarus jumped next to Edan’s food. “No animals inside
the house,” he said.

“And yet, you are
still here,” laughed Donovan as he pulled Edan into a powerful bear
hug. “Good to see you, my old friend.”

For the first time, Edan smiled, a
refreshing, carefree smile. After years of not
seeing his best friend, they were finally together. “Likewise.”

Donovan let go of Edan and ran to the
food. “Yes! I’m starving!”

“Wash your hands
first,” said Shui with a soft motherly
tone. “You probably pet animals all day long.”

“Baby girl!” They
hugged. “How’s everything?”

Icarus jumped and crawled up to Shui’s
shoulder. “Everything’s good,” she said while tickling the sugar
glider.

“Veter! Wake up man!”
screamed Donovan, but Veter stayed motionless. “Is he really that tired?”

Shui walked to the kitchen, grabbed a
ceramic teapot and wielded the water from a nearby jar inside the
teapot. “He’s not sleeping; he’s
unconscious.”

“No way,” Donovan
grinned. “What happened?”

“Willow,” both Edan
and Shui said at the same time.

“Oh, man! Why do I
always miss the best parts?” Donovan laughed so hard he could
barely breathe, his arms clenched around his stomach. “Is that why
the flowers are blue?”

“Hey! It’s not my
fault that giant man is obsessed with that color. Besides, Shui
warned him not to touch them,” said Willow with a hint of pride
over her work.

Donovan softly kicked Veter’s foot. “Is
this man-child taking good care of you?”

“More like the other
way around.”

“No… Fourteen years
and you haven’t given him a chance?” Donovan looked at her with
wide eyes. “Poor guy, he sure is persistent,” he said causing Shui
to blush. “Yo! Willow, can we wake the man up?”

Willow threw some leaves into the
ceramic teapot and served it. “Why? I like him more when he’s
unconscious.”

“True, but I can
always ask Icarus to convince you,” Donovan smirked.

After years of knowing each other,
Donovan had a few good ways of making Willow talk, one of these was
her fear of rodents or anything that resembled one.

“Don’t you dare allow
that rat next to me!” she squealed and shivered with disgust as
Icarus jumped closer to Willow to mess with her. “Fine! Give him
this,” she said as she took out a small bottle and threw it to
Icarus.

The sugar glider took the bottle and
gave it to Donovan. “Thank you Willow, you shouldn’t have,” sang
Donovan as he poured the bottle in Veter’s mouth.

Like magic, Veter coughed violently and
woke up. “That was brutal!” he said in a thick Serbian accent,
scratching his long crooked nose with the back of his hand. “Who
knew those little flowers would knock me down?”

Donovan chuckled. “Apparently, Shui
warned you.”

Veter moved his fingers through his
bushy dark brown beard. “Now that you mention it, I do remember her
saying something about it.” He stood up and shook hands with
Donovan. “Glad to see you lad. Icarus.” He gave a friendly nod to
the sugar glider and then turned to the
kitchen. Veter had the same tribal circle on his left
wrist; only his was a wave from the air
element. “Good morning, babe,” he smiled at Shui. Instead of
answering she merely lifted her thin eyebrow
and walked away, something that made Veter want to chase after her
even more.

“Bummer, you’re still
alive,” teased Willow.

Veter stared at her with a sour face.
“Blondie,” he said, then looked around. “Who’s missing?”

“Hunter,” said
Edan.

Veter walked to Edan, but instead of
shaking his hand he stood in front of him and placed his right hand
over Edan’s right shoulder, a sign of honor and respect.
“Agnosco, Kapetan,” he said.

Edan mimicked the same gesture placing
his arm on Veter’s left shoulder creating an X with both of their
arms. “Agnosco,” he said. “Good
to have you back from your nap.”

“And a glorious one,”
Veter joked.

After finishing their greetings and
their food, Edan and the rest walked to the main living room. Veter
sat down and took out a cigar.

“Thank you all for
coming on such short notice,” Edan said. “For the last twelve years
our future queen was
safer kept away from us, but after her Eighteenth Spring, she will
be in more danger.”

“What about the
necklace?” asked Shui. “Is something wrong with it?”

“Nothing is wrong
with the necklace, but her powers are becoming too strong to be
contained.” Edan paced to the middle of the room. “A few weeks ago,
Hunter was able to track her essence.”

Willow gasped and covered her mouth
with shaky hands. “From where? For how long?!”

“From the Amazon, and
only for a few minutes.”

“From the Amazon!”
Willow screamed. The distance from the Amazon to Truckee was
extremely far, especially to be able to sense someone. “Does He
know?! Has He found her?!” she asked.
Fear flooded the room. Even though they were sent away
before the war in Nádúr Noc, they’d all heard the stories. They all
knew what He was capable of.

Edan squatted in order
to be in eye contact with her. “Calm down Willow. He is
powerful, but He’s not a tracker. Hunter is.
The best one to be exact. There’s no way He could have sensed
her.”

Donovan crossed his arms and leaned
against the wall. He looked calm, but his
muscles remained tensed. “How can you be so
sure He hasn’t sensed her?”

Edan stood and paced across the room.
“Because if He had, this place would be crawling with dark beasts
or Darklings by now. The town is clean.”

“What’s the plan,
then?” asked Donovan.

“We stay here. We
take turns watching over her, and we keep her safe for the
time that we have left,” said Edan. “I
know I’m asking you to change the plans the elders set for all of
you, but we need to make sure that nothing
happens to our future queen until her Resurgence.”

Donovan took a step forward. “I’m
in.”

“Me too,” said
Willow.

Shui lifted her hand. “Count me in,
Edan.” Veter stood up from the couch. “You already know that
wherever you lead, I will follow.”

Edan gave everyone a thankful nod.

Hunter, with his messy black hair
covering most of his face, took a step forward as a gesture of
joining the team.

Veter jumped at the sight of Hunter.
“Shit!!” Veter screamed. “How does he do that? I didn’t see him
walk in!” He looked around for answers. “Did any of you see him
walk in?” They all shook their heads.

Barely fifteen years old, Hunter was
the youngest of the team. With black eyes, an intense stare, a
skinny body that was mostly covered in scars,
the fact that he never talked and had an
unknown past, Hunter was a stray wild
animal.

Though everyone stared, Hunter kept his
cool way, as he carved a piece of wood with a
knife.

“And he already has
his knife out!” Donovan clapped with amusement. “This guy’s a
ninja!”

“Let him be,” said
Edan as he grabbed a bag that was leaning against the couch and
placed it on top of the table.

He opened it to reveal a bunch of
crystal daggers like the one he had in his room. Edan took the
crystals out and passed them out to his friends. “We don’t want to
attract any attention to this town, so try not to wield your
elements,” he explained as everyone took a crystal. “If anything
goes wrong, use the crystal to defend yourselves. Make sure to take
it everywhere you go.”

“No way!” Donovan
took one of the daggers and showed it to Veter. “I haven’t seen one
of this since my days in Terra, have you?”

“I brought one with me, broke it by accident a few years
ago,” he smiled showing the dimples in his cheeks.

“Edan,” Willow walked
closer to him, “does us coming here earlier mean that we could also
go back to Terra earlier?”

“I’m afraid not,” he
said handing one of the daggers to Hunter. “We are here earlier for
her protection, but we need to wait for the year to pass before we can remove
the locket.”

“Do you miss it?”
Willow placed her hand gently on Edan’s back. “Being in
Terra?”

“Some things I do,
Terrians…memories,” he said trying to keep his head from hanging
low. “Other things I guess I’m better off without. You?”

“I miss my family the
most,” Willow said. She sat down on one of the couches. “And the
market stand I used to take you
to.”

Donovan sighed next to Willow. “I miss
my family too. Mayra and Dean must be so grown up by now.”

“Of course they are,
it’s been twelve years.” Shui patted Donovan’s
hair like a mother would with her child.

“My baby sisters must
be eighteen now,” Veter said. Being the oldest of nine kids, he was
very protective of everyone around him. He leaned closer to Shui so
she could pat his hair just like she was doing to Donovan. Shui
shook her head and proceeded to pat him too.

“The triplets?
Already eighteen?” Donovan lifted his eyebrow and Veter glared at
him.

“Don’t you dare think
about touching my sisters, you animal.”

“I would never!” He
laughed.

As they continued to talk about their
memories in Terra, Edan’s mind strayed somewhere else, trying to
prepare for what was coming.


Chapter 4

Wicked
Week

Monday…

 


G WAS NESTLED DEEP under her fluffy
comforter when Priyam woke her. “Coma girl! It’s time for
breakfast, and Miss Brown needs something from
the market.” She handed G a few rolled up bills. “Can you take care
of the market while I take care of the kids?”

“This early?” G
whined and crawled further into her bed.

“Sorry ‘little
Annie,’ but it’s a hard knock life, as they say, so unless you want
to find another place to live and give up our scholarships, then
yes.”

G moved her hand out of the sheets and
snatched the bills from Priyam’s hand. “I’m on it.”

“Atta
girl!”

* * *

At the supermarket, G began placing all
the items on the list in the cart: diapers, baby food, cold
medicine, vegetables and colorful cereals, when she saw Mr. Blau
looking over some pots and pans. He seemed calmer than in class,
more relaxed and somehow younger. His facial expressions, without
his usual frown and constant eye rolling, led G to think that he
enjoyed cooking. Enjoyment… she thought
a word I never thought I would use to describe
him. After all, every day
at school, his face was in a constant
glare.

G was lost in thought when the church
bells rang. Damn, I’m late! She grabbed
the last items, paid for the groceries, and ran to the forest to
take a shortcut.

As usual, on her way through the
forest, G was followed by an animal. In this case, it was a small golden-crowned
kinglet that flew up to her shoulder. “Oh, hello, chubby bird,” she
greeted him, continuing to think about Mr. Blau and what she had
seen the day before on her way back from the library; him and that
beautiful woman with a gorgeous blue ombre hair, dragging a knocked
out giant man. “Who are they, little bird? And why are they here?”
she asked while the puffy white and
yellow bird remained seated on her shoulder.
“Also… was that his house? I never
pictured him in a house, I mean… it’s not like I thought he was
homeless, but he’s so stiff and angry, yet he lives in a house full
of beautiful flowers? What’s that abou-
AHH!” G tripped on a tree’s root. The bird flew away as she closed
her eyes preparing for the impact… but nothing
happened.

G opened her eyes and, for a second,
saw herself floating mid-air. “Ah!” G gasped inhaling the smoke
from a vanilla cigar. G stayed still, afraid of moving the wrong
way and falling from whatever was holding her. “Are you ok, little
bird?” she asked as the wind pushed her backwards. Don’t fall, don’t
fall… she chanted over and
over again until she was back on her feet.

Unsure of what had happened, but still
incredibly excited, G smiled to the bird.
“Stay there! I’m gonna get Priy.”

G ran to the
orphanage, stormed up the stairs, and threw her bedroom door open.
“Priy!” she screamed. Priyam almost fell off
the chair she was swinging on.

“Geez, G!” Priyam sat
down correctly. “Scare much?”

“You need to come
with me.”

“I’m in the middle of
this level.”

“Then pause it. You
need to see this!” G insisted while Priyam kept playing. “Priy! I’m
serious.”

Priyam closed down the screen of her
laptop and faced her friend. “It better be super incredible.”

Back in the forest and next to the
bird, G placed her feet behind the root she tripped on the last
time. “Check this out,” she said as she let herself go, only this
time the wind didn’t carry her. G’s body slammed into the floor and
Priyam burst out laughing. “You were right. It was amazing,”
she managed to say between breaths. “Though you could’ve
shown me that incredible trick back at the
orphanage.”

G sat down and searched for the current
she felt last time… it was gone, and so was the smell of the
cigar.

“I don’t understand…”
she whispered.

“Neither do I, but it
was glorious.” Priyam mocked her one last time before heading
back

 


Tuesday…

G woke up to a chirping sound coming
from one of Bobby’s branches. She took a bath, and when she came
out the same bird from yesterday was standing on her
nightstand.

“Hey, birdy!” she
greeted the animal while picking out clothes to wear.

Outside, G walked to the main street to
pick up a video for Priyam’s movie night. While walking down the
street, G heard a soft waggle and heavy breathing following her.
She turned around and noticed a brown street dog was following her.
Three blocks later, the dog was still tailing her. Another day, another animal following me… At least
this one is a dog. To her surprise, when she turned at next
corner, the dog turned too. Maybe he’s
hungry… G walked into the meat shop and
bought a pound of beef to feed the dog, like she always did with
any stray animal, but when she walked outside he was gone.

Not thinking too much of it, G
continued her walk to the video store.

On her way, G saw the reflection of a
small spotted animal in the stores’ windows, and realized she was
now being followed by a cat. Only this time the cat was smoother in
covering his tracks. Poor cat, it must be the
meat… G turned around and gave a piece of meat to the cat
who happily ate it.

“Good boy,” she
praised him. “Now go to your house.” As if it was following orders,
the cat ran across the street crossing in front of Mr. Blau. G
spied on him for a brief moment before he walked inside a café and sat with a strong man with beautiful
blue eyes; another man G had never seen before in town.

Finally, with the video in hand, G
walked back to the orphanage. This time she went through the
forest. On her way, G sang and goofed around when she heard a twig
snap next to her.

She turned and saw an elk hiding among
the trees. G slowly turned back around and walked silently so the
animal wouldn’t get scared. To her amusement, the animal started to
follow her. Every time she looked back, the elk did a terrible job
pretending it wasn’t following her by “hiding” behind a tree,
chewing some grass, and even pretending to be looking at the sky.
Ok… this is getting a little weird... She
kept walking slowly and noticed that now, not only the elk was
following her, but a fox and a beaver had joined him.. How did a beaver get here?

Feeling freaked out by the Dr.
Doolittle experience, G ran to the orphanage
and closed her bedroom door.

“Great! You got the
video,” said Priyam as she took off her glasses and pushed her
computer out of the way. “Popcorn is ready.”

Without answering, G
ran to the window to see if the elk was still outside. Not
only was the elk still there, so was the dog, the cat, the bird,
the fox, the beaver, and a group of wolves!

“Darn!” she yelped as
she ducked down.

“What’s happening?”
asked Priyam. G pointed at the window.

Priyam jumped out of
bed and took a sneaky look. “No way! Is that an elk? And
wolves?” she asked amused. “G, what’s up with Noah’s ark? Did you
do this? I told you to stop feeding stray animals or they would
follow you home.”

“I only fed the cat,
and I don’t know if it was me. Maybe…?” G was so confused. Why were
these animals following her for no reason? “They all started to
follow me this morning.”

“Never a dull moment
with you.” Priyam took the video from G’s hands and put it
in the computer. “Come on, let’s watch it. I’m
sure they won’t come in,” she said with a chuckle.

G walked to Priyam’s bed, and they both
watched the movie, oblivious to the fact that Icarus was watching
over them from one of Bobby’s branches.

 


Wednesday…

The day was warmer than usual; the sun
was out, the wind wasn’t cold, and there was no sign of snow. It
seemed strange not having to wear a sweater at this time of the
year. It was so warm, one of the teachers decided to hold class
outside so they could enjoy the weather.

G was leaning against a tree taking
notes while the teacher lectured. G loved
being outside, being in nature. There, on the grass, with the sky
above her and the smell of fresh air, was where G felt the most
comfortable.

“I’m so hungry,”
whispered Priyam as she played around with her
computer.

“You’re always
hungry.”

“I say we sneak away
and go to the cafeteria,” Priyam proposed while pretending to take
notes. “I already know this subject so I
can help you prepare for the exam.”

“What if the teacher
finds out? I don’t think we should go,” said G.

“My
treat.”

G shoved her notebook inside her bag.
“I’m ready.”

Priyam chuckled,
packed her computer, and they both snuck around through the
trees.

 


While walking among the trees, G had
the strange impulse to look toward the main building. There he was,
Mr. Blau staring at her from a distance. G stopped and stared back.
This was the third day in a row she’d gotten a glimpse of him. It
was as if everywhere she went he followed, or maybe it was the
other way around.

SNAP!!! One of the tree branches moved
and slapped G right in the face. “Damn it!”

Priyam turned and saw G with her red
cheek and confused expression. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. The
tree branch just slapped me. ”

“You walked into a
tree branch?” Priyam laughed.

G rubbed her red face. Pounding pain ran through her cheek and down her neck.
“I didn’t walk into it, it moved by itself.”

Priyam raised her eyebrows and smirked,
“It moved by itself?”

“Yes, I was looking
at the building and it snapped against me.”

“Your cheek looks
puffy; we can put some ice on it in the cafeteria.”

G followed Priyam and for the second
time that day, she had another urge to look at the main building. G
saw Mr. Blau still looking at her but this time his face was
different, he looked concerned and… angry?
Why would he be angry?

Just to push Mr. Blau’s buttons, G
lifted her hand and waved at him. He shook his head in disapproval,
turned around and strode away. G grinned at his childish
reaction.

SNAP!! Another tree branch slapped G
knocking her to the ground.

Priyam ran towards her; she couldn’t
stop laughing, “Seriously G, how are you still alive at this
age?”

 


Thursday…

The school hours seemed like weeks to
G. The more she looked at her watch, the more it seemed to be
slowing down. She couldn’t wait for tomorrow so she could confront
Mr. Blau. For the past week things were off, there was something
that kept nagging at her.

G knew she was always getting into some
sort of trouble, like her encounter with the wounded wolf or other
weird situations, like thinking she heard whispers from a plant,
but the past week was something else. Aside from the odd people
she’d seen all over town and the way nature
behaved with her, everything appeared to be related to Mr.
Blau.

And Mr. Blau, well… he was unusual all
around. Just a few days ago, she caught him moving a half dead
person into a house. But even more than that, he was simply too
different from anyone G had ever met.

Unlike the rest of her teachers, Mr.
Blau wasn’t obsessed with G’s birthmark, crazy
necklace or her famous shady past. He didn’t find her strange, and
he sure did his best to avoid speaking to her for more than a few
minutes. Every time she was near Mr. Blau, G felt some kind of
powerful wave inside her. Like a magnet, as if they were connected,
as if he knew her. The more she looked at him the more questions
she had, especially since Mr. Blau was on a mission to either
ignore her or treat her like a child. At the same time, when at a
distance, he was always watching her.

What’s his problem?
And where did he and the rest of the strangers come from?
She kept asking herself this last question, hoping their origin had
something to do with hers.

After school, she offered to clean the
orphanage’s kitchen for Miss Brown, thinking the housework would
keep her busy enough to not feel the anxiety of facing him tomorrow
morning. But she was wrong.

Whether sweeping, doing the dishes or
cleaning the pantry, all she could think about were the different
ways to approach Mr. Blau and how it would play out.


Chapter 5

The Red
Dagger

“THIS IS BULLSHIT!”
screamed Priyam, causing the entire library to look at
her.

“Sorry…” G mumbled to
the unwanted audience. “What’s bullshit?” she whispered.

“I finally got Hugo
to give me the Renaissance tickets, but he wants a date in
exchange,” said Priyam as she punched at her phone’s
touch-screen.

“And you didn’t see
it coming?” laughed G.

“No! I thought he was
smarter than this.” She turned off her phone in frustration almost
hurting her finger with the force she used to
smashed it against the button.

“You talked to him
for weeks, he probably misunderstood you.” G looked at her watch,
her heart pounded faster with each passing minute bringing her
closer to talking to the mysterious teacher.

Rolling her eyes, Priyam threw her
phone to the open side of her bag. “Three weeks! Every single day I
talked to him I made sure I started with the phrase: Where are
my tickets? How can anyone misunderstand that!?”

G chuckled. She took a fast glance at
her watch and went back to reading her book, but she couldn’t
concentrate on the words. There were too many questions, too many
thoughts. “Priy, have you noticed strange things lately?” she
asked.

“No, because nothing
strange ever happens in this freaking town… except for you, of
course.” She winked.

“Thanks... How about new people? Have you seen the new people around? ” G
whispered.

Priyam looked around and leaned closer
to G. “It’s tourist season,” she whispered back, not really sure of
why they were even whispering.

“Well, yeah.
But…don’t you find them a little weirder this
year?”

“Yes, and I blame
Hipsters.”

G looked for the
millionth time at her watch and began
to shake her leg. She dried her sweaty hands by rubbing them on her
jeans, but the sensation of trapped energy was still there. She had
previously checked Mr. Blau’s schedule. She knew he was going to be
in his office, but she felt uneasy with the idea of going.
What if he’s with someone else and I can’t talk
to him? What if that someone else is Synthia…? I seriously hope
not…

“What’s going on with
you?” asked Priyam.

“I need to see Mr.
Blau,” she said sheepishly, thinking that once she admitted it to
her best friend, she might find the courage to actually go for
it.

“Get in line,” smiled
Priyam, and her previous frustration vanished into the memory of
Mr. Blau and his sexiness.

“I’m serious: there’s
something about him,” G explained.

Priyam sighed, leaning her head against
one of her palms. “His accent? His body and intense stares?”

“No. I feel like
there’s something more going on with him.”

“Besides his accent,
his body and intense stares?” gasped Priyam faking shock. “Like
what?”

“I don’t know.
Something strange. Something… different.”

“He is
pretty smart for a twenty-one year old.”

“Yeah I guess- Wait, how do you know he’s twenty-one?”

Priyam turned
her computer around, and G saw Mr. Blau’s face
and resume. “I hacked into the school’s files. I even found
out he was only sixteen when he started college.
How freaking cool is that?”

G took
the computer and read his profile. She was
usually against Priyam using her computer to hack and spy on
people, but this time she was not just in favor of it, she was also
very grateful. G checked all the pages that mentioned him. Lots of
languages, he graduated early from Oxford, tons of offers and
merits. “He makes me feel anxious and
stressed but calm at the same time, and he is strange,” said G as she
cyber-stalked him.

Priyam bursts into laughter. “Sweet
little child...” said Priyam patting G’s hair. “That means you have
the hots for him.”

“No, I don’t! He
stresses me out. Yes, he’s handsome, but his
attitude is worse than how good his looks are. He’s one of the
meanest people I’ve ever met,” snapped G as she brushed away
Priyam’s hand.

“Yes, you do
have them. It’s been so long you probably
forgot how to recognize them.”

“I’m serious! I’m not
attracted to him. Something wrong is going on, and I need to talk
to him. How about if you come with me?” G asked making the biggest
puppy eyes ever.

Priyam’s eyebrow lifted with curiosity
but she felt something was off. She remembered how G once begged
her not to look over the orphanage’s window
when a guy she thought was cute used to walk near Bobby. She was
sure G wouldn’t invite her willingly to stalk a guy, no matter how
gorgeous he was. “Why would I do that?”

“Synthia is probably
going to be there,” G admitted. “And I know how much fun you have
annoying her.”

Priyam scoffed, “Used to have fun, now
it’s become insanely boring.”

“What
happened?”

“She’s too dumb to
understand my sarcasm… or anything else. It’s like talking to a
lamp with tacky taste.” Priyam grabbed the books in front of her
and placed them in a cart next to their table.

“Come on! I really
need to talk to Mr. Blau and she keeps stalking him,” G begged her.
She couldn’t go another week with the kind of stress the bizarre
occurrences were causing her.

“Oh, do you, little
minx?” Priyam teased G.

“Please? I need a
distraction.” G made the sweetest face she could think of in order
to convince her.

“Fine. I’ll help.
Only if you tell me all the dirty secrets later.”

“There won’t be any
dirty details.” Priyam turned around and faced her with a
know-it-all expression on her face. “Fine…” G relented. “I’ll tell
you all the dirty secrets later.”

* * *

G walked to the second floor and hid
next to a locker. She could see Mr. Blau’s office door but she
wasn’t sure if the coast was clear, not until she heard Synthia’s
screams.

Nerves pulsing through her, G
tipped-toed to the door and walked into the
office. On the inside, G found Mr. Blau at a bookcase in the corner
arranging some old books. Her heart pounded, she felt her breathing
increase. She was afraid of him, but eager for
the truth. Edan glanced at G, sighing in a way that implied
annoyance. “What do you want, Red?”

“G,” she said and
closed the door behind her, trying not to make noise.

“Excuse
me?”

“My name is G, not
Red.”

“What kind of a name
is G?” he mocked.

Feeling off, G took a strand of her red hair and tucked it
behind her ear. “What kind of a name is Blau?”

“That’s my last
name.”

This is going
nowhere. Why was it that instead of answering my questions, this
man was creating more? “What’s your first name?” she asked unsure why the name wasn’t even on his
records.

Mr. Blau scoffed with amusement. “As if
I would tell you, now if you’ll excuse me.”

“I just got
here.”

“Well, I’m busy.” Mr.
Blau continued with his task of arranging the books as G stood
there staring at him.

He turned around and ignored her as if
that would magically help him make her disappear. Unlucky for him,
she wasn’t going anywhere. “What?” he asked tapping his shoe on the
wooden floor.

“I have questions,” G
said as she walked to his desk.

Mr. Blau grabbed a book and glanced at
her with a bitter look, his mouth twitching from one of its corners
as if he ate something sour. “I don’t do tutoring.”

“It’s not about
class.”

Mr. Blau chuckled making G feel like
punching something. “Why would you expect me to answer your
questions when I don’t answer questions I’m actually being paid to
answer?”

“I’m willing to give
it a try.” To prove her stubbornness, G sat down on top of his
desk. Just when Mr. Blau was about to reject her, Max, one of G’s
classmates opened the classroom’s door.

Mr. Blau slammed the books on the desk
and pointed at the classmate. “Out.” Without a word, Max, timid and
shy, turned around and ran out of the office. Mr. Blau turned to
his book task. “Try.”

“How old are you?”
she asked already knowing the answer.

“Why would you
care?”

Douche…
“Well your face looks around twenty but
your choice of clothes and stuck-up attitude makes me think you’re
in your mid-thirties,” she baited him.

“Are all your
questions going to be this juvenile?”

Ignoring Mr. Blau’s sarcasm G
continued. “Why are you here?”

“As you must already
know, this is, in fact, my
office.”

“I meant in
Truckee.”

“I got a job,” said
Mr. Blau as he extended his arms around him, pointing out the
obvious.

“You are an Oxford
graduate with a specialty in four languages and you end up teaching
chemistry in this school? I don’t believe that’s the reason you
moved here,” she said pointedly, regretting letting him know that
she already knew all those details about him.

“I don’t care what
you believe, and stop looking into my files.”

“I didn’t have to,”
she lied, hoping he wouldn’t notice. “The department head can’t
shut up about you,” G said to cover the fact
that she’d been researching him as much as she
could.

“Humans…” Edan
whispered against his teeth.

G slid off his desk and walked closer.
She noticed Mr. Blau stiffen. He seemed calm and composed but there
was something about his movements that made G think he was nervous.
Nervous about what, she couldn’t tell. “Why
did you agree to hear my questions when you refuse to answer
them?”

“Because I wasn’t
expecting your questions to be this half-witted.” He flashed a
cynical smile.

G stood in front of him and pointed at
a bunch of books. “Give me those.”

“Why?”

G snatched the books away from his
hands. How stubborn can this man be! “It’s
called helping.”

“Why would I need the
help of someone who can’t even reach the bookshelf?” he asked with
a mocking tone.

G kicked a small bench and stood on top
of it. She placed the books she snatched in their place and turned
to Mr. Blau in order to get more.

Mr. Blau held the books out of G’s
reach. “If I give them to you, will you shut up with the
questions?”

“Maybe,” she
said.

Mr. Blau passed her the books, and she
smiled victoriously. “Who was the dead man you were carrying the
other morning?”

Mr. Blau coughed. His hand pounded his chest trying to regain composure.
“He was not dead, he was… inebriated,” he said feeling his blood boil with
anger. “And besides, do you have any self-preservation instincts?
Some common sense?” He let go of the
books he was holding causing them to slam on top of the desk. “What
if he was dead? What on earth would you be
here talking to me?”

G laughed. It was the first time she’d
actually seen Mr. Blau show an emotion other than annoyance and
boredom. His face changed so drastically that she wanted to see
more. “So, who was he?”

“Shut up!” he said
irritated at her for missing the whole point.

“But-”

“No,” he snapped
trying his hardest not to smack some sense into her head. “You said
you would shut up if I gave you the books.”

“I said
maybe,” she smirked. Mr. Blau was being
as obnoxious as ever but at least he was talking to her. “Where are
you from?”

Mr. Blau stood quiet, he kept moving
his books and tried to ignore her, but in the end, once more, he
gave up. “England, obviously.”

G felt a knot in her stomach, she knew
her next question would make her look like a freak but she couldn’t
hold it back, not anymore. “Where are you really from?”

Mr. Blau
flinched at the question and accidentally hit the pile of books
from the shelf making them fall on top of G.

“Watch out!” he
screamed. But it was too late, G was already falling.

Mr. Blau
jumped over the desk, tackling G to cushion her fall. G
opened her eyes and realized she was sitting on top of Mr. Blau
cradled in his arms.

Her back was against his chest and his
arms were around her. Suddenly, G had a vision.

 


The image was unstable. She saw herself
around the age of three. She was running, not remembering why or
when, just that she needed to escape. As she ran, the lights shut
down behind her. Hiding between the shadows
was a man running towards her. He was dragging one of his legs
while running, but he still ran fast, catching up to her. His skin
was as white as the snow and his neck, face, and back were covered
by stripes made from black symbols. His teeth were black and his
eyes were yellow.

G reached a hallway with a dead end.
She turned around to lift her hand, and the man threw a curvy red
dagger with black crystals directly at her
face. Out of the shadows, the six-year-old
version of the boy from her dreams slid by her side and hugged her
the same way Mr. Blau hugged her in the office. The boy lifted his
arm, and the red dagger cut his right forearm
instead of her face. He stretched his hurt arm directly to the
attacker, and a wall of blue fire shot from his palm.



“Are you alright?”
Mr. Blau asked. He was shaking, his eyes
studied her nervously. He carefully stroked G’s hair. So careful,
as if she was made of delicate porcelain.

G, still in her daze, looked at Mr.
Blau’s arm and saw the same scar the little boy would have had. She
moved her hand and caressed the scar. “A red dagger with black
crystals,” she whispered.

Mr. Blau
froze. “What?” His features turned from a caring person to the same
cold Mr. Blau she’d become accustomed to. His body went rigid and
his jaw clenched.

“What?” G snapped out
of her dizziness. She couldn’t remember how she got there, why Mr.
Blau was hugging her, and why the hell she was caressing his
arm.

“What did you say?”
asked Mr. Blau.

G tried to remember what happened, but
she couldn’t. She could only remember up until the moment she
slipped. What happened? Why can’t I remember
anything? Was it the
tumour? “I… I didn’t say anything,”
she said hoping Mr. Blau didn’t know
anything about her tumour.

“Leave,” whispered
Mr. Blau.

“But…”

“Get out of my
office… NOW!” he yelled.

G stood up and ran for the door. Her
mind was spinning trying to figure out what was going on.

 


* * *

Edan leaned
against the desk. He had trouble breathing. Edan heard the office’s
back door open. “Don’t you think you’re being
a little too hard on her?” said Donovan from across the room.

“No,” said Edan as he
composed himself. He placed a hand on the desk and pulled himself
up.

“You say that now,
but when she finds out who she really is, she will whoop your ass,”
Icarus squeaked. “I agree with Icarus, she’s very sharp. She’s
starting to get suspicious about us.”

“She might be,” Edan
agreed. “But she’s irrational, impulsive and has no notion of
danger whatsoever.”

“She’s not that
bad.”

“Not that bad?” Edan
asked slamming his hand on the wooden desk. “She came to confront
me about a dead body she assumed I moved into the house, Donovan!
How is that not completely irrational and mental?!”

Donovan pressed his lips as hard as he
could to suppress his smile. “Stop. You worry too much, Edan.”

Edan looked at Donovan as he sat down
in one of the office chairs. “She remembered the first time the
palace was attacked.” Edan looked at his forearm where the dagger’s
scar was.

It was then that Donovan understood the
gravity of the situation. Edan had every right to be terrified.
“That’s impossible,” he said.

“I’m telling you what
I saw and heard,” Edan said. “She remembered the dagger. She
remembered the bloody crystals on it.”

“But the necklace?”
he asked while Icarus jumped to the nearest bookshelf.

“She’s getting
stronger, and no necklace can stop her,” said Edan. “Not even if
Hans forged it.”

Donovan reached out to pet Icarus.
“Have you told Mor?”

“No,” Edan replied,
heat rising in his body. “She isn’t picking up.”

Donovan chuckled. “She never picks up.
Why don’t you just go to her?”

Edan knew Klog
Mor would have answers, but he also knew the danger in
leaving G alone, especially now that her memories seemed to be
resurfacing. “I can’t, I’m afraid of what could happen if I leave
my post.”

“Nothing’s going to
happen,” he assured him.

Edan wasn’t as sure. The situation was
so fragile that any false move could cost them and he wasn’t
willing to bet on it. “She still has one year left. I’m not going
to risk it,” Edan explained.

“You won’t.” Donovan
stood up and walked towards Edan. “Even if you leave, there are
still five of us here… So, what are you going to do?”

“Nothing. We’ve come
too far to lose everything.”

Donovan nodded, “I’m on it.” He gave a
high pitched whistle and Icarus glided back to him.

“Donovan.” Edan
stopped his friend.

“Yes?”

“Double the guard.
She is a disaster.”

Donovan smiled delightedly. “I’ll let the others know.”


Chapter 6

The Broken
Necklace

PRIYAM SLAMMED HER BOOK against the
classroom’s table. “That’s it. I freaking hate math.”

G highlighted some of the information
from her notes. “You love math,” she said while continuing with the
mundane task.

“Yeah, that was
before I had to quit my life and study half a book for next week’s
midterms.”

“You already know the
book,” said G without looking away from her notes.

“Would you just let
me complain?!” Priyam moaned and stretched out. “It’s Friday and
we’re stuck here in the library without food or water or
love.”

G faced her antsy friend. “Would you
rather study at the orphanage?”

Priyam snorted and placed her legs on
top of the chair next to her. “There’s no such thing as study, or anything that requires concentration or quiet
time, at the orphanage.”

“Then stop
complaining and read.”

“You are no fun,” she
said peeking at G’s notes. “Why… What are you doing? Mr. Blau
explained this today.”

“I had problems
understanding it the first time,” G lied since she had avoided the
class completely. It’d been a week since her talk with Mr. Blau and
it ended so awkwardly, she still had no idea how to face him.
Unluckily for her, the school’s principal, concerned about G’s
attendance, had already talked to Miss Brown. There was no way G
could afford to skip more.

“Now that I think
about it… you haven’t even been to his class lately. First it was a
stomachache, then a headache, then... wait! Are you avoiding
Mr-”

“Do you want food?” G
opted to distract Priyam before she could realize there was
something odd about her behavior. “The cafeteria’s still open. You
can go there, get the food, and I’ll go to the machine downstairs
to get some chips, since the cafeteria never has any.”

“Best idea ever!”
Priyam took her purse, and they both left for their
missions.

G went downstairs and bought half of
the machine’s chips and some candy. Her mind was clouded by Mr.
Blau and the many other questions she had. Why is
he so damn difficult?

G had trouble speaking to any guy. They
found her strange and didn’t know what to say to her. The first boy
she liked refused to talk to her: he said no girl of twelve years
old should have a tattoo. Try explaining to him
that I don’t even know how I got it, she thought as she caressed the five circles under
her right wrist. When she was fourteen, her first date broke it off
after seeing her helping a mistreated school plant to calm down.
But the plant was in a panic, it needed talking to. And at fifteen,
her awkward first kiss was interrupted when a dog attacked her date
(aka, the principal’s son) after he groped her more than she
wanted.

Since then, G made an effort to avoid
contact with guys. But this time was different. She wasn’t looking
at Mr. Blau for romantic purposes, she just needed information.
It shouldn’t be this hard.

 


POP! A light bulb above her exploded. G
gasped and dropped the snacks on the floor. Damn
it... She bent down to pick them up but the place was too
dark to find them. She took her phone out of her back pocket and
turned its lights on. Leaning closer to a package of cookies, her
hand slipped on something warm and sticky. What
the… G looked at her hand and found it was smudged with what
appeared to be blood.

Her senses tingled. Something was
wrong. The school was too dark, too empty and too… quiet. She wiped
her hand on her jeans and walked cautiously through the corridor.
“Priyam?” she called in a loud whisper. No one answered.

A painful wave passed through G’s head.
She cried out, but the pain was gone in an instant. Disoriented, G
scanned her soundings. She noticed that an odd amount of light
bulbs were broken. She walked next to a fallen bulb. Bits of glass
cracked under her shoes. She headed directly to the last flickering
light. The more G stared at the darkness, the more she felt there
was someone there. Someone staring back at her.

A chill went through her as if her body was begging her to run, but
her instincts told her it wasn’t wise to turn her back to the
darkness, at least not yet. 

The smell of
something rotten made her gag. She
stopped right in front of the ledge between the light and the pitch
black darkness. Then she saw them. Two eyes, red as rubies. Her
head hurt again, but this time it was more like sonic waves against
her skull. Not now, not now… she begged.
The pain only increased.

G could hear the soft growling of an
animal, but her head was hurting too much for her to react. The
beast took a step forward. G saw it clearly this time: it looked
like a six-foot werewolf walking on fours but its fur was made of
thick rusty needles protruding from his rotting skin. The needles
vibrated each time G made any type of movement. She could see the
bleeding pierced flesh, the spikes coming out of its elbows and its
sharp claws. 

G tried to move but her head pounded
again, only this time stronger.

Stressed, she jerked her head and the
flickering lightbulb exploded. The horrendous beast took a step
back and snarled… RUN!! screamed a voice
inside her.

Not wanting to find out what would
happen if she stayed, G ran as fast as she
could until she reached the street. Without thinking about it, G
lifted her arm and pointed her palm to the darkness but nothing
happened. G stared at the back of her hand, confused by her own
instincts to raise it.

A loud growl, followed by a terrifying
cry, came out from the beast’s direction. For some reason, G felt
safe again. The adrenaline that had been pumping through her body slowed down, making her body shake and
her legs gave out.

As she fell to the ground, G’s headache
multiplied by the second. This headache wasn’t like anything
before. The pounding of her head created waves of pain as if the
pressure of her brain would make her whole head explode.

“G!!” Priyam ran
towards her, “What’s happening?!”

G heard her best friend, but she
couldn’t answer. She grabbed her head and bit her lip in order to
feel pain somewhere elsewhere. Her teeth pierced her lip and blood
began to flow. The taste of iron grounded G for a moment, but
the headache zapped once more.

Before Priyam could reach G, Mr. Blau
appeared from the darkness. “Gaia!” he called out running to her.
He knelt in front of her and covered her eyes with the palm of his
hand while hugging her with his other. The pain left her body the
moment he touched her. “Are you ok?” He noticed the blood on her
knee. “Is this yours?!”

“No, it’s not.” G
opened her eyes and saw Mr. Blau caressing her cheek. She was so
confused, not over the beast or her headache but by the fact that
Mr. Blau was petting her face. – Is that... blood
on his neck? G thought as she lifted her hand to clean it.
The moment their skin connected, Mr. Blau flinched and G saw the
image of the little boy in her dreams. They both had the same light
brown hair, same cut on their forearm and same worried green
eyes.

Mr. Blau stroked her hair slowly.
“You?” she whispered while looking at him. “In my dream…”

In a matter of seconds, Mr. Blau
snapped out of his ‘nice guy’ trance and let go immediately making
her head hurt again.

His face went pale and the hand that
had stroked her hair began to shake. “Miss Singh, please take your
classmate to the campus health center.” And with that, he left.

G placed half of her weight on Priyam
as she helped her make the walk across campus. For the first time,
G was glad her headache was so strong. It kept her from thinking
about what had just happened with Mr. Blau.



* * *

Back at the house, Willow paced
nervously around the living room. “He should already be here,” she
said checking the window once again. “I’m getting worried.”

“So? You’re always
worried,” Veter pointed out while smoking his usual vanilla
cigar.

“It’s not funny! He
said it was urgent.” She wrinkled her freckled nose while moving
her hand to fan the smoke away. “Can you please stop smoking?
You’re killing the air here.”

Veter lifted his hand and flicked it
towards Willow forming a whirlwind. The whirlwind spun and hit
Willow making her fly off the ground.

Willow screamed. Before hitting the
ceiling, she pointed both hands towards the floor. A tree’s root
pierced the foundation and curled around Willow’s waist. Once the
whirlwind passed, the root pulled Willow back down to the
floor.

“Too much air?” asked
Veter, while he and Donovan burst into laughter.

Willow climbed down off the root and
fixed her pale blonde ponytail. “Why do you have to be such an
idiot?!”

“You should both stop
messing up Edan’s house or he’ll kill you,” Shui said while
cleaning her transverse flute. “Veter, put out that cigar and stay
still.”

“I love it when
you’re bossy.” Veter smiled as he stubbed out the cigar in an empty
coffee cup. “Don’t you love it when she’s bossy?” Veter asked
Hunter, who was sharpening his knife with a stone.

Hunter glanced at Veter through the
strands of hair that covered half of his face and without saying
anything he returned to his knife.

“I know man, I know,”
said Veter.

SLAM! The front door swung open and
Edan walked inside. “Sorry for being late. I ran into some
complications.” His shirt was slashed and bloody.

“Is that blood?”
Willow ran to Edan and checked his neck.

Edan took a look at his shirt and
noticed it was, in fact, slashed and bloody. “I’m fine. It’s not
that deep.”

“Sit down, I’ll fix
it,” said Willow as she opened a big, reddish-brown carved wooden box full of seeds, flowers
and nuts. She took one small round seed and placed it in a clay pot
with dirt. She lifted her hand towards the pot and a plant
grew.

“What happened?”
asked Donovan.

“Two Trackers were
following her,” he said.

“Two single Trackers left you like
that?” Donovan lifted his eyebrow in a smug way, teasing his
friend. He knew there was no way two Trackers would leave Edan so
beaten.

“I
couldn’t do much without exposing myself.
She was right there.”

Shui stopped cleaning her flute. “He knows where she
is?”

Edan stared at Hunter looking for
confirmation. The teen shook his head. “No, He doesn’t. As far as
we know, the Trackers made a lucky guess,” said Edan.

“This was a close
one,” Donovan said sitting down next to Edan. “How long until He
does?”

“We don’t know.
Hunter was able to sense these two Trackers but hasn’t caught any
signs of another yet.”

“Lift your head,”
demanded Willow as she placed the already ground plant on a table
next to them. Edan sat down and lifted his head. Willow cleaned it
and smudged the plant’s paste into the cut. “It will burn… a lot,”
she warned him, but Edan didn’t even flinch.

“Is it true?” asked
Veter. “About her memories coming back?”

“Yes,” said
Edan.

“Are you kidding?!”
Willow stopped spreading the paste on Edan’s wounds. “What are we
going to do, Edan? She still has a year until her Resurgence, and
at this rate she won’t make it.”

“She will,” said Edan
with a convincing tone. “Her powers are growing faster than we
thought, but as long as she has the necklace, it will be fine.”
Edan turned to face Veter. “Veter, you are on guard
now.”

Without a word or hesitation, Veter
grabbed a brown rucksack, winked at Shui and left for G’s
house.

Willow took the grinder and pointed at
Edan’s destroyed shirt. “Your shirt.”

Edan unbuttoned his shirt so Willow
could put the paste on the rest of his wounds. Willow slowly
trailed the corners of his chest with her eyes. Her breath became
uneven, her skin flushed. She tried to open his shirt wider but he
quickly grabbed her hand. His expression was cold. “Don’t,” he
growled.

Edan let go of Willow’s hand, and she
returned to applying the paste, thinking how she’d never seen his
bare back before. Almost no one had.

“What do we do now?”
she asked, trying to diffuse the tension.

“This doesn’t change
anything. We keep doing what we’re doing,” responded Edan. “We take
turns watching over her; and Hunter will continue tracking anything
that gets past the border.”

“Done. You can go
change now,” Willow said as she finished putting the paste on
Edan’s cut. He stood up, but before he walked away, Edan grabbed
her by the arm. “And Willow…stop slapping her with the
trees.”

Willow smirked at the memory of G being
smacked on the face by a branch. “Fine,” she said and he left.

 


Edan strode to his room closing the
door behind him. Once inside, he bent over and leaned against his
dresser. With his eyes closed, he ran his hand over his left
shoulder and then pulled his shirt to cover more of his body.

He looked up and focused on the empty
calendar. Ripping off the December sheet, he stared at the word
January. It had been almost a month since they’d arrived in town,
and yet so many things had happened: Trackers, G getting into
trouble, constantly snooping around and challenging him, her
headaches increasing. “How are we going to make it for a year?” he
whispered to himself, hoping things would
start to go smoother.

He walked to his window and looked
outside. A few blocks away, right next to the forest, was G’s
orphanage. The house only had a few lights on, but being able to
see her place was good enough to give him a sense of peace.

He knew Veter was watching over her,
but he couldn’t stop himself from checking on her as well. Every
night, Edan stared out his window hoping she was safe for at least
one more day.

 


* * *

That night, for the first time, G had a
different dream.

She was walking through an underground
tunnel; the place was dark, full of mud and vines. G walked for
what seemed like hours, but still, she couldn’t find a way out. The
more she paid attention, the more she realized there was something
about the place that looked familiar. It wasn’t the consuming
darkness or the place itself, it was the vines and the mud that
reminded her of her previous nightmares.

With caution G bent down to take a
closer look at the vine, but before she could get all the way down,
the vine lifted by itself and helped G stand up. Perplexed, G moved
her hand. The vine followed as if G was the one directing its
movements.

Testing it, she placed her palm in
front of the vine. It wove around her fingers, tickling as it
moved. G laughed but her laughter was muffled by a thunderous bang
behind the muddy wall. She turned around and tried to walk towards
the wall, but the vine moved trying to stop her.

Pushing the vine aside, G reached the
muddy wall and lifted both of her hands towards it. As soon as her
fingers touched the mud, it crawled all from her hands until it
reached her elbows.

Alarmed, G took a step back and saw how
her muddy arms shrank into the arms of a six-year-old. She raised her head and noticed she wasn’t
in the tunnel anymore, but in the middle of the war
zone she dreamt of every night.

She looked again at her muddy hands
recognizing what part of the dream she was in. “The boy,” she
whispered, and the boy with the green eyes ran and enveloped her in
his arms. He knelt in front of G, covered her eyes with his hand.
“Relax, I’m here,” he whispered into her ear.

G felt safe next to him, but she knew
they were in danger, at least until they reached the palace. She
broke the hug in order to run for the shelter, however, the boy
wasn’t in front of her anymore. It was Mr. Blau holding her now,
and she wasn’t six years old anymore.

In her dream, G felt a rush of
embarrassment. She was muddy and covered in ashes, while Mr. Blau
looked flawless in front of her. She ran her muddy hands down her
muddy shirt with the hope of straightening it a little, but when
she flicked her palm across her chest, her body turned into flames. For a moment she panicked… Calm set
in once she realized the fire wasn’t burning her, it was only
drying the mud. The flames extinguished and the mud crumbled
revealing a beautiful forest green bustier.

G swung her body causing the mud to
fall off in bits and pieces. Her clothes continued to change. The
bustier had long sleeves that looked like golden green leafs
hugging her arms and it was cropped a few inches below her chest.
The mud around her waist fell revealing a thick green metal belt in
a V shape with the fivefold symbol engraved at the very front,
cinching in the top of a breathtaking and
flowing long skirt.

Mr. Blau smiled and offered his hand to
help G walked through the vines. Before she could reach him, she
tripped on a root and fell to the ground. The moment her body
touched the mud, the dark warzone turned into a beautiful spring of
crystalline water. In the center was a gentle mound housing the
First Tree with the four elements floating around it. G looked at
her hands and realized they weren’t inside the mud but inside the
shimmering lake. Next to the tree, on the grass, with her arms
inside the cold water, G felt safe.

Lifting her hands, a big bubble of
water levitated until it reached eye level. It then molded itself
into a gorgeous water mirror. In there, G saw her reflection. She
looked like a forest nymph wearing the dress. After staring at her
reflection for a few moments, G noticed that every time she had a
pounding pain in her head, a wave of light emanated from her head
and rippled through the cave. Sometimes the light was blue,
sometimes white, sometimes red and sometimes green.

She closed her gray eyes and took a
deep breath. When she opened them, her reflection and the water
mirror were gone. Instead, she was facing the same beast she saw
that morning at her school.

She tried to run but couldn’t. Her
skirt was pinned down by the red dagger, the same dagger she saw
cutting Mr. Blau’s arm when she was a child. She tried to wiggle
her way out only to find it useless. The creature crept closer. G
screamed, but no sound came out of her mouth. She closed her eyes
and prepared herself to be attacked, but a whirlwind surrounded her
like a protective shield.

The beast wailed. Opening her eyes, she
saw Mr. Blau taking the red dagger out of the dead beast. The wind
stopped and he walked toward her. He pulled her into his arms,
then, slowly moving his face to her ear, he whispered, “Gaia.”

 


G woke up. Her body was shaking, her
face was covered in sweat, her head hurt like hell and the necklace
felt heavier than ever. She rolled
onto her side and checked the time… 5:39
am.

G crawled out of bed and leaned against
one of the First Tree’s branches that hung next to her bed. “I
dreamt about you again,” she whispered to the tree stroking a
branch. “Any ideas why? You know… I dreamt about him too, Mr. Blau…
Do you think he’ll help me understand all this?” G smiled at the
silly idea of Mr. Blau being nice and useful to her. “Yeah, not
likely.”

G tried going back to bed but it was
useless, she couldn’t sleep. Her mind kept repeating her dream and
the previous day’s events. She tried to remember the name Mr. Blau
had called her, but no matter how much she concentrated she
couldn’t remember or hear it.

Deprived of sleep and fueled by her
astonishing stubbornness, G decided to face Mr. Blau once again.
This time she wasn’t going to back off, at least not until she had
her answers.

 


* * *

After school the next day, Mr. Blau,
seemingly oblivious to his encounter with a very decided G, was
putting essays in his suitcase when she walked inside, slamming the
door behind her. Mr. Blau flinched at the abrupt noise and turned
to face her. “Couldn’t you slam the door harder?”

G cut to the chase. “We need to
talk.”

Mr. Blau proceeded to clean his desk.
“I’m not interested.”

Ignoring his terrible disposition, G
walked to the desk. “I don’t care.”

“I’m busy,” he said
while picking up some books from his desk.

Exasperated, G placed her hands on top
of the books and shoved them back onto his desk. “You are
always busy.”

Mr. Blau stared at G, his eyes
narrowed, his lips pinched. “A quality you should consider working
on,” he said swiftly snatching the books away from her grasp.

“Are you always
this-”

“Assertive?”

“Infuriating,” she
said.

Mr. Blau took a few seconds to think.
“Yes, in fact, I am. Is that all?” But he knew better than that, G
wasn’t going anywhere until she got what she came for. “What do you
want?”

G smiled victoriously. “Yesterday, you
called me by a different name.”

He felt a chill down his spine.
The campus wasn’t the place to have that
conversation, nor was it the right timing. “I didn’t, now
leave.”

“Yes, you did,” G
responded emphatically. 

“Why are you so
bloody difficult?” he murmured and took a deep breath. “You
hit your head. People with concussions tend to see or hear things.
Now, if you would please be so kind as to exit this
classroom.”

G didn’t listen, instead she walked
closer to him. “You know me.”

“Of course I know
you, I’m your teacher. I would be doing a poor job if I didn’t know
my students by now, especially a tediously stubborn one such as
yourself.” Mr. Blau was clearly uncomfortable by G’s proximity. He
took a step back and returned to cleaning his desk.

“No, I mean you know
me from before.”

“Impossible,” he
scoffed and frowned his eyebrows. “Thanks to your previous
obsessive questionnaire, you know very well that I recently moved
here.”

G moved forward and pinned Mr. Blau
between her and the desk. He had nowhere else to run now. “Say my
name.”

“Excuse me?” mumbled
Mr. Blau. His usual perfect composure switched for a second to a
nerve-wracked state. And she saw it… hesitation.

“Say my name,” she
demanded again.

“G,” he
answered.

G tilted her head to study Mr. Blau’s
reactions. “My other name.”

“Other name?” He
crossed his arms in order to create a more needed boundary between
them. “Is someone having multiple personality issues?” he
mocked.

“Say it!” she said
rubbing her head in frustration. She could tell he knew what she
was talking about, but she couldn’t understand why he wasn’t
telling her the truth. What the hell was he hiding?

Mr. Blau took her stress as a chance to
escape the situation. In a fast movement, he grabbed G by the waist
and spun her so that she was now the one against the table and he
was the one pinning her. “Like I said,” he pressed closer to her,
“I don’t know what you mean. Now please leave.” He took a few steps back in order to give her
enough space to exit and pointed at the door. Unwilling to move she
remained standing there. “What are you waiting for?”

“I have a question
about today’s class,” she lied.

“Are you serious?!”
he snapped.

“Yes.”

“Well, I don’t
care.”

“You’re the teacher!”
Her head throbbed, something that happened more frequently after
talking with this stubborn man for even a few minutes.

“Exactly. And I
already taught class today. If you didn’t pay attention, it’s not
my bloody problem.”

“You have an anger
issue,” she said, her headache increasing.

“And you must have a
hearing issue, as I’ve been asking you to leave and you are still
here,” he said as he pushed her outside the office.

“But-!”

“Goodbye!” He slammed
the door and turned the lock.

G leaned her head
against the door. “Dammit!” She was so close and she knew it. She
closed her eyes and tried to remember the name he called her. She
could see his worried face, feel the warmth of his arms, but she
couldn’t hear anything. The more she focused the bigger the
headache became. It was as if something inside her brain was
fighting to get out.

“So… you do like the
teacher?” said Synthia. “That’s so adorable of you to think he
likes you back.”

G lifted her head and stared at her
underdressed aggressor. “I don’t like him. He’s our teacher.”

“Then why are you
stalking him?” she asked while playing with her platinum
extensions.

“I’m not,” she said,
her head pounding with pain.

“Then what were you
doing in there?” Synthia whined.

Fighting… she
thought, but she wasn’t giving Synthia the pleasure so instead, G
smirked and bit her lower lip. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“He wouldn’t!” she
yelped followed by a frown.

G chuckled at Synthia’s reaction.
“Let’s say he’s very… assertive.” G was sure Synthia wasn’t bright
enough to understand that word, but quoting him to get her worked
up felt like was sharing an inside joke with him.

“Leave him alone,”
Synthia demanded with a cry that scratched G’s headache.

“I would, but it’s
none of your business.” Having enough for one day, G walked
away.

“It is my business.”
Synthia followed G and pulled her by the arm.

G slapped her hand away. “Back
off.”

“Or what?” Synthia
squinted her dark brown eyes in a menacing way. “You will faint
from another headache?”

“I didn’t faint,”
said G as she walked to the school’s rear patio.

“Nice trick by the
way, Mr. Blau was all over you.”

“Unlike you, my life
doesn’t revolve around who I’m hooking up with next.” G lifted her
head and looked outside. The sun hit her eyes causing her headache
to double. She felt like her entire body was going to explode, and
the angrier she got, the worst she felt. “Now. if you’ll excuse me,
I have a life to get back to.”

“Don’t you walk away
from me.” As G turned around to leave, Synthia grabbed her by the
necklace and pulled.

“Don’t touch my
necklace!”

“You mean this cheap
old thing?” Synthia tightened her grip and pulled over and over
again. She pulled the necklace so hard G almost fell to the
ground.

Suddenly… the chain snapped. For the
first time in twelve years, the necklace was off her neck


Chapter 7

Fire

G FELT AS IF PLASTIC wrap covering her
body snapped and a sonic wave flew outward from her body. The blast
blew all the snow within a mile radius, creating a perfectly dry,
snowless circle. G fell backwards in slow
motion. Rather than hitting the ground, her body levitated in the
air.

Her eyes closed, her body bent
backwards and her bright red hair floated as
if she were under water.

The birthmark under her wrist shone
with a golden color. Time stood still. It was as if she could
breathe for the first time.

Her everpresent headache was completely
gone. All she could feel was an empowering sense of freedom; a need
to expand her mind.

She concentrated on the grass a few
yards from her, and even if she wasn’t touching it, she could feel
it on her skin and smell it in the air.

Farther…
whispered a voice inside of her.

 


G took a deep breath and by releasing
it, her mind expanded even more. She could feel the people in the
street, the forest, the animals, the leaves, every single snowflake
hitting the ground, and for a brief moment she felt connected to
everything. She could smell the flowers and the fresh air in the
mountains. She felt the sunlight on her face, the goosebumps on her
skin from the cold fresh air caressing her back. Every single
living thing surrounding her became a part of her. She understood
them and they understood her.

A small memory of her necklace snapping
away from her neck woke G from her trance. Untamed rage filled her.
Her body straightened and her eyes opened.

G’s body became warmer and warmer. She
looked at her hands; they were shaking so fast she could barely see
her fingers. Suddenly, her hands were covered in an aura of hot red
flames.

Deep down she knew she should be
freaking out, but her mind was blank. Calmed, cold and calculating,
G lifted her hands. Elbows to her waist, she turned her palms to
the sky and the aura of flames slid from her hands to her arms and
to the rest of her body entirely. Her hair lifted into the air.

Everyone who saw her erupted in terror,
not understanding what was happening. People screamed, students
ran.

 


G began to descend slowly. When her
toes touched the ground, five unique flames came out of her feet
and burned the Five Fold symbol onto the pavement, just like the
one on her wrist.

Once the symbol was complete, the
flames came together and exploded. The fire lept out of control,
people were screaming and everything was in chaos. Synthia screamed
in excruciating pain as a horizontal line inside a circle burned
into her chest.

The students ran in every direction; in
fear, confusion and disbelief.

In one quick movement, Edan jumped the
school’s fence; he landed on the grass and, with a flick of his
wrist, a blue whirlwind of fire wrapped G’s body and made her lose
consciousness. Before hitting the ground, Edan caught her and
checked her vitals. “Donovan!” Edan screamed at the sight of his
friend running towards him.

“Icarus already left.
The others will be here any second now.”

“Take her to the
house,” said Edan as he passed G into Donovan’s arms.

Donovan left and a tornado surrounded
the school. Veter moved both of his hands in circles as he molded
the tornado into a wind bubble that surrounded the school
preventing the fire from spreading. His body was rock solid,
planted in the earth without moving an inch. “Your turn,” he said
with a huge childish smile.

Edan waved his hands and the fire G had
made extinguished. “Veter, Get the Marked One!” Veter ran and
grabbed a passed out Synthia.

Hunter arrived. “Skuggors,” he signed to Edan. "We need to
leave”

Edan pointed at the students who were
still screaming in panic. “Willow, take care of them.”

Willow lifted both of her hands and at
the same time all of the screaming students fainted. “Done.”

“Stop killing
humans!” Veter snapped.

“I made them faint.”
Willow threw a bunch of seeds, pointed her hand and watched as
dozens of white flowers grew.

“Beautiful,” Veter
mocked her. “Why don’t we add some roses next time we’re in a
hurry?”

Willow rolled her amber eyes. “Shut up,
Gigant. They are Silenes, a hallucinogen.”

Veter threw Synthia over his shoulder
like a sack of potatoes. “Are you insane?” he snapped at Willow.
“These are humans! Rule number two.”

“Both of you! Shut up
and run!” ordered Edan.

Veter ran while carrying Synthia’s
unconscious body. “Can somebody please explain to blondie that
those were humans?”

“Could you please
relax? Nothing happens if they burn, it’s the roots that make you
hallucinate moron. Besides we need something to discredit whatever
they remember or say,” she scoffed. “Why does everybody keep
thinking I’m going to kill humans?!”

“Not the time! Two
minutes!” screamed Edan. “Veter, get her out of here now.” A
massive growl was heard. “How many?” Edan asked, and Hunter lifted
two fingers. “Crawlers? Draaks?” Hunter shook his head. “All of
you, stick together! Don’t run in a straight line. We will meet at
the house. If you can’t make it before it gets dark, meet us at the
first camp.” With that, they all ran in one direction while Edan
took another path.

Two Skuggors crept to the spot Edan and
the rest had been standing. Their intense red eyes saw the team
dividing. Each one followed a target using their eight thick legs
to climb and crawl through the trees and rocks with impossible
speed.

The first Skuggor followed Veter,
Hunter and Willow. The three of them ran as fast as they could,
trying to avoid running in a straight line until the Skuggor caught
up with them. The dark beast attacked Veter first.

He snarled and used one of his three
scorpion tails to jump and attack Veter, but he changed his
trajectory before receiving the hit. He turned around, punched the
wind and a huge fist made out of air hit the Skuggor on its side.
The Skuggor smashed against a tree shattering it like a twig. Not
two seconds later, it was back on its eight feet like nothing ever
happened and proceeded to go after Veter.

 


Ever since they were chosen to be The
Six, Edan had shown them tricks on how to outrun a Skuggor and how
to detect other dark beasts, but this time, Veter couldn’t hold it
off much longer. The Skuggor was too fast. Every time he switched
directions, Synthia’s body rolled on his shoulder making it almost
impossible to fight with his full strength.

Willow wielded the tree branches
against the beast’s body to slow it down, but her branches snapped
at the strength and speed of the bloodthirsty monster. Willow tried
again, only this time she wielded thick vines and held them at the
other end.

Instead of hitting the Skuggor, it
caught the vine with one of its thick scorpion tails, pulling so
hard that Willow was catapulted into the air and smashed against a
rock. She screamed in agony when her shoulder cracked.

Hunter ran to her while Veter made a
tornado around the dark beast, trying to give them time to get
away, but the Skuggor moved too fast.

The beast made a third attempt to kill
Veter. It swiped its left scorpion tail but, seconds before hitting
Veter, a tree’s root curled around the tail and pulled. Veter saw
Willow moving her unharmed arm forward, wielding the root to drag
the creature away from him.

Veter tried to wield the wind but the
dead weight of Synthia interfered with his movements. “Hunter!”
Veter screamed.

The teen ran in Veter’s direction and
he handed Synthia off. The tension was palpable. “Get out of here,”
he barked. Hunter ran away carrying the Marked One.

Veter and Willow worked together to try
and kill the Skuggor. It seemed impossible: the creature was too
strong, too fast. They ran towards a bunch of rocks and started
climbing.

The Skuggor cornered them, smacking
Willow with its right tail. She fell to the ground. Veter stepped
in front to protect her. The Skuggor gave an ear-splitting screech then attacked.

 


CLASH! A water wave slammed against the
Skuggor milliseconds before impact, pushing him far away from
Veter. Invigorated, Veter turned around to see Shui pointing her
hands at the water wave. “Nice work, babe!”

Willow was still on the ground, but
Shui wielded water, making the rocks slippery enough that the
Skuggor had trouble climbing up. Veter took advantage of its lack
of speed and created another twister. Not able to run, the Skuggor
was caught inside the tornado. “Now, babe!” Veter screamed. Shui
pushed her arms towards the Skuggor, shooting three waterspouts in
its direction. Veter moved his hand and, with the wind, managed to
freeze the water creating ice picks.

The ice picks stabbed the Skuggor
leaving him close to his end. Veter lifted his hands and lowered
them as fast as he could. The tornado mimicked Veter’s movement and
slammed the Skuggor, annihilating it against the rocks.

Veter ran to Shui and Willow. “Are you
ok?” Concerned over the one he loved the most , Veter took Shui’s
face between his palms and gently moved her head in different
positions to make sure she wasn’t hurt.

“Yes,” Shui replied,
placing one of her hands on the back of Veter’s to calm him down.
“You?”

Veter caressed her cheek with his thumb
and smiled mischievously. “Is somebody worried about me?” Shui
blushed and moved her gaze away from his.

Nauseated by their behavior, Willow
gave a loud fake gag. They looked at her. “Can you two stop being
disgusting so we can go back to the house?” She turned around. The
movement of her shoulder made her grunt in
pain.

“Wait, your shoulder
is dislocated,” said Veter as he walked to Willow and slowly felt
around to assess the injury.

“Did Edan reach the
house?” Willow asked Shui almost out of breath.

“The house? I thought
he was with you.” Shui lifted her eyebrows confused by the
question.

“We got separated,”
Willow said.

“I didn’t see him at
the house while I was there.”

Willow panicked. It took three of them
to finally kill the dark beast… and Edan was alone. “We need to go
help him!”

“Relax, blondie,”
said Veter as he grabbed her arm. “Kapetan can handle it himself.”
Veter pushed and pulled her at the same time snapping her shoulder
back in place.

Willow screamed. Veter suppressed a
smile while Willow punched him in the chest with her unharmed
arm.

Veter flinched at the surprise hit.
“What was that for!?”

“For enjoying it too
much,” she said and walked away. “Let’s go back to the
others.”

 


* * *

By then, the second of the Skuggors was
still trying to catch Edan, but he was too skillful to get caught.
Besides, he liked taunting the beasts.

SWOOSH! The Skuggor leapt out in full attack mode. Before it could catch him,
Edan switched directions and the Skuggor overshot his target.

Using the trees around him, Edan
catapulted himself from one of the tree trunks to another and vice
versa in order to gain height.

Once he was high enough, Edan jumped to
the next tree, pushed with both legs and backed flipped, stretching
his arms like an Olympic diver. Unable to predict his movements,
the Skuggor continued his trajectory. Edan leaped in a handstand
and landed on top of it.

A few inches before his palms would
have made contact with the beast’s hard skin, a blast of intense
blue fire came out of them and completely incinerated the Skuggor.
Edan landed on the ground with both hands stretched and pushed
himself to his feet.

Flicking away
the ashes on his clothes, he heard a soft growling. Edan closed his
eyes and concentrated on the direction of the noise. He opened his
hand and a blue flame aura covered it entirely. He steadied his
breathing, stood in a stronger position and remained immobile.

To his left side, a Tracker jumped from
between the trees. His bloody jaw opened ready to bite, while his
claws spread wide prepared to stab. Edan opened his eyes and
slammed the beast with a fireball before it could come any closer.

The beast fell backwards, but it was still alive. The fire burnt its arm
and now it was more eager to fight. Edan faced the Tracker, but at
the moment he was going to attack, another two Trackers jumped
in.

Edan flicked a long, thick stick from
the ground into the air. He caught it and snapped it in two with
his knee.

His hands turned to fire. The flames
crawled over the sticks until it covered them completely. “Your
turn,” he taunted the monsters.

Like a pack of wolves, the three Trackers rumbled and bounded towards Edan.

With precise movements, incredible fighting skills and hard swings, Edan
fought all three Trackers at the same
time.

 


* * *

Meanwhile, back at the house, Hunter
guarded the main entrance while Willow sat at the white kitchen’s
limestone counter with her bag of seeds. “Here, use this one,” Shui
said passing her a wooden bowl full of rich black soil.

Willow took out some seeds and planted
them. She passed her hand over the bowl causing the plants to grow
tall.

Shui took the bowl, cut the plants,
placed them in a grinder and worked on them. “Try adding a little
more water,” suggested Willow as she held her injured arm.

Shui flicked her hand and the water
from a nearby glass floated to the grinder. “Take off your shirt
and lay down there. I’m almost done.”

Following instructions, Willow took
off her shirt and lay down. Her Sakura tattoo
and her mint green colored sports bra looked pale next to the dozen
of cuts and bruises on her body.

Shui wielded water over Willow’s upper
body to cleanse it. “Cold!” Willow shivered. Shui evaporated the
water.

“Don’t move,” she
warned Willow as she smudged the green paste over Willow’s cuts.
Willow moaned and flinched in pain.

“Hurts?” asked Veter
with amusement.

“What do you freaking
think?!” spat Willow through clenched teeth,
clearly in excruciating pain.

Veter took an apple from the counter.
“That’s the spirit,” he grinned and ate half of his treat in one bite. “Can I help?”

“No,” said Shui and
Willow at the same time. “Go irritate the others,” hissed
Willow.

“Can’t, they are busy
with real stuff,” Veter jocked.

Donovan walked down the stairs towards
the kitchen. He used his fingers to comb the top of his undercut
hair to one side, charming as ever. “I see I missed all the
action.”

 


Abruptly, Edan burst through the door.
“Where is she?” he asked.

“Upstairs, in your room,”
clarified Donovan. “She’s still unconscious, but
stable.”

Edan
looked at Willow’s bruised body. “What
happened?” he asked.

“I
landed on some rocks,” explained Willow.

Edan walked
closer. “Let me see,” he placed his hands
on her stomach and his palms radiated heat to relax the muscles.
“Tell me if it’s too hot,” he said moving his hands
over her chest and
arms. Willow’s body burnt hot, not because of Edan’s fire but
because his hands were touching her skin. If only he could feel it
too. He couldn't.

“We are lucky. Only two of them saw us,” murmured
Edan clearly unaffected by touching Willow’s
body.

“There were more?” asked
Donovan.

“Seven more,” Hunter
signed.

“We’re
not prepared for this,” Shui admitted. “We should
leave.”

“We
can’t, they brought trackers.” Edan moved his hands over Willow’s
tattoo and radiated more heat. “Don’t know the number for sure but
I killed three.”

“Three?!” Willow gasped. The news, along with Edan’s firm
hands, made her shudder. “We’re sitting ducks.”

“Don’t
worry,” Edan said while guiding her body back down. “In here, we
are protected by the light marks. It’s only if we leave that we’re
in trouble. Outside, they will find us within seconds.”

Donovan
sat down next to Hunter, who was participating
in his favorite hobby… carving a piece of wood. “What’s the
plan?”

“We wait
here.” Edan stopped warming Willow’s shoulder and turned to Hunter.
“Hunter, hide the Marked One and find a safe route.”

The teen nodded,
placed his knife on a strap around his leg and walked upstairs to get
Synthia.

“I can
go too, Kapetan,” Veter offered.

“No, I need you here in case we run into problems,” said
Edan staring in the direction of his room upstairs. There
was worry in
his eyes.

“You
want me to go check on her?” teased Donovan. “I don’t think she
will be calm if the first thing she wakes up to is your
face.”

“I
wasn’t planning on going,” he lied and walked away.


Chapter 8

Your Name
Is…

G OPENED HER EYES to an unfamiliar
ceiling.

She saw an empty calendar, a plain
white dresser and the rest of a white unfurnished room. Basically,
there was nothing in this room that hinted at where she was.
Ok, so… I’m definitely not in my room… no reason
to panic, she thought with a
cynical tone.

But if she wasn’t in her room, where
was she?

G closed her eyes and tried to
concentrate on what happened, but she couldn’t remember how she got
there. She tried and tried, but she was only able to remember how the necklace broke, how her body and mind
felt free for the first time, and how she turned into flames.

“FLAMES!” G jolted
upright. Frantically she ran her hands all over her body, checking
for burns or any sign of being lit on fire. There were none!
Am I imagining all this? Is this another weird headache
hallucination?

For the first time since she could
remember, G didn’t have a headache. She swung her head… nothing.
She hit it with her fist… nothing.

She thought about Mr. Blau, how much he
irritated the hell out of her… nothing!

G couldn’t believe it, no matter what
she did, her headache was gone. She gasped. “I’m dead!”

She crossed her legs and gave the room
a second inspection. It looked like a room in a mental institute
with a military regimen of keeping everything ridiculously clean.
I seriously hope this isn’t heaven…

Trying not to make any noise, G stood
up and opened the dresser. In the first drawer G found some
crystals, maps and knifes. Besides that, there were no IDs,
personal belongings, wallets or anything that could tell G a single
thing about her whereabouts.

The second drawer gave her the clues
she needed. The clothes were the same grey and blue pallet. They
were so perfectly ironed and folded that G knew exactly whose room
this was. The only person she knew capable of being so anal was…
“Mr. Freaking Blau,” she muttered facing the closed door next to
the dresser.

G opened the door and peeked outside.
She could hear people arguing downstairs but she couldn’t
understand what they were saying. Kneeling down next to a dozen
colorful hanging crystals, she crawled down the stairs, wishing
with every step the wood wouldn’t creak.

 


* * *

Meanwhile, in the kitchen, Shui used
her element to boil water for her tea, Willow was trimming the tips
of her wavy hair with some scissors and Veter pretended to be busy
with his cigar while Donovan and Edan were caught up in a heavy
discussion, oblivious to the fact that G was now spying on
them.

Donovan leaned both hands against the
cold kitchen table. “I say we tell her everything.”

“We will tell her
nothing,” ordered Edan emphatically.

“She needs to know
the truth,” reproached Donovan.

“No, she
doesn’t.”

“Seriously!?” he
yelled. “Anyone?!” He was looking for the support of his friends,
but they all turned their faces away. “Wimps,” he muttered and
glanced back to Edan. “Then please, enlighten me, what are we going
to tell her?”

“We aren’t going to tell her anything.” Edan glared at
Donovan with conviction in every word he was saying. “I am going to tell her what’s necessary.”

“And you don’t think
this is?” asked Donovan while the rest of the team kept
quiet.

“No, I
don’t.”

“But-” Donovan tried
to explain but Edan cut him off cold.

“Knowing what you can
become can gravely affect your actions. We can’t afford her to
change her path.”

“She won’t change!”
Donovan was now visibly angry. He clenched his fists trying to
control himself.

“Having the pressure
of fighting to avoid becoming something like that will change her
essence. She can’t know!” Edan smacked the table with his hand and
everyone jolted.

“She can! Not
everyone is like you!” Donovan blurted out, regretting it the
moment he said it.

There was a heavy and sad vibe among
the group. Willow tried to hold Edan’s hand but he moved it away
from the table. “Trust me, I know that,” he whispered.

Donovan lowered his head. Shui placed
her hand on his back. “How do you want us to hide what happened?”
she asked Edan.

Hunter opened the back door and walked
into the kitchen, immediately sensing G behind the stairs.

“We need to-” Hunter
interrupted Edan by grabbing his arm and pointing at the
stairs.

 


Edan stood up and walked toward G’s
hiding spot. He passed the wall that divided the kitchen and the
living room to find her on all fours, glaring back at him with her
eyebrows lifted and her teeth biting her lower lip. “Oh, hello!”
she said with a casual tone.

“What are you
doing?”

G looked around trying to come up
for an answer. “I’m looking…” she smiled at
him and lifted her hand… “for a ring.”

“You don’t own any
rings.”

“Very stalker of you.
And yes, that’s why I’m looking for one,” G continued her fake
search.

“Are you done?” he
asked and she stared back at him. “Or are you planning to stay in
that position for the rest of the night?” he said and she swore she
heard a hint of amusement in his voice. He offered his hand to help
her stand.

“Who knew you were a
gentleman Mr. Blau.” She took it and stood while fixing her
wrinkled shirt on her way up.

“It’s called being
civilized… and my name is Edan,” he added walking to the
kitchen.

 


G followed Edan and saw Donovan, Veter,
Hunter and Shui smiling at her. Willow was the only one not
smiling.

Veter stood up, excited to meet her properly. “Moja Princeza! So great to
see you again! I know you don’t remember us but I’m Veter.”

G lifted her eyebrow Ve-what?... she thought trying to
make sense of the Viking-looking man’s name. Donovan perceived G
was confused with what Veter had said. “Veter. It’s pronounced like
better but with a V,” he whispered so only G could hear.

“Oh…” she smiled and
extended her hand. Veter gasped like a teenager meeting his
celebrity crush before giving it a good shake. “Great work with the
fire!” Veter said. Edan coughed clearly disagreeing with Veter’s
statement. “A little out of control but very strong form,” the
massive Viking man added.

“You’re not… scared
of me?” she asked.

“Why would we
be?”

“I turned into flames
and burnt down half of my school,” she pointed out.

“More than half,”
Veter corrected her. “But don’t worry, we fixed it,” he smiled
proudly. “Besides…” Veter lifted his hand and a small tornado
formed on his palm.

G couldn’t believe it. She poked the
tornado with her finger and watched the cool wind linger over her
skin. G giggled and looked at Veter. “I’m a wind wielder and the
one in charge,” he said.

“In charge of
security, your majesty,” corrected Donovan.

“At least I’m in
charge of something,” he gave a loud chuckle. “That creature over
there is Donovan, the animal whisperer and master of martial arts. Stay away from his claws though. That
rat he’s carrying is Icarus, our messenger.”

Donovan hugged Icarus and rubbed the
little guys head. “He’s a sugar glider.”

“Keep telling
yourself that, man.” Veter patted him on the back before pointing
at Edan. “I assume you already met the charming Edan.”

“Lucky me,” she
added.

“He is our leader and
his element is fire.”

“Fire, like me?”
asked G.

“No, no one is quite
like you.” Veter pointed at Shui and she
bowed her head to G. “That hot little thing is Shui, she wields
water… and me.” He winked at G making her chuckle.

Willow scoffed, rolling her eyes. “As
if she would like you back.”

“Willow…” Veter
pointed at Willow, “…the blonde that looks like everything smells
like shit, is an earth wielder.”

“I heard you,” she
said as she scanned G from head to toe with a shrug.

“You were supposed
to,” said Veter. “And finally…” Veter guided G in front of the wild
teen, “…this kid is Hunter.”

“Hi.” G
leaned closer to the boy but he stood quietly staring at
her.

“He doesn’t talk.”
Donovan walked towards the kitchen. “We have no idea why since
there’s nothing physical that prevents him from talking. He just…
doesn’t.”

“Hunter?” G repeated
his name. “What does he do?”

“Well… He is a
hunter,” Veter responded to the obvious.

“Seriously? Your
hunter’s name is Hunter?”

“Yes. We take pride
in having come up with that name, too,” added Donovan, who was now
eating some of Edan’s food.

“No offense, but why
would you guys need a hunter? There are more restaurants than
people in this town,” G pointed out.

Edan flicked his tongue as if he was
bothered by G’s existence. “He is not going to kill our meal,” said
Edan. “He is an expert in tracking and hiding. And trust us, we
need him more than anything, especially now that your locket was
broken a year before time.”

“My necklace, where
is it?!” she asked as soon as she remembered it. It’d been wrapped
around her neck for as far back as she could remember she never had
the need to keep an eye on it or worry about losing it.

“Gone,” said Edan,
anger dripping off the word.

 


G held her head between her hands. This is insane… Half
an hour ago I woke up in a strange place and now I’m surrounded by
people who claim to control the elements. And not just that, they
keep calling me weird names like ‘Moja Princeza’… which I assume it
means “something princess” and “your majesty.” G looked at
Mr. Blau. His eyes were focused like laser beams at her, as if he
was ready to jump in case she snapped. But she wasn’t going to.
Why not? she questioned herself.
How am I not completely freaking out…Not even
after being surrounded by strangers with crazy tattoos and talking
sugar gliders, who seemed to know Mr. Blau… Edan, she
thought. They all know Edan, but more important,
they all know me. 

“Edan…” G mumbled
under her breath. A name she’d heard before. The name, the green
eyes, the strong features... This time, G was sure that he was the
boy from her nightmares. “You are him,
right?” She walked closer to Edan. “The boy from my
dreams?”

“I am,” he
admitted.

G couldn’t decide if she was feeling
relieved or simply angry. All her suspicions about him were on the
right track and she wasn’t losing her mind. Why had he lied to her?
“How can that be possible? You being in my dream?”

“Because it’s not a
dream, it’s a memory,” he clarified.

A memory… That war
was real? G couldn’t wrap her mind around how that war could
have existed. The place, the castle, the people, the way they
fought; there was no place on earth like that. “I’m sorry, I’m so
confused.” She felt dizzy, the floor spinning under her feet. She
was filled with an overwhelming sensation and her vision became
blurry. Leaning against her shaky hands, she sat down next to
Shui.

Shui warmed another cup of tea and
passed it to G. “Tell us what you don’t
understand so we can help you.”

“To be honest,
everything.” G took a sip. The warm honey taste made her feel more
at ease. “Who are you? Where did you come from? How can you all do
these things with fire and wind? How do you know
me?”

“Our group is called
The Six and, like
you, we are all from Terra,” said Donovan.

“In what country is
that city?”

“No, we are not from
Earth,” explained Veter.

G knew her next question was beyond
stupid but after a lifetime of watching crazy movies with Priyam,
she needed to be sure, “Are we…
aliens?”

Veter slammed the table with his huge
hand. “Who said alien?”

Hunter lifted his hand excited, Veter
and Donovan took out some bills and gave them to Hunter. “Damn
you,” murmured Veter. Willow sighed at their childish behavior.

“I apologize for
them; and no, we’re not aliens,” said Shui. “We are from a place
called Terra. A place that is shared in this universe by what you
know as planet Earth. What affects Terra affects Earth and
vice-versa.”

G leaned forward,
her brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of what she was
learning. “Earth and Terra are the same planet?”

“Yes. Just with a
different essence,” said Shui.

“Why are they
separated?” asked G while Hunter stood up and left through the back
door, happily counting his money.

Donovan sat down in front of G. “A war,
long time ago.”

G had a flashback of her nightmare: the
castle made of pearls, the people controlling the elements, the
horrible beasts. Now she understood that the place she saw didn’t
look like Earth because it wasn’t Earth, it was Terra. “Was that
the war I dream about?”

“No,” said Donovan.
“The war in your dreams was twelve years ago, started by a very
dark wielder in order to find you.”

G felt the air get sucked out of her
lungs. Yesterday she was a semi-regular high school student. Today
she was a being from another realm with a price on her life.
“Who?”

The Six turned towards Edan as if they
were looking for permission. Edan took a second, pondering if
telling G, or anyone, His name was a good idea or not. “They call
him Azazel,” he said and everyone flinched at his name.

“Why does Azazel want
to find me?”

Once again, The Six looked at Edan for
permission. “He doesn’t want to find you, he wants to kill you,” he
said. This time, Donovan shook his head against his answer.

“Why?!”

Edan glared at G. “Does it matter?”

“How can that not matter?” she rebelled.

“As you can see,”
Veter jumped in to prevent them from fighting, “in Terra we can
manipulate elements. Mostly everyone, when they turn five, starts
developing one element, just one. Edan has fire, Willow has earth, Shui has water, and I have wind,”
Veter smiled. “You have them all.”

“Not only are you the
only one who can you manipulate all the elements and animals,
but you are also the only one who can create
them,” added Shui.

“Me? That’s crazy.”

“It obviously feels
that way to you now because you are weak and untrained,” said Edan
while his eyelids raised in a stare “But
you will get there.”

 


Some part of G was afraid of this being
true. Another part was more afraid to lose this new identity. If
this was true, no matter how crazy it sounded, it meant she now
knew who she was. And who she was, was special. Who she was, was a
girl with a place she belonged to. “What if you got the wrong
person?” she offered, biting her lower lip.

Shui took G’s right hand and flipped it
over revealing her Five Fold symbol birthmark. “You have the
birthmark of our queen.”

“I’m your
queen?”

“You will be, one
day,” said Shui, smiling with reverence for who G would
become.

“No, you’re wrong. I
can only do fire and that was my first time.”

“Fire was the first
to come out, the rest will come later,” said Shui.

“No. I can’t be. I’m
absolutely regular,” G protested. “I don’t have
a past. I have a tumor and have some weird luck with nature-related
things.”

“You don’t have a tumor, the mass in your brain was just
your power being contained by the necklace,” Shui
explained with a soft
tone, one G imagined a mother would use in a delicate situation.
“Nature follows you because it recognizes you, not because of any
luck.”

G stared at the warm
cup of tea. “I don’t even have a name.”

“Actually, you do.
You are known by many names; Toci, Isis, Anu, Nerthus, Mother
Goddess, Mother Nature, and many others,” said
Donovan.

Edan’s intense eyes locked with
G’s. “We know you by the name of Gaia.”

Ja-ee-ah...she
let the sound of her full name roll around in her head. She touched
her neck where the locket with the engraved ‘G’ used to be. She
trailed a ‘G’ on her skin with her index
finger. For twelve years she’d never knew or
heard her name, not until today.

G of Gaia…

 


Gaia was still lost in thought when
Icarus glided back into the house. He squeaked
in Donovan’s ear. “Edan, we have a problem.” Everyone looked
at Donovan. “The Marked One’s still alive.” 


Chapter 9

Cutting
Ties

THE TREE’S
LEAVES SMACKED HER FACE and the snow wet her clothes. Gaia
shivered, wishing she had grabbed a warmer sweater, but there was
no time for that. She had run so fast after Edan and Veter that she
forgot to bring something warmer with her.

She picked up her pace trying to keep
up with them. A strong wind hit Gaia’s bare shoulder and made her
gnash her teeth. “Who’s alive and when has that ever been a problem?” she asked. No one answered
her.

“How is this
possible?” Veter asked Edan. Veter seemed calmed as always, except
for his rough voice that gave Gaia a reason to feel nervous. “She’s
human: the mark should’ve killed her.”

“Whatever the reason,
it didn’t,” said Edan.

“Who is alive?!” Gaia
asked again. This time Edan turned around and faced her.

“It’s none of your
business and you are not coming with us. Go back
to the house.” Edan stopped. “Why did
Willow and Shui let you go?”

“I
ordered them,” Gaia admitted.

“You
ordered them? Get back to the damned house and stop ordering
irrational things. You are not queen yet!”

“I’m not
going back,” she rebutted.

Edan
tried to fight back when he suddenly became
aware of Gaia’s lack of warm clothes. He looked at her shoulders
and noticed her body shivering, “Next time, make sure you are ready
to go before you go ordering people.” Edan took off his grey coat
and let it fall on top of her head. “Put this on and
stay here.” Gaia slid the coat over her
head and shoved her arms into the sleeves. It looked so big on
her.

Edan turned to Veter. “Don’t let her
pass. I’ll handle it.”

 


Edan walked behind a big rock and saw
Synthia trying to fight Hunter. “Move away, you freak!” She hit him
with all her might but Hunter barely flinched.

Hunter, who was standing a few feet
from Donovan, saw Edan’s expression and jumped in front of Synthia
in order to protect her.

“We have to,” said
Edan but Hunter didn’t move. “Hunter, move!”

“No.” Hunter refused with a single hand
gesture.

Synthia saw Edan and tried to run to him, Hunter pulled her back
for her own safety. “Mr. Blau? What is happening?! Who are these
people?”

Edan got closer and Hunter stopped him
again. “You don’t know what could happen
if we let her live.” Edan tried to reason with the teen but he
shook his head, set on his decision. “What about the consequences?”
asked Edan.

“I
can live with the consequences,” Hunter signed and placed
his hand on his chest.

“I know you can, but
I can’t.” Edan closed his eyes and pointed his hand towards
Synthia. “I’m sorry, Hunter, but I’m not risking it.”

“Synthia?” Gaia
gasped at the sight of Synthia’s white skin covered in dirt and
noticed the circle with a horizontal line horribly burnt to her
chest.

Edan turned and saw Gaia. Irritated, he
turned and glared at Veter. Edan was unmistakably angry; Veter had disobeyed him and let Gaia
pass.

Synthia took advantage of everyone
being distracted, ran and tackled Gaia. “YOU!” she crawled on top of Gaia and slapped her. “You
did this to me!”

“Princeza!” With one
hand, Veter snatched Synthia away from Gaia. Donovan helped her
stand up.

“Did I?” Gaia gasped
for breath. “Did I do that?”

“No. She did it herself.” Without second guessing his
actions, Edan stood in front Synthia and lifted his hand. A ball of fire formed on his palm. “I’m
sorry,” he said and he meant it.

Finally understanding who was supposed
to be dead and why they didn’t want her to come, Gaia leaped in
front of Synthia. “STOP! What do you think
you are doing!?”

“Killing her,”
answered Edan without lowering his hand.

“Yes, I can see
that!” Gaia couldn’t understand why nobody was doing anything about
it. “Why?!”

Move… he
begged in his thoughts. “She has to die. She has the mark of
Theta.”

“So
what?!”

“The mark is a curse,” explained Edan. “Your locket
was going to open a year after you reached your Eighteenth Spring,
but out of her stupidity, she broke it, releasing you before time.
Ultimately every act of selfishness comes with a price.”

“Death?!”

Veter coughed. Trying to be discrete,
he whispered to Gaia, “Thanatos literally means death.”

“Oh…Still, killing
her is not OK.”

Edan lowered his head and squeezed the
back of his neck trying to release some tension. Even though it
needed to be done, he hated what he was about to do and Gaia wasn’t
helping. “She has put you in danger.”

“It was just a
necklace”

“No, it wasn’t. It
was a shield,” shouted Edan, shocking
everyone. “By hiding your essence the locket was also hiding
you. Now that your essence is free, Azazel can track you down. We
have Hunter, so that’s not much of a problem, but that mark is like
a having a bloody tracking device.”

“He can sense it and
he will find it no matter where it goes.” Veter placed a hand on Gaia’s shoulder, trying to move
her. “She needs to die.”

“No she doesn’t!” She
slapped Veter’s hand away. “We can leave her here.”

“Are you serious? And
let him find her?” Edan lowered his hand and walked inches away
from Gaia. “What do you think he is going to do to her when
He finds her and sees she’s not with you?
Shake hands and leave?”

“No…”

“No! He is going to
make medieval torture feel like a vacation. And right before
killing her he will extract all of her memories and see everything
she’s lived. Including this talk!” Edan pushed Gaia away and placed
his hand directly to Synthia’s chest.

“What? No!? Please
don’t kill me!” she begged, her eyes dripping black and orange
tears from the excess of makeup.

“You should have
thought about it earlier when Gaia was telling you to back off.”
Edan was about to fire when a rock
slapped him in the face.

He turned around and saw Gaia with
another rock. “I said no!” she yelled. “I
understand it’s a risk, but if we kill her, then we’re no better
than He is.” Gaia walked to Synthia and took her by the hand. “We
are taking her.”

“No!” he
refused.

Without fear, Gaia took a step closer
to Edan. “Edan! I said we are taking her, so we are taking her.”

Excited by the events, Donovan tapped
Veter’s back. “I told him she was going to whoop his ass.” They
both smiled at the show.

Hunter, proud of Gaia, stood next to
her, shielding Synthia from Edan. “Don’t do
it,” Hunter signed to Edan.

“I
agree with them,” said
Donovan.

Edan threw his hands up in surrender.
“Fine! You have twenty minutes to pack your stuff and say
goodbye.”

“Twenty minutes!?”
Gaia’s gray eyes opened wide. “What girl can pack in twenty
minutes?”

“You want to bring
the Marked One, so yes, we need to leave and fast.”

“Ok, I’ll be fast,
but you’re coming with me,” she commanded him. “I don’t trust you
alone with her.”

Edan wanted to
refuse but after her constant questions
and acts of defiance, he knew Gaia was too stubborn to let him
stay. “Take her,” he said pointing to Synthia, the Marked
One. “Follow Hunter’s safe trail, and go back to the camp house.
I’ll see you there once we’re done.”

“Yes, Sir,”
they all nodded and parted
ways.

 


* * *

Gaia and Edan walked to the orphanage.
The street lights shone too bright for them to use the roads so
they snuck through the forest to avoid being detected by any dark
beasts; and yes… awkward, couldn’t even begin
to describe the moment.

Edan studied Gaia’s forced movements
and frowning expressions. “Odd,” he murmured.

“What’s odd?” she
asked curtly. This man was an expert on inciting her
irritation.

Edan gave Gaia a last look before he
answered. Always needing to be sure before speaking his mind, “You
look angry.”

“I’m next to you,”
she flashed a mocking smile. “What’s odd about me looking
angry?”

“Irrelevant to that
fact, after all that happened, I imagine you would be shocked or
baffled, not angry.”

Gaia stopped cold and glared at Edan.
“Well, I am angry!”

“Why?” he asked. Gaia
couldn’t tell if he was serious about not knowing or if he was
making fun of her.

“Why?!!” she chose
the second option. “Besides you almost killing someone I know, all
those days I asked you about me and interrogated you about your
past, and you treated me like a crazy person… all that time you
knew?”

“Of course I knew.”
He looked around to see if they were being followed. The forest
wasn’t safe now and Gaia’s screaming wasn’t helping. “We should
keep moving. The longer we take… the more dangerous it will
get.”

Gaia refused to walk. “Why the hell
didn’t you tell me?”

Edan covered her mouth. “You are too
damn loud.” he hissed between his teeth and
scanned their surroundings. “I didn’t tell you because you weren’t
supposed to know.”

Gaia grabbed Edan’s hand and moved it
away from her mouth. “According to who, was I not supposed to
know?”

“It’s according to
‘whom’, and the correct answer to your question is me.”

“And just like that?”
she screamed. Edan’s green eyes opened wide. Gaia realized she was
in fact being too loud. “You decided not to tell me anything about
me and my life?” she whispered with fury.

Edan smiled to fuel her anger. “Yes.
Just like that.”

“Who died and named
you king?” she hissed.

“Your mother,” he
said, and they both became quiet. This was the first time Gaia had
ever heard someone talk about her mother. The flawless face of the
woman in her dreams flashed in Gaia’s mind. She hoped Edan was
talking about her.

Edan took a deep breath in order to
relax. “And she didn’t name me king, she named me your
guardian.”

“Well…” Gaia mumbled
and obediently continued her way to the orphanage. The thought of
her mother trusting Edan gave her peace and frustration at the same
time. She hated the idea of Edan ordering her around but she wanted
to believe her mother had good reasons to name him guardian. Even if she found him annoying as hell, there
was something impressive about him, too; something she would never
admit to him, especially not now. “And
that makes you my guardian?”

He nodded. “And your teacher.”

“Not anymore. I don’t
know if you’ve heard but I kind of burned the school down,” she
said with a little hint of humor.

“I meant for your
power. And if you don’t start walking now, I swear I will knock you
down and drag you all the way to your room,” he growled.

“Seriously?”

Edan grabbed her by the arm. “Yes, I
will.”

“I meant the teaching
part.”

“Oh, yes.” He let go
as he calmed down a bit. “What did you think we were sent here
for?”

Gaia walked once again. “You’re going to teach me how to learn my
powers?”

“Not learn them,
wield them,” he corrected her.

“What’s the
difference?”

“Learn is to acquire
knowledge or skill. You already have those
skills, you just need to wield them.”

“I already have the
powers?”

“Indeed.”

“And you will teach
me how to wield them?”

“Only one. Fire, to
be exact.” Edan guided her to the main
door.

Gaia took out
a key and unlocked the door. She stopped
before opening it and turned to face Edan. “I’m sorry,” Gaia
pointed at his red cheek, “for throwing
the rock at you.”

“Don’t be, you throw like a toddler,” he said and leaned against the wall. “I’ll wait
here. Try to hurry up.”

“I’ll try,” she
opened the door and walked inside.

 


Gaia ran to her room and pushed the
door open. “Priy! Are you here?”

Priyam threw her computer on the
mattress and jumped off her bed. “Where the hell have you been!?
Are you ok? And what was that?!!” she asked incredibly fast.

Gaia sprinted to her window and checked
that Edan was still waiting for her outside. “We need to talk,” she
told Priyam.

Priyam paced around the room. “You
turned up in flames! Of course we need to talk.”

Gaia took a deep breath and smiled.
After all these years of investigating and trying to figure out
where she came from, she was able to tell her best friend those
five words she always fought to find. “I know who I am,” she
said.

It took Priyam a moment to digest the
news. She heard perfectly what Gaia said but the idea of Gaia
knowing her identity felt like a dream. “You remembered?” she asked
excited.

“No,” Gaia smiled. “I
found people who knew me from before.”

Priyam dropped down on her bed. “No
way,” she gasped.

Unable to contain her emotion, Gaia
paced around the room. “It turns out that my real name is Gaia,”
she said.

“Gaia,” Priyam
repeated trying to get a feel for it. “Mmmm… it suits
you.”

“Thanks.” She smiled
at her ecstatic friend. “Also… I’m not from Earth, I’m from a place
called Terra.”

Priyam’s brown eyes opened wide. “Like
E.T.?!”

Gaia flipped her hands in the air with
total agreement of Priyam’s question. “See! That’s what I said too,
but they made it look like I was stupid to think that and-”

“G! Focus.” Priyam
interrupted Gaia by snapping her fingers. “Terra?”

“Yes.” She took a
deep breath to calm down and sat next to Bobby. “Terra is a place
on this planet that is here but at the same
time is not here.”

“Super clear,” Priyam
said cynically.

Gaia walked around the room packing her
stuff while telling her friend everything that had happened that
day and all the crazy new information she learned. She talked about
Azazel, about her true nature, her quest, and the fact that her
tumor wasn’t really a tumor but the machine picking up the shadow
of her powers locked up by her necklace.

 


She knew it sounded crazy and it made
no sense whatsoever, but Priyam kept listening and never once
doubted her. Gaia felt lucky to have a friend weird enough to
believe everything that she was babbling about instead of offering
to send her to a mental institution.

Gaia pushed her clothes to the bottom
to make more space in her suitcase. “And thanks to the mark that
got imprinted on the ground and the one on Synthia’s chest, Azazel
is coming here and now we have to protect her.”

Priyam passed Gaia some of her clothes
to pack them. “Why don’t you leave her?”

“See, that’s what I
thought at first, but if he finds her he will torture her for
information about me and then kill her.” Gaia continued packing her
stuff.

“So, why don’t you
leave her?” she teased.

“Priy!”

“I’m just saying,
girl is crazy.”

Gaia placed some books inside the
suitcase and tried to close it. “Crazy yes, annoying definitely,
but by no means am I leaving her to die.”

“Fine…” Priyam leaned
against the suitcase helping Gaia to close it. “I know I’ve been
helping you for like twenty minutes, but why are you
packing?”

“I need to go,” she
said and took a deep breath. After all the excitement, fear and
crazy amount of changes, the fact sunk in that
she would have to leave her best friend and only family. Her chest
clenched with pain at what she would be losing. “And I don’t think
I’m coming back,” she said trying her best not to break
down.

“No problem,” Priyam
took out an already packed suitcase and a yellow envelope from
under her bed.

“What are those?”
asked Gaia.

“Ever since we saw
The Hobbit, I’ve kept a suitcase packed and a letter to Miss
Brown explaining we’re leaving,” smiled Priyam.

“You’re
kidding.”

“You know I never kid
when it comes to The Hobbit.” Priyam wrote Miss Brown’s name
on the envelope and left it on the bed. “Where are we
going?”

“What? You can’t
come.”

“But I will.” Priyam
smiled and took out a yellow jacket.

“No, it’s dangerous.”
Gaia stopped her with her hands. “I don’t want anything bad to
happen to you.”

“Adventures are
always dangerous. Besides, I can manage,” she said.

After all the things Gaia has seen in
real life and in her dream; the beasts, the fire, the killings, she
shuttered in terror. “You can’t. You can get hurt.”

Priyam cracked a smile. “Says the girl
who trips every five minutes.”

“That has nothing to
do with this.”

“Look, the one tiny
bit cool thing about being an orphan is that I can literally leave
in situations like this. Don’t you dare take that away from me,”
said Priyam as she emptied her drawer into her Firefly
backpack.

“I know, but if you
leave with me, you might not come back either.”

Priyam chuckled, “Come back to what? My
school is burned thanks to you, next year I will become legal so
I’ll have to find another place to live and they closed the only
movie theater in town. Ten snowboarding stores but just one damn
theater and they freaking close it! You are not only my best friend
G, but you are also the only family I’ve got.
I’m not going to lose you, too.” Priyam shrugged her shoulders,
“Besides, this town is full of ridiculously polite and cheerful
people. You would be doing me a favor.”

“Fine.” Gaia took her
suitcase and walked to the door. “If Edan starts giving me crap,
it’s all your fault.”

“Who’s Edan?” asked
Priyam as she followed her.

“Mr.
Blau.”

Priyam gasped. “Alaric Saltzman is
coming with us?!”

“Unfortunately,” she
murmured. “And please… stop comparing Edan to TV
teachers.”

 


Gaia and Priyam walked out of the
orphanage to find Edan waiting against Bobby. His face twitched at
the sight of Priyam holding a suitcase. “What is Miss Singh doing
here?”

Ignoring his question, Gaia walked past
Edan. “Her name is Priyam.”

Edan followed her. “I know who she is.
What I don’t know is, what’s she doing here?”

“She’s coming with
us.” Gaia gave Edan her suitcase and walked away.

“Her, too?” he asked
holding the heavy luggage.

“Yes,” Gaia
smiled.

Edan turned in front of Gaia making her
stop. “This is not a pajama party.”

“I know,” she said,
“and I don’t mind.”

“Of course you
don’t.” Edan took Priyam’s packed bag. “What is this?”

“My
computer.”

“Then what is that?”
he pointed at the bigger bag.

“Chocolates,
marshmallows, nuts, candies and other snacks. What else could it
be?”

“You are joking,
right?” The girls smiled. Edan hung the bags on his shoulder and
walked away. “She’s not joking,” he muttered as the girls
followed.


Chapter 10

Home-Based
Tree

AGES… Gaia
thought as she dragged her feet. We’ve been
walking for ages!

That day, the more they walked, the
denser the forest became. The trees grew taller and thicker, the
air smelled fresher and the weather got colder. From time to time,
Veter and Shui wielded their elements creating a snowstorm that erased any type of footprints or clues
that could help someone track their location.

Gaia rubbed her mittens against each
other. She slid them over her legs but it made no improvement. She
tried again and again until Edan walked towards her and grabbed
both of her hands. The warmth was instantaneous, not only on her
hands but throughout her entire body.“Keep walking,” he said and
left to the front of the line.

“Thank you,” said
Gaia, almost sure he did it out of ‘leader obligation’ rather than
kindness.

“Was he being nice?”
Priyam whispered as if she was reading Gaia’s thoughts.

“I don’t think he
knows that word,” joked Gaia.

Willow pulled Synthia and intentionally
crashed against Gaia’s shoulder.“Because
you know him so well,” she said and continued walking in front of
them.

“Wow, two minutes guarding Synthia and she’s
already turned into a bitch,” whispered
Priyam.

“I don’t think it’s
because of Synthia.” Gaia laughed out loud, “She’s not contagious,
you know.”

Priyam smiled mischievously. “Thank
Nature, nobody wants the T-virus spreading all over.”

“Speaking of thanking, I know I said you couldn’t come with
us, but I’m glad you did anyway. Thank you for
that.”

“Please, walking around in an endless barrage of trees for
longer than I’ve ever walked in my life while freezing my butt off
next to you? Wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

“I’m
serious.”

“So am
I.” They both smiled.

 


Synthia tripped on
her broken heels and fell face down. Her knees hit the ground, and
her hair got tangled on a branch “How long until we get to the
hotel?” she whined.

Willow
took her by one of her elbows and dug her out of
the muddy snow. “We’re not staying in a hotel.”

“Maybe
not you.” She pushed Willow away and untied her hair. “So not
cool.”

Gaia felt bad
for Synthia. Priyam chose to be there but
Synthia didn’t. She was there, cold and looking terrible, which
seemed to be torture for her. Not to mention she was forced to
leave her life behind. What about her
parents? Gaia’s and Priyam’s situation
weren’t quite common, but Synthia’s life was different. She was
leaving a family behind. They must be very
worried… Gaia felt that opening up to
Synthia might be a terrible idea but there was nothing else she
could do now and she wasn’t going to leave her behind.
“Synthia?”

Synthia
glared at Gaia with disgust, pushing her out of
her way. “What do you want, loser?”

Gaia checked
to see if anyone besides Priyam was close enough
to hear them and took out her phone. “Priyam told me we shouldn’t
use it for tracking reasons, but if you need it, I can lend you my
cell phone.”

“Ick...
why would I need that crappy old thing?” she squeaked and kept
walking.

“It’s
been almost four days since the school fire, maybe you should call
your parents. Let them know you’re ok.”

“Like
they would notice I’m missing.”

Gaia
looked at Willow, who was more preoccupied with
trying to talk to Edan than with guarding Synthia. “I’m pretty sure
they would.”

“They
won’t. My mother will be too high on her meds to notice anything.
My father keeps himself busy spending his hordes of money on his
lovers.” Synthia brushed her messy extensions with her fingers as
they walked. “They never care what I do as long as I stay
quiet.”

“I’m
sorry.”

“Why? I
love it. Last time I ran away my dad gave me a car when I came
back. Imagine what he’ll give me after all this?” Having semi-fixed
her hair, Synthia pinched her cheeks and pouted her lips. “Mr.
Blau! Wait for me!”

Gaia stared baffled
at Synthia’s reckless flirting. “Priy…
Did that just happened?”

“I don’t want to even
acknowledge this conversation.”

Veter walked towards
them. “Hello, ladies.”

“Ugh,
Veter!” Priyam shivered at the sight of Veter’s lack of warm
clothes. “You make me feel colder just looking at you.” Priyam
hugged herself and rubbed her arms, making herself feel slightly
warmer. “Seriously, there’s a human thing called hypothermia, you
should research it.”

“This is
nothing,” he said as he ran his hands over his light T-shirt and
brown leather vest. “You should see the mountain I grew up on. Now,
that’s cold.”

“I think
I’ll pass.” Priyam’s teeth clenched in horror.

“Veter, the sun is
about to set, shouldn’t we be finding shelter now?” asked Gaia as
she noticed that the day was beginning to look greyer.

“No need,” he smiled.
“We are here.” Veter gave Gaia a small bow and returned to Shui’s
side.

Gaia and Priyam looked to the road
Veter had pointed to and saw nothing but trees. “Is it me or does
it look the same as the past thirty miles?”

“Maybe… fewer rocks?” Gaia looked
around for a good place to camp when she saw a golden tree. Taller
and thicker than the rest, the golden tree lifted up, digging out
its roots creating an arch that seemed like a door. Hunter walked
inside the root’s arch and disappeared.

“Priy!” Gaia grabbed
Priyam’s shoulder. “Do you see that?” She pointed at the golden
tree.

“What” she asked and
looked in the direction Gaia was pointing. One by one, The Six,
Synthia and Edan disappeared the moment they walked through the
arch. “Oh, my! Please tell me this is Nature’s version of platform
9 ¾!” Priyam gasped with excitement. “G, if it’s a dream… don’t
wake me up.”

“Trust me, it’s not a
dream.”

 


The two friends walked to the golden
tree and stopped. They searched for ways to describe what was
happening or what was beyond the arch but everything looked the
same to them. “What happens after we cross?” asked Priyam.

Gaia shrugged her shoulders. “No
idea.”

Priyam touched the soft golden root but
nothing happened. “Where will this take us?”

“No idea,” replied
Gaia.

Priyam took a step back from the tree.
“I’m glad you like traveling well informed,” she joked.

“Try asking them
questions,” said Gaia. “It’s like getting information from the
sun.”

Priyam walked and stepped right next to
Gaia. “Well then, I guess we’ll find out
now.”

Gaia looked at her friend with a
conflicted expression. “Sorry your life got weird since you met
me.”

“I’m not. Weird is
interesting.” Priyam smiled and stretched her hand towards Gaia.
“Ready, G?”

Gaia took her best friend’s hand and
smiled back. “As ever.”

 


The two friends took a big step
forward, crossed the arch and walked into the top of a beautiful,
sunny hill.

The ground was no longer covered in
snow, the air wasn’t freezing cold, and there was a big clearing
without any trees. Beneath the hill, there was even more open space
without trees and, next to it, a gorgeous lake. The smell of fresh
air and the warmth of the sunlight hitting their faces made Gaia
feel relaxed and at home.

“Watch out!” screamed
Edan as he lifted his hand and incinerated a flying rock with a
ball of blue fire.

“Sorry!” Veter
apologized as he kept moving his hands in a circle carrying a group
of rocks with the wind. He lowered his hands and they all fell in
order around a big flat rock.

“Can you be a little
more aware of your surroundings?” Edan scolded
them. He took a moment to assess the situation. “Since it’s obvious
neither of you can help, why don’t you sit down there and let us
work?”

Priyam
and Gaia looked at where Edan was pointing and
saw Shui preventing Synthia from taking her Celtic choker
while the underdressed teen whined about every
single thing.

Priyam
snorted and gave little pats to Edan’s back.
“Great offer Fireball, but I’ll take my chances with the
rocks.”

Gaia
laughed at how funny Edan’s face looked with his
deep frown, wide eyes and lips pressed together into one thin line. She couldn’t
tell if it was the nickname Priyam gave him, having someone touch
him or a combination of both that made him cringe that way. Without
a word, Edan bolted like a cat that’d been splashed with
water.

“We better move from here,” Gaia said searching for a better
place to sit when she saw Willow wielding roots and vines into small
bungalows. Next to her stood a tree whose leaves
floated around its branches. A tree that Gaia was more than
acquainted with.

“Bobby?!” Gaia ran to
the tree and placed her hands on its trunk. The feeling was
overwhelming. She knew it was strange, but for her it felt as if
she just found a member of the family she thought lost
forever.

Twisting his eyebrows, Donovan took a
look at his friends to see if anyone knew what
Gaia was talking about. “Bobby?” he asked. They all shrugged their
shoulders.

“She’s talking about
the tree,” said Priyam as she walked between Veter and Hunter. “I
know… worst name ever,” she added before anyone had actually
complained.

Gaia slid her fingers across its rough
warm surface. She trailed the carved symbols the same way she’d
done ever since she was little. A small piece of familiarity. She
lay down between its roots and leaned her head against the
trunk.

From her cocoon of comfort, Gaia
watched how everyone used their elements to create rooms or
furniture.

Hunter climbed the trees like a monkey
and placed traps and marks with the crystals that were made by the
elements. It was clear that he was not only used to climbing, but
that he felt the most comfortable swinging and jumping between the
trees.

Shui walked around evaporating the
small remaining clumps of snow. Watching the snow turn so fast into
vapor and fly around all of them was something incredible to
witness.

“Where have you been
all my life?” Priyam beamed with happiness. Gaia turned around and
saw her talking to Veter as he smoked a cigar and moved his hand to
control an air bubble that was holding Synthia and her screams
inside.

Donovan helped Willow build the
bungalows next to Gaia and the First Tree while Edan sat at the
dining rock table preparing their next move and options.

 


Done with their work, Veter, Shui and
Priyam walked to Gaia. She lifted her head smiling. “How? This tree
was in Truckee.”

“And before that, it
used to be in Terra,” said Veter as he placed both of the suitcases
on the ground and stretched. “This tree goes wherever you go, Moja
Princeza. It follows the essence of nature.”

“The day you were
born it grew in front of your house, that’s how we knew you were
Mother Nature’s next reincarnation.” Shui smiled at the memories of that day. “Edan was the first one to
see it,” she whispered trying not to let Edan hear her.

“You guys were there?” Gaia asked excited.

“Edan and Willow were
there,” said Shui as she sat down next to Gaia. “He was three-years-old back then.”

“People? Or whatever
you call yourself in Terra…” coughed Priyam and they all looked at
her. “Don’t get me wrong, I dig the idea of a walking magical tree
but isn’t it… dangerous? Couldn’t anyone see a giant and
super recognizable tree and know she’s
here?”

“Good question, but
no,” said Donovan, sitting next to them. “Only innocent souls can
see greatness in mundane things. A corrupted being, or any other
person who’s lost the power of being amazed, could never see a tree
for its true beauty. They would see paper, money and furniture;
anything but the fact that this tree or any other living creatures
sharing the same planet with them,” he said and stood up. “Anyway…
Welcome to the tour!” He opened his hands like a magician at the
beginning of a show.

 


Gaia took a look around her, the place
was enchanting. The camp was divided in two; the upper part of the
hill and the lower terrain after the skirts of the hill. On the
upper part, right on the highest point, there was Bobby surrounded
by all the bungalows. Ten feet away from the bungalows, there was a
big storage room with a wooden table carved from an already dead
tree. At the opposite side of the storage, there was a big dining
table made from a large plain rock and a small kitchen made
of rocks, stones, plants and a small
waterfall.

On the skirts of the hill, there was a
large empty space of land, followed by a field of flowers already
fenced, along with a gorgeous lake. Donovan walked towards one of
the bungalows and ran his fingers through the flower curtain that
served as a door. “As you can see, our cabins are on top of this
hill.”

Priyam glared at the rustic bungalows.
“Isn’t it kind of stupid to have our houses in plain view on top of
a hill instead of hidden in the massive forest?”

“It would be, if we
were in plain sight.”

“But we
are.”

“That’s how you see
it from here. From out there, across the golden tree, you can only
see a hill full of snow.” Said Donovan.

Priyam and Gaia looked up and noticed
for the first time that the snow falling from the sky never touched
the ground. It all melted halfway, as if there was something
preventing the flakes from reaching the ground. “Are we in an
invisible dome?” asked Gaia.

“Exactly.”

“Like magic?” Priyam
clapped excited.

“No, like nature.
Greatest camouflage in history.” He winked and continued walking
around the bungalows. “The one next to the First Tree is yours.
Edan asked us to build it next to your Bobby.” He leaned closer
towards Gaia. “He thought you might like it,” he whispered making
Gaia feel happy and confused about Edan doing anything just because
she might like it.

“We can build you
another one if you want your place separated.”

“Don’t,” said Gaia.
“We’re used to living together.”

“Alright. Next we
have Edan’s. In front of yours we have Shui’s, next is Veter’s,
then Willow’s and finally mine. And that one made of stone is the
Marked One’s.”

Priyam and Gaia walked toward the
bungalow Donovan had pointed to last. Instead of being made of
wood, stones and flowers like the rest, this one was constructed of
pure rock and metal. Gaia felt cold just looking at it. “That’s
Synthia’s?”

“Yes. She needs
special security due to her-“

“Disgusting scar that
connects her to the evil guy?” Priyam smiled.

“That one.” Donovan
ran his hand over the smooth cold rock. “This metal helps us to
block her a little bit more.”

Gaia counted the bungalows and there
was one missing. “What about Hunter? Where is his cabin?”

“Oh, he sleeps in the
trees.”

Priyam thought about splinters and
bugs. She couldn’t help but shiver. “Why?! That sounds so
uncomfortable.”

“Well, he grew up in
Moonstrand, one of the five cities of Terra.” He leaned closer to
them. “There, they like sleeping outside.”

Donovan guided Gaia and Priyam a few
feet away from all the bungalows, to a big storage room with a
solid wooden table on the outside. “Here is where we store our
weapons and ammunition.”

 


Gaia took a light silver dagger that
lay on a table outside the storage room. “Why
do you guys need knives and guns if you can control the
elements?”

“Not everyone can.”
He smiled looking at Priyam. “Besides, some earthling artifacts
might come in handy; after all, humans are masters in destruction.
No offense.”

Priyam’s chocolate brown eyes glared at
Donovan. “How is that not offensive?” she whispered to Gaia.

“The main entrance is
a few feet from that crooked pine tree.” Willow ran up to them as
they were looking at the opening. “Donovan, Edan needs Icarus for a
moment.”

“I… I’ll be right
back, meanwhile…” Donovan looked around to see what he could come
up with when Hunter walked in front them. Donovan took Hunter by
the shoulders and pushed him next to the two girls. “Hunter will
give you ladies the rest of the tour.”

Gaia stared in confusion at Priyam.
They both knew Hunter spoke in sign language and they had no idea
how to understand it.

Against all the
odds, Hunter walked and they followed. Without talking,
Hunter pointed at sections from the camp and trees. Gaia and Priyam
had no idea what was happening so they did their best to figure
things out for themselves.

 


Hunter pointed at a big rock with a
plain surface surrounded by mounds of tree roots that looked like
stools. “Eating area,” he signed.

“I assume this is
where we eat,” said Gaia.

Hunter nodded and continued pointing at
random stuff while Gaia and Priyam tried to guess their use.

After half an hour of touring, Hunter
pointed at a rock on the floor. Light gray in color, it was half
covered with grass. Gaia and Priyam stared at the rock trying to
figure out its use. Priyam shrugged her shoulders, “No, no idea,
you?”

Gaia looked at it closer. “Maybe it’s a
weapon or something secret.”

“What if it
is sacred? Like a Kodama or
something?”

“What the hell is a
Kodame?”

“It’s Kodama, and
they are tree spirits.”

Hunter nodded and bowed. He lifted his
hands up and down numerous times while making circles with
them.

“I think we should
bow too,” said Gaia and they both mimicked Hunter.

After a few minutes of giving their
respects to the sacred rock, Gaia turned to Hunter. “Hunter, where
are the bathrooms?”

He pointed to the whole left section of
the forest.

“That’s… an extremely
general area,” said Priyam.

“Is he pointing at
the forest?” asked Gaia.

Priyam shrugged her shoulders. “I think
he is,” she said.

Gaia glanced at Hunter and smiled at
him. Then she looked at Priyam, “Is it in
the forest or is the bathroom the forest?”
she whispered.

“I’m not
sure.”

“It’s in the forest,”
said Edan. Gaia turned around and saw him walking closer to them.
“Hunter, I’ll take it from here,” he said to the teen.

Hunter lifted his arms and gave small
taps to his forehead. “Good thinking, they are
really lost.”

Edan chuckled; his smile and carefree
expression made Gaia feel nervous. “Yeah, it was pretty moronic to
put you as a guide. And by the way, that’s a simple rock,” he said
pointing at the rock they’d just spent minutes giving their respect
too. “Hunter was messing with you. Too bad you
are too bloody slow to notice.” He laughed at them and waved at
Hunter.

Gaia gritted her teeth and scowled at
Edan’s back. “Oh, how I hate him.”


Chapter 11

First Try

“GET UP!” Edan barked
throwing a change of clothes on top of Gaia’s lap.

Confused and sleepy, Gaia crawled out
of her bed. She yawned and looked at the dark sky through the
window of her bungalow. “What time is it?” she whispered, trying
not to wake up Priyam, who had fallen asleep
hugging her computer.

“Five,” he
said.

Her eyes opened wide. “In the
morning?”

“Yes.”

Uncomfortable being in her baggy shirt
and nothing else in front of Edan, Gaia hugged the sheets against
her chest. “Is He here?” she asked. “Did Azazel find us?”

“Of course not,” he
said.

Gaia relaxed a little after confirming
they hadn’t been found. “Is someone dying or is a bungalow in
flames?”

“No, why would they
be?” he asked nose scrunched up, eyebrows close
together in confusion.

Gaia let go of the sheets and smacked
her hand on the bed. “Then why are you waking
me up at this freaking hour!?”

Edan took a look at outside to see if
someone heard her scream but the coast was clear. “For your
training.”

Still tired after hours and hours of
walking over the past few days, Gaia sunk back into her covers. Her
arms hurt as she pulled the sheet over her head. “Can’t we train
another time?”

“You took off your
necklace one year too soon; you’re weak, untrained and you know
nothing about wielding, but sure, let’s take
all the time you need.” Edan walked closer to her bed and kicked
it. “I’m certain that He will wait for you to get
ready.”

“A simple ‘no’
would’ve been great,” she said, sitting back up.

“There’s no such
thing as simple with you.” Edan pointed at the clothes hanging
on the side of the bed. “Now get up and get
changed.”

Gaia took the clothes and offered them
back to Edan. “Here, I have my own clothes.”

“I know, but you have
to wear that,” he said taking a step back so she wouldn’t reach
him.

Gaia looked at the glossy fabric and
snorted. “Not a chance,” she refused.

“It’s fireproof,” he
said.

“I don’t care if it
makes me immortal.” She threw the outfit back to its owner, “I’m
not wearing that thing.”

“Fine.” Edan took the
outfit from his shoulder and folded it. “Don’t blame me when your
clothes burn and you end up naked,” he warned her.

In a matter of seconds, Gaia snatched
the clothes back. “Do you mind? Or is watching me change also part
of the ritual?”

Edan’s mouth curved in disapproval of
her comment, as if the idea of seeing her getting dressed was
something he would ever want to experience. “Five minutes. Don’t be
late,” he said and left the room.

Gaia got out of her bed, closed the
door made of vines and flowers and changed,
trying to make as little noise as possible since Priyam was
miraculously still sleeping on her bed.

Once ready, Gaia took a final look in
the mirror. Her entire figure was outlined by the leathery fabric
of the jumpsuit. Her waist was pronounced by a metal belt with a
circle that resembled the markings on Willow, Shui and Veter’s
wrists, only this one was a circle made of squares and a flame
growing from an infinity symbol.

Gaia took a spin, she was sure she
looked like a fan coming out of a vampire convention. This look was
far from her usual Boho dresses and pastel lace tops.

She shuddered in panic. No way. I can’t go out like
this… Gaia thought over and over again, but she knew the
only thing worse than wearing that outfit was ending up naked in
front of Edan and his smug face. Gaia could feel her face turn red
at the mere thought of it. She untied her hair so the red waves
would cover some part of her clothes.

She shook her head, softly slapped both
of her cheeks and held her head high. “You are Mother Freaking
Nature! You can turn things on fire and… stuff. This is nothing.”
She let out a deep sigh. “Let’s do this.” She jumped a few times,
gave herself some needed courage and walked outside.

 


A few feet from her bungalow, Gaia ran
into Veter. His shirtless body hung upside down and his hands
floated a few feet above the ground in a handstand. “Top of the
morning, Moja Princeza!” he said as he kept on
his shoulder push-up routine. His elbows bent and stretched
effortlessly while his feet and body stayed in their floating
state. “Interesting choice of clothes.”

“Good… morning
Veter,” said Gaia as she realized the nerves over Edan looking at
her dressed in such a ridiculous get-up made her completely forget
that there were at least six more people here who could see her in
that outfit also.

“Kapetan is waiting
for you at the gathering point.” He pointed to the left as he
continued doing his push-ups with one hand. “You do remember how to
get there, don’t you?”

Gaia glanced all around to prevent
Veter from seeing the heat of embarrassment flushing her face.
“Through the kitchen, down the hill next
to the lake?”

“Right on!” Veter
switched hands and slowed down his pace. “Tell Edan to be back
before sundown.”

“I will,” she replied
and took her leave as quickly as she could.

Gaia snuck through the camp.
Relax… it’s five in the morning, no one else will
be awake… She turned around and crashed into Donovan. “Crap!” she screamed and punched him in his
bare chest.

“Good morning to you
too, my future queen,” said Donovan as he combed the top of his
hair with his fingers.

“What are you doing
here? And why is everybody half-naked?” she asked while he jogged
in place. Gaia noticed the bear claw tattoo he had on his chest and
wondered if she had ever seen it before. She couldn’t remember
where or why, but she felt like she was being protected.

“I’m doing my morning
jog,” he said bouncing gracefully, “and I like the
breeze on my skin.”

“It’s freaking
January! Cover yourself,
people.”

Donovan stopped jogging and gave Gaia a
good look. “Funny you comment on my choice of clothing.”

Gaia crossed her arms over her chest in a failed attempt to hide her body.
“This wasn’t my choice.”

“Sure it wasn’t,” he
said.

As she tried to flee the scene, Hunter
jumped off a tree and landed right in front of them.

“For the love of
all!” she jolted. “It’s five in the morning! Don’t people sleep in
Terra!?”

“I didn’t know
dominatrix were in season,” said a feminine voice.

 


Gaia turned around and saw Willow
sitting on a rock smirking with contempt. “What? Everyone in Terra
who learns to wield fire uses something like this,” she explained
to them but wished she hadn’t. She didn’t have time for this.

“True,” said Willow
as she tied up her pale blonde hair in a ponytail. “But everyone
else is five years old when they use it, not your age,” she
mocked.

Not being a morning person, having to
dress like this and operating on an empty stomach, made Gaia beyond
infuriated. For the past two days she’d been with The Six and Edan.
Gaia could tell Willow had the same amount of attraction for Edan
as she had a dislike for her. “Well… Edan said
he likes it,” said Gaia trying to sound convincing. Willow’s face
turned sour confirming Gaia’s assumptions. A small victory. “Now,
if you’ll excuse me,” she said and left before anyone else
arrived.

 


Tired, embarrassed and wanting to hide,
Gaia made a beeline out of the gathering spot until she reached the
training ground’s forest line. Even though she already had it
pointed out to her during the tour, this was the first time she’d
actually walked down there.

Gaia’s lungs filled with fresh air and
her body shivered with excitement. She came out of the trees taking
in the magnificent landscape. It was a large space of flat grounds
slightly covered by snow and surrounded by trees. On one of the
corners, Gaia could see the frozen lake and, next to it, without a
single piece of snow, the flower section that Willow prepared. At
the back, immense mountains full of snow decorated the scenery
making it one of the most breathtaking places she had ever
seen.

Where are
you?... she thought as her eyes scanned the place.
She walked towards the lake but stopped as soon as she saw him.

Edan was laying down on a flat
rock looking at the sky. For a small moment,
Gaia thought he looked his age instead of a bitter old man. His
lips were relaxed and parted, his body wasn’t as stiff as usual,
and his hands danced in front of his chest while blue strings of
fire followed the same enchanting rhythm.



Intrigued by the
unusual scene, she took a step closer,
accidentally stepping on a branch. Edan’s body abruptly went rigid
and he stared at Gaia. For a second, she saw what looked like
surprise and something else on Edan’s face…his green eyes were
darker than usual and his chest moved following his erratic
breathing, a look that made Gaia’s body feel on fire. Just as
quickly, his face changed to his typical glare. “You are
late.”

“Thanks to your stupid outfit!” she
said blushing as she tried her best to cover it with her hands.
“And why is everyone awake at this damn time?”

“It’s called being
productive,” he said in a snarky voice.
“Not that you would know.”

Gaia
couldn’t help but notice that unlike everyone
else, Edan was wearing a shirt, a long sleeved one to be exact,
with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. Only this time he wasn’t
wearing the thick leather bracelet he usually wore. She thought
Edan would have a tribal mark of fire, like everyone else had with
their element, but there wasn’t one. Instead she could see three
runes burnt into his skin forming a line from his wrist to his
forearm. Closer to his wrist was the Raidho rune, followed by the
Thurizas rune and almost at the top of his forearm was the Kauno
rune.

Unconscious of her
actions, Gaia’s stare traced the figure
of Edan and she found herself wondering what his body would look
like under that fancy shirt. How would his muscles and skin look
against the cold white snow? “What?” asked Edan.

Gaia snapped
out of her daydream and faced Edan. She
was so distracted by her own thoughts she failed to filter her
words. “Just wondering why you’re wearing your shirt,”
she asked causing Edan’s eyes to open wide.
“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Sure you
didn’t,” he said and Gaia blushed yet
again. Good one G… Feed the narcissist’s
ego more.

Edan walked to
the center of the flat grounds and
motioned for her to follow. “I assume you bumped into
everyone.”

“I thought being
shirtless in the morning was a Terra
thing,” she said as she followed
him.

“It’s not,” Edan
stopped abruptly in one place. “Don’t expect
it of me,” he said.

“I wasn’t…” she said not understanding why deep down she felt
disappointment.

“Assume position,” he instructed. His
command felt more like a massive change of subject than an actual
order.

“Excuse me?” she
asked, not knowing what he was talking about.

“We are already
behind schedule,” he hissed. “Get ready to attack.”

Oh! Fighting, of
course… She made the best boxing/wrestler/terrible girly
pose she could come up with.

“What is that?” he
asked cringing away as if he witnessed someone scratching a
blackboard with their nails.

“Boxing.”

“No, it’s not. And
even if it was, we don’t need that stance. Put your dominant foot
forward,” he ordered.

Gaia looked at her feet. They both
looked the same to her. “I don’t know which one is my dominant
foot.”

“Of course you
don’t,” he sighed with exasperation. Edan walked towards her.
“Stand straight,” he said and she did.

Edan moved behind her and pushed her.
“Ah!” Gaia gasped and took a step forward. “Hey!” she squeaked once
she regained her balance.

“Shush!” He squeezed
his hands gesturing to shut up. “The leg that took the step goes in
front. Rotate and hands to the side.”

Gaia moved her left leg in front and
placed her hands on her waist. “Like this, is
fine?”

“It would be, if your
posture wasn’t so terrible.” Edan kicked Gaia’s left foot with his
until it moved to the position he wanted. “The stronger your
foundation is, the stronger you are.” He placed
himself behind her and pulled her body against his. He
centered her waist with his hands and pushed her lower back straight with the palm of his hand.

Gaia’s body couldn’t help but react to
his touch… and she hated it. She shivered; goosebumps crawled
through her lower back to the nape of her neck.

 


Edan took a few steps back and opened
his arms. Her back felt cold at the absence of
his body pressing against it. “Lift your arm, point your palm at my
chest, and hit me.”

She lifted her hand and concentrated on
hitting him with a ball of fire, but nothing happened. “I can’t do
it.”

“Trust me, you won’t
harm me,” he assured her with undeniable confidence.

“Charming… but what I
meant is that I don’t know how to make the fire appear.”

Edan lowered his arms. He stared at her
with one eyebrow higher, hoping she was kidding. “You already did
it.”

“Once,” she
said.

Edan crossed his arms. “Then do it
again,” he commanded as if it was the easiest thing to do.

“How?”

“Think!” he yelled
with impatience.

Gaia closed her eyes and tried to
recall any clue she could find to solve this problem, but her
thoughts were blank. “No, nothing. Maybe if you-”

“Shut up and
concentrate on your releasing day,” he interrupted her. “Remember
what happened and tell me what you need to wield?”

Still with her eyes closed, Gaia took a
deep breath and tried to recall everything that happened that day;
her sense of freedom, her ability to expand her conscience, her
shining marks, her necklace…the thought of losing her mother’s
necklace made Gaia flinch. She then remembered how everything
started after that. “I need to be angry,” she said and opened her
eyes.

“Absolutely wrong,”
he said rubbing his forehead. “You need to feel. Your
emotions are more connected to your capabilities than you
think.”

Gaia laughed hard. “Seriously?” she
asked and tried to breathe. “That’s the trick?
Feeling?”

“Do you have a
problem with that?”

“No, it’s just, how
can you wield fire when you are
the most emotionless person ever?” she
asked still out of breath.

“Because I’m
that good. Now stop being a smartass and
try to hit me.” He walked back and assumed his previous position
with his arms open.

Gaia attempted to feel, but it was
harder than she thought. Besides the thousands of feelings she had
right now, she couldn’t grasp onto one strong enough to fuel the
fire. “It’s not working.”

“This is a joke.”
Edan gave up and lowered his hands. “I can’t believe you are Mother
Nature. Do you know how many people gave their lives for you?” he
snapped at her.

 


The comment made Gaia want to vomit.
She was a kid when that happened, but no matter when or how, all
that blood was still on her. She knew it. She had relived it every
night for twelve years. “I didn’t ask them to,” she said, trying to
convince herself.

“Of course you
didn’t. You have no idea what it is to have any type of
responsibility,” he continued and walked closer to her. “Spoiled
brat.”

Gaia took a step back. She felt as if
the air was being sucked away. “Shut up.”

“Or what?” he said
and one of his lips corners lifted on a smug smile. “You’ll throw
another rock at me?”

“I’m serious,” Gaia
said, her hands beginning to shake. Her eyes felt heavy and her
chest burnt.

“So am I,” he said.
“I can’t believe I signed up for this nonsense. What would your
family say now?”

“I said, SHUT UP!” Gaia’s body was instantly covered in an aura
of flames. The fire was bright red. It felt alive and powerful.
Full of anger and energy, Gaia opened her palms and the flames
expanded from her body in a 360-degree wave
throwing Edan against a tree.

Edan laughed, only this time it sounded
authentic. “That’s what I’m talking about!” He clapped excited.

Gaia’s anger vanished in seconds. She
ran towards Edan who was still smiling on the snow. “Are you
insane?!” Gaia bent down to check for wounds. Her anger was
replaced by a sense of protectiveness. “I
could have killed you.”

“Darling, please,” he
smirked as if he was untouchable, something that Gaia agreed with
from time to time.

Gaia brushed away the snow that had
fallen from the tree into Edan’s hair. “Why did you do it?” she
asked.

“When you get angry,
you lose any little control to the point that your body
reacts by instinct. That’s why the fire comes out when you lose
it.” Edan sat down and placed his hands on Gaia’s
cheeks.

“Close your eyes,” he
said.

Gaia felt like she’d been punched in
the stomach. She wanted to run away, but his hands on her face, his
body leaning against her and his sweet aroma was making her feel
dizzy. “For what?” She swallowed down her nerves.

Edan softly smacked both of her cheeks
at the same time. “Just close your bloody eyes and lift your
palms.” Gaia did what he ordered and he lowered his hands. “Aside
from anger, tell me what you felt before the fire came out.”

“I felt… hungry,” she
said.

“That’s good, that’s
the need you felt to use your powers. What else?”

Gaia swung her head slowly trying to
relive everything that happened before the flames. “I felt my skin
vibrating, as if my body was weightless.”

Edan placed his palms under her hands.
Gaia moved them away from his touch, but he took them back and
placed them in the same position. “And then?”

Her chest fluttered and she remembered.
“My chest began to feel warm.”

“That’s where the
fire comes from.” Edan placed his two main fingers on a spot a few
inches below her throat. “Center of your
chest.” He moved his hand away and stood
up. “You need to learn how to control that center without having to
get angry. Remember, you are not trying to control fire, you are
trying to control yourself in order to wield the fire.” Edan walked
back to his position in the middle of the training grounds. “Assume
position,” he said and Gaia stood
up.

 


For the next several hours, Gaia and
Edan trained. Fail after fail, Edan pushed Gaia to create a faster,
bigger and stronger fire. Training and trying,
failing and falling, they kept at it until before sundown. Gaia
felt how her strength faded, the problem wasn’t getting the fire
out of her, but keeping it alive and strong for longer than a few
seconds.

Gaia pushed her hands forward and
flames flew towards Edan. He evaded the hit by swinging his
shoulder to the opposite side. The ball consumed itself before
hitting a tree.

Gaia lifted her shaky hands again and
tried to keep a strong position. “You can stop now. It’s getting
dark and we should go back to the camp,” Edan said and walked
away.

 


Gaia followed, her body aching more
with each step. “Slow down!” Gaia bent and hugged her sore ribcage.
Her head pounded and her hands burned. “It hurts,” she said while
fighting for breath.

Edan stopped and went to her. “Where?”
he asked with concern and placed his hand gently
on her shoulder.

Gaia looked up and
saw his glistening eyes searching for any
wounds. “Are you... worried about me?” she asked. Edan’s face
turned white.

He
snatched his hand away and rubbed the back of
his neck. “Where does it hurt?” he asked with a harsher
voice.

“Everywhere.”

Edan stared at Gaia. “Take your clothes
off,” he said.

Gaia looked at her hands thinking
perhaps her body was on fire. She could feel the heat, the rapid
palpitations on her chest and the vibration in her body, but her
skin wasn’t on fire. Her fingers shook even more than before.
“Wow!” she clapped trying to cover her nerves.
In all her eighteen years she’d never been naked in front of a man
and she’d never been asked to strip in such a direct way. “Does
that work on Terra girls? Because on Earth you would need to do
better.”

“Please...” he scoffed with such discontent that Gaia felt
her chest clench. “I’m not… courting you,” he said
as if he was afraid of the word. “I need you
to take your clothes off so I can relax your muscles with heat.” He
lit his hands on fire to prove his point. 

“Don’t want to,”
she teased to avoid showing Edan that despite
his ‘twisted and hateful personality,’ he’d managed to hurt her
feelings. Am I so terrible for him to
react that way?

“Just take them off!”
He corrected his posture and smirked, “Or is it that you’re not
wearing underwear?”

“Of course I’m
wearing underwear!”

“Then there’s no
problem. Take your clothes off and sit down,” said Edan and he
stood next to a big rock.

Gaia saw the rock and refused to lay
down, she kept walking instead. “It doesn’t hurt that much
anymore.”

“So bloody stubborn!”
Edan threw Gaia like a sack of potatoes over his
shoulder.

“Put me down!!” she
begged. He ignored her and laid her on the rock.

“You move and I swear
I’ll knock you down.”

Gaia stayed motionless while Edan
warmed up his palms. Once hot enough, he placed them on Gaia’s arm
over the clothes. “Just try to relax,” he rubbed Gaia’s arm and she
snatched it away.

“Agh,” she yelped,
“that was not relaxing at all.”

“Don’t be such a
baby.” Edan took back her arm and continued with his routine. “It
only hurts at the beginning.”

Edan massaged Gaia’s back and she
relaxed. Once calmed, the feeling was incredible. Her muscles
stretched and shivered with pleasure, her skin felt alive, and the
pain dissipated. Gaia bit her lower lip trying to suppress any type
of sound from coming out of her mouth. “I guess it’s somehow
tolerable,” she said, hoping to sound
casual.

“I could’ve worked
better without the clothes,” Edan said without realizing the effect
he was having on Gaia.

“Not a chance.” She closed her eyes trying to concentrate on
anything else. Even though her suit was fireproof, she felt like her skin was burning everywhere
he touched. “You know, I love how the dome looks when it’s snowing
outside.”

“You mean when the
snowflakes melt midway in the sky?”

“Yes.” She looked at
the sky and saw the snow falling. “How does the dome
work?”

“We have crystal
daggers forged in the four elements. With them, we make symbols
that help us control our surroundings, whether it be to camouflage
or to change the weather or anything else we might require.” He
moved his hands lower and Gaia bit her lip.

“How long do they
last?”

“They last two days; but I think with you here, it’s
different.”

“Why?”

“It’s been more than
two days and they are stronger than before. It’s like you keep them
alive all the time.”

“Oh…” she looked once
more at the snowing sky and closed her eyes. “Donovan told me no
one can see what’s inside of the dome from the outside but what
happens if they walk through it?”

Edan pressed his fingers against her
arm and moved them in circles. “They won’t reach the dome. Willow
made an earth rune that changes the trees around the dome so anyone
who comes too close gets lost and never reaches us.” He moved his
fingers slowly on to her shoulder sending chills down her spine.
“Besides, Donovan gave instructions to the animals to scare away
any humans they find walking close to us.”

“Smart,” she
whispered almost dozing off.

 


After
what, for Gaia, seemed not enough time,
Edan finished relaxing her muscles and they both returned back to
the camp. Not knowing if it was the unusual contact with Edan’s
hands or the nervous silence they shared on their way back, Gaia’s
heart pounded like crazy the entire time.

Finally
arriving at the table, Gaia felt Edan
relax and they both parted ways. The table was almost full. There
were all types of food that resembled a renaissance wedding
reception. The meat still had the deer’s figure and was hanging
from two spears. At first, it looked unpleasant to Gaia but the
smell was intoxicating. The sweet and sour mix with herbs and the honey
smell that came from the fruit bowl in the middle of the table made
Gaia feel like it was Thanksgiving. The veggies and fruits looked a
lot like the ones she’d grown up eating, only these had brighter
colors and bigger sizes, pure and untouched by the chemicals and
hormones humans put on their crops.

 


There was an open space between Willow and Synthia, one next
to Priyam and Donovan, and one on the left corner where Hunter was
missing.

Priyam took a
large piece of meat and passed it to Donovan but
Veter snatched it on the way with one big bite. “Veter! I cut that
for Donovan,” Priyam yelped.

“No
need. He’s a vegetarian,” Veter said with his mouth still
full.

“You
are?” Gaia asked and sat down between Donovan and
Priyam.

“Since I
was seven. It’s weird eating something that speaks to you,” Donovan
said.

Priyam
choked once she got a look at Gaia. “Nice
clothes, Trinity! How’s life in the
Matrix?” Gaia looked down.

Damn it!
With all of her thoughts on Edan, she’d
forgotten that she was still wearing that horrible
thing.

“Did you steal that
from Synthia’s closet?” said Priyam continuing
with her teasing.

“Please, like that
would fit me,” whined Synthia while Edan sat
down next to her and Willow. “I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing
that.”

“As if
your outfit is any better,” Priyam poked back and Donovan choked on
his food.

Veter laughed and
hit Donovan on the back. Donovan stopped
choking and joined Veter.

“Mine
has class,” snapped Synthia.

“Yours
has a fish net,” Priyam pointed out.

Gaia noticed a blue
silk scarf Shui lent Cynthia to cover her scar. “You don’t need to
hide it from us. That seems uncomfortable.”

“Also,
that Theta mark is as close as you’ll get to your dream sorority,”
Priyam said between chews.

Gaia glared at
Priyam in complete disapproval and Synthia was about to argue back
when Hunter jumped from one of the trees on top of the table to his
seat, splashing some water onto Willow, Edan and
Synthia.

“Argh!
This is, like, so annoying,” Synthia stood up and cried. “It’s so
messy and wild and disgusting. Why do we have to live like homeless
people?” she turned to Gaia. “And why does she have to be near
me?”

“Is it
too late to change our minds?” Priyam asked. “You know, leaving her
behind and let her meet her destiny?”

“No,
it’s not,” said Edan before taking a bright red apple to his
mouth.

“Yes!”
Gaia slammed the table with her hand. “Yes, it is. We made our
choice and she is staying.”

Synthia
stood up and stormed away from the
table.

“I’ll check on her,” said Shui,
who got up and followed Synthia. Willow took a glass made out of a
precious stone and served wine to Edan. The glass shined with
different colors until the wine reached the top.

Edan took the glass
of wine and drank it. “Thank you,” he
said smiling. Gaia felt a stinging sensation in the pit of her stomach.
Why does he never smile like that when he’s with
me? she asked herself, not understanding
why something so trivial bothered her so much.

Remaining
quiet, Gaia and Edan exchanged awkward looks.
Gaia was still in pain and still shaken up by the muscle relaxing
session he gave her. As for him, he was his usual pretentious
self.

“How was your first class?” asked Donovan, trying to cut the silence hanging in the air like
a dense fog. Edan and Gaia remained quiet.

“That bad?” he said hitting the
nail on the head.

Gaia nodded, bad
couldn’t even begin to describe how painful and stressful it was.
“Tough luck you got fire
first,” Veter said eating half of his bread loaf
in one bite.

“What do you mean ‘tough luck’?” asked Gaia frowning unsure.
“Isn’t that how it goes?”

“No, for every
reincarnation it’s different. Depending on the person, the elements
express themselves in a certain order,”
explained Donovan while passing the warm sourdough bread to Hunter.
“It usually starts with water, since it’s calm and pure. You
are the first reincarnation to have fire first.”

Gaia knew that being
different and doing things your own way
was usually a good thing, but something told her this wasn’t the
case. “Then why did I get
fire?”

“Probably because
it’s the most unstable element,” Edan said and
took another sip of Willow’s homemade wine, smirking at his own
comment.

Gaia smiled instead
of yelling at him. “Fire is the only element you
have, what does that say about
you?”

“That I’m composed
and completely in control,” replied Edan with a
wide smile.

 


And to think he was
so nice back on the massaging rock…Wanting to use her hands in any way that could leave him
unconscious, Gaia ripped off a piece of bread. “Let me get this
straight, for me it means that I’m unstable and messy but
for you it means you have control?”

“Correct,” he said with a smug
attitude and took another sip of the wine. “I’m glad there
are things you do understand.”

That’s
it!... “Ha!” Gaia forced out a mocking laugh, and
leaned towards Edan across the table. “There’s nothing about you
that I understand.”

Edan slammed the
wine cup against the table and mimicked
Gaia. “Likewise,” he said leaning closer to her, taunting her,
making her angrier.

Donovan
moved slowly towards Priyam and whispered in her
ear, “Are they always like that?”

“I hope
so. I find them really entertaining,” she whispered
back.

“I
didn’t know we would get such a difficult bratty reincarnation of
Mother Nature,” Edan said. He placed his
hands over the
table and leaned even closer.

Gaia pushed the bowl
of fruit, placed her hands closer. She moved forwards trying to win
against Edan. “Maybe it’s all thanks to a certain difficult
trainer,” said Gaia. Once her stress toned down, she noticed how
close she was to Edan’s face; and by his wavering eyes and faint
blush, she knew he just realized it too. Like two released rubber
bands, they both sat back down and watched everyone staring at them
with an amused expression.

“What?!” Edan and Gaia screamed in
unison.

“Nothing,” they all said at the
same time and looked the other way.


Chapter 12

Him

BACK IN TRUCKEE, Max, Gaia’s classmate, finally got the
courage to ask his childhood friend on a date.

To both his, and
many others’ surprise, not only did she agree to go, she was happy
he felt the same way as she did.

“Eight
years?” said one of Max’s friends in shock. “It took you eight
years to tell her you like her?”

“Yes.”
He beamed with happiness, his smile wide creating dimples on his
cheeks. “I guess I’m very patient.”

“You’re
crazy, that’s what you are.” The friend patted Max’s back as the
blue sky darkened.

The two guys looked
up and watched as dark grey clouds took over, slowly emitting a
strange acidic smell. The temperature lowered
dramatically.

Max felt a cold
breeze that chilled him to the bone. “Did you feel that?” he asked
his friend but by his trembling hands and watery eyes, Max knew he
was feeling it too… Despair.

 


From
the woods, a man in his late forties emerged and
walked onto the college grounds, the grass he stepped on instantly
dying. The man moved with undeniable elegance and control. His face
was covered by the black hood of a cloak that looked like an
expensive long trench coat.

Besides the unusual
way he moved and hid his face, there was something about this man
that made him disturbing. It was his aura. It was as if everything
around him paused in time or was no longer alive.

That man was Him, Azazel.

Three creepy men
with white slimy skin that resembled a slug, black teeth and long
pointy nails followed Azazel, their joints bending in awkward ways.
One of them, with a thick black mark made by symbols around his
eye, was called Jinn.

Jinn and the other
two wore hoodies but their pale faces
were still visible. Distinct dark lines made of symbols decorated their faces.
Their dusty yellow eyes scanned their surroundings while avoiding
eye contact with any of the students.

They all followed
their master until they reached the Five Fold symbol that Gaia
burnt after having her necklace ripped off. Only now, the symbol
wasn’t a burnt mark on the ground but a beautiful symbol made of
soft grass and dozens of daffodils.

Without uncovering
his face, Azazel bent down and stroked the green grass. While his
long fingers flickered over it, the grass and flowers died and
rotted in a domino effect with a whooshing sound. Azazel breathed
heavily.

The black symbols on
his neck turned crimson red. Images of Gaia floating in fire and
The Six helping her raced through his mind. Images of Edan. Images
of the broken necklace. He saw how the circle burned on Synthia’s
chest while her sidekicks Alma-Loo and Diana cried.

Azazel moved his
hand away from the grass and glared at a section of the forest.
“The Marked One,” he hissed with a deep, soul-crushing voice. “Find
her.”

A dozen growls and
horrifying cries came out from the forest. They muffled in the
distance as the Trackers ran to find their master’s
prey.

Azazel stood up and
looked around. In the distance he saw Alma-Loo, who he recognized
from the visions he had. “Go,” he commanded Jinn.

“You
heard him!” Jinn walked towards the school building. The other two
men followed.

 


Azazel placed both
of his hands in his coat pockets and followed
Alma-Loo, but on his way, Max crashed
against him. Books and papers flew everywhere. “I’m so sorry, Sir,”
said Max as he readjusted his glasses and bent down to pick of his
books. “Are you alright?” he asked.

With his face still covered by his
hood, Azazel flicked with disgust the place where Max touched him,
whispered some muffled words and kept walking.

The student jolted
at his words and dropped his books. His eyes turned lifeless, his
face went pale. His bubbly happy attitude
was replaced by a shadow of numbness. Max stood up, turned and
walked towards a busy street.

“What is he doing?!” yelled a woman who saw him about to
step in front of a moving car. “Stop!!”

The car managed to
dodge Max. It was then that his friend saw him.
“Max! Get out of
the way!” screamed the boy. Max didn’t move. Instead, he looked at
his friend as he stood there in the middle of the
street.

The boy ran as fast
as he could as cars tried to dodge Max. His friend reached for his
hand and, for a second, saw the fear inside Max’s eyes before a car
couldn’t swerve in time and hit him head-on.

 


Horrified, students and teachers
ran to help the dying student while Azazel kept following Alma-Loo
into the forest.

Alma-Loo continued
to walk home, so focused on her phone that she failed to notice how
the trees next to her withered. The bright brown limbs went dead.
The green leaves turned black.

A twig cracked, she
shifted her gaze from the screen and looked behind her… nothing.

She turned back
around and found Azazel standing a few feet from her, hidden by his
cloak.

“Ugh!”
she yelped. “Creep much?”

Ignoring the man,
Alma-Loo walked passed Azazel. He continued to follow her, only
this time, Alma-Loo noticed the dead trees and the rotten smell.
Hearing hundreds of screams coming from her school, she picked up
her pace. The chilling pleas and cries made her heart
pound.

“Stop,”
hissed Azazel. Alma-Loo stopped as if she had no control over her
body. “Kneel,” he ordered and she did. “You hear them? Your
friends,” Azazel asked as he paced around her. Alma-Loo lifted her
gaze and saw his smile. Dark lines made by strange symbols showed
from the inside of his shirt’s neckline to his face. His eyes were
still covered by the cloak.

Alma-Loo tried to
move. Azazel gave a disturbing laugh. “No need to try,” he said
squatting in front of her. “I can bend you at my will.” He leaned
closer and whispered something in her ear. Alma-Loo stopped
breathing.

Her eyes shut and
her hands shook with terror, unable to do anything to stop his
command. “Breath,” he said and Alma-Loo choked as air rushed into her
lungs.

“Stop,”
she cried. “My father is rich. I can give you anything you
want.”

“Is he?”

“Yes; he
owns most of the land around here.”

“He owns the land?” he asked in a grim tone. “It is
interesting how your kind takes everything as if it was theirs to
claim.” He leaned closer, whispered again. Alma-Loo stopped
breathing. He moved closer. “Breathe.”

“Please…” she gasped. “What do you want?” she asked between
sobs.

Azazel caressed her
cheek. “Your memories.”

 


He lifted his hand and took Alma-Loo by her neck. As he
squeezed, the life of Alma-Loo drained out. Her skin turned grey
and dry. The symbols from his neck glowed a crimson red. The images
of Synthia, Alma-Loo and Diana making fun of others surged through
his mind. Images of Gaia falling from the stairs. Of Gaia and
Synthia being taken away by The Six. Azazel let go of Alma-Loo’s
corpse and smiled with contempt, “Found you.”


Chapter 13

The Five
Fables

EDAN STARED AT PRIYAM’S FINGERS as they danced over the computer’s keyboard. She
was moving them so fast that if it wasn’t for the information
appearing on the screen he could’ve sworn she was pressing them
randomly.

Priyam
clicked ‘enter’ and a screen with the
American Government’s seal opened. “Done!” She swung on her
rock to face Edan. “I managed to place alerts in all the nearest
towns so we can have extra security and trace everything we need,”
she said clearly proud of her skills.

“You can trace Him or
any dark creature?” asked Shui in amazement after finishing
preparing tea. Fragrant steam of flowers and
herbs filled the air.

“If they appear in
the news, any other mentions across the internet, or the government
secret files, yes.”

Shui took a couple of bamboo cups and
filled them. “If you are tracing Him, can He trace you back?” She
offered a cup of tea to Priyam.

Priyam took the cup and blew on it. The
hot steam made her glasses foggy. “Does He work at NASA or
SKYNET?”

“No,” said Edan as he
checked all the information on the screen.

“Then, no.” She
grinned and took a sip of her tea. “Geez! Great tea, Shui,” she
said. Shui bowed her head thanking Priyam for the compliment.

Edan pulled the computer closer to him
and played around with the keyboard when by accident he clicked on
the desktop icon. A picture popped up of Priyam and Gaia posing in
their bikinis. Edan’s hand quickly moved to
change it back but it froze on top of the button. His eyes were
mesmerized by the image of Gaia in an olive green
bikini.

“What do
you think, Fireball?” asked Priyam not paying attention to what
Edan was looking at.

 


Edan panicked
thinking he was busted staring at Gaia. His face blushed crimson
red, his palms turned sweaty and, on an impulse, he slammed his
hand over the screen and closed the laptop. “What if he
did?” he said and cleared his throat. “Work at NASA or SKYNET?”

Priyam took a second to answer. “Not
even then,” she smiled wickedly. “And Edan… SKYNET is not real,
it’s from Terminator.”

“What’s a
Terminator?” Edan asked.

“Seriously?”

“I’m not from
Earth.”

“You weren’t born
here but what did you do for the last twelve years?”

“Train and stay on
guard,” he said like there was no other thing he could be doing.
“Where’s Gaia?” he said casually hoping Priyam would wait until
after he left to open the computer again and flash that picture of
Gaia in her bathing suit.

“I think I saw her
with Hunter around the hill,” she said. Without explanation, Edan
walked away as fast as he could. “You’re
welcome!”

Edan ran towards the hill and saw
Hunter helping Willow carry the wheat they’d just cut. “Hunter,
where is she?” he asked. The teen pointed at the trail down the
hill.

 


Around the bottom of the hill, Gaia
jogged and concentrated on her feet. She paid attention to how the
bottom of her shoe interacted with the green grass, how the fresh
air smelled, how her rapid heartbeat warmed her and how calming the
absence of noise felt in her soul.

For the past weeks she had been feeling
pressured at her fire lessons and anxious about how they all, with
the exception of Willow and Synthia, looked at her as if she would
eventually become their savior even when she didn’t believe it
herself.

Everywhere she went stress followed.
Everywhere but in that part of the camp. There she was free to be
herself, to make mistakes, to run, to cry and to feel anything
without guilt or disappointing anyone.

“You’re doing it
wrong,” said Edan as he walked the last part of the
hill.

“Good morning to you,
too.” Gaia panted for air, hating him for destroying her happy
place.

“I’m serious,” he
walked closer and pointed at her legs. “You’re jogging too fast on
uneven ground. You will fall or get tired if
you don’t slow it down.” He scanned her with a stern look. “Knowing
you, you will achieve both.”

“Yeah?” Gaia looked
around and saw the uneven parts of grass and knew Edan was right,
but as always, she preferred not to agree with him. “What else is
wrong with me?”

“So far, your
jogging,” he said and continued walking towards her direction. “But
the day isn’t over yet.” He smiled at his snarky comment and she
jogged away up the hill. “Hey! What are you doing?”

“Ignoring you. I’m
sure you’ll get used to it eventually.”

“Brat.”

A few nights before, Priyam and Gaia
had gone online and looked for strange and fancy ways to describe
Edan’s annoying personality. This was the
perfect opportunity to put her new vocabulary to use and she
thanked her brain for actually remembering one of the words.
“Haranguer!” she said, praying she’d pronounced it right. “Why are
you jogging with me?”

“Making sure you
don’t kill yourself,” he said. “How did you know it? That
word?”

“What are you talking
about? I’ve known it since forever.” Edan lifted
his eyebrow in a doubtful expression. “Fine…I googled it, it suits
you.”

“You
were searching for names to call me?” He smiled at her.

Gaia glared at Edan as she kept her
speed. “No, to-”
Gaia took a wrong step and fell. She rolled down part of the hill
and smashed into the ground.

With two jumps, Edan was next to Gaia.
He checked to make sure her neck wasn’t broken and pulled her into
his arms. “Are you ok?” he caressed her head.

Gaia opened her eyes and stared at
Edan. Gaia laughed out loud. She couldn’t shake off the image of herself bouncing like a crazy person all
over the hill.

“Stop laughing!” he
screamed with desperation and a hint of worry. “Are you ok?” he
asked with a sweet voice.

“Yes,” she
whispered.

Edan’s body relaxed and he smiled.
“Good,” he said and continued caressing her wavy hair. “Does
anything hurt? Do you feel dizzy or confused?”

“A little confused,”
she said, not understanding why Edan was caressing her so gently
and how she’d ended up in his arms. She tried to recall but
everything was still blurry. Gaia felt her throat tingling at the
memory of her head bouncing over and over again while Edan chased
her in a panic, but she held back her giggle to avoid breaking
whatever inexplicable moment Edan was having.

Realizing he was hugging her while
caressing her hair, Edan pushed Gaia away from him. “Of course you
are confused you reckless girl.”

“And…he’s
back.”

 


Edan stood up and brushed the dirt off
his pants. “If you want to run on uneven terrain like that, make
sure you know how to walk first,” he said and walked away using the
same path Gaia had fallen down.

Cracking her neck and testing the
mobility of her arms, Gaia stood up to follow Edan. “Ouch…” She
flinched at the sudden sharp pain in her left foot. She pressed it
again against the ground and the pain hit her harder. Damn it! She looked at the hill and almost cried at
the idea of hiking all that with that type of injury.

“What is
it?”

“Nothing,” she said
and kept walking on her injured foot. “Just learning my lesson,”
she mumbled to herself.

 


Edan took another look and saw how Gaia
was limping. She was very good at pretending she was fine, but Edan
could see the slight hunching movement she made every time she
rested her weight on her wounded foot. He shook his head and let go
a deep sigh. “I swear you’ll be the death of me.” He knelt in front
of her, took her foot and removed her shoe and sock leaving her
bare foot resting on his thigh. With soft movements he caressed her
foot as his hand warmed up careful not to hurt her. “Does this
hurt?”

“No,” she managed to
say without gasping. She closed her eyes trying to concentrate on
anything other than his fingers sliding softly around her skin.
Gaia leaned against a tree to hold her balance so Edan could slip
her sock back on.

Once Gaia had her sock on, Edan put her
shoe inside his back pocket, bent down and placed his hands tightly
against his ribs. “Here,” he said.

Gaia moved her arms towards her chest
and froze. She’d never taken a piggy-back ride
before, but she’d seen this pose in movies when the main guy
tried to help his crush or when a kid was hurt and his parents
wanted to help them. “What are you doing?” she asked concerned.

“It’s so you can jump
on my back and I can carry you.”

“Oh no, I know what
it is. I just don’t know why you’re offering to carry me,” she
admitted still not understanding why Edan was
nice enough to carry her up the hill, especially after warning her
she was bound to fall.

“Does it matter?” he
said, feeling stressed about being in that position and not having
her climb up.

“Maybe…”

He stood up and walked away. “Good luck
hiking the hill on that foot.”

“Wait!” Gaia tried to
reach him with her hand but he was too far for that. “Come back,”
she pleaded, but he kept walking. Argg!! Why me!?
Why him?… she cursed herself. She didn’t want to ask him
again but she knew the only other way up the hill was to crawl.
“Please?” she said as soft as she could.

Victorious, Edan turned around and
walked towards her. “Who would have known?” he said and bent down.
“You do have manners.”

“From time to time,”
she smiled and prepared to climb on top of him.

Gaia stared at his back. The idea of
touching it made her more nervous than she could’ve imagined. She
couldn’t take her eyes off it, how wide and strong it seemed. Only
able to see the back of his head, she wondered if his face was as
warm as hers. Seeing him waiting in silence for her to touch him
was overwhelming.

 


Gaining a little bit of courage, Gaia
moved her hands as if she was afraid to touch a hot pan.
Just do it, she
thought. Her shaky fingers slid over his wide back and every one of
his muscles tensed making her feel like she was hugging a statue.
Her heartbeat went crazy, and she hoped he would confuse her
palpitations as her being out of shape. She leaned her entire
weight against his body which made no sign of being affected by
it.

In one movement, Edan cradled
Gaia’s legs and stood up. “Your arms,” he
demanded.

“What about
them?”

“Wrap them around
me,” he said in a voice lower than usual, sending chills down
Gaia’s body.

“Oh… right.” Gaia
slid her hands around Edan’s back towards his neck. Her hands
slightly moved Edan’s shirt. She noticed a black oval on his neck,
like a birthmark. “You have a freckle on your back,” she said,
passing her thumb over it.

Edan’s whole body shuddered in a mix of
panic and chills. “Stop.” he froze almost dropping Gaia. His body
temperature dramatically lowered, and Gaia could see his skin
turning whiter than usual.

“I’m sorry.” She
snatched her hand away from the black oval, placed it on his
shoulder and felt how uncomfortably rigid his body was. “What
happened?”

“I… can’t balance you
when you sit like that,” he lied, and she knew it since
she’d seen him carry logs triple her size
without stopping to take breaks. “Lean closer,” he said.

“Like this?” She
moved until her cheek touched the back strands of his brown hair.
The tickling sensation made Gaia feel warm and cold at the same
time.

“Closer.”

Gaia leaned so close that her chin
rested on his shoulder. His smell, the way his skin felt against
her and the feeling of his hands on her legs was exhilarating.
“Like this?” she asked dizzy by this sudden
proximity.

“Yes,” he said and
began his walk.

Edan hiked his way to the top and ran
into Hunter. The teen shook his head in confusion at the sight of
Gaia clinging to Edan. His eyes went from Gaia to Edan.
“Having fun?”

“Ignore him,” said
Edan as he made a small adjustment of his
posture so Gaia wouldn’t slip. “What is it?” he asked.

Hunter circled on top of his shoulder
“Donovan is having problems with the Marked
One.”

“Where is he?” Edan
asked and Hunter pointed left. “Appreciate it,” he added and then
walked towards the First Tree.

Gaia swung her head over his shoulder
as she watched Hunter walk away. “What happened?”

“Donovan needs help
with something with the Marked One. I’ll be right back.” Gaia could
tell Edan felt indecisive about letting her down, but once he did,
Gaia sat on top of the First Tree’s roots. “Here Bobby, now she’s
your problem,” he said and left to find Donovan. Gaia warmed
hearing him say the name she gave the First Tree.

 


Gaia tried to stand up by clinging
against the First Tree. She placed her hand on
the trunk and pushed up when she noticed a side of the tree she’d
never seen before. It had five carvings, each one on top of the
other. Gaia moved her fingers through the carvings. The first one
was a small growing plant, right underneath it was an apple, then
an ant, a lotus flower, and finally a group of five rocks standing
on top of each other in perfect balance. “What is this?”

“You’ve lived with
the First Tree your entire life and never once saw them?” Willow
teased Gaia. “Such incredible power of observation.”

“This side used to be
against a wall.”

Shui arrived with a small wooden box
and some bandages. “Edan said you needed these.” She gave the items
to Veter and sat down next to Gaia. “Which one is your injured
foot?”

“This one.” Gaia
lifted her leg. Shui softly pulled it and rested the foot
on her thighs. She pushed up the fabric from
Gaia’s yoga pants and wielded water to clean the foot. “You like
them? The five symbols?” she asked while applying some of the
homemade medicines from within the wooden box.

“They’re
beautiful.”

“Those are the Five
Fables of Terra,” said Shui, taking one of the bandages from Veter.
“They rule Terra and our way of living.” She rolled the bandage
around Gaia’s foot and ankle keeping it steady.

“What are the
Fables?” Gaia asked hoping for someone to tell them to her, but
bracing for every possibility. Edan, who had returned with the
Marked One, glared at both Gaia and the First Tree and rolled up
his shirt’s sleeves. “I guess if you will be the queen of Terra you should learn them.”

“Yes!” shouted Priyam
jumping happily while Gaia was still registering the fact that Edan
agreed to let her know important information about Terra.
“Fireball, get the fire started,” clapped Priyam.

Edan flinched at his nickname. “Fire
for what?”

Priyam and Gaia stopped cold and
exchanged glances. “For the bonfire, of course,” said Priyam.

Edan lifted his hand to feel the wind
but thanks to their light markings and constant manipulation of the
elements, the weather felt very comfortable even if it was still
snowing outside the camp. “Are you cold?” he asked thinking it was
due to the fact that humans tend to be more affected by the
seasons.

“No, for the
stories.”

“The Fables,” Willow
corrected her.

“Same thing,” said
Priyam.

Still puzzled over the need for the use of fire, Edan leaned closer to Gaia and
Priyam. “Why do you need a fire for that?”

“Seriously? Fire,
s’mores, stories?” she proclaimed.
Everyone stared at her as if she was losing it. “I guess it’s a
human thing then. We sit around a fire pit, eat delicious s’mores
and tell stories.” Willow opened her mouth and Priyam lifted her
hand to stop her. “Sorry, Fables.”

Willow moved her
hands and a root came out making a small stool. “Sounds stupid,”
she retorted as she sat down on the root.

“Thank you, boring
person.”

“Terrian,” Willow
corrected her for the second time.

“Ugh! I’m not eating
s’mores,” Synthia whined from afar. “Do you know how many calories
those things have?”

“Great! You two are
out,” Priyam suggested, more than happy to brush off the annoying
ones.

“What are smurffs?”

“S’mores: melted
marshmallow with chocolate and graham crackers.”

“Where are you going
to get that?” Willow asked.

“Please…I’m always
prepared.”

Veter stood up and lifted his strong
hand. “I’m in!” he said and hugged Shui next to him giving her no
chance to refuse the activity.

“Me too, I could use
some earthling comfort food,” said Donovan and Hunter followed.
“Edan?”

Edan looked at the group, half in and
only a few claiming to be out, but even so, they were all sitting
or standing in a circle. “I guess,” he said mostly concentrating on
Gaia’s happy expression. “Where do you
want your fire?” he asked Priyam.

“Around there,” she said pointing to the middle area in front of
them.

“Great…” Edan patted
Priyam’s back and sat down between Willow and
Synthia. “Ask Gaia to do it.”

Priyam swung on her heel and faced
Gaia. “G! You heard the boss: ignite!”

“But I hurt my foot.”
Gaia tried to find a way out.

“Good thing you don’t
need your foot to wield fire,” said Edan with a big
smile.

 


Damn
you…Panicking, Gaia stared at everyone as they all stared at
her. “Traitor,” she said glaring at Priyam, trying not to choke on
her nerves. Gaia limped towards the center. Veter levitated a few
pieces of cut wood and moved them to the middle. She leaned down
and pointed her hands towards the dry wood. Don’t
fail me now… Don’t fail me now… she prayed since this was
the first time she was wielding fire in front of everyone.

“Sometime today,”
Willow said.

Synthia giggled, “You are, like, so bad
at this.” Edan glared at them both.

“You could try if you
want to,” Gaia hissed and concentrated on her flame. Her hands
turned on fire and it softly moved around the wood not making
enough heat. Please… Please… she begged
when a subtle current of wind blew between the wood and made the
fire grow faster. “HA! You’re welcome.” She smiled victoriously at
Synthia and Willow who both had their arms crossed and their lips
twisted into a sour expression. Gaia sat down
and, without letting them see her, she mouthed the words ‘Thank
you’ to Veter, who happily moved the hand he used to wield the
small current, back to his cigar.

 


“Welcome, welcome,
welcome to the Fable tales of tonight!” said Priyam excited as she
circled the fire until she reached her seat next to Gaia and
Donovan. “Veter, if you will?”

“The first Fable is
known as the Fable of the Vine. Donovan?” Veter pointed at him and
sat between Shui and Hunter.

“The Vine Fable
speaks about Terra’s first rule: Nature has its own will.” Donovan
leaned closer to the fire. “Long ago, there was a man and a tiger
searching for a place to live. They walked for days and days until
they arrived at a hill. At the top of the hill the man saw the
perfect place to build his home. The only problem was, there was a
vine tree already growing on that spot. Not respecting Nature’s
will, the man cut the vine and built. But not the tiger, the tiger
didn’t try to change Nature. He paid attention, he listened and he
chose a warm cave that Nature itself provided for him. As time
passed, the man’s house grew bigger and bigger, but so did the
vine. Eventually, one night, the vine grew so dense underneath the
house that the cement foundation broke and the house fell down,
killing the man in his sleep.” Donovan lifted his hands in a
carefree manner. “The teaching shows us that the tiger never tried
to change Nature or to control it. He never obsessed over something
that wasn’t happening or that would or wouldn’t happen. Instead, he
used what Nature provided and lived free from worries trusting that
Nature always had something else planned for him.” Donovan stood
with flare and bowed to his audience.

Moved almost to tears, Veter clapped.
“Lovely job, mate. Lovely job.” He ate an entire s’more in one bite.

Gaia was so into the
Fable that she never saw Edan getting up to grab a blanket and walk
behind her. “It’s getting cold,” he said, covering Gaia with the
blanket and then walked back to his seat. Gaia’s cheeks turned red
and warm. She could see Priyam smirking out of the corner of her
eye but chose to ignore her. She was too busy enjoying the soft
fabric of the blanket.

“The second Fable is
one of my personal favorites,” said Veter, unaware of Edan’s
gesture towards Gaia. “The Fable of the Apple: Never take what you
don’t need.” He blew into the fire: the flame grew taller making
Gaia and Priyam excited; Edan glared at him and his childish
actions. “Once upon a time, there was a man living in a cabin. He
wasn’t rich, he wasn’t poor. He had everything he needed and
nothing more. But life had other plans. The man got sick and he
began to die. He was sad; he never had the courage to tell the
blacksmith’s daughter his feelings and that was something he would
always regret. He prayed to Nature and, as always, Nature answered.
The next day the man was walking across the valley when he saw a
big apple tree with golden fruit. Enchanted by its color, the man
ate one of the fruits and, to his surprise, his illness was cured.
The man realized that the apples had the properties to give life
back to someone who was about to die. He knew the fruits could save
many men, women and children from the plague, but he didn’t care.
Wanting them for himself, the man took all the apples and locked
them in his attic. Fueled by good luck and a new chance at life,
the man went to the blacksmith’s house and proposed to the
daughter. Joy filled his heart when she accepted… But once again,
life,” Veter smacked his hand on the
floor, “had other plans…and the man’s wife fell gravely ill. The
man remembered the apples and went to his attic to get them only to
find they were all rotten. He went back to the tree but since he
had taken every one of them, the tree was now fruitless. That
night, the man had to watch his wife die as a result of his greed.”
Veter took Shui’s hand and place it between
his. “Greed, it’s a very dangerous thing. It confuses people
into claiming things that weren’t theirs to own in the first
place.”

Intrigued by the story, Priyam looked
over the crowd in order to find Synthia. “Where’s Synthia?” she
asked Gaia who was on her third S’more.

“She left a while
ago,” she said placing a fresh marshmallow on
the fire. “Why?”

“I feel like she
should hear this.”

Gaia laughed and turned her treat to
the other side before it burnt. “You are horrible,” she said and
offered her friend a piece of chocolate.

“Baby.” Veter let go
of Shui’s hand. “Want to go
next?”

“The third Fable is
the Fable of the Ant,” said Shui. “It stands for our third rule: We
are not one, but many.” She smiled softly but her eyes seemed a
little sad, as if she remembered someone she
loved and was no longer with her. “There was once a colony of ants
who had a mantis for a neighbor. Each day the mantis made fun of
the ants, for working together instead of apart. He prided himself
on surviving alone, not relying on others to build up a home.
Though the ants tried to show him their way of life, the
selfishness of the mantis found it impossible to understand. One
day, Nature made it rain for weeks; the water rose, the river near
the colony overflowed and flooded everything in its path. The ants,
working together as always, climbed one on top of the other. They
joined their legs and pushed themselves up until they built a
bridge made by hundreds of ants. The ant bridge swung until it hit
a twig and they managed to save themselves, luck that the mantis
didn’t have since it had no one to help it.” Shui took a small
break and slid her hands through her straight blue hair. “We
sometimes forget about others. We concentrate so much on our ways
and on our thoughts and opinions that we don’t worry about the
rest. Nature didn’t create us all to fight to be the best, to
separate us from the rest and live just for our sake. It created us
to enjoy all of this together. Not only Terrians or Humans but
trees and animals and everything else. We are all part of this
world just like the world is a part of us.”

Willow leaned closer to the fire. “The
fourth Fable is the Fable of the Lotus.”

“What does that stand
for?” asked Gaia.

Edan looked to the ground. “Not all
good comes from light, not all bad comes from darkness,” he said in
a low tone. His lack of usual overconfidence made Gaia feel like he
didn’t believe in this one. She sensed he sounded the same way she
did whenever someone told her she would become nature itself and
defeat Azazel.

Due to Edan’s
silence, Willow jumped in. “This Fable is about a powerful young
man from the parliament and a boy who fell from the dark
mountains,” she said. “Many years ago, there was a young man that
came from a very well-known family. He was one of the strongest
earth wielders in history, and he soon grew to become one of the
youngest politicians in the parliament of Terra. His ideas were incredible but his methods were far too
radical. The parliament grew scared of him and the young man was
asked to leave his post. Infuriated, his strengths became his
weakness and his bright ideas turned dark. As for the boy-”

Edan placed his hand on her leg and Willow flinched. “Let’s
stop here,” he said and removed his hand.

“What? Why?” Gaia
asked too preoccupied with the story to notice
Willow placing her hand on Edan’s knee. “What happened to the boy?”

“You don’t need to
know,” he said.

“Yes, I do,” she
cried, hating to be left hanging in the middle of a story or
sentence. “You said you would tell me the Fables,” she reminded
him, hoping he would agree to let her know. But that didn’t
happen.

“We already told you
what it stands for,” he said, and with a movement of his wrist, he
put the fire down. “Let’s go.”

“You can go,
I’m not leaving,” she said and crossed
her arms. “I haven’t even heard about the fifth one.”

Edan pulled her up by the arm. “The
Fable of the Five Brothers: Balance is true Nature’s freedom,” he said and softly pushed her towards
her bungalow. “Now go to bed. You look tired.”


Chapter 14

Animal
Talk

WEEKDAYS, WEEKENDS, DAYS AND HOURS,
they were all blurry to her now. Within a month of their arrival to
the camp, time stood still. Life was measured in daylight and
darkness, in classes and meals, training and sleep.

Becoming more accustomed to the
Terrian’s time schedule and forced by Edan to exercise, Gaia
started waking earlier.

She took a small top, her leggings and
a pastel pink sweater that hung lower than her hips.

“Morning, loser,”
Priyam opened her arms and Gaia smiled.

Ever since they were little, Priyam
used to open her arms like that to invite Gaia to lay down with her
in the bed. “Morning, Priy.” Gaia walked towards Priyam and laid
down next to her.

“Going to take a jog?
I don’t envy you… at all.”

“Trust me, I hate it
too,” Gaia yawned. “But my cardio is terrible and apparently I need
it to improve my wielding.”

“How’s the
foot?”

Gaia rotated her foot a few times.
“Like new.”

“G…” Priyam sat down
looking at Gaia in the eyes. “I know you’re finding yourself in
here and I couldn’t be happier for you but… how are you handling
everything? The pressure and the death threats and all those crazy
things?”

“I’m surprisingly
fine.” Gaia rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling.
“Sometimes I do feel strange, like I’m trying to fill the shoes of
a greater version of me than I can reach. I guess it took us so
long to find a family, I’m just scared to let them
down.”

“Twelve years and you
haven’t let me down.” Priyam took hold of
her hand, “And if you do, you know… screw everything up, I’ll
always be here.”

“Thank you. How are
you coping? You ok?” Gaia asked.

“Why wouldn’t I
be?”

“Because this is
different, this is huge. This is not just another adventure to the
Shire or Wonderland or any of your movies. We could die. This
is scary, Priy.”

“I know it is. And
I’m terrified. But what else am I going to do?” Priyam smiled at
Gaia. “Like you said, we have a family now.”

Gaia hugged Priyam, knowing what she
meant. If Priyam had been the reincarnation of Nature and she
needed to go, Gaia was sure she would have followed her also. After
a few minutes of chatting, Priyam fell back asleep, like she did
every morning. Gaia slid off the bed, covered Priyam with a blanket
and left to train.

 


Luckily for her and her sore muscles,
Edan was gone for the entire day with Synthia. He’d been trying to
find a way to counter the tracking on her curse.

After jogging for half an hour, she
took a detour. She jogged down the hill when she heard a loud
grunt. A bear? A dark beast? She looked
around to see if someone was near her in case she needed to backup,
but there was no one in sight. Curiosity got the best of her. She
ignored all self-preservation instincts, jogged backwards and saw it, the source of the noise, a figure
near the cliff.

Gaia got closer and noticed it wasn’t
an animal but a man. He was laying down on his stomach, legs
stretched on the grass and massive arms hanging from the cliff. The
smoke of a familiar cigar floated around the man’s head.

Gaia smiled and walked until she
reached Veter, but even standing behind him he was too concentrated
on his mysterious task to notice her. “Ahem…” she coughed to get
his attention.

Veter jolted and dropped his cigar down
the cliff. “Shoot!” He moved his hands and the wind returned his
cigar. He caught it and faced Gaia. His light brown eyes opened
wide and his mouth clenched as the intake of his breath revealed
his fear of being caught doing something he wasn’t supposed to be
doing.

“Moja Princeza!” He
lay frozen with a ridiculous downwards grin like a child who’d been
busted.

Gaia bent down and tilted her head.
“What are you doing?”

Veter smiled innocently.
“Relaxing?”

“Mmm…” Wanting to
know the truth, Gaia walked closer to the ledge so she could see
what Veter was looking at.

“Stop!” he said
before she could reach the cliff. “Get down and crawl
here.”

“Crawl?”

“Yes,” he said and
nodded his head to the edge hinting to Gaia there was something
down there that could spot them back.

Gaia kneeled down and crawled next to
him. “What’s going on?” she whispered as she peeked down.

Veter pointed to the left. “You see
those blue flowers?”

Gaia took a better look and there they
were. A few yards away next to the lake inside a wooden fence was a
small field of gorgeous and exotic pastel blue flowers of the size
of her fist. “The ones over the fence?” she asked trying to
remember why they seemed so familiar to her.

“Those,” Veter smiled
with excitement. “Pay attention.” Veter held the cigar between his
teeth. He then softly flickered his fingers and a flower shook. The
flower detached from the stem and levitated. Veter pushed his
finger forward and the flower slowly floated to the right over the
field.

 


A few feet away, in the middle of the
field, Shui was sitting on a rock in lotus
position. Her elbows bent and pressed against her ribs, her hands
facing each other creating a delicate circle. Her fingers
were moving as if she was doing pottery
mid-air, and in the middle of the circle there was a spiral of
water circling its own axis. What Shui was unaware of was that she
was now surrounded and covered in dozens of pastel blue
flowers.

“Awesome!” Gaia
chuckled. “Veter, I’ve always wanted to ask you… Are you two
dating?”

“One day.
Hopefully.”

Gaia smiled as she saw Veter wield the
floating flower and gently place it on Shui’s shoulder. “She’s
going to kill you.”

“Nah!” Veter stared
at Shui with the same gentle and loving way Gaia always saw him
look at Shui. “She just pretends she doesn’t like it,” he said. “On
the other hand… Willow is going to kill
me.”

“Why would sh-” Gaia
finally recognized the origin of the flowers and gasped. “Wait!...
Are those Willow’s camellias?”

“Great job on your
botany lessons!” Proudly, Veter clapped and smacked Gaia on her
shoulder. “And yes, they are.”

“Veter! Of all the
flowers in the world, you had to take those?”

“It’s like the humans
say… two birds, one stone. I get to shower my baby with gifts and
piss off Blondie.” He smiled mischievously. “What do you
think?”

“I think…” Gaia took
another look at Shui and returned his smile, “…her left side could
use some more flowers.”

Veter moved the last flower and stared
at his creation. How beautiful and peaceful Shui looked even from
this far away. He scratched his bushy beard deep in thought.
“You’re right. It doesn’t look balanced.” He wielded the wind to
carry another flower. “May I ask you a question, Princeza?” Gaia
nodded. “How do you stay so calm? I know it’s been more than a month since we told you about
who you are and everything, but you didn’t seem to be scared by it,
even in the beginning, and you immediately believed in us.”

“Did I?” She wondered
herself why she was this relaxed and at peace with all that
information.

“Yes, you were all
like… ‘coolio chill people! I totally believe in all these crazy
shenanigans.’”

“Coolio chill?” Gaia
laughed. “Who talks like that?”

“Humans?”

“No, they
don’t. Seriously, where did you guys stay
all those twelve years? A cave?”

“Well… Shui was sent
to Sanya, China; Donovan had Los Angeles; Hunter got the Amazon;
Blondie was sent to Quebec; our Kapetan got London; and I got Novi
Sad, Serbia.”

“And you learned
nothing about humans in there?”

“Can’t speak for the
others, but I did.” Veter lifted his thick eyebrow. “Probably
nothing you would find useful, but I did.”

“I bet. But I guess
you had a point, about me being all coolio chill.” Gaia closed her
eyes and thought about that day, when The Six of them dropped all
their unbelievable information on her and how she felt intrigued
but comfortable with it. “Honestly, I always felt like I didn’t
belong anywhere. When you guys came along, even though what you
said was super crazy, I somehow felt like I’d finally found my
way.”

“I’m glad you feel that way.”

“So am I.”

Veter pointed his fingers at another
flower. “Too bad you can’t wield wind yet, you would be a great
help here,” he said as the new flower levitated.

Gaia turned around and laid down on her
back. She crossed her arms under her head
using them as a pillow as she stared at the gorgeous blue sky.
“That would be fun,” she said.

“Then… nothing yet?
Any chill spots? Random impulses to push the air? Tingling
sensations in the back of your neck?” he
asked.

“Back of the
neck?”

“Yes.” Veter sat down
and took a puff from the cigar. “Wind’s in the back of the neck,
fire in the chest, water on your hands, and earth on your feet,” he
explained as he gestured the body parts he was talking
about.

“No, not yet,” she
sighed. “I’m still stuck with fire.”

“Don’t worry, Kapetan
will get you ready in no time.” He smiled but Gaia rolled her eyes.
“I sense disagreement.”

“You sense right.”
Gaia sat up. “No offense but why do you follow his
orders?”

“He’s our leader,” he
said and took another long hit and let go of the smoke. “I’d follow
him anywhere.”

“But you’re older
than he is and you’re clearly stronger. Why aren’t you the
Kapetan?”

Veter chuckled, “You honor me with your
words, Moja Princeza, though my years and my strength are physical.
Anyone can grow old and get in shape if they try to, but not anyone
can achieve the kind of strength the Kapetan has. While my strength
comes from here,” he touched his massive biceps, “his come from here…” he placed two fingers on Gaia’s
forehead, “and here…” he moved them to her heart.

Gaia lay down on the soft grass again.
She closed her eyes and thought of how everyone seemed to show
ultimate respect for Edan and his decisions.
How even though he was annoying and incredibly arrogant, he always
rose to the occasion and helped her. “Is that why the elders named
him the leader of The Six?

“What? No.” His eyes
looked down as if he was sad for something. “The Kapetan
isn’t-”

“Veter!!” Willow’s
screams interrupted their talk. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” she
screamed all the way from the flower fields.

Shui opened her eyes and found herself
surrounded by all those beautiful flowers.

Veter smiled and took the cigar from
his lips. “It appears the mission has been compromised.”

“It appears so.” Gaia
rolled onto her stomach. She saw Willow running furiously towards
them. “Run in opposite directions?” she suggested.

Veter helped lift Gaia up and gave a
small bow in front of her. “Moja Princeza,” he said and they both
ran in opposite directions.

“Don’t you dare run
away from me!” Willow choose to follow Veter.
“Could you please tell your puppet to stop messing with my
flowers?” she screamed at Shui who was walking up the hill on the
other side.

“He’s not my puppet,
but I will talk to him about his childish actions.”

“Don’t talk to him,”
Willow snapped, “slap him!”

Without responding, Shui left for her
bungalow. She walked in and closed the door. Once alone, she took
one of the camellias from her clothes. She placed it on her dresser
next to her flute, softly caressed one of the petals, and
smiled.

 


* * *

Gaia was still running from Willow when
she turned around the corner next to the
weapon’s storage building and crashed against Donovan. “Good
morning, your Majesty! Glad to see you all pumped up,” he said and
pushed her back. “Time for you to learn how to communicate with the
fauna.”

“What? Why?” Gaia
scanned her surroundings to see if Willow was in sight. “I haven’t
felt any tingling sensation.”

“I’m… pretty sure
that’s a good thing,” laughed Donovan not quite understanding what
she meant.

“I meant for my
powers to come out. You know, fire on the chest, wind on the back
of your neck, something, something?”

“Oh, those tingling
sensations,” he chuckled. “Yeah, we don’t need them. For you,
talking to animals is a lot like learning another language. The
only difference is that all animals speak the same one just with a
different accent and the meaning of the words change depending on
their facial expressions or body language,” he said as they both
walked into the dining area. The whole section was empty, with the
exception of a few crystals hanging from the trees on top of the
table.

Donovan pointed to the first rock and
signaled Gaia to sit down. “Icarus,” he called while Gaia took her
place. “Icarus is going to help us with your first lesson.” Icarus
landed on Donovan’s shoulder and walked to the table.

“First lesson, my
Lady,” said Donovan overly excited and pacing next to the table.
“You know when you talk to an animal and start making that weird
voice, like the one you talk to babies with, and animals, they
stare at you like you’re crazy and you think that it would be funny
if they could understand you?”

Gaia had a small flashback of the
various times she talked to different animals like that. The cuter
the animal was, the weirder her voice became. “Yes.”

“Well, they do
understand. That’s why they look at you like you’re crazy.” Icarus
nodded his tiny head and Donovan pointed at his furry sidekick to
prove his point. “Now, what you need to learn is to understand them
back. We will start slow. I want you to pay attention to Icarus’
way of moving, expressions and body language. Icarus, whenever
you’re ready.”

Icarus walked and stood up a few inches
away from Gaia and squeaked.

Donovan sat down a few rocks away from
Gaia. “What do you think he’s saying?”

“Hello?”

“Not
really.”

“How are you?” she
asked. Donovan closed his striking blue eyes and shook his head.
“My name is Icarus?” she tried again.

“Why don’t we stop
guessing and pay attention to his movements.” Donovan signaled
Icarus and he repeated his squeaks.

Gaia saw how Icarus moved his tiny
hands and how his face lifted up. She tried her best to come up
with a phrase that would use those types of gestures but she was
completely lost. “He wants nuts?”

“No.
Think…”

“I don’t know; he’s a
sugar glider.”

“Look at his gestures
and listen to the sound of his barks. Are they softer? Are they
fast and short? Are they deeper and slower?”

“He barks?” Gaia
asked.

Donovan’s composure cracked. He threw
his hands up in the air. “Pay attention… What could he be
saying?”

Gaia glared at the fluffy sugar glider
and it spoke. She tried to look at Icarus’ movements and his body
language, but no matter how much she tried, she could only hear
tiny squeaks and nothing more. “He needs to sleep?”

“Do you really think
he looks tired?”

“No.”

“Then no, he’s not sleepy.” He pointed at Icarus.
“Again.”

“He’s
angry?”

“What about those
soft delicate barks made you think he was angry?”

“They were soft?”
Gaia asked confused.

“Yes, they were. Give
it another try.”

“Ah! A pink
butterfly!” Gaia gasped at the sight of a gorgeous pink butterfly
that flew around Donovan’s hair. “Look at its wings”

“Gaia, concentrate on
Icarus. What did he say?”

“He likes sugar
cubes?” she guessed. Donovan again indicated ‘no.’ “He hates sugar
cubes?”

“What does sugar have
to do with this? He’s a sugar glider, they don’t eat sugar
cubes.”

Gaia scratched her chin. “I guess I’m
hungry.” Donovan rubbed his temples.

Averting a major crisis, Icarus jumped
in front of Donovan and squeaked. “Icarus is right,” said Donovan
and Icarus climbed on his shoulder. “Let’s take a break. We’ll
continue after breakfast.” Tired and exasperated, he stood up and
left Gaia sitting there.

Near the point of giving up on training
her altogether, Donovan walked to the weapons section where he found Veter and Hunter
working.

“Morning, lad!” said
Veter as he helped Hunter sharpen some knives.

Without answering, Donovan nodded and
threw his body on top of a big piece of wood. His limbs hung from
the wooden corners as if his body was lifeless.

Veter and Hunter exchanged looks.
“Stressful day?” Veter asked.

Donovan let go of a deep sigh. “You
think?”

“Let me guess… First
class? Taking some time getting it?” Veter guessed
correctly.

“I wouldn’t say she’s
terrible at it...” said Donovan and lifted his hands. “But she is.
She is! She gets distracted by everything. I don’t know what to do. How does Edan do
it?”

Hunter dropped a knife and moved his
hands to his chest and then out. “Hunter’s right,” said Veter.
“Edan pushed Gaia to the point that she has no other choice but to
make it happen.”

“Yeah?” Donovan
lifted his head and glared at Veter. “You got all that from his
hand swing?”

“That and so much
more,” Veter smirked.

“I guess Hunter’s
right.” Donovan lay down again, only this time he was calmer. “How
do I do it then? I’m too damn charming for her to feel
pressure.”

Veter laughed. “It’s called softy, not
charming.”

“Shut up. I’d like to
see you train her.”

Veter looked at the sky with pride,
like a father waiting for his son to be old enough to show him the
family business. “So would I… So would I.”

“Anyway,” said
Donovan as he sat on the log. “I’m doomed. Neither I nor my sugar glider are
intimidating enough to pressure her.”

“Good spirits!” Veter
slammed an ax into the wooden table making
Hunter jolt and take out a knife from his boot. “I have a great
idea,” said Veter. Hunter relaxed, placing the knife back to its
belt.

Donovan offered Veter his arm. “I’m
in!” he agreed without even hearing the idea. They shook hands by grabbing each other’s arm at the
wrists.

“Mmm, Donovan?”
Willow clicked her tongue and leaned against a tree. “Following
Veter’s advice? Isn’t it too early for committing to terrible
mistakes?”

“Blondie,” Veter
smiled. “I knew I smelled something irritating.”

“I’m surprised you
still have the ability to smell anything other than that disgusting
thing,” she said pointing at his unlit cigar resting on top of the
table. “What’s your great idea?” she asked.

“It’s more of an
epiphany,” he corrected his petite attacker. “Where’s
Shui?”

“Meditating at the
lake again,” she said as she took off her hoodie, revealing her
usual sporty crop top. “Why? Is she part of your
epiphany?”

“Not this one.” Veter
smiled at the mere thought of his other epiphanies that did include
her. “I just wanted to know where she was.”

“I believe humans
call that stalking,” she mocked him and sat down on top of the
table.

“I believe they call
it romantic,” he corrected her. “But since you’re in love with the
Kapetan, you must know nothing about it.”

Willow’s eyes opened wide. Her mouth
fell and her skin blushed as if she was sunburnt. “What?!” she
gasped.

“Yes, what?” Donovan
said uncomfortably and punched Veter on the arm as a symbol to shut
up. “Veter, shall we?” he asked and stood up.

“Absolutely.” Veter
took the ax as if it was
weightless and stood up. “Hunter, you coming or would you
rather stay here and braid flowers?” Hunter looked at Willow and
then at Veter. He took a smaller knife from the table and stood up.
“Atta boy.” Veter patted his back with
excitement.

 


* * *

Priyam warmed up
some water while Gaia waited at the
dining table. “It was horrible,” said Gaia placing her head on the
cold rock and stretching her arms. “I’m absolutely useless at
talking to animals.”

“Keep
trying. It’s supposed to be instinctual so I assume it will come
eventually.” Priyam poured the hot water into two bamboo cups.
“Besides, you can’t be any worse at it than you were in History
class.”

Gaia lifted her head
and cupped her face with the palm of her hands. “I am,” she cried
out.

“You
are? I thought that was impossible.” Priyam offered Gaia a cup.
“Here, take this.”

Gaia took it and
inhaled its rich aroma. “What is it?”

“Honestly, no
idea.”

Suddenly, a
huge tiger jumped on the table and
cornered both girls. He gnashed his sharp teeth and glared at them
with hungry eyes. “Shit! A tiger.” Priyam
screamed and hid behind Gaia. “Why is a Shere Khan in here?
Do they even live in this area? This is not a
jungle!”

“I don’t
know,” said Gaia as they both crawled on the
floor and leaned against the wall without looking away from the
tiger.

“What do we do?”
whispered Priyam.

“I don’t know!!” The
tiger roared and both girls cringed with
nerves.

Priyam looked around
as if she was trying to find something near them.

“What are you looking
for?” Gaia asked trying not to move an inch.

“Synthia…” Priyam said as she continued her
search.

“Why would you look
for her now?”

“Tiger
looks hungry,” she said trying not to laugh.

“Stop joking about getting rid of Synthia,” said
Gaia. “Donovan,” she screamed at the top
of her lungs.

“What if he can’t
hear?” Priyam panicked as the tiger stepped
closer. “Do something!”

“I can’t, I told you
I suck!”

“Try!”

The tiger growled.
Gaia balled her hands into fists. “Ok! I’ll do it!”

Veter laughed and peeked through his hideout. His
face was beaming and something about his pose screamed
‘victorious.’ “I told you that would motivate
her,” he patted Donovan’s back, who was also
hiding with Hunter.

Gaia felt like the
floor beneath her feet disappeared. “You knew about this?” she
asked shaking from adrenaline.

“Knew?” Donovan grinned. “We
made it happened.”

“Do you know how hard
it was to find a tiger around here?” Hunter
signed and Donovan hugged him.

“This kid deserves a medal.” Donovan laughed.

“Hunter!? You’re in on this, too?” Gaia asked and Hunter
nodded with a smile. “You guys are freaking crazy,”
she screamed while Priyam laughed
at the situation.

“Oh come on… the tiger is not going to do
anything,” said Donovan mischievously.
“Or, is he?”

“Donovan! Stop
messing around and help us,” ordered Gaia. She
took a deep breath and sunk all her weight against the cold rocky
wall behind her back.

Donovan
petted the majestic animal. “If only you
could talk to him.”

“I hate you all!” Gaia hissed.

“Priyam seems to love
it,” said Veter as he lit a vanilla cigar. It
was obvious how much he was enjoying this.

“It’s called shock.
Trust me, she hates you too.” Gaia looked at the
tiger’s teeth and shivered. Some part of her knew it was dumb of
her to be afraid in this situation since she knew The Six would
never let her be harmed, but it was too damn difficult for her not
to freak out when a tiger twice her size was staring at her the
same way she looked at sushi. “Please, just do it,” she
begged.

Donovan
sat down next to Hunter on one of the rock
chairs. “Don’t talk to us, talk to
him.”

“Agrhhhh” Gaia growled with
frustration.

“Remember what I told
you?” asked Donovan.

“That we were going
to start slow?” she asked as the tiger took a
step closer towards her.

“About the
animals.” He took Gaia’s tea and passed Hunter
the other one. “About their facial gestures and body
language.”

“Oh, you mean his
leaning towards me while roaring and showing his teeth!?” Gaia asked with cynicism.

“Yes, what do you think he is trying to tell
you?”

“That he’s
starving?!”

 


Out from the corner,
Shui and Willow walked towards the crowd. Veter put out his
cigar and moved his hand making a small wind
current around Shui. He smiled at how beautiful Shui looked with
her long blue hair floating in the air. The sunlight made the blue
look even brighter.

Annoyed, Willow
pulled a blushing Shui away from the wind. “This was the
epiphany? A tiger? You guys are idiots,” she
said as the tiger growled again, only this time he was
louder.

“What is going on
here?” asked a deep voice behind
them.

 


Busted,
The Six and the tiger turned around and saw Edan
and Synthia staring at them.

“Hey,
Kapetan.” Veter rubbed the back of his neck. “How was taking care
of the Marked One?”

“Tedious,” he said and looked at Gaia as if he was blaming
her.

Synthia
punched Edan on his arm. “I’m right here, you
know?”

“Synthia,” screamed Priyam, “perfect timing.” Gaia glared at
her friend, begging her to stop with the jokes.

“What is going on here?” Edan repeated, only louder this
time.

“We’re speeding up
Gaia’s animal class,” said Donovan moving closer
to the tiger. “It was Veter’s idea.”

Edan took a moment
to formulate his opinion. “I think it’s brilliant.” Everyone’s face
fell flat and the tiger growled. “What is the tiger really
saying?” asked Edan.

“That he finds this
hilarious,” grinned Donovan.

Edan smiled.
“Smart tiger.” He
petted the animal and Gaia gasped in amazement.

“If
you’ll excuse me,” Shui took a small bow and left the dining
area.

“And that’s my cue to go. Yoga time with
Shui,” said Veter.

Hunter lifted his
arms and bent them awkwardly. “Hunter is
right!” clapped Donovan. “You can
barely bend your arms.”

“I know.”

“You are going to end
up breaking yourself.”

“Shui’s outfit? Those poses? Breakaway!” Veter snatched his cigar
from the table and waved goodbye to Gaia and Priyam, who
were still sitting on
the floor. “Good luck, Moja
Princeza. Priyam, if he eats you I call dibs on your computer.”

“I’m going to kick
you, Veter.” Gaia slammed her hand on the floor and the tiger
growled.

“For that you will
need to get out, Gaia,” said Donovan. “Concentrate. Block
everything around except you and the tiger.”

“Fine!” Gaia closed
her eyes and focused on her breathing. She made sure she was calm
enough so when she opened her eyes, her focus would be completely
on understanding the tiger instead of her uneasiness of getting
hurt.

 


This time, the tiger wasn’t scary.
There was something about him: his expressions were remarkably
soft.

Gaia moved her hand forward until it
reached the tiger’s warm cheek.

Once she was calmer, she was able to
notice something specific, something that deep down she’d always
seen but hadn’t paid attention to. The tiger was staring at her;
not in a menacing manner or just looking her way… it was as if he
was acknowledging her.

Just like all the animals she’d been
around since she was little. Like the wolf she helped, like the
birds that used to chirp on her shoulder and all the other animals
that tended to follow her everywhere. It was as if he already
understood her. Gaia caressed the cheek and the tiger growled
again.

Like everyone, she heard the growl
through her ears, but now, in her mind, she heard the tiger’s soft
voice. “He said... Ticklish,” she whispered.

“Yes,” Donovan gasped
in a low voice trying not to break Gaia’s concentration. “He
did.”


Chapter 15

Pink And
Floyd

PRIYAM SLAMMED HER HAND on the table.
“Are you done with the salt?” she asked while Gaia obsessively
shook the salt container over her Nacho Cheese chips. “That’s
gross. Why don’t you just lick salt cubes, Seabiscuit?”

“Let me be,” said
Gaia, placing the salt close to her on the table in case she needed
more later. “I plan to enjoy myself since Edan
isn’t here to scold me for everything,” she
whispered towards Priyam and proceeded to enjoy her treats while
listening to Shui play her flute.

 


The song wasn’t anything Gaia had ever
heard; it wasn’t the usual classical melody, more like an old
Celtic lullaby. The sound was so calming it made Gaia feel like she
was under a relaxing spell.

“I’m glad he took
Synthia with-” Priyam’s mouth fell open when Donovan and Veter
arrived back from their workout. She pointed
at their perfectly toned and shirtless six-packs that were on
display. “Seriously! You guys eat every single minute of the day!
How is that possible?!”

Veter took a piece of bread and bit
almost half of it. “We train five hours a day.” He smiled.

“Well… yeah… that,
and you cheat.” Priyam glared at Veter as he sat down next to
Shui.

“How do we cheat?”
Veter asked with his mouth full.

“You’re from a race
that’s way better looking than humans.”

Veter took a glass of wine and took a
big gulp. “We’re not better looking than humans.”

“Maybe not you.”
Donovan sat down and stretched like the stud he was. “I totally
agree with Priyam.”

Veter waved his hand and a strong
current of wind knocked Donovan down. “As I was saying, we’re not
better looking, we just are … healthier. Our skin and hair look
better because our food is natural, with no hormones or any other
chemicals added. Our bodies are healthy and strong because we work
out constantly, we eat a lot but everything is balanced. We look
the same way humans would if they took better care of their body,”
Veter explained.

Guilty of having terrible eating
habits, Gaia secretly ate her last potato chip when SWIF, a
two-foot machete flew and stabbed the tree
next to Veter, destroying its trunk and their peaceful moment.

“We’re under attack!”
Priyam screamed and stood up in an attempt to run away, but Hunter
grabbed her by the shirt and pulled her down to her chair. Priyam
took Gaia’s hand. The Six remained calm and, besides Shui’s who
stopped playing her flute, they all were still engaged in their previous activities.

 


Gaia looked around, but she couldn’t
tell where the machete came from or who threw it. She also noticed
nobody cared who did. Willow kept writing down all the seeds she
would need to get, Hunter kept carving a lance out of a wooden
stick and Donovan kept looking amazed at Priyam’s computer and all
the things she was able to do with it.

Veter laughed like a maniac and punched
the air. “Got you.”

The air force pushed a man dressed all
in black with his face covered in a ski mask. Just before the man
crashed against a tree he flipped over in a
graceful manner and hit the trunk with his feet. He pushed himself
toward Veter while taking out two daggers mid-air. Veter took a
plate and used it to deviate the trajectory of the daggers toward
the trunk of the same tree the machete was stabbed.

“Stop hurting the
trees!” Willow slammed her fist against her notes and glared at
Shui. “Tell your stupid match to stop acting like a
child!”

Shui, calm as ever, lifted a jar of
water Veter’s foot had knocked down. “He’s…” she said and placed it
back after Veter jumped off the table and intercepted a second
attacker dressed in black with a ski mask before he could strike
with a katana.

“What’s a match?”
Gaia turned to Donovan and asked him.

“A match is your
destined person,” he said smiling with the same smile he flashed
every time he spoke about women.

“Too slow.” Veter
jumped again and the three of them engaged in something that looked
like a dance. They showed off with incredibly acrobatic kicks,
punches and the deadliest weapons Gaia had ever seen.

Gaia moved closer towards Donovan and
whispered, “Should we fight?” Donovan shook his head no. “Why isn’t
anyone freaking about this? Who are they?” she said trying not to
raise her voice too much.

Donovan took a sip of his water and
smiled. “The twins.”

 


Finally, one of the two men spun around
Veter and placed his haladie against Veter’s
throat. Veter and Donovan clapped and Priyam joined them smiling
way too excitedly. The man let go of Veter and
hugged him. “Well done, my friend!” Veter congratulated him.

“Long time, you
bastard,” the man said with a strong Australian accent while
slapping Veter’s wide back.

The Six, with the exception of Willow
and Hunter, who was out with Edan, stood up and walked towards the
two mysterious twins. Gaia and Priyam followed. The man took off
his ski mask and revealed Floyd Morrissey, a seventeen-year-old boy with light blue eyes, a small
button nose and a messy blond Mohawk while two French braids ran
from one ear to the other and then to the back of his head ending
in two small ponytails. He walked among The Six saying his hellos
and stood right in front of Gaia, scanning her from head to toe.
“G’Day, you must be their famous queen to be,” he said smiling from
cheek to cheek.

“Their?” Gaia
asked.

“We’re human,” he
said and stretched out his hand. Gaia took it and they shook. “I’m
Floyd and that’s Pink.”

The second twin took the ski mask off
and to Gaia’s shock, she was a girl. Pink’s face wasn’t the only
thing that resembled her twin. Although her Mohawk was wider, it
was also shorter and her hair was pastel pink. “Hello.”

“Nice to meet you.”
Gaia shook her hand the same way she did with Floyd and proceeded
to study both twins.

Thanks to the massive fight she saw,
she knew they were more than fit enough to be in the camp, but she
couldn’t get past the idea of Edan admitting more humans to their
group, at least not after his reaction with her insistence on
bringing Priyam. “No disrespect, but if you’re humans, what are you
doing here?” she asked while, unnoticed by the rest, Edan sauntered
into the dining area.

Floyd slid his arm around Gaia’s
shoulders letting it rest around her neck. Edan took a step
forward. Willow, being the only one who saw Edan’s reaction, took
his arm and stopped him from going with Gaia. “We’re top majestic
experts of weapons and fighting… as you clearly witnessed earlier,”
said Floyd.

“Apologies, he’s
really up himself.” Pink pulled Floyd away from Gaia and Edan
relaxed, an action that made Willow pull him closer to her. “A few
years ago, we met Veter back in the land.”

“The land?” asked
Priyam as she took one of Floyd’s knifes from his belt to
inspect.

“Australia, lovely
place,” he said and offered Priyam an even more badass double-sided dagger. “Full of things that kill, though,” Floyd joked. He took back the dagger,
placed it firmly in Priyam’s hand and helped her to throw it. The
dagger flew fast and steady until one of the sharp ends sunk into a
tree’s trunk.

“Just like you two,”
said Willow, clearly irritated about the trees being hurt by their
weapons. Edan let go of Willow’s hand and took a step
back.

Floyd walked towards the tree. “Long
time no see, Willow,” he said and took the dagger back.

“Don’t say it as if
it’s good news. And stop stabbing the trees.” She turned around and
left.

Floyd threw the dagger towards his
sister’s chest. The dagger flew so fast it was impossible for Gaia
to see the handle. Her heart pounded with fear, imagining Pink
being stabbed to death right in front of them. Fortunately, Pink
caught the flying dagger as if it was the easiest thing to do and
placed it under her belt.

Still shaking, Gaia turned to Donovan.
“Are they always this-”

“Entertaining?
Active?” Donovan jumped in. “Yes.”

“I was going to say
reckless.”

Donovan laughed. “Also, yes.”

“I know they are
friends with Veter, and apparently everyone else, but what exactly
are they doing here?”

“They came here to
train you,” said Edan as he walked closer to the group.

“Train me?” Gaia’s
head spun around. She could barely deal with her two classes and
now she had to learn how to be some sort of crazy ninja! “How many
people do I need to train me?” Gaia felt overwhelmed.

“Apparently, many,”
Edan smiled, the twins noticing him for the first time.

“Boss!” Floyd and
Pink screamed at the same time and walked towards Edan. Floyd went
for a hug and Gaia gasped terrified, waiting for Edan to
disintegrate him.

“Floyd, Pink,” said
Edan, and beyond Gaia’s comprehension, Edan hugged them both. “I’m
glad you made it. Now follow me, we have much to
discuss.”

Gaia exchanged stares with Priyam. “Did
that just happen?” Gaia asked Priyam, but she was also too stunned
to know what was going on.

“Yes, it did,” said
Veter as he hugged both of the girls’ shoulders. “Kapetan likes the
twins. We all do.”

 


Gaia kept looking at Edan as he talked
to the twins. He looked carefree and excited.

Is he that nice
because they are humans? No, scratch that… Priy is also human and
he’s not that nice with her…. “I didn’t know he liked…
anything,” she said, causing Veter to burst out laughing.

“You girls stay here.
We’ll be right back.” He tapped them on the back and left with the
rest of the group towards the weapon’s storage room.

As they all reached the storage room,
Gaia remained in the same spot she stood before. She remembered
again how Edan looked when he hugged the twins and she felt uneasy.
She tried to guess why she was so affected by something that small,
but she couldn’t come up with any theory that didn’t make her sound
like a mental patient. She grabbed the back of her neck with one of
her hands and took a deep breath. Why do I care
what he does? Why do I care what he thinks of me? Is it because I
want his respect? Do I want to prove to him I’m better than what he
thinks? Shut his mouth? Arghh… What is it!?

“Stalk much?” whined
Synthia, disrupting Gaia’s pondering.

“Synthia, you are
here!” said Priyam. “Right now I was begging Gaia to go and find
you.”

“You have the worst
humor,” said Synthia with a squeaky voice that
irritated Priyam beyond words.

“I do,” she happily admitted.

 


Gaia saw
Synthia’s cursed scar and remembered how Edan
said he was going to try again to find a way to make it easier to
hide her from Azazel. Even though Veter kept telling her it wasn’t
her fault, she still felt guilty. “What did Edan find out
about your mark?”

Synthia
turned to Gaia as if she was possessed, her dark
brown eyes wide open glaring at her. “You mean the one you
put on me?” she yelled at her while taking a
step forward, waving her hands like a crazy person.

“You did it
yourself,” she responded but felt she was saying
that to convince herself Veter was right. Ignoring Synthia’s
swinging hand and how close it was to hitting her, Gaia took another step forward. “You’re the one
who broke the necklace.”

“How was I supposed
to know that cheap tacky thing was cursed?”

Priyam
arms hugged her stomach as she bent down
giggling. “So you only break non-cursed necklaces?
How thoughtful of you.”

“Whatevs.” Synthia rolled her eyes
and walked away while bitching under her breath.

Gaia
flicked her finger on Priyam’s arm and followed
Synthia. “Wait, I really meant it when I asked about the
mark,” she explained. Synthia stopped
immediately.

“Nothing, ok!? He
found nothing,” she squeaked. “Not one of
your stupid planet’s plants can fix this.”

“It’s the same planet
as yours,” said Priyam, who was also following
them, mostly for the gossip.

“Duh! The name of their planet is Terra not Earth…I
mean, hello!?” Synthia tapped her head with her
fingers. “How stupid can you be?” she
said and Priyam bit her lip to prevent herself from
laughing.

“Isn’t
Terra, Earth in Latin?” Priyam whispered towards Gaia and she
nodded. “Should we tell her?”

“Sure,” Gaia joked. “Try
explaining that to her.”

“Never
mind, then.”

 


For a moment Gaia
felt bad for Synthia. Her annoying
attitude and her constant whining reminded her of one of the orphan
kids.

She
remembered Miss Brown explaining to her
that when people are lonely or scared, they tend to be aggressive
in order to protect themselves. She remembered how Miss Brown used
to say, ‘Sometimes the worst people are the ones most in need of
love.’ Gaia couldn’t help but wonder if it was the case with
Synthia. “Want to hang out with us?” Gaia asked Synthia.

Both
Synthia and Priyam cringed. “What?!” Priyam
screamed at the same time Synthia screamed, “Gross!”

Even though both
girls were looking at Gaia like she was a lunatic, she still thought
it could be a good idea. “I’m serious. We’re the only ones here.
Instead of being all alone in that creepy room, why don’t you come
with us?”

Priyam’s jaw fell
open. “Ha! Over my dead body,” said
Synthia.

Priyam turned
to Gaia and lifted her eyebrow. “Can we
count that as her permission?” she asked with hope in her eyes.
Synthia once again flicked her messy platinum extensions that had
almost three inches of brown roots and walked away.

“No.” Gaia refused Priyam’s
question and followed Synthia. “Wait Where’s
Hunter?”

“The
weirdo who likes to sign with his hands?” asked Synthia, as she
took out from her back pocket a vanilla scented hand lotion Willow
made her and applied some to her arms.

Gaia clenched her
fist to prevent her hand from punching
Synthia. She knew that besides being ignorant of many things, Synthia had a
tendency to criticize everything and she wasn’t going to let that
comment get in her head and start a fight. “He doesn’t
like to sign, that’s
how he talks,” she explained to Synthia thinking it could help her
understand he wasn’t doing it just to bother her.

“Then un-mute him!” Synthia whined and dropped the lotion
back into her pocket. Gaia’s body shook with
anger. “It’s so annoying trying to figure out
what he’s pointing at.”

Relax... thought Gaia.
Ignore her before you do something
stupid.

Gaia managed to calm
herself down when she noticed Priyam’s nervous stare. For a second, Gaia thought her skin was on
fire or that she’d done something to Synthia without realizing it.
But then she saw Priyam’s stare wasn’t on her, but behind her. Gaia
turned around and saw Hunter right next to them.
He heard... she
thought. Her heart clenched with pain. “Hunter!” she called out
trying to make sure he was ok, but the kid turned around and
left.

Hunter’s
expression tormented Gaia. She tried to hold it
down but her control over her emotions snapped. “Enough!” she
screamed as she pushed Synthia against a tree. “You can mess with
us as much as you want but I swear if you talk badly about him ever
again, your chest isn’t the only thing that will be burnt,” she
said and her left hand, lit in flames, lifted towards Synthia’s
face.

“Gaia…”
Priyam placed her hand on Gaia’s left arm and lowered it. “Don’t,”
she said and Gaia regained consciousness.

Slowly,
the fire consumed itself. “You, your needs and
your dumb personality are not the universe.” She stopped pushing
Synthia against the tree. “The sooner you understand that, the
better it will be for you and everyone else,” she said, then ran in
the direction Hunter had gone.

Synthia
bent over to pick up the lotion. “Did I say
something bad?”

“Only every time you
talk.”

 


* * *

As Gaia ran
towards Hunter, fear and sadness crawled all over her. After all this time spent
together, Gaia had grown to love Hunter like the little brother she
never had. She couldn’t stand to see him hurt.

He reminded her so
much of herself when she was younger, a
strange girl without a past and no way to know who she truly was.
She knew the pain behind
Hunter’s life. She
knew how hard it was to live half a life where you don’t know your
own identity. “Hunter.” she screamed again the moment she spotted
him walking in the distance.

Gaia ran towards the
teen and hugged him. Hunter’s
body went rigid as if it was the first time
someone had ever hugged him. “Hunter! I’m so sorry.” She took a
step back without letting go of his hands. “She’s alone in her way
of thinking. None of us think you’re annoying.”

Hunter let go of one
Gaia’s hands “She’s not the first,” he
signed.

“Not the
first?” She guessed the sign. Hunter nodded as he made another
sign. “And she won’t be the last?” she asked making him nod with a
sad smile.

Gaia placed both of her hands on Hunter’s cheeks. “I’m sorry
for those small minded people. I think you are brave, funny and the
nicest one of all of us.”

Gaia
felt like breaking after seeing Hunter’s
lips tremble. He never showed his emotions, especially not like
that. He shook his head and bent his arms in
front of his chest. Nervously and not knowing if it was his place
to do what he wanted to do, he moved his left arm, placed it on her
left shoulder and mouthed the word ‘Agnosco.’

Gaia felt
butterflies in her stomach; she’d seen this
movement before. It was in her dream. Hans placed his hand on
Nobu’s shoulder just like Hunter did to hers. She knew this was a
symbol of ultimate respect and honor on Terra, and she couldn’t
believe Hunter was doing it to her.

Gaia felt happy to
return her respect so she mimicked Hunter and smiled. “Agnosco,”
she said out loud. Hunter’s face lighted up with happiness she’d never seen
on him before. “What
do you say we get out of here?” she asked.

As they walked back
to the camp, Hunter signaled
his ear and his hand, then he made a flame
symbol and pointed at Gaia while making an angry face. “Oh!” Gaia
blushed. “You heard me get angry?” she asked. Hunter smiled and
nodded.

“You threatened her face.” He signed
but since Gaia was still learning ASL,he pointed his ear and his
hand again. He moved his hand forward and made as if he was burning
Synthia’s face. Gaia felt like disappearing from embarrassment.
“Yes... I did threaten to burn her face if she messed with you
again.”

Excited, Hunter
clapped and pointed at his face. “What was her face like?” Gaia
guessed, Hunter nodded and she smirked. “Pretty damn
funny.”

Hunter
stopped walking. “You
are like a protective big sister.”

“You’re
going to shoot her?” Gaia asked confused by the movement of his
hands shaping two guns hitting each other.

Hunter laughed and
made the gesture again, taking one of his hands to his chin and
down to the other hand but Gaia was clueless so he
kneeled down and wrote it
in the
dirt.

Gaia read the phrase
and felt like crying. She finally felt
part of a family. “Protective big sister?” she asked and Hunter
agreed. “I like how that sounds.” She offered Hunter her hand and
he took it.

 


* * *

Edan walked out of
the storage room. “Excellent, I’ll check with Hunter to see
how low we are on provisions and then we can decide when to form
the search team,” he told the rest as they all
walked outside. Edan walked towards the camp but he couldn’t find
anyone except Priyam, who was typing on her computer next to the
kitchen area. “Where is everyone?” asked Edan.

“Psycho Synthia is in her cave. I
did you guys a favor and locked her in there. No thanks needed. And
Gaia went after Hunter like ten minutes ago,” she answered without
looking away from her computer.

“Went wher-?” Edan asked when he heard Gaia’s voice in the
distance. “Never mind,” he walked away towards her
voice.

“I never do,” said
Priyam to herself as she hacked into a government site looking for
tips regarding Him.

 


Edan heard Gaia as
she walked to the camp. “No way!” she
said with a happiness Edan wasn’t personally familiar with.
Bothered by it, Edan walked faster towards them. “Where are you
coming from?” he cringed when he saw Gaia and Hunter holding hands.
He felt like punching someone. “What is that?” he pointed at their
hands guessing his sudden anger wich Gaia assumed it came from them
being reckless enough to wander around the forest.

Gaia and
Hunter looked at each other and smiled. “We just
understood each other,” said Gaia without letting go of
Hunter’s hand.

Edan choked at
the stinging pain in his chest.
“Understood each other?” His green eyes darkened and opened wide.
“What does that mean?”

Enjoying whatever
Edan was going through, Gaia smiled mischievously. “Why
do you care?” she asked. Edan took a step back
as if he was being attacked.

“I… don’t,” he lied.

Ignoring Edan, Gaia
brushed her fingers through Hunter’s
messy dark hair. “See you later,” she said and walked
away.

Once Gaia was out of
hearing reach, Edan turned towards Hunter. “What happened?” he
asked in a very intense manner.

“Stop getting angry and tell her.” Hunter signed Edan’s crazy expression.

“No,”
said Edan.

Hunter smiled at him
in disbelief. “Have it your way.”
The teen signaled.

“How are
we on provisions?” Edan asked, changing the topic.

“Very low.” Hunter moved his hand on
a low level.

“I’ll tell the others,” Edan said walking back to the
group. His hands clenched into fists. His body’s reaction confused
him even more than his irrational feelings. Feeling jealous of
Hunter… If only she remembered... he
thought.

 


Edan arrived at the storage room where
The Six were still talking amongst themselves. “We need provisions.” Edan leaned down against a tree while
the rest looked at them. “According to Hunter, there’s a town a few
miles away from here. We can go and gather everything from
there.”

“Great!” Priyam jumped with
excitement and hi-fived Gaia. “Let’s go, then.”

Edan moved away from
the tree and placed his hand in front of Priyam preventing
her from passing him. “Exactly who do you
think is going?” Edan blurted out.

“We are
all going,” said Gaia who was now leaning against
Priyam.

“No.” He pushed them softly to the
place they were sitting before. “You, Priyam and the Marked One
will stay here with Shui and Pink.”

“Ha! The Marked One can stay here.
I’m going,” said Gaia. Edan wasn’t buying it. “Look, we need time
outside of here! If I don’t have a fun trip to release all my
stress, I’m going to go crazy”

“Oh,
no.” Edan tilted his head. “I’m absolutely gutted.”

“Well,
you better be. Because if I snap I’ll make sure I take it all out
on you,” Gaia warned him.

Edan scratched his
long Greek nose and shook his head. “The
Marked One will stay with Shui and Hunter; the rest will go to the
town. Step one foot farther away from me and this will be your last
‘fun trip’.”

“Way to go, Fireball!” cheered
Priyam and everyone secretly smiled at the
nickname.

“Go get
ready,” Edan ordered.

Gaia couldn’t
help but think Edan was acting strange
when he made Hunter stay in the camp the moment he agreed to let
her go with them.


Chapter 16

Time Out

GAIA COULDN’T HELP GETTING EXCITED at the sight of new faces
all around her. “People!” She smiled at Priyam, who was smiling
back at her.

Any
other day, her best friend would’ve been
complaining about how crowded the street was, but not that day,
their first day outside the camp. “How exciting is this?” she
hugged Priyam. She felt free and normal, like a regular teen who
didn’t have to train with fire, animals or any other type of
craziness. Her only thoughts were on going out with her friends,
eating and having fun.

“Remember-” Edan walked at the back of the group like a
protective father, “-no matter what, always blend in,” he commanded
everyone as if they didn’t already know the plan.

Walking down the
sidewalk, Gaia noticed all the girls
staring at them. They all kept pointing while whispering and making
girly sounds. She looked behind her and saw Donovan with his
sleeveless shirt that showed his eagle tattoo, his gorgeous
electric blue eyes contrasting with his golden skin and a charm
that would disarm any woman in the world; walking next to Donavan
was breath-taking Edan, tall and gorgeous with his usual serious
face; and Veter with his half-naked muscles covered by
something that looked like a Viking’s choice of pants, crazy hair
bun and his cigar.

The three men were
completely oblivious to their effect on their stalkers. “Yeah, we
are totally blending,” Gaia said between her teeth.

Stop
it… Don’t care, not today,
she scolded herself.
Just enjoy the day with your best friend and
your new family.

While investigating
the town, Gaia and the rest took time to shop for all of the
supplies they needed and more. The sun was bright, there was still
some trace of snow on the trees, but the day felt warm and perfect
to be outside.

Walking
towards their next checklist point, the wind
blew strong and lifted a girl’s long skirt. “Ahh!” she cried, her
panties flashing for a moment before she pulled her skirt
down.

Bothered, Willow turned around
and punched Veter with all her might. “Could you be any
grosser!?”

“What?” Veter laughed as he rubbed his arm where Willow
smacked him. “You can’t prove it was
me.”

“Damn childish…” she hissed and walked towards Edan.

For some unknown
reason, Veter and the guys slowed down
their pace. “Hey...” Veter whispered in order to test if she was
still listening. “…Blondie,” he said a little louder but she didn’t
react to it. He then turned to Donovan and Floyd. “Who said French
cut panties?”

“Yes!” Donovan clapped and
extended his hands towards his friends. “Pay up,
losers.”

Floyd took out a
bunch of crumpled bills from his back
pocket and gave them unwillingly to Donovan. “That wasn’t
fair.”

“How was that not fair?” Donovan
said as he snatched Floyd’s and Veter’s money.

“You’re Donovan. Knowing women’s
undies is like a gift to you,” he said and stopped walking as soon
as he noticed Gaia looking at them.

Veter turned towards
the direction of whatever Floyd was
looking at and froze. “Moja Princeza!”

The three guys
smiled at Gaia like a bunch of deer caught in the headlights which made Gaia grin. “At ease,
gentlemen; I won’t tell it was you.”

Veter
bowed down and took his cigar off his mouth.
“Appreciate.”

Still
embarrassed at being caught in the act, the guys
walked in silence while Donovan, out in the open and not caring one
bit, counted his new bills. “French cut?” asked Gaia with a hint of
amusement and a lot of curiosity. “Seriously? How do you guys know
their names?”

Veter took a big
puff of his cigar and stared at Gaia in
an inquisitive way. “How do you
know their names?”

“What do you mean how? I
wear them.”

“Well… We enjoy
them,” added Donovan with a radiant smile to
which Floyd was childish enough to high-five for.

Edan, who managed to
hear the last part of their talk walked towards the laughing
group. “What do you enjoy?” he asked.
Everyone, including Gaia, froze without an answer. They all knew
Edan was terribly stuck up and this was definitely not a topic to
discuss with him. Willow, seeing this as an opportunity to mess
with Veter, leaned against Edan and winked at Veter.

“Yes
guys, what do you enjoy?” she asked with a victorious smirk on her
face.

“Food, Kapetan,” blurted out Veter, gladly returning the
same smile to Willow, who much to Gaia’s
surprise, gave a small nod at
how well Veter deviated her attack.


“Yes,” Gaia said taking Edan by
the shoulders and turning him around to face a cottage-like family
restaurant. “We were thinking about going to eat in there,” she
said without letting go of his shoulders.

Keeping his body
still, Edan moved his face towards Gaia. “You are always eating,” he said.

“You can
wait outside.” She patted his back and walked toward the restaurant
with the rest following.

 


The restaurant was smaller than it looked from the outside.
It was made of mostly wood and it had little white twinkle lights
everywhere. The smell of crunchy bacon and delicious french-fries
filled the air, making Gaia actually hungry. A tall hostess with a
long sharp nose, walked to her with a smile so wide and weirdly
stretched that Priyam couldn’t help but chuckle.

Noticing the hostess
was now glaring at Priyam, Gaia stepped
between them and forced a smile of her own. “Table for seven,” she
said, elbowing Priyam to knock it off.

“I’m
sorry, we only have two separate tables of fo-fo-” She stuttered
the moment she saw the guys walking in. “Of four, and a table for
two,” she said as she stretched her pose and moved one of her
spidery long legs forward.

“We’ll take that last one.” Gaia pushed Priyam to the only
empty table at the other side of the restaurant, but Edan stopped
her by grabbing her wrist. Gaia gave a small slap
to his hand, something
the hostess and Willow clearly resented. “You’ll be right there,”
she said and pointed at another empty table a few feet from hers.
She made it sound like she was complaining to an overprotective
parent.

“Try not
to choke to death,” he said, letting go of her hand and following
the hostess.

“I’ll
try.”

 


The food couldn’t
have come any slower. The hostess and
most of the waitress were fully concentrated on Edan’s table,
making it more difficult for Gaia and Priyam to get their
orders taken or
food delivered. That, plus it looked like the mostly female staff
was on a mission to keep them there until their shifts were
over.

When
Gaia finally received her beloved meal, it took
her no time to devour her waffles with
bacon and a side of fries. She loved the healthy and fresh cut food
they served every day at the camp, but the greasy, fattening food
that had been on her plate was glorious. The mix of sweet and salty
was extraordinary. The moment Gaia got tired of the sweetness of
the maple syrup, she took a few bites of her french-fries and she
was back in heaven. “You found something in this town?” she asked between
fries.

“No.” Priyam typed a few more
codes on her computer and then gave up. “This town is cleaner than
Edan’s bungalow.”

“Is such
a thing possible?” Gaia shook her head at the
possibility.

“Yeah, I
guess I went a little overboard,” said Priyam taking off her
glasses. “Take a look.” Priyam turned her computer so Gaia could
see the screen. Priyam pointed at a bunch of coordinates written on
a map from the camp area. “I’ve been joining Hunter on his
perimeter check-ups so I programmed a security border to help him
keep his tracking and the camp’s security to the top and lower the
times he goes around the camp.” She smirked like the little genius
she was. “Pretty rad, I would say.”

“Very cool. Hunter
will love it.”

“Can I?” Priyam asked Gaia while
pointing to her third side of fries, but Gaia didn’t answer, she
had already closed the laptop and was so busy staring at
Edan’s table that she just pushed the
plate closer to her friend.

Gaia noticed the
mass of unnecessary waitresses
surrounding the table. Since Veter only had Shui on his mind, he
ignored the women and kept goofing around with the twins. Donovan,
however, kept them enchanted and giggling with his flirty comments,
while Edan did his best to turn them away with his unfriendly
stare.

One of the brunette
waitresses bent over next to Edan making
her best effort to get his attention away from the notes he was
making, “Excuse me, would you-”

“Not
interested,” he said without even looking at her.

The brunette
waitress stood still, as if that was the first time a guy had
rejected her and she had no idea what to do. She glared at Willow
who decided to lean against Edan in a way that made her think he
was already taken.

Knowing her defeat,
the waitress stood up and walked away towards
Gaia’s table. She took a napkin and wiped
off the red lipstick she had probably applied just to talk to Edan.
“Too bad, that hot guy doesn’t
care about anyone but his girlfriend,” she said to what appeared to be
a group of regular customers. Both she and the teens made pouty
faces and moved their hands to their heart. “Awwwww!” they all said
in unison.

“More like ugh.” Gaia cringed at
the sound they made. Only cares for his
girlfriend? Please, more like he has a terrible
attitude.

“Would
you like to go there?” asked Priyam interrupting her
thoughts.

“Where?”

“Edan’s
table.” Priyam moved the fries closer to her and poured some
ketchup on them. “You know, the one you keep staring
at.”

“I’m
not- ” Gaia was about to deny the obvious when Priyam flashed her
omniscient glare. “Ok, I was,” she admitted. Not being able to
control it, she looked at the table one more time and saw Willow
fixing Edan’s hair. “Why does she have to try so hard to look like
his girlfriend?”

“Why do
you care?”

I just freaking
do! she wanted to scream but she went
for- “I don’t. I think it’s ridiculous. Especially pretending to be
the girlfriend of someone like him.”

“You
mean gorgeous, strong and educated?” Priyam pointed out the
obvious. “Yes, how could she?”

Gaia took some fries
and gave Edan a quick last glance. He was completely ignoring
Willow. His green eyes were reading his notes while he
unconsciously rubbed the back of his neck
in a way that looked incredibly appealing. “He’s not… that
gorgeous.”

Priyam laughed,
almost choking on her food. She patted
her chest and took a big breath. “You, my friend, sounded like a
girl on a diet saying that… you know, chocolate isn’t that
good.”

“Well…”
Gaia felt vulnerable for reasons she couldn’t understand. “I don’t
want that chocolate.”

“You
sure? It comes with a cup of tea,” she joked around. “How about
some hazelnut chocolate?”

“Donovan?” Gaia’s lip lowered in disapproval.

“Oh,
shut up! Look at those eyes.” She stared at Donovan the same way
Gaia was staring at her fries a few minutes ago.

Gaia leaned closer
and smiled at her friend. “I think you’re the one who needs some
chocolate.”

“I do,”
Priyam cried. “Every single day surrounded by a race that looks
like they designed themselves, who wouldn’t?”

Out of the corner,
the brunette waitress walked towards them and picked up
their empty plates. “Anything else you
would like to order?”

Gaia looked at Edan
and noticed he was staring back at her. His gaze was strong, just like everything about him. He was
a magnet pulling her towards him. He had a way of making her feel
powerful and weak at the same time. It drove her mad. By pure
willpower, she managed to break eye contact and smile at the
waitress. “By any chance, do you have chocolate?”

 


* * *

Gaia and the
rest were strolling around the town when
she stopped in front of a colorful sign. “We are going!” she
clapped in excitement.

“Going
where?” asked Edan.

Gaia pointed
to the place behind the sign. It was a small
carnival with rollercoasters and a bunch of games and cotton candy
stands. The place was brimming with music, happiness and all types
of people. “There, the theme park.”

“Yes!” Priyam and Donovan
cheered.

“No,”
Edan refused and kept walking. “We are here for provisions and
information, not this.”

“Boring.”

“I don’t
care. Besides we didn’t bring any extra money for that.”

Floyd tapped Pink’s
shoulder, “Trick or two?”

“Right!”
she cheered back.

“No
bloody way.” Edan returned back to the group. Gaia had no idea what
‘trick or two’ meant but, judging by Edan’s reaction, she could
tell it was either something crazy or something extremely fun.
“We’re not supposed to attract attention.”

“No one
is here,” said Pink. “Give the plan a fair go.”

“No, it’s dangerous.”
Edan refused. “Besides, we’ve been out for too long.”

“Come
on, Edan!” Donovan smacked his shoulder. “Lighten up. It’s not
going to get dark soon and there are no signs of dark
beasts.”

Edan looked at
Gaia’s pleading face. “One round,” he
gave in.

“Yay!
What’s trick or two?” Gaia asked Pink.

“A
way to get you your park tickets and more.” Pink took off her
leather jacket and placed it on the ground while Floyd emptied his
duffle bag taking out a bunch of knives and swords. Just when Gaia
thought they couldn’t get more pointy things from that bag, they
did.

Edan cringed at the
site of all those weapons. He looked
around to see if people were alarmed: luckily they
weren’t.

“Relax,” Willow held his arm.
“They think they are street performers.”

“They
better.”

“G’day everyone!” Pink climbed to the ledge of a street lamp getting
everyone’s attention. “My name is Pink and this offsider here is my
twin brother, Floyd,” she said with a louder than usual voice as
people gathered. “We will both be performing some pretty damn good
tricks.”

Floyd pushed his
arms forward as he guided people to stay back in a circle. “Please make some space so we don’t
accidentally stab you with our knives,” he said causing everyone
around to gasp. Veter laughed and elbowed Edan who was shaking his
head in disapproval. “Just kidding, people!” Floyd grinned wide
open. “No one will get stabbed.”

Floyd took a large
knife from his belt. He showed it to the crowd and threw it at the
sky. The knife spun in the air and landed, its blade stuck in the
ground leaving the handle pointing up. Pink did front flips, she
grabbed the knife with her feet and on one flip, she threw the
knife towards Floyd, who caught it before it stabbed his head. The
crowd went wild. Gaia and Priyam couldn’t stop smiling from the
excitement.

Pink and Floyd
juggled switch blades between them by throwing them up
high.

“You,
Sir, the handsome one with an intense frown.” Floyd walked towards
Edan who was staring at him with killing eyes. “Would you be so
kind and light this blade for me?” he asked. Edan’s face turned
white and his body tensed. “With your lighter of
course.”

Suffering every
minute of it, Edan pretended to take out a lighter from his pocket
and light up the blade.

“It’s
blue!” a little girl with curly hair screamed from the
crowd.

“Part of
the show people! Part of the show,” Pink explained to the clapping
crowd. “Do we have a volunteer?”

Floyd walked to Gaia
and took her hand but Edan pulled her against him. “Not this one,”
he warned him. Smiling, Floyd took Priyam instead.

He guided Priyam to
the middle of the circle. “Stay there,
lovely,” he said and, with the already lit dagger, he lit up three
more.

Floyd
threw them around Priyam’s body toward
Pink. When she caught them she threw them back at him catching the
new ones he had thrown. Floyd and Pink were juggling the daggers so
fast the fire looked like it was forming a blue circle around
Priyam, who, by now, was ecstatic. Not being crazy enough for the
twins, they squatted and jumped, the circle of burning daggers
following the two bold performers.

After a few rounds
of performances, Pink and Floyd thanked the crowd and
collected all the bills and coins they
had left on Pink’s jacket.

“That
was amazing,” Gaia congratulated the twins for the incredible
show.

“Reckon!” they both said. Pink
gave Gaia the bag of money.

“Thanks.
Come on, we have money now.” Gaia placed her hands on Edan’s back,
pushed him. The rest followed cheering.

“Stop,” Edan commanded. “Pick one
of the rides. We’ve been out for too long.”

Pink and Floyd ran
towards a rollercoaster and stopped right in front of
it. “What a beauty!” they said in
unison.

“It’s perfect!” Gaia pushed Edan
harder towards the line.

Edan looked up and
saw the huge red rollercoaster with wild
loops and a drop the size of a building. His eyes opened wide as he
watched a car with screaming people go through the fall. “Why?” he
choked.

Gaia giggled at this
new side of Edan. “Because it’s
fun.”

“Says
who?”

“Humans,” she said with a smile and kept pushing him through
the ropes.

“Yes…
because they are so reliable.”

“Hey!” Gaia stopped pushing him and crossed her arms.
“I grew up with them and, despite
everything you may think, humans rock.” She pushed him again.
“Besides, what do you do for fun, Mr. I-complain-about-everything?”
she said as they took their place at the back of the
line.

Edan faced Gaia and
leaned against the line’s rail. “I…” he
mumbled but couldn’t think of anything to say.

“All that?” she sat on the metal bar. “Incredible. Such passion for life,” she mocked him while
the line of people walked, moving them closer to the ride’s
cars.

“Unlike you, I don’t have time to waste,” he said and double checked his surroundings, still
uneasy with the idea of staying out of the camp for that
long.

Gaia stood
up, fixed her red hair and walked side by
side with Edan. “Who says it’s a waste?”

“You are
paying your hard earned money to get into a monstrous machine that
only Nature knows if it’s stable enough to carry itself-” he said
making a few people in front of them shiver with fear and try to
find their way out of the ride.

“It is
stable people,” the skinny ride worker lifted his hands to make
sure he had the attention of everyone who heard Edan’s comment. “It
is stable!”

“-Just to be pushed, dropped, spun
and basically feel like you are dying. Who does that?” he
continued. Gaia gave him a small push to the end of the
line.

Willow walked pass
Gaia and stood next to Edan while
Donovan, Veter and the rest enjoyed Gaia and Edan’s
argument.

The skinny ride
worker switched the position of his baseball cap. “Welcome to Fun
Town! And thank you for choosing this
ride,” he said with one of those overly cartoonish
voices.

“I
didn’t choose it,” Edan hissed sending chills to anyone who didn’t
know he was actually harmless.

“Sorry,
he’s chronically unhappy,” said Gaia. Edan glared at her. She took
a small step closer to the ride worker and whispered, “Maybe if he
gets the front that will change.”

Scared of Edan, the
ride worker unchained the rope and guided them to their seat. “This way, Sir.”

Willow stepped
closer towards Edan but he grabbed Gaia by the wrist and pulled her
with him. “Why me?” she complained as she
tried to shake her hand free.

“For
your protection,” he said without looking back.

 


A glimpse
of Willow let Gaia
know she wasn’t happy about Edan’s decision, something that made
Gaia feel like she won something. If only she knew what. “Sure.”
Gaia couldn’t help but smile. She didn’t know why, but Edan
was adorable and
strangely fun to be around. Edan took Gaia’s hand and helped her
get inside the car. She sat down and Edan sank himself into the
seat before he could change his mind.

“Picking
the front row!” Donovan clapped excited and jumped with Priyam on
the row behind Gaia and Edan. “Bold move, Edan,” he
teased.

White as a ghost,
Edan turned to Gaia. “What is Donovan
talking about?” he asked.

“The
front is where it feels… best.” She tried not to put much emphasis
on the last word but Edan knew better.

He let go a big sigh
and ruffled his hair trying to mask his
anxiety. “You mean worse.”

Gaia lifted her
shoulders, making her look completely relax about this matter.
“Yeah, sort off,” she said.

In a subtle panic
mode, Edan tried to get out of the car when the safety bars went
down to hold him in his seat. “What is happening?” he asked between
his teeth.

“It’s so
you don’t fall out.”

“Why
would I fall out?” yelled Edan as his subtle panic mode came to an
end.

“You
won’t!” Gaia bit her lower lip to prevent herself from laughing.
“This is for your security,” she assured him.

Edan’s knuckles went white from
holding the bar as if his life depended on it. His left leg shook
and his lips pressed into one thin line. “Are you scared?” Gaia
asked. Edan scoffed as if the mere thought was
ridiculous.

“Please…” he said with his snobby attitude. “I kill dark
beasts with my bare hands and you think this toy scares
me?”

Gaia smiled at how
childish Edan was being. “Just checking,”
she said and the ride started to move. Edan grabbed Gaia’s hand,
locking his fingers with hers and squeezed it hard. She turned to
him with a surprised expression. “It’s only to keep you from
falling,” he lied.

“I
know.” She let him be, though she couldn’t tell if it was because
she really wanted to enjoy the ride or because she didn’t want him
to move his hand away. This last thought made her more nervous than
the ten-foot drop they were heading for.

 


The ride was
intense. The mix of the adrenaline, the air
hitting her face and Edan’s hand holding her tight was
intoxicating. Each turn, each fall and each loop made Gaia feel
weightless. She was floating in the sky and she was in no rush to
get down, unlike Edan, who was freaking out.

One of his hands
clung onto Gaia while the other one held the security bar with more
strength than he’d ever used. Each turn, each fall and each loop,
made Edan feel like he was about to die. He closed his eyes and
focused on Gaia’s laugh.

 


* * *

A few feet away from
the camp’s barrier, Gaia and the rest
hiked back home carrying all the supplies and groceries they
needed. They took turns staring at a piece of paper. “It’s… bloody
perfect,” said Floyd with tears in his eyes.

“I
know.” Gaia hugged him from one
side.

“I’ve
never seen anything this incredible,” added Donovan, who couldn’t
keep his eyes off the picture Gaia was showing them of her and a
terrified Edan on the ride.

“I had
no idea he was so afraid of heights,” said Gaia.

“He’s
not, he just has trust issues,” Veter whispered.

As they all
passed around and admired the picture, it suddenly burned by itself. “Keep talking and I swear you
guys are next,” Edan threatened them.

“What!
No! Why?” they all cried and whined as the majestic picture’s ashes
blew away in the wind.

“Nobody panic.” Gaia took out at
least ten more duplicates of the picture. “I bought more.” She
smiled and everyone except Edan cheered.

 


One by one, they crossed the golden tree. Gaia was switching
the bag of supplies she was carrying to her other shoulder when
Edan stopped her. “Wait…” he said and she looked back.

“Is it about the pictures?” she
gave him a friendly defiant look.

“Forget
the stupid pictures,” he blushed. “Here.” He took a box from his
pocket and gave it to her.

Gaia took it and
shook it next to her ear like a maraca.
“What is this?” she asked as he stopped her hand from shaking the
box.

“Who bloody shakes a gift like that?” He took the box and she tried to snatch it back. “What if
it breaks?”

“Is it
breakable?”

“No.”

“Then? I
don’t see the problem,” she said.

“Just
open it,” he ordered throwing the gift back at her and nervously
lowering his face.

Gaia opened the box and saw a gorgeous silver locket with a
turquoise lotus flower in the middle of it. Wow… Gaia thought. “It’s beautiful.”

“You’ve
had a necklace for over twelve years. It’s not the same as the one
you had before but-“

“No buts, it’s
perfect.” Gaia said with a warm smile.

Edan
took it out from the box and helped her put it
on. As he placed the necklace, Gaia felt Edan’s fingers moving around her
neck. How can these hands be strong enough
to kill dark beasts by themselves and feel this soft against my
skin? This wasn’t the first time
he’d touched her. He was always grabbing and snatching things from her, but this
was different. This made Gaia feel dizzy and completely present at
the same time, as if her neck had a life of its own. What was
worse, she swore she felt him lingering. Taking a little bit more
than clasping a necklace would take.

“Done,”
he whispered and gave Gaia the box. “If you open the locket, it’s a
watch…maybe with that you’ll stop being late all the time,” he said
and walked off without looking back.

“I’ll
try,” she smiled.

 


* * *

Inside the
camp, the group found Shui and Hunter relaxing
around a sand garden decorated with trunks and Hunter’s carved
sculptures of circles and flowers.

“Sweet!”
Donovan ran and laid down in one of the trunks next to the sand
garden.

“We
thought we needed something more relaxing.”

“May I?”
Willow asked and Shui nodded. Willow opened her bag of seeds and
dropped a few of them around the garden. Once finished, she lifted
her hands and the plants grew. Tall beautiful bamboo shoots grew
next to vines that intertwined into hammocks holding onto the
bamboo strong and high from the ground. Gorgeous flowers surrounded
the garden making the most beautiful oasis. “Perfect,” she said and
laid down on one of the hammocks.

“How was
the day?” asked Shui.

Excited,
Donovan took one of the rollercoaster photos
from his back pocket. “You tell me,” he said.

Edan gasped
“No!” trying to take it away but it was
too late, Shui already had the picture in her hand.

“You
look very sweet Edan.”

“Thanks,” he said while killing Donovan with his
glare.

“Totally
lovely.” Donovan winked.

“Don’t
push it,” Edan hissed.

They all laughed
when a nasal voice screamed. “Finally!” Synthia walked into the
oasis, her white wrecked extensions danced around Willow’s borrowed
crop top every step she took. “Something with a little more class
around here.” She moved towards Edan when Pink accidentally ran
into her. “Ugh! Move away, you tomboy.”

“Who’s
the bitchy blonde?” Pink whispered near Priyam.

“Synthia. Very friendly creature,” she said in a snarky
tone.

“Synthia!? Is she the Marked One?”

Synthia
tilted her head in
their direction and raised her hand to her hips. “I can hear you,
you know?”

“I
hope you can, they’re two feet away from you,” said Floyd.

“Another
freak? Where are they coming from?”

“From
down under,” he said proudly.

“Under
what?”

Floyd and Pink
exchanged amused glances; they couldn’t
believe they were asked that question. Priyam leaned closer to the
twins, “See what we have to deal with?”

“Under
the tree,” Floyd said and Priyam giggled.

Knowing they were
making fun of her but not sure why, Synthia flicked her hair behind her shoulders and walked
away. “Whatevs. I’m out.”

“Wait.” Gaia walked in front of
her. “You should stay, hang with us.”

“Around
the mud? As if.”

“Still, you don’t have to go yet.” Gaia offered
her chocolates that
Priyam and she bought after the rollercoaster.

“Yes, I
do,” she moved her hands away from Gaia’s offer. “It’s called
beauty sleep; you should give it a try. Edan, take me to my room,”
she commanded and waited until Edan stood up and walked her to her
room.

Tired, Gaia gave the
chocolates to Priyam and sat down next to her. “Maybe we should
stop calling her the Marked One.”

“Why?” asked Willow. “She is the Marked
One.”

“Maybe we should cut
her hair.” Priyam’s lips twitched. “I mean… with her dark roots
growing and her messy white extensions, she’s starting to look like
a darker and way more twisted version of Cruella De
Vil.”

Gaia stared at Priyam with disapproval.
“I’m just saying. She looks scary as hell.”

Shui gave Veter a
cup of tea and sat down next to him.
“Besides the haircut, I also see Gaia’s point. She might stop being
so aggressive if we call her by her given name.”

“Trust
me, it won’t make a difference,” said Priyam.

“I agree
with Shui.” Veter smiled and Willow rolled her eyes.

“You
always agree with Shui.”

“It’s
called being loyal,” he explained to Willow.

Willow
laughed. “It’s called being a
kiss-ass.”

“I
reckon she was fun,” said Floyd while he sat on the floor with his
back against a trunk.

“The Marked One?” Priyam asked surprised and Floyd
nodded. “That’s cuz you like playing with
snakes.”

“Probably,” he said.

“I’m
serious.” Gaia felt guilty for forcing Synthia into their insane
lifestyle without any friends. “I’m not saying she’ll turn into the
most likable human but we can at least make her feel more
welcome.”

“It
doesn’t matter anymore. Tomorrow I’m taking her to Klog,” Edan said
walking back from her room and sitting down next to
Hunter.

“What is
Klog?” Gaia asked Donovan.

“It’s
not what, it’s who.”

Willow opened her
bag of seeds and took out a few. “I still
have more plants we can try.”

“I don’t
think plants will be enough for the Thanatos mark; and if there’s
someone who might know what to do, it’s her.”

Willow placed the
seeds back in her bag. “Will you take her
all the way to Klog?”

“No, one
of her men will meet us 20 miles away from here,” explained Edan.
“I need Willow, Veter, the twins and Hunter to come with me. It’s a
long way and it will be dangerous. Shui, Donovan, you babysit these
two tomorrow.”

“On it,”
replied Donovan.

“It’s decided then. We should all
try to rest.”

“Beauty
sleep!” Floyd cheered and Pink pushed his face in
annoyance.

As they all said
their goodnights, Edan walked to Donovan and took his rollercoaster
picture away. “Thanks,” he said and held Gaia by the arm. “I’ll be
gone all day, please don’t do anything reckless.”

“I’ll try,” she
said.


Chapter 17

A Glance To The
Past

THE SOUND OF MUSIC woke her. Her eyes
were still closed as she relaxed with the feeling of the wind and
the sun on her face. Enjoying the moment, she tried to recall when
she’d fallen asleep outside her bungalow, but she had no memory of
it.

Gaia tried to move, but her body
wouldn’t listen. She tried to open her eyes but nothing happened.
Something is wrong…

“I know you are
awake,” Gaia heard a little boy talk. “You always wrinkle your nose
when you pretend to be asleep.” Gaia felt a small finger softly
caressing the bridge of her nose. “See, right here.” The boy
pressed his finger on the wrinkles on top of her nose and Gaia
opened her eyes.

“Good morning, Red,”
said the smiling boy.

Gaia took a better look at the kid, his
piercing green eyes and scruffy brown hair, his breathtaking
features even at an age no more than nine. Edan! she gasped but her voice didn’t come out. She
realized this was another strange dream just like her recurring
nightmare. She could see and hear everything but no matter what she
did, she wasn’t able to control it.

“I wasn’t
sleeping,”six-year-old Gaia said with her tiny
voice. “I was talking to Nature.”

“You were?” he asked
and little Gaia nodded. “And what did Nature say?”

Little Gaia smiled mischievously and
tucked a strand of her long bright red hair behind her ear. “That
you should be nicer to me,” she said. Gaia couldn’t help but laugh
inside her head. Ha! My thoughts
exactly…

“Well, Nature must be
losing it.” Edan pulled Gaia against him. “I couldn’t be any nicer
to you.” To Gaia’s surprise, he tickled
her.

Little Gaia chuckled
uncontrollably. “Truce! Truce!” she said between gasps. Edan
let her go and they both laid on the grass smiling.

As for Gaia, she felt strange. Seeing
Edan and herself getting along so well. It felt like a dream, and
if that wasn’t a dream but a memory, then what happened between
them? What happened to that playful kid?

Edan rolled onto his stomach and lifted
his eyebrow. “Will Nature think I’m nice
if I take you for some sweets?” he asked. Little Gaia stared at him
with her mouth and eyes open with excitement.

“Maybe,” she smiled,
allowing Edan to help her get up.

While little Gaia and Edan walked
toward the market, Gaia in awe at how incredible the city was.
Nádúr Noc wasn’t
burning or destroyed, it was beautiful and full of life.

 


The round city was divided by four rivers and ten creeks that
created four circles. The first and biggest circle was where
all the houses, the main library and the arena were built; the
second circle was where the parliament was and where all the
blacksmiths, jewelers, tailors and any other craftsperson set up their businesses; the third
circle offered beautiful market stands, flowers, delicious food
that filled the air with the scents of cinnamon and vanilla and a
big amphitheatre. As for the fourth circle, Zansèt Palace reigned.
The magnificent castle made of pearls,
flowers, rocks and vines held court in the middle of the plaza.

Little
Gaia walked around the plaza as she was happily
greeted by all of the inhabitants. It was clear she was a
much-loved child. What wasn’t clear was why
some villagers were distant, rude or indifferent to Edan. Although
he did his best to keep little Gaia from noticing, Gaia could see
how hurt he was by their rejection.

A lovely melody played while dancing
fountains with jewels turned on in the main plaza. “Is it that late
already?” Edan watched the setting of the sun and leaned down to
Gaia’s eye-level. “Come on, Gaia, let’s
not keep your mother waiting.” Little Gaia took Edan’s hand and they walked towards the castle.

Mom? The idea of seeing her mother was
nerve-racking, no time soon was soon enough. Is she the same woman
of my dreams? What if she recognizes me? The old me I mean…

 


Little Gaia and Edan entered the castle
and a tall older woman called him. “Excuse me, Edan, Lady Tanya
asked me to-” Little Gaia let go of
Edan’s hand and wandered around the hallway,
missing the entire conversation. That didn’t bother her at all
since she was taking a small tour of the place she grew up in until
she was six.

Paintings, flowers and jewels decorated the walls made of
rare vines. A mixture of delicious smells from flowers and herbs
gave the castle a feeling like something straight out of a fairy
tale.

“Thank you, I will be done in no time,” said a familiar voice from behind an open
door.

Little Gaia looked
through the slightly opened door and saw her. Gaia’s chest fluttered with excitement. Her mother was
as beautiful as she remembered from her nightmare, only this time
she felt more alive and radiant. She was wearing a crystal necklace
and a long golden dress that could’ve easily been used for one of
Priyam’s favorite big budget movies about fairies and elves. Her
long wavy hair fell over her shoulders like a gorgeous black
waterfall. Her eyes, gray like Gaia’s, moved across a parchment she
was reading next to a soldier.
Mom… You are so beautiful… she cried and wished with all her might that the dream
wasn’t near its end.

“Please
be so kind as to deliver this to the Fire temple.” Tanya signed the
parchment and gave it to the soldier.

“Yes, Lady Tanya.” The soldier
took the parchment and bowed.

“On another matter…”
Tanya stopped the soldier before he could exit the room. “Have any
of you seen my daughter?”

The soldier turned on his heels and
faced Tanya. “Lady Gaia is at the market with
that boy.” He made such a negative emphasis on the word boy it gave
her a strange urge to hit him in the face.

“That boy’s name is Edan,” said a deep manly voice. “You
better start to learn it, soldier.” Little Gaia took a step back
and saw a tall German-looking man walking into the room. His
half-bare chest had
the same scar marks she remembered from her other nightmare.
No way! Hans… Gaia
whispered to herself.

The soldier turned
white as a sheet and bowed down for the second time.
“My sincerest apologies, Captain,” he
said with a small tremble in his voice, something that made Gaia
feel pleased.

Hans
relaxed his angry face and pointed at the door.
“Leave us,” he commanded. Irritated, Hans closed the door behind
the soldier and took a deep breath.

“Give
them time, Hans,” said Tanya with a sweet voice.

Hans
turned and paced slowly around the room. “It’s
been six years,” he said.

Tanya laughed so
softly it made Gaia smile. “You were
against it, too, remember?” she said and read another parchment.
“When Edan arriv-” One of the castle’s staff moved a heavy piece of
furniture near little Gaia’s hideout and she couldn’t hear
anything. No! Wait…. Edan what?...
Gaia tried to get back to the conversation, but
little Gaia was distracted by all the movement around
her.

Once the furniture
was set in its place, little Gaia turned
her attention to her mother. “You’ll see, give them time,” Tanya
finished saying. Time for
what?… Gaia couldn’t help but feel that she had lost the
opportunity to hear something truly important.

 


After a brief
silence, Hans stopped pacing. Tanya’s
face got serious as she sensed something was wrong. “What is it?
You seem odd,” she asked. Hans didn’t say anything, he stayed
there, staring at her as if he was afraid to say out loud what
happened. “Speak,” she commanded.

Hans
took a deep breath and lowered his stare,
“Azazel…He found it.”

“He
found what?”

Hans looked up and stared her right into her eyes. “Le Gardien de la Vie,” he said.

Tanya fell silent. Neither Gaia nor her
younger version knew what that was, they only knew it was clear
that it meant trouble. Big trouble.

“That’s impossible,”
she shivered in fear. “Even in the parliament, nobody knows what it
looks like.”

“He does. And now that he found it, he’s coming for
her.”

Tanya intertwined her fingers so they
would stop shaking and took a deep breath. She then lifted her head
and talked with no stutter or sign of being scared. “How long?” she
asked. Gaia felt insanely proud of how strong her mother was.

“Months, weeks… we
don’t know for sure.” Hans leaned against a desk. “We knew He
learned the parliament’s secret but we never expected He would find
Le Gardien de la
Vie. We’re not prepared for this.”

“Yes, we are. After
the last attack, the Elder Clan went ahead with the backup plan,”
Hans said, handing her a paper scroll. “The necklace is almost done
and The Six have already been selected. By now, they should all
carry the mark of their temple,” he said. Gaia beamed with
happiness at the mention of The Six, she wished she could let them
know how well they picked.

Tanya took the scroll and read it.
“They’re just kids,” she said after rolling it over.

“And so is she,” he
said. Gaia knew he was referring to her.

“What will they do
alone out there, beyond the barrier?”

“They will live,” he
said with the same sad happiness she saw in her mother’s eyes the day of the war. “The seven will
live.”

Tanya unrolled the scroll again and
wrote on it. “Eight: we’ll send seven with her.”
Tanya pressed her seal on the scroll and returned it to Hans, who
took it and read it.

“The
parliament will never agree to that,” he closed the scroll and
shook his head. “Edan is not-”

“Ahem…”
someone coughed behind her. Little Gaia turned around and saw Edan
staring at her. “I’m pretty sure your mother wants to talk in
private,” he said.



BWEEP! BWEEP! Gaia
was about to complain about not being able to listen to the end of
that conversation when an alarm blared.

Edan tensed and carried Little Gaia
into the room. “Edan! Gaia!” Tanya ran towards them and hugged both
children. “Thank you for taking care of her, Edan,” she said. Gaia
noticed how her mom’s praise affected him in a positive way. His
eyes stopped looking sad and his smile was genuine, unlike the one
he used for the villagers from the plaza.

“Is He here?” Hans
asked a soldier who ran past the room.

“No, Sir; only
Darklings and dark beasts.”

“It’s not safe here
anymore. I’ll take her to Lakefall until the necklace is forged.
Once everything is ready, Nobu and I will return her
here.”

“I
understand. Let me say my goodbyes.”
Tanya bent down and hugged little Gaia. She gave her a kiss on the
cheek and stroked her hair.

“Until then, Mother,”
Little Gaia whispered to her mother.

“Until then,” Tanya smiled and let
Hans take the girl.

No! No! Mom!
Wait! Gaia tried to fight it but there
was nothing she could do. The more they walked away the more
stressed Gaia became. Let me go!
Mom!!

Gaia fell into
darkness, her body was shaking and her ears buzzed.

 


“Gaia! Wake
up!” she heard Shui’s voice in the distance. She
tried to open her eyes but her body kept convulsing. “Gaia, wake
up, now,” she heard her closer.

Gaia opened her eyes and saw that the
whole room was shaking. The things on top of the
shelves bounced and smashed against the floor. “Earthquake?” she
screamed confused.

“No, it’s you.” Shui took her hands between hers. “Relax, take
control of yourself.”

Agitated and seeing everything out of
focus, Gaia looked at Priyam’s bed and
found it empty. The lack of light let Gaia know that it was still
night and her friend should be sleeping next to her.

Her stomach curled in pain thinking
something might have happened to Priyam because of her.
“Where’s Priyam?” She wrestled with Shui trying
to get out of the bed so she could go find her.

“Priyam is fine, she’s with the others.” Shui placed her
hands on Gaia’s cheeks and held her head still as she looked
into her eyes.
“Everyone is fine, but you need to relax and control this. Do you
understand?” Gaia nodded. “Good. Breathe slowly, in and out, in and
out.”

Shui led Gaia with one of her
meditation breathing sets so she could relax and make the ground
still. Gaia concentrated on the gorgeous teardrop that hung from
Shui’s choker. She didn’t know if it was its swinging motion or its
soft blue color, but somehow it calmed her. Gaia began to breathe
in and out until the bungalow stopped shaking. “I’m sorry,” she said as her hands clung to her
sheets still dizzy and confused.

Shui sat down
closer and hugged her. “It’s ok, everyone
is safe,” she said stroking Gaia’s bright red hair.

“Does
this mean I can wield earth now?” Gaia asked Shui without moving
away from her gentle touch. Somehow it reminded her of how her
mother used to do it.

“No, that was your subconscious,”
she said. “What happened? Do you remember?”

Gaia closed her eyes, clenched her
lotus locket and tried to recall her dream. “I had this weird dream
about when I was little,” she said. “Edan took me around a
beautiful city surrounded by water. After that we went to a castle
but we got separated. I ended up spying on my mother and a man
named Hans when the palace was attacked, and I was taken away to a
place called Lakefall… I think.” Gaia noticed Shui stopped touching
her and that her body seemed rigid. She sat down with a strange
expression on her face. “What’s
wrong?”

Avoiding the question, Shui stood up
and took some books from the floor and placed them back on the
shelf. “I think you need to speak with Edan,”

“Why?”

“It’s started; they
are coming back.”

“What started? What’s
coming back?”

“Your memories.” Shui
placed a flower vase on the shelf. “That wasn’t a dream. That
happened a month before the city of Nádúr Noc was destroyed.”

“That can’t be.” Gaia lifted Priyam’s
chair from the floor. “Except for the last war, I have no
memory of my childhood.”

“When the necklace
broke, you didn’t only get back your ability to wield but you also
got back your memories.” Shui manipulated the water on the floor
back to its flower vase. “The more time passes, the more memories
you will get.”

 


That was good news to Gaia. She would
eventually learn all about her past. But she had no patience,
it’d been almost two months since the necklace
broke and this was her first time recovering a memory. As for the
rest, they could take years and she needed some answers
soon. “What happened that day?”

“Talk to Edan,” Shui
insisted and kept cleaning the room.

“No way, Shui.” Gaia
stopped Shui from picking up more stuff. “You know he
won’t tell me a thing.”

“I know, but
he’s the one who was
there.”

Damn it... that was
true… The only one who could talk to her about that day was
Edan. “At least tell me what was wrong with him?”

“What do you
mean?”

“In my memory...”
Gaia sat down and hesitated. She worried the topic could be
inappropriate to ask Shui, or anyone else, but there was something
about how responsible and caring Shui was that made Gaia view her
like a mother figure. She felt safe and
comfortable around her. “People were very rude to him. Some even
refused to acknowledge him. Why?”

“I’m sorry,” said Shui with a strange sadness
in her voice. “It’s not my place to talk about
that matter.”

That answer alone let Gaia know there
was something wrong. Shui didn’t deny it and the look on her face
clearly showed she felt bad for whatever Edan was going through.
Knowing Shui wasn’t one of those people who gives away information
about others, Gaia decided to ask her about something else instead.
She remembered how scared her mother was when Hans told her about
Him finding something, only, what was that something? “What is Le
Gardien de la vie?”

“Nothing you need to
know yet,” said Edan leaning against the door frame. “Is anybody
hurt?”

“Everything’s fine,”
Gaia jumped in frustrated over all the secrets. “I want to know
what that means.”

Edan took a second look at the bungalow to make sure everything was good. “Not
now,” he said and turned around to leave.

In order to stop him, Gaia grabbed Edan
by the arm and pulled him. “We’ve been through
this!” she said.

“Exactly, you should
know better by now. The past is the past,
concentrate on your elements instead.” He moved Gaia’s hand and walked away.

“It is my past!” Gaia screamed and followed him, but Edan didn’t stop, he turned around and smiled at
her.

“Too bad
you can’t remember, then,” he said and continued on his way,
leaving Gaia alone.

 


* * *

“Care to join me?” Gaia turned and saw Donovan sitting on the dining table drinking some reddish
tea.

“Sure,
why not.” She sat down across from him and leaned so far forward
her forehead touched the cold solid rock of the table top. “Where
is everyone?”

“Willow took Priyam and Pink to help her gather the crops.”
He opened a turquoise bottle next to him and poured some soft blue
liquid into a
second glass. “Floyd is taking a weapon inventory and Veter left
with Hunter to track a dark beast that got closer to the camp than
expected.” He slid the glass with the blue liquid towards Gaia.
“Here.”

She lifted her head
and stared at the glass as if it was a strange unknown object. “Oh,
I’m eighteen.”

“Good
for you.” He pushed the drink closer to her. “Let’s toast to
that.”

“Legal
age is twenty-one.”

“That’s not alcohol. And even if it was, who’s gonna
card you?” Donovan grinned. “Kidding. It’s a
Terrian punch that helps you calm the nerves.”

Gaia took the glass
and smelled it. The fruity scent made her feel all floaty.
“Cheers,” she said and took a small sip. Her eyes opened wide at
the soft, sweet flavor.

“Not bad, right? Shui makes them
fruitier and less strong,” he said. Gaia took a bigger
sip.

He
poured himself a little bit more tea and, by the
way his shirt moved, Gaia was able to see his bear claw tattoo on
the top of his chest. She finally remembered where she’d seen it
before. “Your tattoo.” Gaia moved her hand towards the tattoo and
trailed the lines. “It’s been a while since I’ve had the nightmare
of the war so I forgot where I saw it from, but I remembered last
night.” She lowered her hand and looked at Donovan. “One of the men
who saved me from the war had one just like that, only his was
real.”

“Hans,”
he said.

“Yes!” Gaia was excited to hear his name. She
didn’t know him well yet but he was someone
important to her; he helped her mother, defended Edan and saved her
life. “You knew him?”

“Everybody did.” His face lit up
with happiness. “Hans was the leader of the Elder Clan and the
strongest of the earth wilders.” Donovan placed two
fingers on Gaia’s necklace. “He’s also the one who forged your
previous necklace.”

In her memory, Gaia
did hear something about him returning her to the city once the
necklace was ready, the thing was, she
never thought he was the one to actually make it. Such a strong
presence that man had; he was tall, very muscular and the scars
made him look fearless. “I always wondered how he got them,” she
confessed. “The scars.”

Donovan
grabbed his drink and sat down
against the base of a
tree. “The legend says Hans had a son who couldn’t wield
anything.”

“Can
that happen?”

“It’s extremely rare, but it can,”
he said. “A man with such incredible powers and status, yet his
only male child was already five years old and
powerless.”

“Was he angry at his
son?”

“No,” he
smiled. “He loved his son no matter what. It was the rest of the
clan who thought of him to be unfit.” He chugged the rest of his
tea and placed it on the ground next to him. “One day, Hans and
some warriors were doing a research routine. He took his son to
show him the trade. It was a normal day until something went
terribly wrong. A bear walked into one of the outside areas and
attacked a family. The bear was marked by darkness so it was scared
and couldn’t stop itself. Hans wielded a fortress around the family
but before he could move away to protect himself, the bear smacked
him with his paw and cut him so deep he almost died.” He made a
scratching movement on top of his tattoo as he told the story. “The
bear was about to finish Hans when the unthinkable happened. His
powerless son begged the bear to stop… and it did. The bear could
understand the boy,” he said and Gaia saw it in his eyes, he was
proud. “That boy wasn’t powerless, he was one of the few Terrians
who could speak and understand animals.”

Gaia
never made the connection before. Hans was a
tall German-looking man while Donovan looked more Latino. But now,
on a closer look, their eyes were exactly the same, “Was that the
first time you realized
you could talk to animals?” she asked, knowing
that Donovan was, in fact, Hans’s son.

“The
very first,” he nodded, still remembering all that happened that
day.

“I
didn’t realize he was your dad until now.”

“I know.
I look just like my mother, with my father’s eyes.”

Out of nowhere,
Gaia started crying. “What is it?”
Donovan panicked and took her punch away.

“It’s not the fruity drink,” she
sobbed. She knew those men gave their lives for her, but knowing
one of them was Donovan’s father and that she was the reason he
wasn’t with him anymore was too much for her. “I’m so sorry,” she
curled down towards the table.

“Gaia.”
Donovan ran and kneeled next to her. “What’s wrong?” he asked as he
inspected her crying face.

“I…
Sorry,” she repeated over and over again while her face drowned in
tears. “Your father…” she cried. “I killed him.”

Donovan
cradled her face in his hands and pulled her so
she could face him directly. “No, Gaia,” he said trying to calm her
down. “You didn’t kill him. It was never your fault.”

Gaia closed her
eyes. She couldn’t understand why
Donovan was being so nice to her after realizing she was the reason his
father was dead. “Yes, I did: he died because of me.”

Donovan
hugged Gaia and caressed her head. “He chose to
protect you. We are all going to leave this world, he chose to
leave it by saving you and me and the rest of The Six and every
Terrian, human and living thing that depended on your survival,” he
explained with his touching sweet voice.



A second
set of hands touched Gaia. She lifted her head
and saw Shui smiling at her. “Don’t cry, Gaia,” she said. “Our
fathers died the same way they lived, on their own
terms.”

Our?...
She knew Shui wasn’t talking about Hans, so she
tried to remember her nightmare again. ‘Tell my daughter I love her’ she
remembered Nobu’s message before he died. Hans’s son is Donovan and Nobu’ daughter is… Shui
“Nobu?” she
whispered.

“Yes.”
Donovan continued stroking her in a failing attempt to calm her
down. “Nobu was Shui’s father.”

“How can you not hate me?” she cried again.
Her head swam and she shook, a combined result
of the sugary drink and the guilt she felt over harming two of her
best friends.

“Why
would we hate you for our parents’ choice of path,” she asked and
grabbed Gaia by the arm.

“Nobu,
your father, asked me to tell you something on his behalf.” She
took comfort knowing that at least she could pass the message. “He
said ‘When you see her, tell my daughter I love her.’ If I’d known
it was you, I would have told you sooner but… he loved
you.”

“I
know he did. Come here.” Shui pulled Gaia
close and made her rest on top of her legs, playing with her hair
to calm her.

For the next hour,
Gaia sobbed in Shui’s arms until she fell asleep from exhaustion.
Once asleep, she could hear voices but she couldn’t tell what were
they talking about or if it was real or just her imagination. Then,
the voices got quiet and Gaia felt her body floating. Strong
muscles surrounded her body and cradled her. She leaned her head
against his chest and heard his rapid heartbeat. There was
something about being carried like this that made her feel
protected and completely at peace. She took a breath and fell into
a deep sleep.

 


* * *

Priyam finished
helping Willow and did a final computer
check-up routine. Once done, she packed her stuff and took a detour
to the kitchen to look for Gaia, only to find the place was empty.
“Gaia?” she called, but no one answered. Priyam took a few cookies
and snacks and packed them with her computer. She walked past the
storage room and saw Veter and Hunter playing cards. “Hey, have
anyone seen Gaia?”

“Kapetan
carried her to your bungalow.” He wielded the wind and made a card
fly to his hand. “She finally fell back asleep,” he said and
lowered his cards, as did Hunter. “How?” he laughed and slammed the
table. “How can you always win, you little ninja?”

“Good job.” Priyam gave Hunter a
cookie as a reward and left for her bungalow.

Priyam
snuck into
the room in order to avoid waking Gaia. She
slowly opened the curtain but stopped as soon as she saw Edan was
there. He was tucking her in. He placed his jacket on top of her and softly
brushed away the hair strands that fell on her face. The way he was
looking at her took Priyam’s breath away.

 


Sneaky as a
shadow, Priyam walked out from the room, face
flushed and without having left her computer or anything. She
leaned against the First Tree and put her computer down. “So,
Bobby, something tells me our baby will sleep like an angel
tonight,” she said and looked back at her bungalow with a big
smile.

Donovan
walked out of his bungalow and toward Priyam.
“Sup girl? Do you know if Edan is still in there?” he asked as he
continued walking to the door.

“Whoa!”
Priyam stood up and ran towards Donovan. She didn’t want him to
interrupt the sweet scene she witnessed at her bungalow “I’m
hungry, let’s go.” She took Donovan’s hand away from the
door.

“At this
hour? Wait, where’s Edan? Is he in there?”

Priyam
stopped in front of him and placed her hands on
his chest. “You have a choice, I’ll cook you my curry chicken or
you go see Edan,” she proposed.

In seconds,
Donovan turned around and guided Priyam to the
kitchen. “I’m pretty sure that wherever he is, he’s fine on his
own,” he said and Priyam laughed as they walked away.


Chapter 18

New In
Town

THE NEXT MORNING Gaia woke up like she never had before. She
felt completely relaxed, at peace and full of energy. She couldn’t
remember what she dreamt of but she still felt warm and happy. She
got dressed, took a box of chocolates she brought from the town and
Donovan’s grey jacket to thank him for using it as a blanket when
he took her to bed last night.

Gaia walked to the
table and saw Pink and Shui helping Donovan make armour for Icarus. “Good morning,
Gaia.” Shui smiled as she wielded water into the hot mini metal
chest armour Pink had on her hand.

“Morning. What are
you doing?”

“It was
Pink’s idea. In case we need to go to war, my baby will stay
protected,” Donovan hugged Icarus.

“Lots of free time, I see.” Gaia
laughed at the idea of that little sugar glider wielding a sword or
wearing a helmet. She turned to Donovan and handled him the jacket
and the chocolates. “By the way, thanks for taking me back to my
bed and lending me this.”

Donovan’s blue eyes stared at the
jacket and the chocolates and he smiled, a smile that made Gaia
feel like he was hiding something. “I didn’t take you to bed and
that’s not mine.”

“Oh…” Gaia felt confused. Donovan
had to be the one to take her to bed since he was the one who
talked to her for hours last night. She tried to remember what
happened but after crying like a maniac, she had no
memories.

“I’ll
tell you whose jacket it is if I still get the chocolates,” he
grinned with no shame at his bribe.

“I’ll
give them to you as an apology for my behavior last night,” she
said handing him the chocolates. She played around with her new
locket, still feeling uneasy about last night’s crying
session.

“No need to apologize.” Donovan drew in a
deep breath letting the smell of chocolate waif through his nose
until his attention went directly towards Gaia’s lotus locket.
“Lotus flower?” he asked with curiosity.

“It’s pretty, right?”
she passed her thumb over the turquoise flower. “Edan gave it to me
the night of the rollercoaster.”

“So
that’s what was inside that box he kept guarding with his life.”
Donovan smirked and pointed at the jacket Gaia was still holding.
“And that, my friend, belongs to the same person who gave you that
necklace.”

Gaia walked towards
Edan’s room, his name echoing in her brain. Knowing it was Edan’s
made her feel completely different. And in there, in that feeling,
everything just clicked.

The stares, the
angry mood swings, the jealousy that took hold of her when Willow,
or any other girl, talked to Edan. She finally understood why she
was so interested in his approval and getting to know him better.
Why she kept looking for him even if she complained about his
personality and how much she got annoyed by it. She had thought
that it was her wanting to prove him wrong, to make an arrogant man
like him admit defeat and admire her, but now she knew she was
wrong. No! No!... Shut up,
G. She tried to stop thinking about it
but there was no way back, there were no more excuses and no more
pretending. She always knew deep inside the real reason for
her behaviour,
but instead of fighting it, at that moment she let herself
acknowledge her real feelings. 

Crap!
I like Edan.

 


Gaia walked in and
saw Edan sitting on a chair looking at
the wall as if he was daydreaming. Gathering the needed courage to
go inside his room, Gaia took a minute before she knocked on the
door. He looked so peaceful and friendly, she wished he behaved a
little more like the Edan of her dreams. That way it wouldn’t be so
damn difficult for her to get close to him.

“What is
it?” he asked before Gaia knocked. She felt like dying, not knowing
how long ago he’d realized she was there.

“You
took me to my bed last night,” Gaia said nervously. This was the
first time she was talking to him while aware of her true feelings
and it was harder than she thought it would be.

“Yes.
And?” he answered with his usual attitude and sat down
properly.

“Well… thank you,” she said almost sure this was the first
time she’d ever thanked him. Oh, no…will
he notice my feelings if I’m
being nice to him? Will he notice even if
I don’t? She panicked, hoping Edan wasn’t as sharp when it
came to other people’s feelings. Well, he
is terrible at figuring out Willow’s
feelings, she thought and a sense
of calm washed over her. 

“No need to thank me,” he said,
oblivious to Gaia’s internal meltdown.

Gaia offered him
back his grey jacket. “And you lent me your jacket,” she
said.

Edan took the jacket
from Gaia’s hands and threw it on his
bed. “It was cold.”

“It
wasn’t that cold.” Gaia walked further into the room and got closer
to Edan. “Last night-”

“Where
are you getting with this?” he began to get nervous.

Gaia
didn’t know the answer to that question. Not
long ago she saw him as an annoyance and now she saw him as
something more, but aside from that, she wasn’t clear on what she
wanted, what she could have. “I want to understand.”

“Understand
what?”

“What you are doing.”
I guess…

“I’m not doing anything.”
He looked around his room as if being inside of it with Gaia made
him uncomfortable. “I think you should get out.”

“You treat me like
crap every single day, but whenever I get hurt or something
happens, you are the first to jump to my rescue.” Gaia took a step
closer and Edan stiffened. “Why?” she asked looking straight into
his nervous green eyes.

“Because you are our
future queen,” he said, his voice rougher than usual. “Leave now,
please.” He grabbed Gaia by the shoulder and pushed her gently
towards the door. Gaia knew that continuing her questioning would
get her nowhere but her filter was gone. She couldn’t control it
anymore. She took his hand and turned around. “There’s something
else.”

“There’s nothing
else,” he said and snatched his hand back, away from her
touch.

“You’re a
liar.”

“And you are my job,”
he snapped. “This isn’t summer camp and I’m not your boyfriend,” he
said. Gaia felt like slapping him, but she didn’t, because the
moment she was about to, she noticed a glimmer of hurt in his
eyes.

Nonetheless, she was furious; furious
at him but more at herself. What were you
expecting? She well knew that just because she figured out
her feelings, he wasn’t going to become nice all of a sudden. He
wasn’t going to stop having this cold unattached way of treating
her or change his bipolar behavior.

She hated when he acted like this and
she was too tired to deal with him, so without a word she turned
around and walked away. “Where are you going?”

“Why would I tell
you? You’re not my boyfriend.”

“You-” he tried to take her hand when Willow
interrupted:

“Edan.”

“Damn it,” he
followed Gaia but Willow stopped him. “Not now.”

“Donovan just
received a message from Klog Mor,” she told him, but
Edan’s eyes were still watching Gaia running
away. “Edan!” Willow yelled and Edan looked at her for the
first time since she arrived “She will be fine.”

“Call Shui and Veter,
I’ll follow Gaia.”

“The eagle asked for
you, specifically,” she said, but Edan still wouldn’t stop chasing
after Gaia. “Edan, stop! She’s not a child.” Willow raced after him
and stepped in front of Edan. “You’re our leader, not her
babysitter. This place is covered in light marks. Hunter just made
his fourth routine check and everything is clear. Let Gaia have her
temper tantrum… Right now Donovan needs you.”

Knowing she was right, Edan took a last
look at the forest Gaia ran into. “Bloody hell,” he muttered to
himself and followed Willow.

 


* * *

The forest had never seemed so cold.
Gaia ran feeling like she would fall apart if she stopped. She
hated herself for making herself vulnerable to Edan but she
couldn’t stay quiet, not when she had so many questions about her
feelings. She remembered Edan’s cold apathetic face and her chest
tightened leaving her breathless. Why? Why
him? Just this morning she barely accepted her own feelings
for him and now she couldn’t wait to get rid of them.

She couldn’t understand why she was
attracted to that iceberg of a man who saw nothing in others but
flaws and challenges. Why was she so enchanted by a man who was
such a perfectionist that being with him for more than an hour was
irritating? She found him annoying, controlling, proud, arrogant
but also… sweet at times, always thinking of others, constantly
complaining about her yet always ready to help her no matter what.
He was good, he was loyal and always true to his beliefs and to
her.

She hated him. She liked him.

After running for what felt like
forever, Gaia reached one of the small towns that rested relatively
close to the camp. Tired of running and almost out of breath, she
sat down on a bench next to a tree. She lifted her head and covered
her face with her crossed arms. She closed her eyes and wished she
could stay there and fall asleep until everything was magically
forgotten or solved.

Why?... she
shuddered. Why did I have to find out how I
feel?... And he said boyfriend! She kept asking herself over
and over as if the answer would stop making her body feel sick.

“Hello,” said a
friendly voice right above of her.

 


Gaia lowered her arms and saw a blond
guy in his early-twenties with dimples on his cheeks, hanging
upside down staring at her. She lifted her head and watched the man
jump over the bench so he could sit next to Gaia. “Are you new
here? I’ve never seen you before,” he asked. Gaia remained silent,
staring at him. The guy tilted his head, his hazel eyes inspecting
her. “English?” he asked and Gaia said nothing. “Español?” Still no
response from Gaia. “Français? Duits? Hindee? Afrikaans? Ca-”

“English,” Gaia
jumped in smiling before he could name any more languages. “I don’t
talk to strangers.”

The guy laughed like a child would. His
straight nose wrinkled and his feet swung to keep his balance.
“What are you, five?”

Gaia’s eyebrows frowned amused. “Says
the guy who’s swinging his legs on top of a bench.”

The guy leaned forward and offered Gaia
his hand. “I’m Noah, I live behind that
market.” Gaia took his hand and shook it feeling excited to deal
with human customs again. Enjoying the moment,
Gaia failed to notice she sat there shaking a stranger’s hand in
silence. “Ahem…” Noah coughed and glanced at their shaking
hands.

 


Oh right, my
name… She knew Gaia wasn’t a typical name and she would
definitely get in trouble if people around the village start
talking about it, so she said the only name she could think of
having beside hers. “I’m Tanya. Just passing by.”

Noah leaned closer without letting go
of her hand. “Progress, I like it,” he said and stood up. “So,
‘Just passing by Tanya,’ what brings you here?” he asked as he
walked to an apple tree that grew a few feet from them.

“Road
trip.”

Noah picked off an apple and bit it.
“Traveling by yourself?” he asked and took another one to offer to
Gaia.

“I came with some
friends.” Not expecting the gesture, Gaia brushed back her hair
behind her ear and took the apple from his hands.

Noah rocked from his toes to his heals
while looking around them. “Where are
they?”

“What are you? A
detective?”

“No, I’m bored. Or at
least I was.” His hazel eyes gazed at Gaia in a way that started to
make her feel giggly. “And apparently, so were you.”

“Smooth talker,” she
said thinking how well Donovan and he would get along.

“Not a chance,” he
laughed. “Unless you want me to be.” He threw the almost finished
apple at a trash can five feet from them and
made it in. “I like your fire
hair.”

“Let me guess, you
love my eyes and my outfit too?”

“Your
eyes-” He leaned closer to her, close
enough to make her nervous. “Definitely,” he whispered and
proceeded to scan her outfit. “But your sweater could use some
changes.” Gaia looked down at her baby pink
sweater to see what was wrong with it, when Noah walked back and
offered her his hand. “I’m starving, join me.”

Instead of taking it like last time,
Gaia stood her ground, not knowing for sure how smart going with
him would be. Sensing her indecision, Noah retrieved his hand and
crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Are you always this
suspicious of people?”

“Are you always this
friendly?”

“Only when it’s worth
it,” he said as he brushed his ashy golden hair and pointed at
their left. “The ice-cream place is right there, inside the candy
shop.”

“Ice-cream and
candies?”

“What can I say?” he
shrugged his shoulders in a carefree way. “I’m a child with the
income of a grownup.” Noah offered her his hand again. “Are you
coming?”

Gaia took a moment, she knew she
shouldn’t be going with a stranger, but she also knew that in the
short time she’d spent with him, she’d stopped feeling terrible
about Edan or worried about getting killed or anything to do with
the camp. She took a closer look at him; with his beautiful hazel
eyes, beach boy haircut and two moles on his straight nose, he
appeared cheerful and harmless. He was definitely good looking.
But so was Ted Bundy, she couldn’t help thinking.

Going with him might be a bad idea but
at least she would stop feeling miserable. And
besides, I have powers… I can totally take him. “You’re
paying.”

“I was planning
to.”

 


* * *

Back in the camp, Edan was behaving
worse than usual. Everything angered him, even the maps and numbers
he had spread on the table in front of him. He tried to calm down
but his morning talk with Gaia kept replaying in his thoughts over
and over again.

A couple of hours ago, Hunter and Veter
reported the two almost intruders they saw last night and all Edan
could think about was, where the hell did Gaia run to? His stress
was so obvious that half of the group asked him, ‘What’s wrong?’ on
separate occasions, something that drove him mad.

He warmed his hands and rubbed them
against his forehead, he had all this work to do but his mind
couldn’t focus.

“Where is she?” he
asked Donovan, who happened to be passing by.

“I don’t know.”
Donovan looked around, not knowing why Edan was still glaring at
him. “Should I know?”

Edan knew it wasn’t his friend’s fault
but he couldn’t control his anger. Not until he found her. “Send
her here if you see her.”

“What’s wrong?”
Donovan dared to ask.

“Nothing is
bloody wrong,” he snapped causing Donovan
to back away slowly.

Floyd patted Donovan on the back. “Told
you mate. Today the boss is as mad as a cut snake.”

“English, dude,
English,” Donovan begged him not understanding a thing he
said.

As for Edan, it wasn’t just this
morning’s talk that was tormenting him. After what happened last
night he couldn’t sleep at all, and having her that morning in his
room was worse than he thought. “What was I thinking?” he mumbled
to himself and then realized he was being watched by Priyam, who
unlike everyone else, found his mood amusing.

“Let me guess… what’s
wrong?” he asked in a bitter tone.

Priyam ignored his deadly vibes and sat
down on one of the rook stools across the table from him. “No, I
already know what’s wrong,” she said and Edan’s angry frowned
switched to a confusing stare. “G-a-i-a.” She
said her name the same way an interlocutor announces the title of
an epic movie.

“What about
her?”

“I saw you,
yesterday. In my bungalow. Tucking her in, smiling at her sleepy
face.”

Edan felt like he’d been punched in the
gut. “I don’t know what you are talking about,” he lied.

“Relax.” Priyam
laughed enjoying it too much. “I won’t tell, not even G, since I
assume you have your reasons. I don’t get why you play
dumb.”

Knowing Edan wasn’t going to open up
about any of his issues, Priyam stood up from the table and took a
box of cookies. “You know, G used to tell me all about the nice kid
who saved her in her dreams. She used to tell me how sweet you
talked to her and how safe you made her feel. Last night was the
first time I saw what she meant.” She ate half a cookie. “What made
you change?”

“I didn’t change, she
did,” he said angrily. With that honest answer, Priyam walked away.
“She forgot our promise,” he said without anyone there but himself
to hear it.

 


* * *

Meanwhile, in the ice-cream shop, Noah
stared with amazement at Gaia as she licked a neon pink and blue
ice-cream cone with sprinkles and a candy crown. “I still can’t
believe you ordered princess bubble-gum ice-cream.”

“What? Molly
recommended this one.”

“She’s
three.”

“And?” Gaia licked
the top. “It’s delicious.”

“It is,” said Molly
an adorable three-year-old sitting between
them. Her pink ribbons holding her brown pigtails hung longer than her hair. She left her pencil
on the table and leaned forward to take her knitted Lalaloopsy
doll. “Mommy lets me eat it after I finish my chores.”

“Which is what you
should be doing now,” said Noah.

“I’m sorry, Noah.”
Tara, a thirty-year-old single mother and
spitting image of Molly, peeked her head over the counter. “If
she’s too much trouble, I can send her upstairs.”

“What are you talking
about?” Noah smiled at Tara letting her know it was ok for her to
be there. “She’s always trouble.” He bent down and tickled
Molly.

Gaia looked at him and, for a second,
thought of Edan and how he used to treat her like that. “Sounds
like you come here a lot.”

“I live close by and
it helps Tara when I watch over Molly.” Noah smiled at her. “You
need to learn how to eat. You have ice-cream on your cheek.” Noah leaned across the table and brushed
his hand across Gaia’s cheek, removing the small smudge of
ice-cream. Gaia flinched at the proximity. “A Sagittarius girl
being shy?”

Trying to prove her point, Gaia lifted
her face and looked at Noah. “I’m not shy and I’m… not so sure I’m
a Sagittarius either.”

“You can’t choose
what to be; and December fifteen lands on Sagittarius.”

“To be honest, that’s
not my birthday. It’s only the date my best friend chose when we
met at the orphanage.” She didn’t know why was she telling Noah all
this about her life, especially when she’d always been reserved
when it came to herself. “I don’t remember my real one.”

“You
don’t?”

“No.”

“In other words,
you could be forty?”

Gaia’s eyebrows
lifted as she tilted her head. “Do I look
like I’m forty?”

“Nooo!” Molly laughed, and hugged
her doll.

Noah sat her on his
lap. “Not at all,” he said after taking a good look at her face.
“How do you know you’re eighteen and not twenty-four?”

“Doctors. After all the tests they did on me for years… they
can pretty much tell anything about you these days.”

“Tests? For what?” he
asked.

“Not telling
you.”

Noah leaned
closer to Molly and whispered, “She’s
full of secrets.” Molly giggled.

“I’m not full of secrets.” Gaia
couldn’t tell if it was because she found Noah to be a great pain
relief or the fact that he didn’t even know her real name, but she was
opening herself too fast and too much to someone she barely knew.
“You already know I’m an orphan with memory loss, what kind of talk
with a stranger is that?”

“Stranger?!” he gasped. “I shared my lemon pie ice cream
with you. It doesn’t get more personal than that.”

“It was a good flavor.”

“What can I say?” Noah moved
closer to Gaia and smiled, “I have good taste.”

“And I
have to go.”

“So soon?”

“It’s been almost two hours,” she
said panicking at how angry Edan would be. If there was an emergency, he would have sent Hunter to look
for me, wouldn’t he?

“Two
hours? That’s the definition of soon.”

“Goodbye.” She smiled and gave Molly a hug. “Bye
Molly.”

Gaia walked out of
the ice cream shop as Noah followed her, walking carefree with his
hands in his
pockets. “Will I see you again?” he asked.

“No.”

“How
about tomorrow?”

“No.”

“Perfect. See you at the same time, same place
then.”

“Ok.”


Chapter 19

Cruel
Reality

FOR THE PAST WEEK GAIA had been
escaping to the village to see Noah and Molly. Just like the first
time they met, they went to have food or sweets and talked for no
more than an hour before Gaia had to run back to camp.

An hour or less was the time she was
able to steal from each day without making it look suspicious to
Edan, Priyam or The Six. She called it her meditation time and,
since Terrians had a lot of respect for meditation, no one had a
problem letting her work on it alone.

During that week, her world became
slightly bigger. She became friends with Tara, the owner of the ice
cream shop, and her daughter Molly. Being the small town that it
was, Tara let Molly and her inseparable doll play around with Gaia
and Noah until Gaia’s curfew. Gaia loved Molly, she made her feel
like she was back at the orphanage taking care of the little kids,
and there was something about a man taking care of a little girl
that made him completely trustworthy.

She felt guilty sneaking away from
Priyam and the rest, but for Gaia, Tanya was an escape. Gaia was
the hero with a suffocating amount of mistakes that constantly
lived at risk of letting down… or killed, all
the people she loved, while Tanya was a strong traveling girl with
lots of free time and good friends.

The more time she spent with Noah, the
more she saw him as a breath of fresh air. Always happy, always
cheerful, friendly, never dull and, above all, he didn’t treat her
like a child.

 


* * *

On the camp, Priyam and Gaia were lying
down on the grass looking at the rays of sun gliding through the
force field that Edan and the rest had made. It was a strange
sensation to be so warm and dry when their surroundings were so
cold. It was late February for their neighbors outside of the force
field.

“Are we going to talk
about it or not?” Priyam asked still looking at the sky.

“About
what?”

“The awkward vibes
you and Edan are putting out? The hour you go away to ‘meditate’
every day. And how lately you’ve been looking happy and sad at the
same time.”

Surprised, Gaia looked at Priyam. She
knew her friend had a sixth sense when it came to her, but this
time she’d made a special effort to keep this as hidden as
possible, or at least that’s what she thought. “How can you
tell?”

“Please,” she laughed
with sarcasm and pointed at herself. “Best friend, over here. I do
give you credit for calling it your ‘meditation time’, since you
know they can’t bother you while you’re at it. ”

Gaia looked back at the sky. Saying her
feelings about Edan out loud made her feel like it would become
real to the world and there would be no way back. Still, as much as
she wanted to deny them and pretend nothing ever happened, they
were there. “A week ago… I realized… or accepted or whatever you
want to call it, that I kinda… like Edan.”

“That was
expected.”

“And I made the
stupid decision to go and confess to him. I didn’t quite tell him
that I liked him but we did get into a fight and I ran away. I
ended up in a small town where I met a new guy and I’ve been
hanging out in secret with him for the past week.”

“Now that
is unexpected.” Priyam sat down abruptly.
Her chocolate eyes shone with excitement. “What guy? Where? You
like him?”

“His name is Noah. I
like him as a friend; he lives a few miles from here.”

“That’s where you go
every day?”

“Yes,” she said with
guilt for leaving the camp behind everyone’s back.

“Mmmm…” Priyam took a
moment to think. “Can you bring me some supplies next time?” Priyam
laid down again and it was Gaia who stood up now.

“Why are you being so calm about this?”
she asked amazed. She was waiting for a lecture or maybe some friendly advice.

“Why? Because I’m
used to this since you continuously do stupid things. Besides, if I
ever do something this dumb and reckless, I know you’ll have my
back.”

“It’s not that
reckless.”

“You do know
we are living in a hideout with constant surveillance inside a
bubble for you, right? Literally… a bubble! And every day you walk
out of that bubble and chill with a strange boy in a lonely town
while everyone thinks you’re working on becoming one with Nature.
Sure… not so reckless.”

“What supplies do you
need?”

“How ya doing,
creatures of the wild?!” Floyd stared at them from higher ground.
He lifted his hands motioning them to stand up. “Up you go, time to
practice some dangerous stuff.”

Gaia stood up and brushed the dirt from
her shorts. “Tell me later, ok?” she told Priyam and walked away
but Floyd stopped her.

“What, later? She’s
coming with us.”

“She is?”

“I am?”

“Yeah! The boss
ordered me to include you in training class.
He said you couldn’t train elements but this you could do.” Floyd
offered his hand and helped Priyam stand up. “Who knows, it might
be handy.”

Priyam got excited; this was great news
for her. Finally something more than her computer to work on. “I
get to throw knives?”

“Throw them, use
them, carry them, you name it.”

“This is so
exciting!”

“Are you kidding?
You, with a knife? That’s completely-” Gaia
said but Priyam jumped in.

“Dumb? And
reckless?”

“Yes,” Gaia smiled at
her clever best friend. “But I have your back.”

“It’s settled, then!
Follow me, ladies.”

 


Floyd took the girls to the training
grounds where Pink was already waiting next to a table full of
weapons and a wooden wall with circles and dots of various
colors.

“In order to stop
using the trees as targets, Willow was so
kind as to make us a special target wall. Based on the colors you
manage to hit, points will be given or taken away,” explained Pink
as she pointed at the colors. “The person with more points at the
end of the month gets to choose a weapon of her own. Any questions?
Alright!” she said without time for them to react. Floyd passed
them each a dagger.

“When you throw a
knife or any other dangerous object, make sure to stay relaxed and
calm, but steady and decisive.”

“Relaxed and calm,
but steady and decisive,” Priyam repeated under her
breath.

“Once you feel ready,
take the dagger by the blade-”

“The blade?” Priyam
panicked.

“Yes Priyam, the
blade. It all depends on how far the board is and in this case, we
hold it by the blade.” Floyd held the blade by pinching it with his
index finger and thumb. “This is what we call ‘the pinch grip’. You
take the blade and pinch it, leaving your thumb in line with the
blade,” Floyd explained while Pink helped the girls to pinch their
blades correctly.

“Remember that the
knife needs to be held by the opposite hand of the foot you have
facing the target.” He placed his left foot slightly forward and
took the dagger with his right hand. The girls mimicked him. “Point
at your target, bring the dagger backward in a straight line and,
once you’re ready, throw it,” he said as he released the dagger
hitting the smallest target on the board.

Following his steps, Gaia released the
dagger and it hit on the very corner of the wooden board. “Good on
ya, little warrior,” Floyd cheered, wrinkling his button nose.

Once it was Priyam’s turn, she threw
the dagger. Her speed was too intense and the handle crashed
against the board making the blade of the dagger bounce directly at
Priyam.

“Ahh!” Priyam and
Gaia screamed at the same time. By a mere second, Pink managed to
catch the dagger before it hit Priyam’s face.

“Bloody hell!” Floyd
ran towards them and looked back at the target. “Maybe we should
back off a little, before either of you kick the
bucket.”

“Yeah, we should,”
Priyam panted with her hand on her chest.

A few steps back, Pink gave Priyam back
her dagger and moved out of the way. “There, safe distance; off you
go,” she said.

Priyam threw the dagger and this time,
the blade managed to stick a foot away from the target.

After an hour of throwing knives, Floyd took away the daggers and asked the girls
to stand three feet away from each other.

“This is called a
wooden waster,” Pink held a wooden sword. “For safety reasons, it’s
used in the training of sword fighting.”

“It is,” Floyd
agreed. “But we’re going to use these instead.” He gave each one of
them a sword straight out of Camelot. Gaia and Priyam exchanged
concerned glances and wished they had stuck to the wooden ones.
“What you lasses have there is called a Bohemian
Longsword.”

“Fifty-one inches of
pure blade.” Pink held her sword high and proud. “What a
beauty.”

“Now, hold your sword
the same way Pink is, by the handle. When you are ready, lift your
sword to the Ochs position, also known as Finestra.” Pink took the
handle, drew the weapon up and placed the handle in a horizontal
position towards her head. Both of her elbows bent, straight grips
and the blade pointed forward. “Now, you ladies give it a go.”
Floyd gave them the signal and they both tried to lift the
sword.

“Damn, Excalibur is
freaking heavy,” cried Priyam while trying her hardest to lift it
barely past her chest.

“Of course it’s
heavy,” said Pink. “But like our Nana used to say: ‘if you can
wield a sword that heavy darling, you can wield
anything’.”

“Their grandma used
to say that?” Gaia whispered at Priyam between breaths.

“It would explain a
lot of things.”

“And lift! Lift!!
Lift!!!” the twins cheered as the two girls barely managed to lift
the handle towards their heads.

 


* * *

Hours after their grueling training
session the girls had a chance to wash up and rest their aching
muscles. Gaia walked out of her bungalow and ran into Edan. “Gaia…
hello,” he said as he moved closer to her.

Oh no, not
now… Ever since they had the fight a week ago, Gaia had done
everything in her power to avoid Edan. Unfortunately, she still had
to train with him but, even then, as soon as Gaia finished her
class, she would sneak away as fast as she could to prevent awkward
moments alone. After her meals she would team up with Priyam, or
anyone who was available for that matter, just to leave the table
without being followed by him. She looked around for an exit route
but it was useless, she couldn’t move a muscle after the twins’
medieval torture. I wish I had my sword
now… Out of options, Gaia turned around and smiled.
“Hello.”

“Hello,” he repeated
again and quickly fell into stride with Gaia as she strolled past
him. “Where are you going?”

“Massage with Shui, I
can’t move my arms.”

Edan walked next to her in silence.
No, don’t follow me all quiet! Say something!...
Agh, this is so awkward. And you look incredibly nice with that
jacket… I hate you.

“How was your
fighting class?” he finally asked.

“Brutal.” Gaia let go
a rather embarrassing grunt as her chest was in way too much pain
to properly laugh. “They made us lift heavy swords for an hour and
then we had to run five laps around the training grounds while
screaming like warriors.”

Edan’s green eyes opened wide; everyone
knew the training grounds were a big open space of land. Floyd and
Pink were crazy. “How did Priyam handle it?”

“I don’t know, she’s
unconscious in our bungalow.”

“I can help… you
know… with the massage,” he said and looked
away from Gaia, which she was thankful for, since she could feel
her face turning as red as a Terrian apple.

Gaia couldn’t help but imagine how
amazing yet terrorizing it would be to have Edan help her like last
time. The time before, her entire skin felt on fire and melted in
his hands, and that was when she thought she hated him. This time,
knowing that she liked him, it would be unbearable. “I’ll
pass.”

Edan took a step in front of Gaia and
stopped her. “Gaia… can we talk?”

“About
what?”

“About why you’ve
been behaving so odd?” In his eyes Gaia could see that he demanded
more questions. Edan freaking Blau is
asking me questions? Is this a dream? Did
I crave so much to be around him that I’m hallucinating this
talk? she thought, but she knew it wasn’t a dream: the pain
of the training kept reminding her that this was real.

So then, what was happening? She’d
never seen him like this before, wanting to talk, asking questions.
It was usually the other way around.

“I don’t know what
you’re talking about. Every day I go to my classes, every day I
practice whatever you give me to practice and I still take care of
all my chores. What’s wrong with that?” She walked away but Edan
took her by her arm.

“You meditate for an
hour who knows where every day, you barely eat, you stopped
engaging with anything other than what you have to do. Priyam calls
it your ‘searching time.’ I have no idea what that means
but-”

“But what?” Using all
her willpower, she snatched her arm away.

“Is this because of
our talk?” his voice was so low, Gaia missed the hint of pain
behind his words.

Yes!
she cried on the inside. “What talk?”

“That day, in my
room. What I said-”

Gaia lifted her hand to silence Edan.
“What you said was the truth, so I don’t see any problem with
that.”

“It’s not like that.
What I said... it wasn’t…” he stopped himself. “It was
rude.”

Hunter appeared out of nowhere and ran
up to Edan. His black eyes were wide and anxious. He stared at him
looking white as a ghost and Edan understood, something was really
wrong. “Where?”

Hunter pointed to the north and they
saw a strange cloud of smoke; Dark grey with a menacing aura. “Is
there a town in that direction?” Edan asked and Hunter nodded.
“Donovan!”

Donovan ran to them. “I saw it. Icarus
should be back soon. I sent him to scout the area. Do you think
it’s Him?”

Edan took a moment too long to answer.
Gaia couldn’t understand why a dark grey cloud would be so scary,
not until she remembered… in her nightmare, during the war, the
same heavy, dark grey cloud was crawling along the ceiling of the
palace. “Edan,” she gasped, her hands were sweaty and her heart was
racing. “You think?”

Edan took her by the shoulders to calm
her down. “It shouldn’t be. We came from the opposite direction,
there’s no reason for the trackers or anything else to follow us
here.”

“Should I start the
move?” Donovan asked.

“Not yet. It could be
man-made.”

Willow ran over to Edan, her face
turning sour when she saw him holding Gaia. “What’s going on,
Edan?”

“We don’t know
yet.”

By a miracle, Icarus flew back to
Donovan’s shoulder and squeaked. The poor animal was covered in
ashes and dust.

“It’s not man-made,”
said Gaia. Thanks to her animal language classes she was beginning
to understand Icarus.

“The town is getting
destroyed by Darklings and beasts. No sign of Him,” Donovan
added.

The town? Gaia
looked in the direction of the cloud for a
second time. The first time she saw it, the fear of knowing
He might be there blinded her to see the reality of what was really
in front of her. The town!! Noah!
Tara and Molly... Guilt consumed her.
“Edan! We need to help!”

“We can’t. There are
a dozen Skuggors, Draaks and who knows how many Trackers.”
A long, chilling growl was heard over the
camp. “They’re close. Donovan, tell the others, we are leaving the
camp now!”

 


Without thinking, Gaia let go of Edan
and ran in the direction of the town. She had barely gotten a
couple feet into the woods when she heard Edan running behind her.
For some reason it took him longer to react and follow her than she
expected, otherwise she was sure he would have caught her by now.
Edan was fast, faster than anyone in the camp but she knew the way.
She knew shortcuts through the bramble, giving her the
advantage.

As she broke through the last wall of
brush and arrived at the village, Gaia stopped cold. At first
glance it looked like the place was covered in swirling gray snow.
Gaia’s heart stopped when she realized it was ashes falling from
the skies.

Gaia ran to the ice-cream shop to see
if she could find Noah or Tara or Molly, but the inside of the
place was as scorched as the outside. “Tara? Molly?" She called
them, but no one answered.

While walking, Gaia’s foot crashed into
something. Looking down, she saw two unrecognizable bodies covered
with ashes. Next to a small mountain of ashes, Gaia saw Molly’s
pink hair tie. She gasped in horror. She couldn’t breathe. She took
the pink ribbon, clenched it to her chest and fell to the ground.
Everything around her seemed to be moving faster than usual. She
felt like she was sinking and floating at the same time. She was
freezing and burning. She looked at the sky through the hole in the
ceiling and gasped for air. She couldn’t stop the feeling of
suffocating. “Molly!” she cried. Her chest felt like it was being
crushed in. “Noah!” she screamed over and over but no one came, no
one except a Darkling.

His face was white and full of black
symbols, his eyes shone yellow and his teeth were rotten. “Look
who’s crying,” he laughed. “King wants to see you.”

“You,” Gaia hissed.
“You did this.” She stood up and tied the ribbon on her right
wrist. She opened her hands and flames surrounded them until they
reached her forearms.

The Darkling ran towards Gaia. She
opened her arms wide and clapped them as hard as she could. The
flames on her hands formed a huge ball of fire that projected
directly toward the Darkling’s face. He fell down with the blow but
he was still alive. The man laughed with his bloody mouth. He took
out a black pointy cone made of glass and iron. “Let’s play.” He
spat blood and charged towards Gaia.

The Darkling jabbed his weapon on and
on while Gaia did her best to evade it, but the ice cream shop was
full of ashes and burnt tables, making it hard to move
anywhere.

Gaia crashed into a table, the Darkling
jabbed his cone and managed to stab Gaia on her left shoulder. She
screamed with excruciating pain.

Her hands began to shake. She knew she
was in deep trouble and that if she didn’t do something fast, she
wouldn’t make it. Think! Think! The
Darkling pushed the cone deeper into her shoulder and taking
advantage of the proximity, Gaia turned on fire. She grabbed the
Darkling’s hand, the one that held the iron cone and with her right
hand she punched the Darkling in the chest with her palm open.

The Darkling grinned at her punch.
Seeing Molly’s ribbon hanging from her wrist, Gaia closed her eyes
and pushed all the fire in her body to exit out the palm that was
in contact with his chest.

As the fire from her body moved towards
her hand, the Darkling tried to run away but Gaia was holding him
steady, and in a flash he burnt to ashes.

 


Once alone, Gaia gasped in pain and
knelt on the floor. She lifted her hand towards the cone and when
she was about to take it out, Gaia heard a horrifying hiss in front
of her. A Crawler had snuck inside the ice cream shop.

Crawlers were bloodthirsty snakes with
large fangs and two poisonous stingers on their tails. Crawlers had
a trail of blades from their heads to their tails; they were known
for piercing their victims with their tails, drugging them with a
hallucinogen and curling around them stabbing their victims with
the blades on their back before eating them. The scariest thing
about these beasts was that Crawlers grew each time they ate a
victim, so the longer the Crawler, the more dangerous it was.

The eleven-foot
snake glared at Gaia with his deep black eyes. Knowing the beasts
were usually around five foot long, Gaia was sure there was no way
she could win against this beast. She closed her eyes and waited
for impact. Instead she felt the room turn into blue fire and the
beast cried.

“Gaia.” Edan walked
behind her and saw the cone stabbed into her shoulder. “Don’t move
it, you’ll bleed out.” He ripped a piece of his shirt revealing a
small part of a black tattoo on his spine right above his hips.
Gaia tried to get a better look but the ink was smudged by a long
burn scar. Edan wrapped the piece of shirt
around the cone holding it steady.

“Duck!” Edan pulled
Gaia against him, bending backwards as a
Tracker jumped past them. He pointed his hand at the beast and the
blue fire burnt the creature to death. “We need to go. Can you
walk?” She nodded and he helped her to stand up. “Use my back for
support.” He leaned closer. Gaia slid her unharmed arm around his
back and gripped his shirt to keep her balance. Edan held her by
the waist and helped her out of the store.

Outside, two Skuggors waited. Edan
pulled Gaia against his chest. “Edan…” she whispered, scared of
what was about to happen.

“Don’t worry, I got
you.” Edan held the back of her head. He leaned closer and
whispered, “I always do.”

The dark beasts growled and attacked.
Even holding Gaia, Edan’s movements were
flawless and beautiful. He moved as if he knew what the beasts were
thinking. Edan fought with the Skuggors until they reached the edge
of the forest. He hugged Gaia even stronger and pointed his free
hand towards the beasts.

His hand shook, his eyes stood steady
and his breathing accelerated. Edan’s blue flames grew stronger
until they formed a blue tornado. The flaming tornado touched the
ground and created a wall of fire between them and the beasts.

Once it was impossible for the
Skuggors to get to them, Edan lifted Gaia into
his arms and ran into the forest.

 


* * *

Back at the camp, Donovan and the rest
had everything prepared to leave. “Where’s Edan?!” asked Willow,
pacing nervously. “He shouldn’t have left alone. We need to go and
help him.”

“No,” Donovan stopped
her. “Those were his orders.”

“Edan!” Willow pushed
Donovan and ran towards Edan who carried the unconscious
Gaia.

“Willow, I need
herbs,” Edan screamed and ran towards the rock table. “Shui, get me
water.”

“G!” Priyam ran to
Gaia and saw how badly hurt she was. “Here,” she said pushing
everything that was on top of the table to the ground.

Edan placed Gaia on the table and
ripped the top part of her shirt. His hands shook with fear for Gaia. Pink arrived and held his hand, “Go,
relax, we’ll do this.”

Knowing there was much to do before the
group moved on, Edan nodded and left the women to care for
Gaia.

Once the camp was packed and ready to
go, Edan went to check on Gaia. Her wound was properly treated and
her color was coming back to normal. “I told you not to be
reckless.”

Edan tried to take the dirty ribbon off
but Gaia slapped his hand. “No! It’s Molly’s.”

Edan stopped cold. “Gaia, who’s
Molly?”

Damn it… Gaia
was so out of it that she forgot she wasn’t supposed to know anyone
from that town, or any town for that matter. “The baby of the owner
of the ice cream place I went with Noah.”

Edan clenched his jaw. Donovan took a
step forward but Edan lifted his hand and stopped him. “Noah? Who’s
Noah?!”

“What?”

“Stop playing
stupid,” he glared at Gaia in a way that made her bones chill.
“Who’s Noah and how do you know him?”

“We… we met at the
village.”

“That village?!” He
pointed in the direction where they came from.
“That village?” Gaia nodded. “You’ve been there before?” He asked,
his voice deep with anger.

“Yes.”

“When?” he asked, but
Gaia kept quiet. “When!?”

Hunter tried to help Gaia but Veter
stopped him.

Gaia looked away from Edan. “Last few
days.”

“Days!? You went
there for days? This is where you’ve been disappearing to? To be
with a man!?” Edan slammed his fist on the table hard enough that
the rock cracked. Gaia flinched with pain. “Are you mad!?” he
screamed.

“Edan, stop!” Shui
jumped in between him and Gaia.

“No!” Edan pointed at the smoke on top of the
forest and the horrifying cries. “See! That’s what happens when you
behave like a reckless child. You are so oblivious to what is happening around you. You think that your
actions won’t have consequences.” He paced in front of her. The
others were clearly uncomfortable, but there was nothing they could
do. “When are you going to get it?! We are here because our
world,” He pointed at her, “your world, was shattered in order to kill you. We are
here to teach you how to fight back, but instead you go play
village life? Are you seriously that irresponsible?!”

“I didn’t plan on
going to the village! I just got there somehow.”

“Why?”

“Because I was
running from you!”

There it was again, that pain in his
eyes. “How convenient.” Stressed, Edan rubbed his face with both
hands and pointed at the group. “We are leaving right now,” he
commanded.

Everyone except for Gaia, who sat still
on the rock, moved from their place and did what they were
told.

“Where are we
going?”

“To see Klog Mor,” he
said and left to help Donovan.

 


Gaia closed her eyes, holding her wrist
where she had Molly’s ribbon. The adrenaline was still pumping
through her veins, only now she could feel it… she was alone, hurt
and emotionally a wreck.


Chapter 20

The Village
Boy

THE COLD BREEZE HIT HIS face but Edan
kept his eyes closed, his body remained motionless against the
trunk of a tree, his knees bent, his head slightly leaning back. He
wasn’t asleep. He hadn’t slept since the night before, when they
were still at the camp. He took a deep breath and tried to control
himself when a small twig cracked a few feet from him.

“Is anyone else
awake?” he asked without opening his eyes.

“I think Priyam is
the only one left sleeping,” said Donovan. He sat down and leaned
against the tree next to Edan’s, in a wooded area they had chosen
as their new hiding place. Since they were on the run, they didn’t
build any bungalows or anything permanent. Instead they found an
abandoned cabin and spent the night there.

Donovan stared at Edan. He knew he was
aware of it, even with this eyes closed. “Are we going to talk
about it?”

“No.”

“Are you still
angry?”

“I wasn’t angry.”
Edan opened his eyes and kept them looking at the ground. His jaw
clenched as if he didn’t want to speak his next words. “I was
scared.”

Donovan’s eyes opened so wide he
stopped blinking. “I’ve never heard you admit to being scared
before.”

“That’s because I’ve
never been before. Not like that.” Edan bent his head down rubbing
the back of his neck. “I can’t stop thinking about it. Of what
could have happened if I had arrived a moment later. Of what would
have happened if she was there when they attacked the town.” Edan
looked haunted. His eyes kept staring at a nearby rock. “She was
there every day for a week.”

“You didn’t know she
was going there.”

“I should have.”
There was hurt and guilt in his downcast eyes.
“I’m supposed to protect her.”

“We all are. Even
Hunter can’t understand how she managed to dodge him.” Donovan
crossed his arms behind his head and leaned on them. “You should
apologize.”

“I know.” Edan looked
at the cabin. The second window to the right was the room assigned
to Gaia and Priyam. He took a deep breath. He wanted to see her and
yet he feared it too, especially after the face she made when he
broke the table, like he was a monster. And he was, at least a part
of him. “She probably hates me.”

“She doesn’t hate
you.”

“You wouldn’t
know.”

“Oh, I do,” Donovan
laughed. “You are just too slow to see it… and so is
she.”

“And who is this
Noah?” Edan asked with an absolute dislike for the person. “Noah…
Even the name sounds irritating.”

Donovan smiled amused, “Does it?”

“Don’t
start.”

“Relax, Edan; I think
she’s fine. I also think you need to stop waiting for her to
remember. Just tell her.”

Edan lifted his face and saw Gaia
leaving the cabin with Shui while carrying flowers. He stared at
her face, her hands, the quirky dance she made every time she was
excited about a topic, her long red hair waving in the air,
enchanting him. Veter walked out of the cabin and wielded the wind
around the girls, making the flowers and their hair float above them. The girls hoped to
catch the flowers. Gaia’s shirt lifted revealing her stomach. Edan
looked away, his face flushing. “You know I can’t.”

“Fine, it's your
decision.” said Donovan. “But here’s a wild thought… how about you
stop being here all frustrated and you go tell her you’re
sorry?”

“Just like
that?”

“Just like
that.”

Edan managed to get the courage to look
in her direction again. This time, she was alone and looking a
little sad. “Ahem!” Donovan coughed getting his attention. He
pointed at Gaia. “Why are you still here?”

 


Edan stood up and sprinted towards
Gaia. His legs and back hurt after spending the entire night
against that tree guarding the cabin. After the attack on the town,
there was no way he would allow something like that to happen
again, and the only way for him to ensure it, was being on top of
the situation 24/7.

He tried to walk normally since Gaia was looking at him now. Her hands
moved to her elbows and she bit her lower lip. Edan smiled at how
easy it was to read her. She looked around trying to find an escape
but Edan couldn’t let that happen. He needed to talk to her
now.

“Gaia!” He sped up
his pace giving her no chance to get away. “I’m sorry,” he blurted
out the second he was in front of her. “About hitting the table in
that manner. That was uncalled for.”

“It was,” she pouted.
Edan took a better look at her eyes; they were red and puffy,
probably from crying all night. He hated that. “But you were right.
It’s just that I never saw the danger. I mean, I do have those
nightmares and everything you guys have told me but that was the
first time it felt… real.”

“How is your
shoulder?”

“Unexpectedly well.
It still hurts, but it’s bearable.” She rotated her left shoulder
to prove it. “I don’t know what kind of plants you guys have in
Terra but they cured me amazingly fast. They don’t even leave a
scar.”

“Yes, some plants
have extraordinary healing properties.” Edan decided to give
Donovan’s advice a try and tell her his thoughts. “Last night, I
wasn’t angry because you left, I mean… I was.” He took a deep
breath. Speaking his mind was harder than he thought it would be.
“But… I was angrier because you could’ve been there when it
happened. We were sent here to protect you. I can’t do that if you
run away from me.”

Run away from
me… Gaia flinched at his words and hugged her arms. “I’m
sorry. I didn’t think about it, something like that happening in a
place that peaceful,” she said and cried. “All those people,
because of me…”

Edan’s mind went blank; this was the
first time that he’d seen her cry as an adult. He wanted to calm
her but he wasn’t as good at relaxing people like Shui was or as
funny as Veter or as sweet as Hunter. Not knowing what else to do,
Edan hugged her awkwardly and patted her on the head.

Her body tightened between his arms,
making him feel he did something wrong. “Why are you hugging me?”
she asked.

“Because I don’t know
what to say or what else to do.”

Within seconds her body relaxed and
molded into to his. Her head leaned against his chest. He hoped she
was too out of it to realize how fast his heart was beating. “Thank
you,” she whispered against his chest and his arms hugged her
stronger.

Veter walked out of the cabin holding
an enormous amount of logs. “Hey, Prinze-” a small hand covered his mouth.

“Shhh!” Shui let go
of his mouth and pointed at Edan and Gaia hugging. “Let them be
like that for a little longer,” she whispered and walked
away.

Before following Shui, Veter took one
last look at Edan and Gaia and smiled. He left the logs on the
ground. “Can we hug like them?” he asked her
as they walked away.

“No.”

“How about
later?”

Shui stopped. She turned around, leaned
closer and kissed Veter on the cheek. “Maybe,” she whispered and
walked away leaving Veter alone in the forest.

Veter stared at Shui walking away. He
could barely believe what just happened.

 


* * *

That next
day, Gaia opened her eyes, checked the
locket that Edan had bought for her and let out a deep sigh. It’d
been fifteen minutes since she came outside of the new cabin and
she was sure Edan would soon be freaking out about her whereabouts.
“Time to get going,” she said out loud, but her body didn’t want to
obey. Her skin felt cold yet she wasn’t shivering since she
couldn’t get Edan’s hug out of her mind. Feeling relaxed and in
contact with her emotions, she placed her hands together,
concentrated and formed a ball of fire between them.

The fire
burned around her fingers. She tried to
make it bigger but no matter how beautiful the fireball it was, it never lasted
long.

“Good
shape,” said a manly voice behind her. Gaia’s fire consumed itself.
“Could use a little more strength.” Surprised, Gaia jolted and fell
from the trunk she was laying on. Lifting her gaze, she saw Noah
staring back at her.

Noah
laughed out loud. “Little overdramatic, are we?”

“Noah?” Gaia stood
up. She was happy to see him alive yet angry at him for making her
worry that way. “What are you doing here?” she asked, then realized
Noah wasn’t freaking out over the fact that she was creating fire
out of nowhere. “Who are you?” she asked suspicious of
him.

Noah’s face changed from friendly to
serious. Unwilling to take the risk of endangering everyone in the
camp by talking to him, Gaia walked away to the house.

“Gaia!” he screamed
as he followed.

Gaia stopped cold at the sound of her
name and turned around to push him. “How do you know my name?” she
screamed at him.

Noah placed his hand on Gaia’s shoulder. “You told me,” he said with his
charismatic face.

“That’s a lie!” She
shook her hand off his shoulder.

“You doubt me?” he
asked, very entertained by Gaia’s reactions.

Gaia stopped for the second time and
pushed Noah against a tree. She lifted her hand against his chest.
“Stop playing around, because if you do know who I am, then you
know what I can do to you.”

Instead of stopping, Noah’s smile grew
wider. “Feisty,” he said lifting both of his eyebrows with
amusement. "I like it.” Gaia punched him with her fist in a hook so
perfect that Pink and Floyd would cry with
excitement. Ouch… she flinched from the
pain in her wounded shoulder.

“All right, all
right!” Noah spit blood and cleaned his mouth
with the hem of his grey sweater. “I know you from before.” He
rubbed his jaw. “Nice damn hook,” he whispered.

Annoyed at being lied to, Gaia took
Noah by the chin and looked straight at his face. She was
absolutely sure she had never seen him before that day in the
village, especially not in a place like Truckee. “You are not from
Truckee,” she hissed.

“From Terra,
Princess,” he said emphasizing the word princess. Gaia took a step
back, her gray eyes wide open. “Now, have I got your attention?” he
said rubbing his jaw for the second time.

“Maybe,” she said.
She took a few steps and circled Noah wishing her memory would
flash some sort of past she’d had with him but there was nothing.
“I assume your name isn’t Noah.”

“You assume right,”
he said while his hazel eyes followed her motions.

“Who are you?” she
asked.

“How about if you
hear me first, then I’ll tell you everything you want?” he
proposed, but Gaia stood quiet, still trying to figure out who this
now nameless guy was. “What?”

“I don’t trust you,”
she said coldly.

“Why not?”

“Are you serious?!”
Gaia lifted her hand for the second time and
turned it on fire. “You pretended not to know who I was for a week
and after a whole village burns down, you happen to be the only
survivor? How could you possibly think I would trust you after
that?”

“I’m from Terra, you
know we can handle more than humans do,” he said, only this time he
was serious. “I tried to save them… there were too many dark
beasts.”

He was right, there were too many
beasts. “I still don’t trust you.”

“You should.”
Tempting his fate, he took a step forward and moved her hand
away.

Gaia’s hand consumed the fire. “And why
is that?”

“Besides the
incredible friendship you and I can share?” He took a small pause
to see Gaia’s reaction. She rolled her eyes. “I know a lot about
you… things they don’t want you to know, things they don’t want you
to learn,” he whispered.

Gaia’s heart pounded. Half fear, half
excitement. There was something about this guy. Even though her
instincts were screaming to run, she couldn’t. If he knew answers,
she needed to know more. Gaia’s stomach clenched when she
remembered how she massively failed at getting information from
Edan.

EDAN!!... She gasped.

Sensing he was beginning to lose her,
the guy took her hand. Gaia flinched and snatched it away. “Look,
I’m sorry. I should have not lied to you.”

“Why did
you?”

“Honestly? Because
I’m not supposed to be here. At all. And more importantly, I was
forbidden to talk to you,” he said, his eyes gleaming with
sincerity.

“By whom?” Gaia asked
as she slid her hand away from his
grip.

“You know who.” He
flashed a wicked smile. “Same guy that wants to control your
life.”

“Edan,” she said in a
whisper.

The guy clapped. “Give the princess a
prize.”

“Don’t call me
that.”

“Why not?” he said
and walked closer to her, so close, she could smell the pine trees
on his ashy blonde hair. “After all, you are the
princess.”

Pushed by her curiosity, Gaia found
herself unable to leave. Instead, she crossed her arms in front of
her. “Why is Edan against you talking to me?”

The guy laughed out loud. “Why is Edan
against everything fun?”

“Are you calling
yourself fun?” she glared at him.

“You know I am,” he
smiled. His wicked hazel eyes staring at her as if they knew all of
her secrets, something that scared her and made her angry at the
same time.

Gaia cleared her throat and took a few
steps back. “Somehow you keep stalling,” she said in a casual and
unaffected manner. Thanks to Edan, she was now a pro at hiding what
she was feeling.

“Somehow you’re still
here.” He tried to get her back to relaxing,
but this time she didn’t budge, she needed to know who he was.
“Fine,” he gave up. “Edan and I were once inseparable; you would
think we were brothers. We spent most of our young days playing
around and taking care of you.”

I knew him? Maybe
that explains this strange curiosity I feel towards him… she
thought. “What happened?

“You know him. He’s a
bit… temperamental,” he said.

Gaia smiled. His words put her more at
ease. She couldn’t understand how her body could relax that much as
soon as she knew this mysterious man knew Edan. “A bit?”

“We had a
disagreement and instead of listening to me and sorting things out,
Edan decided to part ways. Years of friendship. But his
stubbornness and ego got in the way,” he explained. Gaia noticed
there was a hint of anger and pain in his gaze, though she couldn’t
tell what exactly caused it.

“Sounds like him,”
she agreed without a doubt. “And if that’s all true, why are you
here?”

“To help you,” he
said, flat out.

“That’s sweet, but I
don’t need help,” she said as her defensive mode engaged. She was
tired of being treated like a child.

“Of course you
don’t,” he said, and Gaia felt valued, a feeling she hated to like
since it made her feel insecure and needy even if she wasn’t. “What
I meant was that you have questions and I have answers.”

 


Gaia bit her lip and turned around,
giving her back to him. She wanted some sort of action that would
ground her to what was happening. Is he for
real?... What if it’s just lies?… What if they aren’t? He really
knows Edan… She turned around and faced him. “Why are you so
happy to give them to me and go against the leader of The Six?”

“Leader or
not,” he rolled his tongue at the ‘or,’
“you are my future queen. It doesn’t matter what he wants, it’s
what you need.” Once more, the guy took a few steps forward, making
his point. “Me… I can help you in so many ways.”

She stared at his eyes. “What kind of
information do you have?” she asked trying to see any hesitation
from his side.

The guy,
skillful as he was,
there was no hesitation at all. “Admit you trust me and I’ll
tell you.”

“Make me trust you
and I’ll admit it,” she said, not knowing where
it came from.

“You win.” He walked away and sat down on the trunk Gaia had been
lying on before. “For starters, I’m pretty sure Edan hasn’t
told you… you are still seventeen,” he
said.

“Because that would
be a lie.” Gaia felt glad and disappointed with
his so-called news. “I turned eighteen on December fifteen, I told
you that before.”

“Wrong,” he said. “You birthday is not until March
twenty-first. The first
day of spring.”

“No way… Besides, even if it was true, how could you
prove that?”

“I don’t have
to.” He sat down and stared right at her. One
corner of his lips lifted in a smile. “You will prove it yourself, soon.”

“What’s your real
name?” Gaia asked.

“I can’t,” he said and smiled mischievously.
“Unless...” he teased.

“Unless
what?”

“Unless we make a
deal,” he suggested.

“A deal?” Gaia repeated. Not in her wildest dreams would she have
believed she would be making deals with magical strangers.
“Who are you, Rumpelstiltskin?” she said
between laughs.

“No idea who that is,
but I assume he is charming and astonishingly gorgeous.” He
smirked, making dimples on his cheeks.

“Far from
it.”

“Then? How about that
deal?” he asked but Gaia remained quiet. “I’ll take it as a no.
Goodbye Princess,” he said and walked away.

 


Gaia took a deep breath. Her heart was
begging her to follow the guy, but her instincts were screaming to
run as far away as possible. Why?... she
thought. Maybe it’s because he’s from Terra or
because of everything that’s been happening with the dark beasts
and danger around them… If only I could ask Edan. The memory
of his indifference towards her made her chest hurt.

For the past few weeks she’d been
fighting her feelings for that Terrain icicle and she hated being
conflicted over something like that. Noah, or whoever this guy was,
clearly had information she could find useful. She could use that
information to know her past and keep her new family safe.
If I agree, Edan will be
furious… Crap, why do I care if he gets angry or not? I shouldn’t
care, should I? It’s his job to protect me. Ugh, job. Her
heart clenched. I’m his job… She refused
to figure out whether she wanted his admiration as a leader or
worse…to be more than a job to him.

Nope… don’t care if
he gets angry. Whatever then… “Wait!” Gaia ran after the guy
and found him sitting a few trees away as if he knew she was going
to follow him. Stupid Terrians and their smug
confidence… “I’m listening to your deal.”

“I’ll tell you my
name, if you… promise not tell the others you saw me?” he
said.

“Sure, that doesn’t
sound sketchy,” she mocked him.

“Ok… be my guest,
tell them you met me. I’m sure Edan will ban you from meeting with
me and he’ll gladly tell you all I know about you and your past… in
five to ten years.” He leaned closer, knowing Gaia made up her
mind. “Deal?”

“Deal,” she said it
fast before she could regret it.

He patted his hand on her shoulder.
“Exciting, isn’t it?”

“Super.” She moved
his hand away.

“Should we seal it
with a kiss?”

Gaia jolted at the idea of kissing this
guy. Absolutely not. “How about a
handshake,” she proposed instead.

“Earthling customs.
So dull,” he said in a bored tone.

Not caring if he was against it or not,
Gaia extended her hand. The mysterious guy grabbed it, but instead
of shaking it, he pulled her against him, locked
his arm around her neck, and gave her a small peck.

“Hey!” she complained
as she managed to push away from his touch.

“Sorry, princess,” he
said and softly licked his lower lip. “I don’t do
handshakes.”

“Do that again and
this is over.” Gaia clenched her fist
wanting to punch him. “I have to go,” she said and walked
away.

“Wait.” He grabbed
her by the hand and gave her a gorgeous orange and yellow marigold
flower.

“Charming, but I
didn’t expect you would be the flower type of guy,” she said moving
her hand away without touching it.

“I’m not. It will be
our ‘secret signal.’” He gave the flower back, and this time she
took it. “Wherever you see this flower, it means I’m close and that
I’ll meet you soon.”

“Clever.” She hid the
flower. “Your name?” she asked before she walked towards the
camp.

“Pratt,” he said with
a smile.

 


* * *

Gaia had just walked into the camp when
Edan immediately closed in on her. “Where have you been? This place
is full of dark beasts.”

She smiled at his concern and hoped he
couldn’t tell she had seen Pratt again. She promised herself she
wouldn’t escape like she did to the town, but this was different.
Pratt was from Terra and, if he was telling her the truth, then it
meant that she could finally get some answers, an opportunity she
wasn’t going to waste. “Sorry, I fell asleep on a bench.”

“What
bench?”

“I don’t know, we
just moved here.”

Edan turned around and walked towards
the cabin. “Pack a small bag and let’s go.”

“Wait! Go where?”
Are we moving again? No way. My feet
hurt.

“We need to leave.
Klog Mor is not far away.”

“But isn’t this place
full of dark beasts?”

He grinned. “We better be prepared
then.”


Chapter 21

Klog Mor

GAIA STOOD IN FRONT OF THE BUILDING,
the smell of patchouli and strong incense burning her nose. Curious
about the woman she was supposed to meet, she tried to take a peek
beyond the entrance, but the wooden bead curtains and the plants
were blocking her view. “Are you sure we’re in the right place?”
she whispered after a man with the longest and messiest brown beard
she’d ever seen came out from behind the beaded entrance.

Edan took a step further in and heard a
loud laugh coming from the second floor. “Apparently so,” he said
turning to the group. “Donovan, come with me. The rest, stay on
guard.”

Doing what they were told, Floyd, Pink
and Veter nodded and assumed position while the rest of the team
walked up the stairs across the vines.

“This way,” said Edan
and stopped mid-way. “Don’t touch anything,” he warned Gaia as she
was about to touch one of the crystal sculptures.

Followed by Donovan, Gaia walked behind
Edan up the stairs. The more they climbed, the more the house
changed. Flowers, trees, jewels and many other gorgeous things
surrounded the upstairs room.

Gaia took a deep breath and felt
completely at peace, like being inside a magical greenhouse. On the
walls, exotic vines with flowers that looked like bells moved on
their own. Gaia walked by them and even though the plants ignored
Edan, they caressed Gaia’s arms and face as if they recognized her
as their mother. “It tickles,” she giggled and petted the vine
back.

“They are Terra’s
saucer vine,” said Donovan. “Pretentious little flowers. They seem
to like you.” A vine smacked Donovan on the butt.

“I like them back,”
Gaia laughed and went through a bamboo curtain towards a bigger
room.

 


In there, she saw Edan walking towards
a woman in her late sixties with long curly grey hair, full of
colorful wooden beads, and fixed in a messy way around her
shoulders covering most of her back. The woman sat on a round chair
made of rock with carved runes. With soft blue eyes and delicate
hands, the woman wielded a ball of fire that skilfully melted and
shaped glass into a star sculpture.

Gaia noticed she had the same tribal
mark Veter and the rest had on top of her wrist, only this one had
a circle made of stones and a flame inside it. She also noticed a
new and strange symbol under the same wrist, a few inches below her
palm. None of The Six had that one. At first she thought the symbol
was just like her birthmark but this one was darker and Gaia’s was
in her right hand. She took a better look and saw the symbol was an
oval tribal tattoo made of flames and beautiful vines with a white
tulip.

“Klog Mor?” said
Edan.

The woman lifted her gaze full of
emotion. “Edan,” she smiled and stood up leaving the fire to work
by itself.

“Can Terrians do
that?” Gaia asked Donovan, surprised to see an element continue to
follow its wield even after the person who wielded it stopped
commanding it.

“She can,” whispered Donovan.

Klog Mor placed her right hand on
Edan’s right shoulder. “Agnosco,” she said with a proud and sweet
smile.

Edan repeated the same movement making
a cross with their arms. “Agnosco,” he said and gave her a small
bow.

Klog Mor pulled Edan into a hug and
smiled softly. “Long time no see, my boy.”

Edan scowled, “Unfortunately, not long
enough.”

“Yes, I heard about
the necklace. Tough luck,” she said calmly as if they weren’t
talking about one of the worst scenarios that could’ve have
happened.

“Tough luck?” Edan
frowned. He was too stressed to deal with this kind of comment and,
as always, Klog Mor had no filter.

“Stop frowning!” She
flicked Edan’s forehead with her finger.

Gaia smiled at how much he sounded like
a teenager being embarrassed by his mother and her mind wandered
with images of what Edan’s true mother was like. She must be beautiful… she thought as she glanced at
Edan’s breathtaking features.

Everyone had opened up to her about their parents or siblings, everyone except
Edan and Hunter. She understood Hunter had an unknown past. She
also knew that none of The Six really knew where he came from or
what exactly happened to him but they all felt open to talk, unlike with Edan, the man who’s everything seemed
to be a secret.

“Now let me see her.”
Klog Mor moved across Edan and walked to Gaia with arms open.
“Gaia! Come here, child.” She hugged her and to Gaia’s surprised
she felt comfortable and at home. “I’ve been waiting for
you.”

Donovan laughed out loud. “If you were,
you should have cleaned a little.”

“Oh, Donovan, always
something to say, too bad only animal’s truly
listen.” She gave Donovan a kiss on the cheek. “Tell me
Edan, what brings you here?” She escorted them to a sand garden
inside the same room and signaled them to sit with her.

Edan gave Donovan a signal. Donovan
stood in front of the door that connected the stairs to the room while Edan walked into the sand garden and
sat down right in front of Klog Mor. Gaia followed. “You already
know,” he said.

“I do,” she grinned
with her cherry lips and childlike eyes, “but one can never know an
answer for sure, unless the question is asked.”

“We need… I need
guidance,” said Edan looking lost, unclear of his
thoughts.

Klog Mor took a moment to read Edan.
“You fear they were right. That you shouldn’t be the leader,” she
guessed, and by the stern face Edan made, Gaia understood Klog Mor
was right. What she couldn’t understand was the guilt she saw in
his eyes. Why would he feel guilty about being the leader when
everyone clearly accepted him as such?

Carefully choosing his words, Edan sat
up straighter. “Her necklace breaking, taking the Marked One,
losing an entire year, Gaia not being prepared, none of that was in
the plan.”

Gaia tried her hardest not to stare at
Edan. Ever since she met him, he’d been in control of every
situation. He’d been nothing but composed, cold, arrogant and
overconfident. Now he was showing indecisiveness. It was a softer
side of him, like a child looking for his mom’s advice.

Is Klog Mor the one
causing it? Is he always like this with her? Or is this some
strange case of Terrian sickness? She couldn’t tell.

“Of course the plans changed. You must remember, Nature has
its own will,” said Klog Mor moving her hands. The fire that
was molding the star outside the sand garden switched and molded
another figure. At first the glass seemed to resist, trying to
rebuild the star’s spikes, but in the end, it gave in and turned
into an even more beautiful lotus flower. “It is in how we adapt
where we find the true character in ourselves.” She took the flower
out of the fire and placed it in front of Edan. “Now both of you
men go. The child and I need to talk.”

Edan stood up and took a bow. “Until
next time,” he said as he exited the room with Donovan.

 


Once alone, Klog Mor clapped in
excitement and took Gaia’s hands. “Let me take a better look at
you,” she said and scanned her completely. “Same beautiful face,
same fire hair, mm…” She closed her eyes and gave Gaia a little
squeeze on her hands. “Different essence,” she said and opened her
eyes.

Nervous that something was wrong, Gaia
pulled her hands away and used them to separate a long lock of red
hair and slide it to her chest. “Is that bad?”

“Not all change is
bad,” said Klog Mor. “But not all change is good. The change in
your essence could be good for you, but might not be for others;
relativity is everything in the world.”

Gaia stood in silence. She had so many
questions she needed to ask, only she couldn’t tell if it was
prudent to bring them up with Klog Mor. Ask her…
What if she thinks I’m stupid, or worse… weak…? she
feared.

“Ask them,” Klog Mor
smiled all knowingly.

“Ask what?” Gaia
pretended not to know exactly what she was
referring to.

“Your questions,”
said Klog Mor. “The ones you’ve been keeping to yourself all this
time.”

A chill ran through Gaia’s spine. Can she read
minds?... Is she reading mine right now?... What about before?!
Does she know what I think of Edan? Ahh!! Don’t think of
him! Gaia panicked but since she knew nothing about mind
reading in Terra, she decided to ask before going crazy. “Can you
read minds?”

“No, only
people.”

Gaia relaxed knowing her unstable
thoughts were safe and took a deep breath of courage. “I’ve heard
it many times but I’m not sure I understand what’s so important
about turning eighteen.”

“It’s important
because your eighteen birthday lands on the Eighteenth Spring. When
this Eighteenth Spring is up, you will become of age and begin the
process where your elements will fully mature. This is called the
Resurgence. Once your Resurgence is in process, you’ll be the most vulnerable. But once the year
of Resurgence passes, you’ll receive complete control of nature,
making it impossible to be defeated, killed or changed. You will
become nature itself and you will claim your place as such.” Her
eyes turned sad. “And now, the locket is gone before time.”

“He can find me,”
Gaia finished, and Klog Mor nodded. “I have to run and hide like
I’ve been doing for another nine months?”

“Not nine months…
twelve. You are still seventeen and your birthday isn’t until March
twenty-first.”

“What?” Gaia was
surprised, not by the fact that she would have
to run for a whole year, but the fact that Pratt was telling her
the truth. For the first time she felt like she could get the
answers she needed to find her path. She wouldn’t be lost anymore.
She wouldn’t hesitate anymore. She would be able to become strong
and protect her family.

“Every two hundred
years there’s a new incarnation of Nature. They are always girls
who are born on the twenty-first of March, and
they are always picked by the First Tree,” Klog Mor
said.

“Why are we reborn?
Can’t nature stay alive all the time?”

“Nothing can stay
alive all the time. Just like nature, your essence is born, grows,
dies and nourishes the world so it can be ready for the next new
life.” Klog Mor took Gaia’s hands between hers. “I need you to
understand something, my child: the reason you were sent to Earth
was to prevent Him from finding you. That same reason is why so
many Terrians lost their lives to protect you. Azazel will do
anything to find you and prevent you from finishing your
Resurgence. You must not let him.” She slid her hand on Gaia’s
hair. “Five days from now, the countdown for your survival will
officially begin.”

Gaia felt a knot in her throat. Not
long ago she knew nothing about her identity and childhood. After
all these years, now not only did she know who she was, she needed
to learn to wield the elements, she was being chased by beasts and
she needed to run away for a year from someone who wanted her dead.
The pressure felt suffocating.

She wanted to crawl into bed and stay
there until everything was fixed. She felt vulnerable and weak. She
knew who she was and who she was meant to become but she didn’t
feel strong enough to reach everyone’s expectations. I have to reach them… she thought. I
need to… “Why does he want me dead?” she asked, choosing to
show Klog Mor a stronger side.

“To understand the
cause, you must first understand the man.”

“Why is he doing
this?”

She shrugged. “Only He knows.” Klog Mor
smiled at Gaia and pointed at a small cooler behind some flowers.
“Honey, could you be so kind and pass me a Corona?”

“Sure.” Gaia looked
around and saw the cooler. She went to get it and sat down
in the same spot she was before.

“Thank you.” Klog Mor
opened the bottle and took a sip. “Something worries you,” she
asked Gaia once again, hitting right on the problem.

“What if you made a
mistake?” asked Gaia.

“Oh, no, dear, I
really wanted the Corona,” she said.

“I’m not talking
about the beer, I’m talking about me,” she admitted in a lower
voice.

To her surprise, Klog Mor smiled. She
seemed pleased and relaxed, as if a weight on
her shoulder was just now removed. “So different and yet so alike.
No wonder you keep choosing each other.”

Choosing? What is she
talking about? “Who?”

“To answer your
previous question,” said Klog Mor, changing the subject once again.
“Can you wield fire?”

“Yes.”

“Do you carry a Five
Fold symbol birthmark under your right wrist?”

Gaia turned her hand, glanced at her
wrist and there it was, her strange birthmark made by four circles
united by another one in the middle. Five Fold
symbol… she thought finally knowing what the symbol’s name
was. “Yes.”

“Does the First Tree
follow you?”

“Yes.” Gaia smiled at
the thought of Bobby.

“Then there is no
mistake, you are Gaia.” Klog Mor took
another swig of her beer. “Whether you’re ready or not to accept
who you are, it does not change what you are destined to
achieve.”

“I’m terrible at
controlling fire,” Gaia finally admitted.

“That’s because
fire will always be a wild living thing, you
should relate.”

“That’s easy for you
to say,” Gaia laughed. “I saw what you did with the flame, you’re
incredible!”

“Same reason why I am
the first of The Six,” she said proud and clear.

Gaia’s eyes opened wide. “I thought
Edan was the first.”

Klog Mor took a peek towards the
stairs… no one, she then faced Gaia. “Not only is he not the first
but he’s not part of The Six,” she whispered.

“He’s not?!” That
definitely took Gaia by surprise. “Why?”

“It is not my secret
to tell,” Klog Mor said which only gave Gaia a bigger need to know
the reason.

“I thought he was the
leader,” Gaia whispered back, hoping Edan wasn’t somewhere
near.

“He is the leader.”

Gaia couldn’t make sense of what Klog
Mor was saying. “I’m confused,” she said as she rubbed her
forehead.

“He’s the leader not
because a bunch of politicians told him to be, like they did with
me, he’s the leader because the warriors chose to follow him.” Klog
Mor smiled. She was clearly happy to give Edan her spot as
leader.

“I didn’t know that
about him.”

Klog Mor finished her beer and placed
it next to her. “He does tend to be a little closed to… everyone,
about… well, everything,” she said. Gaia nodded in one hundred
percent in agreement.

“Klog Mor… Can I ask
you a question?”

“After all that’s
what we are doing, aren’t we?”

“Who’s
Pratt?”

Klog Mor’s face turned white. She
looked at the door to see if anyone heard Gaia say that name out
loud. “Someone you shouldn’t mention to Edan or anyone else,” she
said with a dead-serious tone.

“Were they friends?”
Gaia whispered.

“Inseparable. They
were like brothers, but life had other plans. It pains me, I miss
that boy. Besides, he was really good to Edan.”

“Nobody talks about
him or about what happened?” asked Gaia not understanding what was
so wrong with talking about a loved one.

“No one does. Which
leads to my next question, how do you know that name?”

“I… heard the name in
a memory,” she lied.

“Memories are nothing
but a reminder of the past. It would be a shame to waste your life
re-living them.”

“What is Le Gardien
de la vie?”

“Another memory?” she
guessed and Gaia nodded, only this time she was telling the truth.
“Le Gardien de la vie is the fifth element, it is the artifact that
saved the elder Terrians from the Big Flood.”

“Is it true, nobody
knows what it looks like?”

“Not even me. It was
so long ago that its appearance got lost between faded
memories.”

“What was the Big
Flood?”

 


KNOCK! KNOCK… Gaia turned around and
saw Edan knocking the door frame. “Sorry for the interruption.” A
loud growl was heard a few blocks away. “We need to go.”

“Of course you need
to, but please, take the blonde demon back with you. There’s
nothing I found that can help that child, and I’d rather not… deal
with her anymore.”

Gaia leaned closer to Edan and
whispered, “Blonde demon?”

“She’s talking about
Synthia.”

Gaia looked at Klog Mor with amusement.
“Wow, you really don’t like her.”

“Nobody does,
sweetie.”

“Shui likes her,”
said Edan after some deep thinking.

“Shui likes
everyone,” Klog Mor laughed.

“We’ll take her
back.” Edan hugged her. “Thank you for looking into it.”

“Gaia!” Klog Mor slid
a wooden bracelet from her wrist and gave it to Gaia. “It belonged
to me; keep it so you can find me wherever you go. Don’t wait for
this brute to bring you next time, come anytime you want, my child.” Gaia slid the bracelet on
her own wrist, next to Molly’s ribbon, and hugged Klog Mor. Edan
escorted her towards the door. “And Edan…” He turned around and she
threw the lotus flower made by glass. “Keep the flower, it might
remind you what and who you are.”

Edan held the flower, looked at it with
hope and took the stairs with Gaia. “What did she mean by that?”
she asked, feeling curious since the glass and the necklace he gave
her were the same type of flower.

“Something of no
importance,” he said and placed the flower in his back
pocket.

Edan and Gaia walked out of Klog Mor’s
place and found Synthia already next to Donovan.

“Thanks for nothing,
Edan,” Synthia complained. “That tree hugger did nothing but bore
me to death.”

Out of nowhere, Floyd arrived running.
His honey-blond Mohawk was messier than usual
and his clothes had more holes than they did
before. “Sorry to disturb… however, we need to get out of here.”
Floyd panted with his scratched face.

“Where are Pink and
Veter?” asked Edan.

Floyd pointed at the left. “They’re
holding the line. Before we knew it, we were surrounded by dark
beasts.” He cleaned the blood from his cheek with the sleeve of his
black jacket. “There are four Draaks coming from the next corner.
My sis, Veter and I managed to semi-kill one, but the rest are on
their way here now.”

“Donovan, take the
girls to the meeting point and prepare everyone to move to the
second camp.”


Chapter 22

The Second
Camp

GAIA SWUNG ON TOP OF
a fallen tree across the protective
shield. The five days Pratt told her to wait were over and she had
found a marigold flower next to a fallen tree, yet he was nowhere
to be found.

A part of her was
still unsure about this whole deal with Pratt, but after confirming his existence with Klog Mor and the
fact that she said she missed him before describing him as ‘really
good to Edan,’ made her feel like maybe she could count on
him.

For the past two
days, Edan and the rest drew dozens of light symbols around the new campsite. To keep tight
surveillance, they chose a long space with no hills or anything
separating the rooms from the rest of the camp, with the exception
of the training grounds of course, so she didn’t accidentally burn
everything up.

Gaia
sat down on a log and leaned her head against
one of her arms. It was a small moment of peace from the last two
days when everyone had been stressed and constantly on alert for
any dark beast attacks. Gaia looked at her watch, she had been
waiting for more than fifteen minutes and if that continued, she
would be late to Edan’s class. “Where are you? Stupid Pratt,” she
sighed out loud.

“Looking
for someone?” said Pratt peeking his head up from where Gaia was
staring.

“Pratt!” Gaia stood up and fixed her hair. She looked around
to see if anyone was watching them, but there was no one in sight.
“Sill want to
train me?” she said hoping that getting to the point would make
Pratt ignore what he had heard.

Unable to hide his
positive reaction to Gaia, Pratt smiled
and leaned closer to her. “I thought you didn’t trust me,” he
teased.

“I
don’t,” she said and took a step back.

Pratt
paced around her. “You’re standing here alone
with me. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t feel safe.” He stopped
in front of her. “Come on, you’re smarter than that.”

Gaia’s
stomach fluttered. She never once needed someone
to tell her she was good at something to make her feel like it was
true, but after many weeks withstanding Edan’s intense bipolar
behavior, Willow’s snarky comments and Synthia’s... well, all of
Synthia, Gaia felt relieved that someone recognized her
capabilities and not the lack of power she still had. “Fine, I
don’t trust you a hundred percent. That doesn’t mean I don’t want
you to train me. Still want to train me?”

“Yes,”
he said and stepped forward with a smile.

Gaia took a step
back to prevent him from getting to her.
She looked over her shoulder to see if they were still alone.
“I’ll let you train me with two conditions.”

“Eager to hear them,”
he said crossing his arms and leaning down against the
log.

“First… you need to
keep answering every single one of my questions,” she said. “But
really answer them and not in riddles or any other stressful
way.”

“Agreed,” he said
after a second of thinking about it.

“Seriously?” asked
Gaia confused. After dealing with Edan and The Six, she’d spent
hours of preparation on a speech to explain to Pratt why she wanted
and needed her answers. “That easy?”

“Yes.” He laughed so
cheerfully that he made Gaia feel trusted. “We’re not all
annoyingly stiff British professors.”

“Second… take off
your shirt,” she commanded.

Pratt smirked and leaned closer to
Gaia. “Really?”

“Don’t be gross.”
Gaia pushed him away with her hand. “Darklings have black markings,
I want to make sure you don’t.”

“Very smart of you.”
Pratt unbuttoned his shirt and gave a slow spin so Gaia could check
if there were any.

Gaia studied his chest, besides a long
thick scar that covered most of his chest, there were no marks or
any other type of red flags she could think of. “Then we have a
deal,” she said and lifted her hand to seal the deal, the ‘human’
way this time, and Pratt followed her lead.

“Wait…,” he said and
moved his hand away. “In fact, I do have something to ask in
return.”

“You are disgusting,”
she said.

Pratt smirked and hung his shirt over
his shoulder. “I approve of your thinking, but I was referring to
something else.”

“Oh…” Gaia felt her
face turning red from blushing. She felt stupid for assuming
something like that.

“You have to promise
me you won’t tell the others that you’re meeting with me. I’ve had
enough problems with Edan and I don’t want to add more.”

“Fine.”

“And I’ll need
something of yours,” he said.

“Like my firstborn?” she blurted out with terror.

“What? No!” He looked
at Gaia as if she was crazy. “Something more normal, like a
bracelet or a ring.”

“Oh!” Damn it Grim brothers… She blushed and searched for
anything of hers that she could give to him. The problem was, with
her necklace gone, she had no other jewelry to give away. She ran
her hand through her hair and felt the rubber band. “Would my hair
tie work?”

“Yes.
Perfect.”

“Is this part of the
deal?”

“No, this is so I can
find you. If I hold something of yours, I can find you no matter
where you are.” He placed the hairband on his wrist and took a
black rock with an Algiz rune engraved on it. “You keep this one.”
He gave Gaia the rock. She noticed there was a red dot in the middle of the rune. “Be sure to keep it hidden,”
he said. “Edan gave it to me so he will know you’re talking to me
if he sees it.”

Gaia placed the rock in her back
pocket. “Deal,” she agreed, knowing he wasn’t a
threat. Klog Mor would have
warned me if it was the case… Or at least
Hunter would have sensed him if he was some sort of mutant darkling
who happed to
be free of black symbols. Gaia stretched her arm to seal the deal
but instead of shaking her hand, Pratt stood there grinning at her.
Conscious of his stare, Gaia ran her hand over her face and hair to
check if everything was in order. “What?”

“I
believe this is the second deal you made with me in this week,” he
said as he walked closer.

“And?” She backed until she hit a tree with her back.

“And…” Pratt said as he closed in pinning Gaia against the
tree. “If you want to kiss me that bad
you just have say it. No need for all this ‘let’s have a deal’
charade.”

“Dream
on,” she glared at him.

“Don’t
mind if I do,” he said and took Gaia from the chin. “Should we seal
it?”

Gaia
smacked his hand away from her chin
leaving a burning sensation on her palm. “Like that? Never
again.”

“Too bad,” he said and stepped
away. “I thought you wanted answers.”

“Are you
serious?”

“Hey! You’re making deals to get what you want, and I’m
making deals to get what I want.” Gaia looked over her shoulder
for the second time. “What is it? You look nervous,” asked
Pratt.

“I am. If they see
you we’ll both be in big trouble.”

“Relax, they won’t
see me.”

“Hunter
will.” She knew it. She’d seen him sense dark beasts more than
twenty miles away, and even though Pratt wasn’t one, he was too
close into camp for Hunter to miss his presence.

“I’ve
been following you guys since you left Truckee. Hunter has no
idea.” He leaned closer to her, almost touching her cheek. “Trust
me, Princess, Hunter isn’t the only good tracker in
Terra.”

Gaia relaxed a
little. He was right about not being detected by Hunter, and she
hadn’t heard anything about someone following them. “Do we have a
deal or what?” He pinched her chin lifting her face towards
his.

 


Another kiss… Gaia
panicked since she couldn’t keep Edan’s face out of her
mind. No! Get a hold of yourself! This
isn’t romantic and this is definitely not about Edan or anyone,
this is about the answers you need and Pratt has them…
Gaia slapped Pratt’s hand away from her chin and
pushed him by his bare chest against the tree. “Stay there and
don’t you dare move!” she ordered.

Amused, he lifted
his eyebrow. “Bossy,” he said and Gaia
glared at him. “Alright, I’ll stay here and won’t move.”

Having him
under her control was too much fun. She thought
about messing with him a little more but she had no time for that,
so she stood on her tiptoes and gave Pratt a peck.

She tried not to
linger too long and moved backwards, but Pratt snatched his
arms up, grabbed Gaia from the back of her head and pulled her back
to his lips. “Wa-! ” she complained.

Regaining
control of the situation, Gaia placed
both of her hands on Pratt’s chest, moved away from the kiss and
smiled. “I hope you liked it,” she whispered while looking him
straight to his eyes.

“I did,”
he chuckled.

“Good...” Gaia pushed Pratt with all her strength. “Cuz that
was ten deals worth!” she said louder than her usual voice and
slapped his hands away.

Pratt
laughed. His scratched the two moles on his
straight nose with amusement. “You say that now, but in time,
you’ll admit it was fun.”

Never, she took a deep breath. It
felt as awkward as her first kiss felt like. Numbed…Just like every single
time. “Time!” Gaia remembered Edan was waiting for her. “Gotta
go.”

“I’ll find you in five days,
Princess,” Pratt said before she was out of
reach.

 


* * *

Gaia ran
to her room. She closed the door behind her and
sprinted to her closet almost falling after tripping on a shoe.
“Where have you been?” said Priyam as she looked away from her
computer.

“Where’s
Edan?” Gaia asked as she slid out of her shirt.

“G!” Priyam asked hating when Gaia
ignored her.

“I
promise I’ll tell you later.” She took a white boho shirt and put
it on. “Where is he?” she asked again.

“On the
new training field.”

Gaia ran her hands
over her clothes making a mess of herself. “Ahhh! He’s going to kill me,” she cried and
grabbed a pair of jeans.

Priyam kept working
on the computer when Gaia fell to the floor to wiggle into her jeans. “I thought you didn’t need to
change clothes for the class anymore.”

“I
don’t.” Gaia felt stupid for doing it, but something about wearing
the same clothes with Edan that she wore with Pratt made her feel
uneasy, as if he would know she saw him again. She couldn’t handle
seeing his disappointed face anymore. “I was just… cold,” she lied.
Still lying on the floor, Gaia ran her fingers over her lips. Still
angry at Pratt’s deal kiss.

“Be careful with him,” Priyam
warned her.

Gaia’s heart almost
stopped. Her breathing sped up and her
hands turned sweaty. Have they figured it
out? They saw us! No, he said it was impossible. “With whom?” she asked and stood up.

“Edan,
he’s been strange all day.”

“Oh…”
Her body calmed down instantly, knowing her secret was
safe.

Priyam closed her
laptop and glared at her friend. “What
did you do?”

“What
are you talking about?” Gaia asked, then bit her lower lip. She
hated how Priyam managed to sense everything about her.

Priyam scanned her
from head to toes. “What is
it?”

Gaia grabbed
her red hair and made a ponytail.
“Nothing,” she said.

“Was it
Edan?” Priyam tried to guess. “Is that why he’s been acting so
strange?”

“No. His mood swings are not my problem or my doing.” At least most of the
time…

“Was it Donovan? Floyd?” she asked
and Gaia shook her head no. “Hunter?” Priyam lifted her eyebrow not
knowing if those were answers she wanted like to
hear.

“Hunter’s like a little brother to
me.”

Not letting it go,
Priyam went back to the interrogation. “Was it someone else?” she
asked and Gaia’s face turned as red as her hair. “Someone else!”
Priyam clapped excited. “Who?”

Gaia ran and covered
her mouth. “Shhh!!” she begged her friend to let her go. “I’ll tell you everything when I get back
from training.”

“No, seriously... Who could you
possibly know outside from here?”

Gaia smiled and
walked to the door. “Later!” she said and
fled to the training area.

A few steps
away from the new grounds, Gaia stopped to gulp
some air. She was in much better shape than she was just a few
months ago but running from so far away and with the pressure of
being found out, she was panting like crazy.

Taking deep breaths
to calm down, Gaia looked around for Edan and saw him lying on the
ground next to two bowls of oil with his arms crossed covering his
face. Oh damn… he must be furious.
She ran as fast as she could, “I’m sorry I’m
late!”

Edan moved his arms
away from his face and glanced at Gaia. “Not to worry,” he said calm and relaxed, something that was
entirely new to her, especially now with all the stress over being
closely followed by all the dark beasts.

Gaia looked around
to see if Edan was talking to someone else or if there was some other reason he was he so calm.
“What?”

“I said
it is fine,” he said and patted next to him. “Come here,” he said
and closed his eyes.

“No. Why?” she asked
without moving an inch.

Edan opened his eyes
and propped himself up on his elbows.
“Why are you acting like I’m going to murder you?”

“I don’t know, are
you?”

“No. Why
would I?”

Gaia
opened her locket and looked at her watch. She
was over half an hour late, something that she knew Edan hated.
“Because I’m late?”

Edan laughed
and lay back down. “You’re always
late.”

“That
never stopped you from getting angry.”

“Gaia…”

“Yes?”

“Shut up
and get down here. I want to try a different way of
teaching.”

He
looked so carefree and so different that she
couldn’t help but to stay motionless staring at him. “Lay down,
now.”

Unsure of her
movements, Gaia sat down and mimicked
Edan’s posture. “Like this?”

“Yes,”
he said content with his results. “I also wanted to say I’m sorry
for these past months, I’ve-”

“Oh,
no!” Gaia sprung back up, then sat back down. “Are you apologizing?
Should I go get help?”

Annoyed, Edan
grabbed Gaia by the hand and tugged her
down next to him. “Bloody hell! I’m serious.”

“So am I,” she said and gave up resisting. She laid down and
placed her hands on her sides, looking up at the gorgeous
sky.

They both stayed
quiet next to each other staring at the blue sky. Edan stole a
glance at Gaia, he was surprised to see her that happy next to him.
“Why is it so weird, me apologizing?” he asked.

“Well,
you’re being… nice,” she said.

Edan
twisted his thick eyebrows. “I thought nice was
a good thing.”

“Not
coming from you. From you it’s... confusing.”

Edan
laughed at her for calling him confusing,
especially since there was no one as confusing as she was.
“Basically, what you are implying is that it’s bad when I’m in my
usual mood and confusing when I’m
being nice?”

Gaia turned to Edan
and smiled. “Something like
that.”

“You are
incredibly difficult,” he said.

“Oh, and
you are no-”

“Gaia… Let me finish. As I was saying before, these past
months I concentrated on trying to make you remember the feeling
of fire wielding instead of starting all over.”

“From
the day at my school?”

“Way
before.” He smiled in a way that made Gaia’s heart beat faster.
“You don’t know this, but this isn’t the first time I’ve taught you
how to wield fire.”

“It’s
not?”

“No. The
first time was when you were barely three.” He rested his elbows on
the grass. “You were smarter, less opinionated and far more likable
back then.”

Gaia
smiled wide. “I bet you were the same
frustrating, perfectionist little British kid.”

“I wasn’t British
before.”

“I
thought you were born like that, you know, Terra’s version of
it.”

“No.
Terra has no division on nationalities. Even though we have
different colors and physical attributes like humans do, we don’t
separate each other, we’re all the same. One set of fables, one
race, one Terra.”

“Then
how did you get the pretentious accent?”

“I did
live in England for more than half of my life.” Edan twisted his
lips as he thought about it. “You really think it’s
pretentious?”

“Only
when it’s coming from you.” She smiled more than she wanted to. The
more time she spent next to Edan, the more impossible it was
becoming to control her emotions.

 


Edan leaned closer
and studied her face. Her hands became sweaty and
his eyebrow lifted. “Odd.”

“What’s
odd?”

“I know
you meant it as an insult, but somehow it sounded more like a
compliment.”

Gaia
blushed. “It wasn’t a
compliment.”

“I
believe you are losing your touch,” Edan laughed carefreely. So carefree that it
made Gaia want to hear it again. What made
him change like this? she couldn’t help
but wonder. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good. This new side of him
only made Gaia feel confused and more attracted to him, an emotion
that was useless to feel for him. Crap… “I believe we’re wasting
time.”

“Fine,
check this out.” Edan lifted his hands and a small flame of blue
fire appeared between them. He moved his hands with the fire to the
bowl with oil and lit it. The fire grew.

“Treat the fire as a living thing, think of it
as a wild animal.” He
moved his hands closer to the fire and it moved on its own uneven
beat. “At first it seems untamed and dangerous. All you need to do
is show it your respect and stand your ground. You need to calm
down since it will connect with your mood. The more stressed you
are, the more dangerous the fire will be.” Edan moved his hand
closer and the flame crawled onto his palm. “Nature always follows
a leader, an alpha. Once you learn how to control yourself, nature
will recognize you as the alpha. You will be able to tame the wild
and when you do, you will gain its trust for
eternity.”

The fire
moved and danced around Edan’s fingers and
palms. The movement was enchanting. Its soft blue flame cradled and
caressed Edan’s skin in the most entrancing and tender way.
“Beautiful,” Gaia whispered.

Edan
extinguish the fire
and moved closer to Gaia. “Close your eyes,” he said. Edan pressed
the palm of his hand above her chest. “Feel the pressure here. Try
to connect with every feeling you are dealing with.”

Whatever Edan wanted
her to concentrate on was useless. Gaia couldn’t think about, or
feel anything, except him. She tried to fight the urge to pull him
closer. She wondered how his hand would feel in movement, sliding
down her spine or softly tracing up her arm. She tried to remember
the last words he said, something about connecting and feeling, but
after placing his hand there, everything got blurry.
Great G, not even being Mother Nature turns off
your awkward teenage side. “Isn’t that
the opposite of letting go and controlling the situation?” she
managed to say.

“True
control is not in pushing away your feelings but in recognizing
them, embracing them and accepting them as a part of what you are
experiencing. Give it a try,” he said and moved his hand
away.

Accepting what I’m
experiencing? She took a deep
breath. I’m a mess. I’m a
seventeen-year-old who just learned her real name and birth date. I’m not afraid
of dying as much as I’m afraid of letting down the people I love,
my new family. I’m intrigued by a man I shouldn’t be talking to and
I might be in love with a man who sees me as his job... but at
least now I know who I am. The fire on
her hands lit up fast.

“Good.”
He stepped back and gave Gaia some space. “Now connect with it and
take your time.”

Gaia opened her eyes
and saw how the fire crawled through her
fingers and danced around her hands. As she moved them, the fire
followed. Unlike the previous times, this fire didn’t extinguish,
it burnt more clear and radiant than any fire she’d ever
seen.

 


* * *

An hour and a half
later, feeling great and in control, Gaia
finished her lesson with Edan and walked into her room. Her smile
was a massive giveaway that something wonderful had just happened.
Priyam peeked away from her computer and scanned her friend from
head to toes. “Someone seems happy.”

Gaia laid down on
her bed and threw her arms around the pillow on top of her. “I’ve
got news.”

“I’ve got popcorn.” Priyam closed
her laptop and took a big bowl full of popcorn out of a box from
underneath her bed.

“How…?”

“Willow’s plants,” she explained as she sat down on her bed
and got into her gossip mode position. “Start.”

“I can
finally wield my fire,” Gaia grinned.

“I’m so
proud. Is that what happened this afternoon?”

“No, that…” Gaia didn’t know what she should tell Priyam.
She felt like her friend would kill her if she knew that after all
the trouble that had been caused, she was
still meeting up with Pratt, formerly known as Noah.
She will find out, she always does
she thought and decided to come clean. “This
morning, I met with someone.”

“Another guy?!” Priyam dropped the buttery popcorn she was holding. “Where did you find him? A
tree?”

“He’s
from the village. He’s the same guy I told you about
earlier.”

“Wait…
The village? The place that got burnt?!” Priyam screamed and then
lowered her voice. “Are you crazy? That place was like resident
evil creepy,” she whispered. “Does Edan-”

“No!” Gaia jumped out of her bed and checked from the window
of her room to see if anyone was close.
“No one knows.”

“Wait…
the village was miles away.”

Here it goes…
“He’s been following us.”

“The guy
has been following us?”

“I first
met him as Noah, remember? Only his real name is Pratt.”

“How is
that not creepy?” Priyam panicked the way Gaia knew she
would.

“He’s one of us…of
them.”

“Of who? The
Six?”

“Not from The Six, but Pratt’s
from Terra,” she said.

“Why did
he lie about his name?”

“He was
afraid I was going to tell someone here about him. And Edan hates
him; they used to be like brothers but something happened. You
can’t tell anyone.”

“I
won’t” she promised, and Gaia knew she would keep it a secret. “How
can you trust him, though? He’s clearly lied to you
before.”

“Remember the wise lady I told you about?”

“Beer
Grandma?”

“Yes,”
Gaia giggled. “Well, she talked to me about him; she said he used
to be good for Edan. I also checked for any Darkling’s marks; he’s
not dangerous.” The word dangerous made Gaia remember kissing
him.

“What was that?! That face,
like annoyance, but with something else.” Priyam pointed at Gaia’s
eyes.

“I
didn’t make a face.”

“Liar!” she called her out and
Gaia opened her gray eyes wider. “You’re doing it again!... Nooo!”
Priyam gasped and covered her mouth with both
hands.

“What?”

Priyam stood up
and paced the floor. She knew what
happened between Gaia and that Pratt boy. “I’ve seen that face
before.”

“When?”

“When
you kissed the principal’s son!” she said. Gaia remembered how
terrible that first kiss was, not just the kiss but the whole dog
biting the poor guy’s leg thing. “You guys kissed?!”

“No!
Well, yes but-”

“Oh
dear! Oh dear!!” Priyam hyperventilated.

“Shut up!” Gaia took another look at the window. This was
definitely a conversation she didn’t want Edan to hear and
misunderstand. “It wasn’t like that. We made a
deal.”

“Sure. I
also make out with the people I make deals with.”

“We
didn’t make out… only one of the times. I guess.”

“There
were more?”

“There
was more than one deal,” she smiled.

“What
about Edan?”

“What about him? The kiss wasn’t romantic, and besides,
there’s nothing going on between Edan and me. He sees me
as a child and a damn
job, so there’s nothing to it. Besides, it’s not like I like
Pratt.”

“Don’t
you want to be with Edan?”

“It
doesn’t matter what I want, he won’t go near me unless I’m wielding
fire, getting into trouble or about to be killed.”

“Which
is every second of the day.”

“True,
just not the way I want to.” The thought of it made Gaia feel
depressed.

“So…
Pratt?” Priyam moved closer to the edge of her bed. “Is he hot?”
she asked.

“He’s
not bad.”

“Yes! The plot
thickens... I hope Edan doesn’t find out that you’re sneaking away
to learn about your past. If he does, you’ll be in
trouble.”

 


Gaia thought of
Pratt and all the dumb and dangerous things she’d done since they met, and for the first time, she pushed
her feelings for Edan aside. She wasn’t the type of woman who
stopped living for a man’s opinion and she wasn’t going to start
now. Not ever. “I guess I am.”


Chapter 23

Earth

THE TREES SWISHED as they swayed with the wind’s rhythm. The
sunlight that managed to pass through the leaves created dancing
lights and shadows that made Gaia feel like she was underwater. The
snow outside the protective dome had melted by then. In exchange,
the ground was now covered in green grass that stuck to Gaia’s
boots as she strolled around the forest of the new camp. After a
week she had finally gotten used to their new home, although she
truly missed the hill.

She missed how the
sunlight shone through the dome and how peaceful it was to do her
morning jog around the lower landscape.

 


Gaia
took a bunch of seeds from a hanging pouch she
had wrapped around her waist and planted them near a fallen tree.
Willow, who was following her from behind, moved her hands and
small little plants grew out of the dirt. The plants spun and spun
as they grew taller. Their trunks became harder and a bunch of
twigs and branches grew out from them. The branches reached out
and leaves covered them. Gaia smiled and placed her hands on one of
the growing trees. She loved how the plants looked when they grew
like that.

Whenever she
touched the tree, Gaia’s feet tingled. It
was as if she was walking over
soft grass that gently tickled her with every
step she took. Without letting go of the trunk, Gaia closed her
gray eyes and an overwhelming sensation ran from her fingers through her
entire body. She could see the tree’s energy, its soul.

She felt what the
tree was feeling and she became aware of
its life force. “You are truly beautiful,” she whispered to the
tree and continued helping Willow with the
re-plantation.

“Take the ax, it’s your time to chop.” Willow lowered her hands and
left.

Following
orders, Gaia took the ax that rested on a near rock.
She hated cutting the wood, especially next to Veter. For each one
she managed to cut, Veter had already cut more than a dozen. Gaia
took a big swing and slammed the blade against the log. Her hands
shook with the bouncing energy. She bit her lip trying to suppress
a cry of pain, but Veter noticed it.

“Here Princeza, I’ll cut it for
you.”

Gaia moved
the ax away
from Veter’s reach. She hated being treated like a child. “I can do
it.”

“Of
course you can.” He leaned closer to her so Hunter and Donovan
wouldn’t hear him. “It’s just that I enjoy doing it.”

“Only because you enjoy it,” she
said knowing the truth. She moved from the log and Veter cut the
wood for her. Amazed, she watched how easily he chopped them with
one swing. “You know, Veter, you are pretty perceptive for someone
who seems distracted every minute of the day.”

Veter laughed, deep
and loud. “Element of surprise, Moja
Princeza.” He turned around and took all the fifteen cut logs,
piling them on top of his arms. “Hand those to me, I’ll take those
too.” Gaia placed the last four she had next to her and Veter
walked away.

 


On his way,
Veter passed Edan, who was leaning against a
rock watching them with his arms crossed. “You shouldn’t be
spoiling her, Veter.”

“I’d say
I’ll try, but that would be a lie, Kapetan.” He smiled and took the
logs to their place inside the cabin.

Edan stood up and
walked towards Gaia as she picked pieces of wood and piled them up.
She was so concentrated on her task she had no idea she was walking
over a ditch. Typical… he blew out and his brown hair flitted over his
forehead. Priyam was right, it amazes me that you managed to stay alive
all these years by yourself,
he thought.

Gaia took a step
back and got closer to the ditch. Edan shook his head and pointed
at the hole. “Could you try being more careful? There’s a ditch
behind you.”

“You should help instead of standing there all bossy.” She bent down and carried a
heavy piece without acknowledging the hole.

“I’m not bossy,” he scuffed. “I’m
instructive.”

“You’re
a pain in the butt,” she said louder than she wanted.

“Excuse
me?”

“What happened to
‘Edan the nice guy’?”

“You said it was
confusing.” He smiled, clearly enjoying Gaia’s usual
reaction.

“You still are.” Gaia dropped the
wood in a pile and went for another one. “You keep telling me what
to do as if I was a toddler. I know I tend to get… sometimes into
trouble b-” Gaia stepped on a piece of ground that crumbled
into the ditch
and fell backwards.

“Gaia!” Edan screamed. She’s going
to hit her back! Edan jumped and hugged
Gaia.

As Gaia
and Edan fell to the ground, her hands pointed
at a bunch of thick tree roots. Unknowingly wielding earth for the
first time, the roots came out of the ground and followed her
hands’ movement, trapping them inside a hard cocoon.

“Are you
ok?” Edan spoke, tremendously close to her.

“Define ‘ok’.” Terrified of the
reality, Gaia opened her eyes and confirmed her nightmare. She was
stuck underneath a cave of roots lying on her back with Edan
squeezed on top of her. His arms curled around her waist, his face
inches away from hers. Gaia tried to move but one of her legs was
out of the cocoon, the other was slightly bent by the knee, and
both of her hands were stretched up over her head and pinned
outside the roots. “What happened?”

“Congratulations, you can wield earth now.”

“Thanks.”

“Now move them back,” he ordered
her. She tried as hard as she could to move the roots away from
them.

 


Calm down… Calm
down… he chanted to himself. He took a
deep breath and felt her heart beat as fast as his.
Is she as nervous as I am?
The thought only made him more nervous.
No, she can’t be… Maybe she’s hurt or maybe I’m
crushing her. Edan placed his
elbows against the ground and tried to push himself up to give Gaia more
space, but it was useless: the roots were too close to his back
leaving him no space to stretch.

“I
can’t.” Gaia gave up trying to move the roots back. After all the
training she had to do to handle fire, she knew there was no way
she could repeat the same wield she just had. “I don’t know how I
did it.”

“Of
course you don’t.”

“Why
don’t you burn them?” she said feeling attacked.

“I
can’t, my hands are caged against your back.” He tried to slide
them but every time he moved his fingers, Gaia unconsciously arched
her back pressing her body closer to his. Calm down… Calm down! “You burn them.”

“My
hands are outside the vines. I could burn the camp if I’m not
careful.”

“Bloody
great.” Growing more nervous and impatient by the second, Edan
moved his head around to find a way out between the
roots.

“What are you
doing?”

“What does it look like? I’m trying to find a hole or
anything that can get us out of here.” As he searched, Edan
misjudged the cramped space between them and accidentally bumped
against Gaia’s face missing her lips by an inch.
Ahh… Edan
gasped at her touch unable to think.

He moved away and noticed how her face flushed. Gaia bit her
lower lip. “Donovan! Veter!” he screamed out of pure panic. He
needed to get out and he needed to do it now.

“Edan… I don’t think they can hear
us,” she said in a soft tone that made Edan’s body tense even
more.

 


* * *

Meanwhile, a few
feet away from them Donovan, Hunter,
Priyam and Floyd were sitting down watching Gaia’s foot outside the
root cave. Veter arrived after leaving the logs and found all of
his friends staring at the same spot. “What happened? Is that a
leg?”

“Oh
man!” Donovan laughed barely able to tell the story. “You should
have seen it. Gaia tripped and wielded the roots. Edan jumped to
help her and now she’s stuck in there underneath Edan.”

“Princeza can wield earth now,” he
said, holding his tears of happiness and sitting down next to
Priyam.

“Wield
earth? Edan and Gaia are inside that thing on top of each other and
that’s all you took from what I just told you?” Donovan couldn’t
believe it.

 


All of the
sudden, Hunter took out a bunch of bills,
slammed them on a rock in front of them and bumped his fists
together.

Donovan
laughed harder than before. “No way, Captain
Hormones! Especially not with her leg like that.” He took his bet
out and threw them on top of Hunter’s. “I bet they end up
fighting.”

Excited
over this turn of events, Floyd placed his bet.
“I’m going to agree with Hunter over here, slightly toned down… and
bet they snog each other’s faces.”

“Hey! That’s my best friend you are talking about,” Priyam complained and
everyone stared at her nervously. “She’s too shy to make a move;
and Edan’s too dumb to do it.” Priyam took her bills and placed
it on top of the pot of money. “I bet they’ll stare at each other
awkwardly in silence.”

“Yeah!” Veter grabbed his bills
and wielded the wind to take them with the rest. “I’m with
Priyam.”

The group
stood motionless staring at Gaia’s foot. There
was no way anyone could know for sure what was happening until the
roots went back to normal.

“Now what?” Priyam asked and Donovan stretched his legs to a more comfortable
position.

“Now we
wait.”

 


* * *

Inside,
Gaia and Edan were beyond panicking. The longer
they stayed there, the less Edan could hold his arms straight. In a
regular situation, he could’ve held the position for an hour, but
in this situation, his nervous energy and concentration were
sapping his strength.

“Are you
ok?”

“Yes.
Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You keep
shaking.”

Edan looked at his
arms and saw them trembling. “I’m fine, it’s just my muscles
reacting to the constant stress of being worked on.”

“Oh…”
Gaia lowered her gaze to prevent eye contact with Edan. She was too
nervous for that. “You can bend them.”

“What
for? I think it’s better this way. I don’t want to crush
you.”

“You
won’t crush me. Lower yourself.” Gaia bit her lower lip
again.

“I said
no.”

“Fine, keep shaking then.” Gaia flicked her fingers.
The roots crushing her hands were making them feel
numb.

For a second time,
she stretched her fingers, only this time
she stretched them wider and felt a smooth piece of wood next to
her thumb. “The ax!” Gaia wiggled trying to push her hands enough to reach
it.

“No,
wait!” Edan panicked at the sudden movement. “What are you
doing?”

“I
think I can reach the ax
handle.” Gaia wiggled more. Exhausted, Edan
lowered his head away from Gaia’s stare. “Please… stop moving,” he
ordered against the skin of her neck. Shivers rippled down her
spine, finally making her aware of the situation.

 


Gaia
lay as still as she could. In there, close to
her neck, Edan felt terrified yet happy. He couldn’t wait to leave,
however, he couldn’t stop wishing they could stay like that longer.
Edan dipped his head until his nose touched her neck.

Gaia trembled but
she didn’t move away. That means ‘Go’ right? Testing the
waters, Edan gave a small peck on
her neck.

A gasp came out of
Gaia’s throat and Edan lost it, he lifted his head and stared at her.

He gazed at her
lips; soft, pink lips that whispered his
name, “Edan…”

He
lifted his gaze and locked eyes with
Gaia. Immediately, the air felt different, thick and full of
energy, as if a giant magnet was pulling him towards her. For a
moment, Edan wished his hands were free to hold her from the back
of her neck and pull her closer to his mouth. She’s right there… and she hasn’t punched you… yet.
He looked at her lips once more, they were
barely a few inches away from his.

 


Edan noticed Gaia
said something, though he couldn’t hear a
word since his mind kept focusing on how her lips moved instead of
what she was saying. If he was brave enough to kiss her, this was
the moment. He only needed to move. In spite of the fact that
moving to kiss her seemed ten times more nerve-wracking and brave
than anything he’d done in his life. Even standing up to
Him.

Don’t think…
Just close your eyes and kiss her.


Chapter 24

Supernova

WILLOW WALKED INTO EDAN’S ROOM but
the place was empty, just like the training grounds, the kitchen
and the storage room. “Where is everyone?” she asked
Shui.

“I
wouldn’t know. They haven’t come back from the forest.” Shui gave
Synthia and Pink soup with veggies. “Would you like
some?”

“I’ll pass, thank
you.”

Shui could tell
there was something off with Willow since this particular soup was
her favorite meal. After the town was attacked, everyone in the
camp was in a constant state of surveillance and stress, it was
logical Willow was worried about being discovered while separated.
“I’m sure they’ll be back soon,” she tried to calm her.

“Tee-hee! Even I got that one,” Synthia giggled. “How dumb
can you be Shui? Plant lady here isn’t worried about the rest,
she’s just worried about Edan.” She stretched her hands to check
her fingernails. “He’s probably following, you know, anyone else
but you.”

“Shut up.”

“Synthia, that wasn’t nice. You should apologize,” Shui
intervened while Pink, relaxed as always, took a small tube with a
needle inside it from her belt.

“Why do I have to
apologize? It’s not my fault the truth isn’t nice.”

Provoked, Willow
slammed her hands on the table and leaned closer to
Synthia. “Do you want to know your
truth?”

“Willow,
enough!” Shui raised her voice.

“She started
it.”

“And you
should know better.”

Stressed and
actually worried about Edan, Willow stood up and left trying her
hardest not to punch Synthia in the face. “I’m outta
here.”

“Bye-bye, unwanted plant.”

Pink
slid the needle from the bottle and placed in
between her thumb and her middle finger with the pointy part
towards Synthia.

“I think
it’s, like, so sad to see her throwing herself to Edan,” Synthia
whined towards Shui as she kept cooking for the rest of the group.
“She kinda like reminds me of Gaia s-” Pink snapped her fingers and
the needle flew directly to Synthia’s throat knocking her
out.

Before
Synthia smashed her head on the table, Pink
caught it and placed it softly next to her plate and retrieved the
needle back to its rightful place.

Shui turned around
and saw Synthia sleeping on
the table. “What happened to her?”

“Dunno, I guess she was tired.”
Pink smiled and sharpened her knife, surrounded by the new
delightful silence.

 


* * *

Set on finding Edan,
Willow marched back to the forest where
everyone was cutting wood, only to discover they weren’t working
but sitting down next to a pile of money and staring at a strange
cocoon. “What are you doing?” she stared at Gaia’s stuck foot and
noticed the unusual way the roots came out of the ground. “Is that
Gaia’s foot? I guess she can wield earth now,” she said, irritated
by the idea of having to train her.

She looked around,
everyone was there except Edan. “I can’t find Edan, does anybody
know where he is?” she asked. Everyone remained quiet, just staring
at her, too afraid to let her know what was happening. “What’s
going on? Where is he?” Veter smiled and pointed at the cocoon.
Willow spotted a small part of Edan’s shirt stuck on the roots.
“Are they both in there?! Since when?”

Priyam
checked her watch. “Fifteen minutes. Give or
take.”

“Are you
kidding me? And you’re betting on what happens?” she asked. They
all nodded. Disapproving of their actions, Willow jerked her hand
and the roots instantly grew back into the ground revealing Edan
and Gaia staring at each other in silence.

“Yes!”
Priyam and Veter screamed at the same time while the rest cursed
for losing. Priyam took all the bills from the money pot and hugged
Veter.

Hardly reacting to
the change of situation, Edan stood up,
helped Gaia out of the ditch and scurried away. “Edan!” Willow
called out after him, but he lifted his hand to stop
her.

“Don’t
follow me,” he said as he made his way into the forest.

 


Everyone, except Willow, giggled at Gaia. She knew that
nothing happened; the thought of it all, however, made her feel
fuzzy. Her face blushed thanks to everyone staring at her, so she
turned around and strode to the cabin.

Willow and the
rest, excluding Donovan, who snuck into
the forest, followed Gaia to the cabin.

“What do you think happened?” Willow whispered
to Hunter.

“Something good, Gaia doesn’t blush like that unless
something epic is going on.” Priyam finished counting the money and
folded half of them. “Here’s your half, partner.”

Veter moved his
hand, the bills floated towards him and he counted them mid-air bragging about his gains to the
bet’s losers.

“Ughh…
Wind wielders,” Willow complained still irritated with the idea of
Edan and Gaia inside that cocoon.

Veter took the money
from the air. “What about us?”

“So full
of themselves,” she pouted to him. She was angry and she needed
someone to take it out on.

“Absolutely,” he smiled
delighted. “Try
wielding something you can’t see.”

“Try
wilding something alive.”

Veter
clapped. “Congratulations on making
flowers.”

“Ha!”
Willow stopped in front of Veter. “I remember they knocked you out
once.”

“Exactly, once!”

“Children, stop.” Shui ended their
fight by standing between them. “All of you go finish your chores.
Priyam, you go check on Gaia. She seemed odd when she
arrived.”

 


* * *

Out in the forest, Edan paced around a big rock. He couldn’t
stay still, there was too much going on in his mind to sit down. He
leaned his forehead against a tree and kept his eyes opened, for
every time he closed them, the image of Gaia invaded his thoughts.
“Stop!” he screamed and punched the tree. A blue flame came out of
his hands and crawled all over his body.

“What
happened?” asked Donovan.

Edan calmed down and
the fire consumed itself. He turned around and saw Donovan sitting
on a smooth rock, staring at him with amusement. “Nothing,” he
said.

“It
doesn’t look like nothing.” Donovan smiled. “You told her? No way!
She remembered!?”

Edan took a deep
breath and sat next to his friend. He rarely spoke about his feelings but in this case, he knew
he had to before he burned the entire forest. “Worse. Apparently I
kissed her neck and I almost kissed her.”

“Kissing
necks? That’s great!” Donovan beamed up with excitement.

“That’s
anything but great.” Edan stood up and paced again. “This is not
good.”

“Nothing new with you
thinking everything is wrong.”

“But there
is something new. Recently, she makes me
feel greedy and arrogant.” He rubbed his hands on his head. “The
more I’m with her, the more I want. More contact, more of her
attention; and lately I’ve been arrogant enough to think that
she’ll be ok with it. Even without remembering our
promise.”

“I know you know
nothing about this, but when a girl lets you kiss her neck, that’s
a good thing,” Donovan pointed out. It was so strange for him to
speak about these things with Edan. The only time Edan spoke with
him about his feelings was back when Edan was seventeen. “Why don’t
you tell her and let her decide?” he said, yet deep down he knew
the reason for his best friend’s silence. “You seriously need to
stop treating yourself like a monster.”

“You know
I’m-”

“I know and it
doesn’t matter,” he interrupted and he meant it. No matter what,
Donovan was proud to be Edan’s best friend and to serve under his
command, just like Shui was and Willow and the rest. He just wished
Edan could understand that. “Your past is just that, the
past.”

Edan stood up in a flash. “Quiet,” he
said and pointed his ear towards the cabin.

“I’m serious. No
matter who you-”

“Donovan, shut up! Do
you hear it?” he asked.

Donovan paid attention. Not far away
from the cabin’s direction, he listened to the rustling sound of
dozens of trees. He closed his eyes and concentrated. He heard
multiple small whispers, as if a soul or energy was being ripped
away from their body. Donovan’s eyes opened wide and his breathing
sped up. “It’s Him,” he said with terror. Edan and Donovan ran as
fast as they could towards the cabin.

 


* * *

“I can’t believe
nothing happened!” Priyam protested as she dipped into her bed and
lifted her legs on top of the recliner.

“What are you talking
about?” Gaia passed a brush through her red hair as she tried to
untangle it from the twigs that got stuck after the fall. “You
literally bet that nothing was going to happen.”

“I know, and don’t
get me wrong, I love my gains.” Finished untangling her hair, Gaia
sat on the bed and Priyam leaned her head on her lap. “I just wish
something good would have come out of that unusual, yet awesome,
situation,” Priyam said. “Willow was burning with jealousy.”

“I can imagine.” Gaia
thought about what could have happened if Willow hadn’t opened the
cocoon at that exact time, especially since, with her blurry
vision, she could swear Edan looked like he wanted to kiss her.
And what was that thing
with my neck… It wasn’t a kiss, right? It
felt like one but, him? Please, never… “That would be a
miracle,” she said out loud.

“What would be a
miracle?” Priyam asked, but before Gaia could answer Hunter stormed
into the room and pulled them off of the
bed.

“Hunter! What’s going
on?” Gaia tried to read Hunter’s expression when she heard
horrifying howls close to the cabin.

“They found us.”
Veter took both girls and they all ran out of the cabin.

Gaia made an effort to focus on what
was happening. Ten minutes ago she was trapped with the man she
secretly adored while he sort of kissed her neck. Two minutes ago
she was about to tell her best friend all about it. Now she was
watching everyone she loved run for their
lives. “Where are Edan and Donovan?” she asked anxiously as they
fled as far as possible.

“Don’t worry; they
went in the other direction,” Shui tried to calm her.

Suddenly, Hunter stopped and the rest
followed.

“Why are we
stopping?” Gaia asked not understanding what was going
on.

“It’s too late to run
now, Princeza. If we want to survive, we’ll have to
fight.”

Pink and Floyd opened their duffel bag
and took out dozens of weapons, while Veter, Shui and Willow
prepared.

“OMG! OMG!” cried
Synthia. “This isn’t fun anymore! What’s going to happen to
me?”

“Nothing.” Veter gave
Hunter a signal. The teen took a couple of knives, pushed Synthia
between two rocks and stood in front to guard her.

“Here, take this,”
Floyd said giving Priyam his dagger and a gun. “We haven’t
practiced with guns, nonetheless, I reckon you’ll manage to kill
something.” To Priyam’s surprise, he took her by the back of her
head and pulled her until their foreheads touched. “Just try not to
dispatch one of us.”

“They’re here.”
Willow lifted her hands and two big rocks rose from the
ground.

Gaia took Priyam’s hand and waited as
the ground trembled below their feet. She could hear the dark
beasts’ cries. She could smell the rotten stench. She could see the
black smoke coming their way. This is it… It’s
finally happening … at least Edan and Donovan will make
it.

 


Clouds covered the sky, turning
everything dark. Gaia looked at her best friend standing right next
to her, just like she had through all her hard times. The sister
she found, the crazy and most lovable person she’d ever met. Gaia
knew she needed to be there since it was her mission to accept all
the powers of nature and become Nature itself. Priyam didn’t, yet
she was, strong as ever, holding her ground. Gaia squeezed Priyam’s
hand. “Please, don’t die,” she whispered to Priyam.

“Same goes to you,”
Priyam smiled.

A loud growl echoed through the forest.
Veter pulled Shui by the arm, “I need you to get out of here,” he
begged. “Take Gaia and run away.”

“No, I’m staying
here.”

“They are too many
and I can’t fight with you here. I need to protect
Gaia.”

“We both
do!”

“You don’t
understand.” Veter pulled her closer to him. “If it comes to having
to choose who to protect, I will always choose you.”

Shui curled her arm around Veter’s neck
and pulled him closer to her. She stood on tiptoes and kissed him
for the first time. “I would never leave my match to fight
alone.”

Veter let go a deep breath. He then
pulled Shui back and kissed her deeply. “Took you fourteen years to
say it.” He smiled as the dark beasts arrived.

The first wave of monsters were
Trackers. Small and malicious, always knowing how to find their
pray before the others. Willow wielded the rocks and smashed them
against one of the Trackers. Pink and Floyd jumped into the middle
of the pack and, with crazy skillful
movements, they killed most of the Trackers with their blades and
guns.

The second wave were Crawlers of all different sizes. They came and
attacked everything that moved in their way, be it one of The Six
or even a Tracker.

Priyam pointed her gun to the fight and
closed her eyes. “Don’t hit a friend, don’t hit a friend,” she
chanted and shot. A loud cry was heard and Priyam opened her eyes
to see she shot the Tracker Pink was fighting with.

“Not too shabby!”
Pink laughed at the lucky shot. “Just don’t close your bloody eyes
next time.”

Full of adrenaline, Priyam turned and
saw a Crawler who appeared a few feet from her. She shot its tail,
but the Crawler kept moving, only this time it was furious. The
Crawler jumped to kill Priyam when a wall of fire grew in front of
her and wrapped itself around the dark monster burning it. Priyam
smiled at Gaia who had her hand on the ground covered in
flames.

“Priy, I told you not
to die! Go with Hunter!” she ordered and fought the flailing
Crawler.

Gaia kept her eyes on Priyam to make
sure she arrived to Hunter safely. She was
distracted when a huge tail hit her from the back. Gaia fell to her
knees and crept backwards while the Crawler
who hit her lifted his tail to pierce her in half.

Gaia lifted her hand to defend herself
but before she could attack, the beast burned to ashes in a wave of
blue fire.

“Pay attention!” Edan
ran across the ashes and lifted Gaia to her feet.

With Edan and Donovan there, the fight
seemed to balance up. Edan stayed close to Gaia, moving
effortlessly as he killed every creature in front of him.

 


SMASH! A Crawler jumped in front of the
group. Willow wielded the trees, crashing the Crawler and
everything around it.

With Edan’s help, Gaia burned a Tracker
alive. She saw Donovan surrounded by ferocious forest animals who
fought against a Crawler heading towards Priyam.

On the far end of the battle, Hunter
defended Synthia and Priyam by swinging, jumping and attacking like
a wild monkey, killing two beasts with his knife.

Veter and Shui combined both of their
elements to freeze and drown the beasts, while the twins looked
like they were having a blast using their entire arsenal.

The third and
final wave were eight Skuggors and four
Draaks. Craving to kill, the feared beasts arrived into the battle
zone and the group knew they were done. With effort they would be
able to kill the Skuggors, but not the
Draaks.

Edan grabbed Gaia by
the arm and pushed her towards Veter. “Take her and the rest and
get the hell out of here.”

“That’s
crazy. You won’t be able to do this alone, Kapetan; there are too
many.”

“I know, but it will
give you time to run.”

Gaia understood what
Edan meant, he wanted to stay and serve as a decoy so they could sneak out of there in time. She
pushed Veter’s hand away and grabbed Edan. “No! No way, you have to
come with us.”

He held her by the
cheeks. “I already taught you fire, you don’t need me
anymore.”

 


Gaia pushed Edan
away and slapped him in
the face. “Don’t you-” All of the sudden, Gaia
felt sick to her stomach. She felt everything that she loved in the
world was dying and there was nothing else she could do. She felt
powerless and full of hate. A cold chill made its way down her
spine, she turned around and she saw them. Two light blue eyes
viciously staring at her, so light they almost seemed white. The
tree next to the man with the light blue eyes rotted, the black
lines of symbols he had peeking from the neck of his shirt to the
corner of his left eyebrow turned red crimson and she knew, it was Him.
“Azazel,” she whispered.

 


There was a
fierce battle raging around him, and yet he
seemed unaffected by it. As he moved towards Gaia’s direction, she
managed to take a better look at him. Azazel’s face was paler than
most people; sharp features, a long thin nose and black hair combed
back in a small ponytail with the exception of a few strands which
danced around his face with every step he took.

Without being
detected by the others, and still staring at Gaia, Azazel walked
through the forest. What is he doing?
Shouldn’t he be attacking me? Gaia
followed his trajectory and found what was near him… it was Priyam.
“No!!!” she screamed and Azazel smiled at her discovery.

Without thinking
twice, Gaia pushed Edan away and ran across the field in order to
reach Priyam in time. The fear of losing her best friend suffocated
Gaia in a way that was making her dizzy. STOP IT! she thought and
pushed her fear away. She gasped for air and tried not to pass out
as she ran towards her friend. “Priy!” she yelled. “Run!!” But
Priyam couldn’t hear her.

“Gaia!” Edan shouted from a
distance, not yet aware of Azazel’s
presence. “Stop! What the hell are you doing?” He tried to follow
Gaia but a Skuggor attacked him. 

Out of the smoke, a
Tracker launched on top of Gaia, causing
her to fall backwards. “Argg!” she cried out with pain after the Tracker swatted
her chest and scratched her shoulder. She grabbed the beast by the
head and pushed as hard as she could to prevent it from killing
her. Pinned down and covered in her own blood, Gaia watched as
Azazel called Priyam and she followed without a fight.
“No!”

Hunter and Synthia
noticed him. Synthia immediately ran away but, Hunter jumped to
save Priyam. Before they could go far, Azazel lifted his hand and
they both fell to the ground unconscious. Terrified, Gaia, still
holding the Tracker’s head inches away from hers, turned her hands
on fire, instantly killing the Tracker. She scrambled to her feet
and ran towards Priyam who was now taking out the dagger that Floyd
gave her.

At first Gaia
thought that Priyam was going to try to stab Azazel, but then her
world froze. She saw Azazel whispering some words making Priyam
turn the dagger and stab herself. “No!”

Edan finished
killing the Skuggor and ran behind Gaia when he finally
noticed Azazel. “Gaia…”

Gaia
came to a sliding stop in front of Priyam,
taking her dying friend in her arms while Azazel looked at her with
contempt. “I’m going to kill you!” she hissed at Azazel, who
replied with a sinister smile.

Azazel lifted his
hand, but before he could harm anyone, a whip of blue fire wrapped
around his wrist. “Don’t you dare to touch her.” screamed Edan as
he wield the
blue whip.

Azazel shook his
hand making the fire disappear.

“Edan, take the others,” Gaia
ordered him. Her body turned into flames and shook uncontrollably.
She wanted to kill Azazel. She wanted to kill everything around her
just like he did to Priyam. She hugged Priyam closer to her chest
and instead of burning her, the flames covered Priyam’s body
too.

Edan watched as
Gaia’s red hair began to wave and turn into hot flames. Her
clothes, her skin and the air around her were immediately covered by the
fire and created a circle that grew brighter in color. “Take
them, now!”

Edan ran towards
Hunter and Synthia’s unconscious bodies, carrying them both.
“Veter, get the rest!”

 


Veter looked at
Gaia, the fireball around her was expanding. All the beasts ran away. “Mother
of all, a supernova,” he gasped and signaled everyone to run towards
him. Once everyone was together, Veter punched the ground and a
thick bubble of air grew around them. “Hurry,” Edan
screamed.

As fast as possible,
Willow wielded the trees around them, making a hard shell
surrounding the air bubble, then Edan covered the tree’s shell with
a wall of blue lava and Shui used water to harden it. “Hold still,”
Edan said, hugging Hunter.

The
fireball around Gaia
reached its boiling point and within seconds, it got sucked back at
her. Once the ball returned
to Gaia’s body, it expanded into a massive explosion
incinerating everything around it. The Skuggors, the Trackers and all
the beasts within the explosion became dust and ashes; so did the
cabin, the rocks, the trees and anything in its way.


Chapter 25

Dawning Of
Spring

THE TICKING CLOCK ECHOED IN GAIA’S HEAD. Nausea, pain, and
the sense of loss drowned her. She wanted to cry. She wanted
to explode everything around. Mostly, she wanted to wake up from this
nightmare. The pain from the
scratch on her shoulder was the only
thing reminding her that everything that had happened last night
was real.

Even though her body
felt like breaking, Gaia didn’t want to move. If she moved it would
mean she was awake. She was in no hurry
to face reality.

 


She squinted her
eyes as she continued reliving the
feeling of her best friend’s cold body lying lifeless in her arms.
After all those years together, after all the things they’d been
through, Priyam was gone.

She would never hear
her complain about Bobby’s name, she would never find cookies and
junk food hidden all over her room… she would never see her.
“Priy,” Gaia cried out loud.

“What’s
up?” said a voice that strongly resembled Priyam’s.

Not believing it,
Gaia sat up in a flash and stared at her
best friend eating chocolate on the end of her bed. “Priyam!”
Despite the pain on her shoulder, Gaia hugged Priyam as she cried.
Full of stress and adrenaline, Gaia punched Priyam’s arm. “What is
wrong with you?!”

“Ouch!
What is wrong with YOU?” Priyam laughed and hugged her friend. “I’m
hurt over here.”

“I
thought you were dead,” Gaia sobbed against Priyam’s
chest.

“Relax,
relax,” she patted her hair. “I’m not dead.”

“How? I
saw you stabbing yourself.”

“I did,
how crazy is that? Luckily, that morning I practiced swords with
Floyd, he gave me a vest to prevent me from hurting myself. Never
thought it would be that useful.”

“Right
on.” said Floyd across the frame door. “Those turtlenecks work like
a charm.”

“When I
stabbed myself, the vest prevented the blade from going as deep as
it would have.”

Gaia remembered the
sight of Priyam stabbing herself and her stomach hurled so much she
almost puked. Vest or no vest, that was
something Gaia wasn’t the slightest bit interested in witnessing
again. “You are forbidden from going into battle ever again.” She
cuddled around a pillow flinching at the touch of her wounded
shoulder. “How are the rest?”

“Do you
want to go out and see them?”

“Yes.” Gaia swung her legs around
the bed when Edan entered the room.

“I don’t
know if you should get up. You need to rest.”

Gaia smiled at his
comment. This was officially the first time his annoying commands
and rules made her feel like everything was going to be
alright. “Good to see you are ok.”

“Good to
see you are. Running towards Him? What the hell were you
thinking?!”

Gaia stood up and
Priyam lent her a hand. “Do I detect a
little worry on your part?”

Edan
caressed Gaia’s cheek. Her skin shivered with
soft tickles. “No. I wasn’t worried. I was terrified.”

Nervous by
how Edan was looking at her, Gaia’s knees gave
in. Edan moved fast and caught her mid-air. “Here, I’ll help.” He
leaned down so she could use her healthy arm to hold herself up
against his shoulder.

“I don’t want to let
go of Priy.”

“She’s
right there. We can’t have two wounded people carrying each
other.”

Happily, Priyam
opened her arms to Floyd and tilted her
head smiling. “Floyd, can you help?”

“Absolutely.”

 


Edan and
Floyd escorted the wounded friends
outside. Gaia took a look around and didn’t recognize a thing. The
place was wide open, no trees or mountains or anything around
them.

In the middle of the
field, there were a bunch of wooden rooms with weapons and crystals
hanging from each one of them, a big dining table and a bunch of
logs that were being used as seats.

“Moja
Princeza!” Veter stood up from the log, hugged Gaia and
cried.

“I’m
fine, Veter,” she said trying to calm him down. “I saw a little of
your bubble before losing it, so thanks for taking care of the
others.”

“We all
did our part.” He wiped away his man-tears and grinned at Gaia with
pride and admiration. “You were very powerful back
there.”

“You
were insane, little lady,” cheered Donovan.

“Thank
you for saving us.” Shui gave Gaia a hug and sat next to Veter
holding his hand.

Willow made the
grass around her grow taller. “You did
alright,” she said trying not to sound grateful. Hunter stood in
front of Gaia, not knowing if it was acceptable for him to hug her
like the others did.

“Glad to see you are ok. You gave me a big scare.”
Hunter signaled her.

Smiling, Gaia pulled
him close and hugged him. The last time Gaia saw Hunter was when
her body was surrounded by the fireball and Edan was carrying
him towards Veter. “By the way, what was that mega
blast?”

“It’s
called a supernova.” Edan helped her sit down on a trunk. “After
Mother Nature masters an element she can create anything with it.
The supernova is the strongest thing that requires
fire.”

“We’re
lucky you didn’t blow half of the planet up,” laughed
Donovan.

Gaia looked around,
everyone she loved was there. They had cuts, bandages and bruises, but they all were alive. A few
tears ran down her cheek, she made no effort to dry them since they
were tears of happiness. For one moment she thought she had lost it
all and now everything was perfect. “Where are Synthia and Pink?”
Gaia asked, not seeing them in the group.

“Pink is
taking care of Synthia,” said Shui. “Synthia isn’t handling what
happened very well.”

“It’s to
be expected.” Edan placed a warm blanket on Gaia’s shoulders. It’s
not like it was cold but for some reason he needed to feel she was
protected. “She always treated the camp as a spa. I don’t think she
ever quite understood what was going on, not until
yesterday.”

“Edan…” Afraid of bringing up the
topic, Gaia whispered lower than usual. “What happened with
Azazel?”

“He
left.” Edan lifted his arms in shock after seeing that Gaia had
laid down on the trunk placing her head in his lap. Any other day,
she wouldn’t dare to do that, but after surviving that fight,
worrying about what Edan would think about her using his legs as a
pillow seemed stupid. “I don’t know when he escaped, but he’s very
much alive.”

“Why did Priyam
follow him and stab herself?”

“Because
Azazel is a Domino.” Wanting to make her feel better, Edan lowered
his hands and played with Gaia’s hair. Getting tired of the show,
Willow took her bag of seeds, stood up and left to go to her room.
“He uses his element to control people’s wills.”

“I
didn’t know that was possible,” she whispered against his
hand.

“There
are lots of things you still need to learn.” He caressed Gaia’s
forehead. She wondered if he was aware of what he was
doing.

 


Gaia closed her eyes
and thought of the battle, how Azazel
stood in front of her and yet did nothing. She remembered how she
felt anger and hate towards Him but sitting there, calm and less
worried about Priyam dying, she realized that of all the things she
felt that night, she never felt threatened. I should have, after all, He was there to kill me.
“Edan… Why didn’t he kill me? I was right there
and he just… stared at me.”

There was a long
silence. The Six remained quiet, looking at Edan as if they were
searching for his permission. “I don’t know,” he finally
said.

“Princeza! It started,” Veter said pointing at the
view.

“What
started?”

“Spring,
Princeza. Spring.”

 


Gaia
lifted her head from Edan’s lap and saw them:
dozens of colorful flowers growing from the grass and the trees.
She stood up with Hunter’s help and walked towards the small
flowers. The air smelled fresh with a hint of perfume. There were
more birds than usual and the sky seemed brighter. It was then that
she saw it, a beautiful marigold flower blooming in the middle of
the field. Pratt… She smiled knowing he survived the blast.

Donovan
sat down next to Edan. “You need to tell her
about Him,” he whispered.

“No.” He
stared at Gaia playing alongside Veter, Hunter and Priyam with some
flowers. “Not yet.”

“What
are we going to do now?” Gaia asked Edan, oblivious to his previous
talk with Donovan.

“Earth isn’t safe anymore. As soon as your shoulder and
Priyam’s wound get better, we will set way towards
Terra.”

“Terra?”
Priyam got excited. “What does it look like?”

“We
don’t know. It’s been almost twelve years since we left.” Shui
smiled. “But what we do remember was beautiful.”

Terra…
Gaia thought and was hit by a warm, strong and
overpowering sensation.

 


Suddenly, a
strong current of wind hit Gaia, making her hair
float around her face. “Veter? What are you doing?”

“It’s
not me, Princeza” he said with a bright smile.

The wind surrounded
Gaia and she began to levitate from the floor. Different types of
flowers and petals flew around her, slowly, like dancing. “What is
happening?”

“Don’t be afraid,”
said Edan. “It’s your Eighteenth Spring.”

A sensation of peace and pure comfort
invaded Gaia. She felt how all the pain on her muscles and cuts
slipped away, how the bright sun made her skin feel warm but the
fresh breeze cooled her down, like it happens on a perfect day on
the beach. The feeling was incredible.

A few animals
arrived at the
scene, paying their respects to their future queen. Small balls of
light came out of the grass, the trees, plants and the flowers. The
small balls of light floated to the sky making it look like they
were all surrounded by stars.

Priyam touched one
of the balls of light and it dissolved around her finger. “They are
so warm. It’s beautiful!”

As the balls flew
higher and higher, Gaia’s bright red hair lifted up on the air and
a golden Triskele mark appeared on the
back of her neck.

The mark of the queen, the beginning of
the journey to her Resurgence.

Gently, Gaia’s body
returned to the ground and her hair fell like a waterfall on her
shoulders. Priyam and the rest ran towards Gaia.

Shui was the first
to hug her. “Happy birthday, Gaia.”

Priyam cut in, “How
about that, you little Goku! Celebrating your real
birthday for the first time.” Priyam hugged her best friend. “I
wish I could fly around shiny stuff on my birthday too.”

“That
was rad,” Floyd cheered next to Gaia.

“Princeza!” Two big arms lifted Gaia from the ground into a
big bear hug. “I’m so proud of you,” smiled Veter.

“There,
there, papa bear,” Donovan patted Veter’s back and everyone
laughed.

Excited and
in company of
everyone she loved, Gaia turned around and saw Edan’s smiling face.
‘Happy birthday, Red’ he mouthed and Gaia smiled back.

 


It was March
twenty-first and she
knew she needed to hold on for twelve more months to be able to
survive. Not just for her, but all the ones she loved and for that,
she was willing to do anything in her power to ensure their safety.
She had mastered fire and earth had already come out. She’d just
turned her Eighteen Spring and received the mark of the queen. In
no time, she would be ready to defend her friends, her family, her
world.

After all, she was Mother Nature.

 


* * *

Back
at the second camp, Azazel stood on the
edge of the huge
crater Gaia made with her supernova. He looked around and
everything in his eye’s reach was burnt and dead. “My king… I was
only able to find one surviving Draak, the rest of the creatures
died in the blast,” said Jinn.

“Good,”
Azazel hissed.

Jinn couldn’t
understand why his king appeared to be
pleased with the results after such a major loss.

“She’s getting stronger than I thought she
would,” Azazel leered at the field of
ashes, his teeth showing underneath his thin curled lips. “Such
anger, such power.”

“Should
we do something about it?” asked Jinn.

“We’ve already done our part.” He
took Molly’s Lalaloopsy
doll and placed it on top of a burnt tree, which
was already bursting with new green plants growing from the ashes.
“Now, we’ll let Nature take its course.”
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Chapter
1

First Flowers

GAIA TOOK ANOTHER STEP, and her foot stumbled.
“Watch it,” gasped Edan with a hoarse voice as he took her hand and
curled it around his forearm for a better grip. Gaia’s fingers
tingled against his skin. She could feel the three scars from the
runes he had burnt on his arm.

“Don’t let go,” he
whispered.

It wasn’t in Gaia’s character to let Edan treat her
like a delicate princess, but she allowed it that time, after all, it was really hard walking around with a blindfold.

“Use your other senses,”
Gaia could hear Donovan’s voice chanting inside her
mind.

After the big attack on the second camp and the
start of their nomad days towards Terra, Edan decided to have
Hunter train Priyam and Gaia on the art of tracking and sensing
danger. With the help of Donovan to translate Hunter’s sign
language, of course.

At first, it was terrible.
They smashed against many trees, got their
arms, legs, and faces cut by branches, tripped
on rocks, and fell into ditches. Donovan made so much fun of the
fact that Gaia managed to survive Azazel but would end up being
killed by a branch, that Edan asked Veter to baby-proof the forest
until they could sense better… or sense
anything at all.

A few weeks passed, and Gaia
was there, walking around with a blindfold trying her best to know
what was happening around her.

 


Gaia took a big whiff. This time, she was able to
detect the fresh smell of cut grass, the mix of flowers that gave a
sweet fragrance. She could hear the movement of the clean,
crystalline water and the birds chirping on the trees swaying back
and forth with the gentle wind.

Then, she had a feeling… she’d
been there before.

I know this place, she took another whiff.
Ahh, that smell! But where? WHERE!? Gaia shook her body and
gave little jumps on the soft grass.

Confused by her actions, Edan leaned closer to her
ear. “What on earth are you doing?” he asked without losing his
grip.

“Shut up; I’m
concentrating.” Gaia heard Edan chuckle. It took her entire
willpower to resist glaring at him but she was trying to sense the
place, and she was going to achieve it.

OK, OK… I can do this, Mother freaking Nature…
Think G, think. A small current of wind grazed Gaia’s hair. Her
skin shivered as goosebumps crawled down her neck.
Truckee...? she thought for a second. Yeah sure, they
just saved you from there but why not!? Let’s bring G back to the
most dangerous place on the planet… oh, but I miss Truckee… Damn
it! They’re right; I’m
terrible at this. Out of guesses, Gaia quivered, her
patience wearing thin. “Are we there yet?”

“Almost there!” She could hear the
excitement in Priyam’s voice.

“I still don’t see the reason for
the blindfold, Priy.”

“And ruin the surprise? Never!”
Priyam placed her hand on Gaia´s shoulders to
stop her. “Besides, we are here.”

Edan removed the blindfold. Sunlight assaulted
Gaia’s eyes, blinding her. She blinked several times. Once her eyes
adjusted, she saw it… The new camp.

There was a river surrounded by flowers, a section
of forest, the training grounds, the bungalows resting on top of a
hill, and in the middle was the First Tree full of different types
of flowers. It had pink flowers that looked like Juliet roses,
purple sakuras, white peonies and golden
tulips.

“No way!” Gaia gasped beyond
thrilled. “It’s just like the first camp!”

“Made on purpose,” Hunter
signaled before untying his brown leather wrist
gauntlets.

“What? How?”

“Perks of controlling nature, Moja
Princeza.” Veter placed a few bags next to Willow’s bungalow. They
were on the move, and there was no place for
extra luggage.

Floyd pushed his weapons on top of the wooden table.
“After the third camp, we realized how bloody
terrible you are at learning new landscapes.”

“After the fifth camp, we concluded that you will
never improve,” Pink added while juggling a black cassette tape
between her fingers.

Icarus shook his head. “Absolutely never, ever,” said Donovan.

“Not a bad thing,” Priyam jumped
in to save her best friend. “Apparently not all Mother Natures come
with a GPS.”

“It’s not my fault. We change
camps every two days.”

“And on that note, we decided to
build the only place you managed to learn.” Priyam leaned closer to
Gaia. “It was Edan’s idea. The blindfold was mine.”

“Of course it was,” Gaia mumbled
under her breath, still feeling butterflies in her stomach at the
idea of Edan thinking of how to make things easier for her. “Thank
you. All of you.”

Willow placed her wooden box next to the weapons
Pink was cleaning. “Thank us by being on time to class.”

“Couldn’t you at least make the
camp without bugs this time?” Synthia whined while trying to get a
ladybug away from her now unevenly colored hair.

“Also, this is yours.” Edan took
out a twenty-four-inch Japanese sword with a white and turquoise
handle and a matching cover and handed it to
Gaia. “Try not to kill everyone with it.”

“Ahh! A mini Katana!” Gaia
couldn’t believe it. She was about to reach for it when Floyd took
the sword away from Edan’s hands.

“Mini Katana?” Floyd yelped,
repulsed by Gaia’s utter lack of knowledge in the art
of armory. “It’s a Wakizashi!” Floyd hugged the sword,
refusing to let her have it. “Edan, she’s not ready for
it.”

Edan stretched his hand to take back the sword. “She
is. You are her teacher after all.” Unable to stop his
leader’s decisions, plus having received such a
cool compliment, Floyd gave the sword back to Edan.

“It does look like a mini Katana,”
Veter whispered to Donovan, who nodded while on the verge of
laughing.

“Meh… It looks OK,” Priyam said
dragging her words with apathy as she opened her bag.

“Don’t pay too much attention to
her, Edan,” Gaia inspected the craftsmanship of her sword. “She’s
been moody when it comes to weapons ever since Floyd forbade her to
work with knives.”

“I’m ‘moody’ for obvious reasons.”
Priyam took some junk food out of her bag and opened the BBQ
chips.

Veter cackled from across the table with enough
force to be heard throughout the valley. “You stabbed him
in the leg, little Prisum,” he pointed out as he passed Pink the rest of the
weapons she needed to clean.

Pink couldn’t lift the sword Veter was passing her,
she was laughing so hysterically. Tears rolled down her cheeks;
tears that made her eyes look even bluer than they already were.
“Best training day ever, mate.”

“I didn’t stab him in the leg. I
accidentally stabbed him in the leg,” Priyam corrected the
Viking man. “Big difference.”

“You know, Priyam,” Floyd rested
his wounded leg on a big log next to where Hunter was sitting. “Being accidentally stabbed by someone feels the
exact same
way as ‘just’ being stabbed by someone,” he
grunted setting off another round of uncontrollable
laughter.

“And here I was, thinking you were
used to it by now,” Priyam teased the twin as she finished eating a
BBQ chip.

“You lassie, are as cold as a snowflake,” stated Floyd with a grin on
his face.

 


Unmindful of her surroundings and concentrating on
her surprise gift, Gaia kept inspecting the Wakizashi. It was
beautiful.

Not too long, not too short. Its weight was minimal,
and the color was gorgeous. Hanging from the
handle was a white lotus flower. Gaia passed her finger over the
flower. The lotus petals tickled her skin.

She took the cover from the sword, and the blade
made a swishing sound. “It’s stunning," she mumbled while her gray
eyes traced the thin silvery edge. Nearest to
the handle, there was the phrase ‘IGNIS’ engraved on the
blade. Gaia ran her hand over the letters.

“It means Fire,” explained Edan.
“I engraved it. That way you can make it burn. It will never melt
no matter how hot. Give it a go.”

Testing it out, Gaia turned her hand on fire. The
flame crawled from her palm to her fingers to the handle and down
the shiny blade. “Incredible.” She turned it off before facing
Edan. “You made it?”

“Yes, he did,” Donovan passed his
hand over Edan’s shoulders. “It took him over a month.”

Edan shrugged his shoulders trying not to look
annoyed with all the unwanted attention.

Over a month? Gaia did the math. That was
before my Eighteenth Spring. She couldn’t help to wonder why on
earth Edan was working on something so special for her when he
couldn’t stand being near her.

“Wait… you’re a chemistry teacher
who so happens to also be the leader of this bunch of ETs, a
fire wielder, great cook, and…blacksmith?” Priyam asked as she
rummaged through the pile of armaments. “Are you also an
oracle?”

“Everyone from Emberdale learns
how to forge their own weapons,” Shui
clarified as her delicate hands helped to sort
Willow’s seeds.

Captivated, Gaia stared at the small red ring on
Shui’s left pinky. She remembered that a week ago, she caught Veter
cutting a red ribbon and curling one of the pieces around Shui’s
finger, shaping it into a delicate ring. Then, Shui took the rest
of the ribbon and did the same on Veter’s left
pinky.

“What’s that about?” Gaia asked
Donovan in a whisper.

“The matching
symbol,” he explained back then. “There’s a legend that says
that red ribbons connect
matches. Always connected by fate, never
to break apart. Some Asian cultures still have the same belief.
Once the match is
complete, the couple exchanges
rings.”

 


“Is Emberdale like a nightclub?” Synthia’s voice took Gaia out of her
memory.

“No, it’s one of the five main
cities of Terra.” Donovan sat on top of the table next to Hunter.
“Emberdale is the city inside the Obsidian Volcano.”

Priyam took a long thick sword
from Pink’s duffle bag. “You guys live in a volcano?” She swung the
sword. “Cool! How safe is that?”

“It’s not that safe,” Shui replied
moving away from the blade’s reach. “Though most residents are fire
wielders, therefore it’s alright.”

“What Shui’s politely trying to
say, is that fire wielders are crazy insane.” Willow took the sword
away from Priyam’s hands before she could accidentally kill
someone. “No offense, Edan.”

“Wait… Emberdale?” Gaia turned to
Edan. “I thought you were from Nádúr Noc.”

Edan lowered his eyes as if he was afraid Gaia would
see something she shouldn’t, making him take longer than usual to
answer. “When I was nine, I lived half a year in Emberdale.” Edan
pointed at the sword Gaia was carrying. “In there, I learned how to do that.”

“Among other things,” Donovan
winked, and Willow glared at him with
discontent. “What?! He should be proud of that. I know I
am.”

“What other things?” Gaia
asked.

“No way!” Priyam screamed. She
took out a crossbow from the bunch of weapons. She aimed to where
Willow and Hunter where standing and the whole group ducked. Priyam
shot, piercing a pear right in the middle.

“Are you crazy?” Willow yelled.
“You could’ve killed us!”

“Please.” Within seconds, Priyam
recharged the crossbow and shot. “I have the highest score in the
Walking Dead video game.” This time the
arrow hit the center of a wooden stick Hunter was holding. “I
always pick Daryl.”

“Great technique,” Veter carefully
inspected the pear. “I admire your master Daryl for teaching you
how to shoot like that, little Prisum.”

Gaia, and the rest of the humans who understood who
Priyam was talking about, laughed.

“Trained or not trained, that was
stupid of her.” Willow took a bag of seeds and threw it to Gaia,
who didn’t come close to catching it. “Let’s go, time for
class.”

Gaia placed her sword on the table then
picked up the bag of seeds from the floor. “See you later.” She
grinned at Priyam then followed Willow to the training grounds.

 


 


* * *

Halfway up the hill, Gaia took a step
forward, but when her foot touched the ground, she saw a small
child’s foot running across the grass. “Willow!” She screamed, but
no voice came out.

She recognized the feeling, the same
one she had in her dreams, but that was the first time she wasn’t
asleep when it happened. Is this also a memory? It was.

 


Six-year-old Gaia’s body ran across a
shallow part of a crystalline turquoise lake. The
memory was hazy, she could see the other children playing with her,
but the memory was so unstable she could barely recognize
them.

“Red! Don’t wander
too far.” She heard a child’s voice and immediately recognized it
was Edan’s.

Red… she repeated the nickname that Edan often called her in
her memories.

“I won’t.” Little
Gaia began to jump around. “I just want to make waves.”

“And you will, just
after Shui finishes her test,” he said. For a brief moment, Gaia
was able to see eight-year-old Shui bending a massive bubble of water up in the air. She had the same
water tribal mark on the back of her wrist that grown-up Shui had.
Wow, she’s so young and yet she has the
same mark… Gaia was sure the symbols weren’t birthmarks
because Nobu had an identical tattoo and just
like Hans, Willow had the same symbol. If
it’s not a birthmark, then
what does that mark
mean? Gaia wondered.

“Captain.” She heard
a soldier’s voice. “We need assistance.”

A strange feeling swept over Gaia at
hearing a man call someone, other than Edan, Captain. Luckily for
her, little Gaia turned around and saw who the soldier was talking
to.

It was Hans, the leader of the Elder
Clan. He was tall, blond, with Donovan´s electric blue eyes, and
had a fresh scar from a bear’s claw. Gaia knew his bear attack,
and the discovery of Donovan’s gift of talking
to animals must have been recent. Next to Hans was Nobu, Shui’s
father and second in command of the Elder Clan.

“An eagle brought a
message.” The soldier carried the bird closer to the
warriors.

Hans flashed a big proud smile. Even if
little Gaia couldn’t understand his reason for smiling, teenage
Gaia did. His son was one of the few people who had the gift of
talking to animals. Donovan was special.

“Son!” Hans extended
his hand in Donovan’s direction. “This soldier needs your
help.”

Six-year-old Donovan ran towards his
father. “What is it, father?”

Hans squatted to
see his son eye to eye. “We need you to translate this eagle’s
message for us,” he explained. “Can you do that?”

Donovan nodded his head. He was beyond
happy that his father, one of the greatest earth wielders and
Captain, needed his help. Donovan faced the eagle. “Hello, great
eagle. What message do you have?”

The eagle spoke to little Donovan.
“Eagle says he was flying on top of the Wilds
trying to look for something to eat,” Donovan translated. The eagle
squawked. “Then, the eagle saw a Draak.”

“Impossible!” the
soldier barked.

“Let him speak,” Hans
commanded, and the soldier took a step back
obeying his Captain’s orders.

“At first the eagle
was scared,” Donovan continued his translation. “Then the eagle saw
the Draak flying towards his babies’ nest. Forgetting his fear, the
eagle followed the Draak until he saw it… an
army.”

“An army?” Hans
turned to face Nobu. “Has Emberdale finished their
army?”

“No, Captain,” Nobu
took out a rolled cream-colored paper from his leather belt. He
gave the names and statistics a quick check. “According to our last
communication with Emberdale, they are still gathering
soldiers.”

The eagle gave a mighty squawk
at this information. “No. The army was not
from Emberdale…” Afraid to say the word, Donovan pursed his lips in
a thin line.

“What is it, my
son?”

“Father, the eagle
said… Ifreann.”

Hans, Nobu, and the soldier’s eyes
opened wide. Even after the war in her dreams, and some other
terrible memories, this was the first time Gaia had seen Hans this
scared.

“Are you certain of
this, Donovan?” Hans asked.

“Yes, father,”
Donovan answered without hesitation.

For a brief moment, Hans stared at his
son. He paid attention to his smile and his blue eyes as if he was memorizing him before saying goodbye.
“Nobu, call Mor and prepare the kids. We are
sending them across the barrier at dawn.”

Nobu looked at Shui while she wielded
multiple water bubbles over little Gaia’s head. “What about the
princess?” he asked.

“We ride tomorrow to
Nádúr Noc.”

Gaia’s stomach clenched, and bile rose in her throat. She knew The Six were going to make it, but she also
knew this was Hans’ and Nobu’s last day. Soon they’ll save her
life, and no matter how much she tried or begged for it, there was
no way she could protect them now. The
sickening feeling of not being able to help, or at least warn them,
gave Gaia the sensation of breathing underwater, unable to gasp for air.

 


“Earth to Gaia.” Gaia heard her
name echo in her head. “Gaia!” She heard the voice
for the second time; only this time was so close she was able to
recognize it.

“Willow?” the name came out of
Gaia’s lips. She then noticed she was back from her
memory.

“Yes. Are you done spacing
out?”

“Sorry,” Gaia said, hoping Willow
wouldn’t notice she’d been lost in her
thoughts.

Willow shook her head, then turned on her heels and
pointed at a bag of seeds. “Now that you can wield earth, take out
a seed and bury it in the dirt. Next, place your hands in the dirt right on top of where you buried the
seed.”

“I thought Mother Nature doesn’t
need seeds to create trees.”

“Mother Nature doesn’t… but you
do,” Willow corrected her with a grin. “Creating a tree is insanely
difficult. You need to imagine the tree. Every single part of it,
the roots, the trunk, the way it would feel against your palm, the
way it would smell, then you would have to name it, to recognize
it… and then blow your soul into the tree.
Just like you needed a lot of training…
and luck, to create the supernova, you will need to learn how to
grow from seeds first.”

“Got it.” Gaia followed the
orders; she took a seed from the pouch, placed it on the dirt, and
covered the dirt with her palm. “Like this?”

“Yes,” replied Willow. “Now close
your eyes and concentrate on nothing else but the plant’s
soul.”

Gaia closed her eyes and pictured the seed. She took
a deep breath and tried to empty her thoughts as Edan taught her. Accept the moment, take
control…she heard his
voice.

Gaia released the air through her mouth and
concentrated. She could feel the warmth of her hands passing all
the way towards the seed, and the seed began
to beat like a heart. Gaia could see the beats in her mind;
colorful waves that ran from the center to the corners of the
grain, one after the other. She felt how the
seed cracked. A small strand of leaf came out.

Slowly pushing up until it pierced through the dirt.
Gaia opened her eyes the
moment she felt the vibration of the roots
growing, taking their place on the earth. The plant spun and spun
until it reached Gaia’s chest. The leaves became
fuller, and the trunk hardened, turning into a gorgeous
bush. Tiny flowers bloomed from the bulbs, and green berries grew until they matured to black.
Gaia’s face beamed with excitement as she looked towards Willow.
“Did you see that!? I did it.”

“Good.” Willow took out a green
seed bag and threw it to Gaia’s hands. “Now, grow all of
these.”

Gaia opened the bag. There must have been
over a hundred seeds inside. “You’re kidding,
right?”

“Do I look like I’m
kidding?”

“It will take me ages.”

“You are Mother Nature.”
Willow smiled, her freckled straight nose wrinkled. “You should be
able to grow a forest within minutes.”

“But…”

“Great.” Willow turned around and
walked away. “If you need me I’ll be with the group, you know,
relaxing.”

Gaia sat down next to the bush. She let herself fall
backwards on the soft grass. “You think you
can help me? You do half I’ll do half?” Gaia talked to the
blackberry bush she had wielded. “No? What if, you help me
and… I’ll make your berries bigger?”

 


Willow walked next to Shui, who was drinking her tea
while watching Gaia talking to the plant. “Do you have to be so
hard on her?”

Willow sat down next to Shui. “Yes.” She smiled and
fixed her pale-blonde ponytail.

Shui wielded some tea into an empty wooden cup next
to Willow. “You should try to get to know her. You might find her
quite likable.”

“I already do,” she admitted in a
low voice. Shui lifted her thin eyebrows in surprise. “Besides,”
Willow added, “to be able to wield the growth of a plant after a
few weeks of getting her earth element… I think she’s magnificent.”
Willow took a sip of her tea.

“Then why did you teach her how to
grow plants that soon?”

“I like to see her struggle,”
Willow chuckled. “Also, I knew she could do it.” Her face became
crestfallen, evidence of the sadness she felt inside. “Which makes
it harder, and easier, to see why he always picks her over
me.”

“He didn’t pick her over you.”
Shui set her tea on the table and placed her hand on Willow’s back.
“He picked her over everyone. You’re not flawed;
it’s just Nature’s will.”

“I know, still hurts though.”
Willow and Shui stared at Gaia as she wielded the seeds into plants
while babbling away to the blackberry bush. “She’s so
weird.”

* * *

That night Gaia could barely sleep, she kept trying
to remember the vision she had and why did she have it without
sleeping? Was that something common? Or was that a bad sign?
Edan… No, he’s always
opposed to telling me any
single detail, why would that time be any different… She thought about it for a brief moment as
she rolled between her fingers the small rock with the Algiz rune
that Pratt gave her the day of their deal. Pratt
can… Gaia opened her eyes.

Light as a feather, Gaia tiptoed out of her bungalow
then ran to the forest. There she knelt down and planted a seed in
the ground. Useful little power. She put her hands full of
tiny cuts on top of it. A beautiful bush of white irises grew from
it.

Gaia took one of the flowers, checked to see that no
one was in sight, then stuck the flower on one of the branches of
the trees, hoping that Pratt was close enough to know that she wanted to meet.


Chapter
2

Babysitting

THE NEXT MORNING GAIA jumped out of bed earlier than
usual. Peering out the window of her bungalow, she saw it. The
orange marigold flower stuck on a faraway tree branch.
Yes!

She put on some yoga pants and a light olive-green
jacket and ran out of her bungalow.

“Stop. Turn. Where do you think
you are going?”

Damn it…
Gaia turned around to find Edan drinking a morning tea while
staring at her with amusement, one side of his mouth turned up
with a half smile.

“For my morning jog,” she replied,
trying to act natural.

“Priyam!” he called.

Yawning, Priyam stuck her head out of the bungalow’s
window. She was still rocking her morning messy bun. “Zup,
Fireball?”

“How do you feel about escaping
the camp and having to run twenty-five clicks to the nearest
town?”

“The same way the Evil Queen feels
about Snow White,” said Priyam between yawns. “Why you
ask?”

“I will assume that’s a negative
feeling.” Edan pointed towards Gaia. “You are going with
Gaia.”

“What!?” Gaia turned around,
walking closer towards Edan. “If you’re doing this because you
think I’m going to escape to another town then don’t. I don’t need
a babysitter.”

“She’s not a babysitter, she’s
your best friend.” Edan took a long sip of his
hot tea and smirked. “Go. Have fun.”

 


* * *

As they walked to the forest, Gaia glared at Priyam.
“Stop smiling.”

Priyam pushed her plum lips together trying to
suppress her apparent amusement. “You got to
admit, Fireball is getting sassy.”

“Yeah…” Gaia sighed. “Too much
hanging around with you.”

“Aww, stop it. You’re making me
blush.” Priyam slapped Gaia’s shoulder and noticed the unusual path
she was taking through the forest. “You aren’t going for a jog, are
you?”

“Nope.”

Priyam frowned. “You aren’t going to make me run
twenty-five clicks, are you?”

“I’m finding that idea more
appealing as the time passes, but no, the place is pretty
close.”

Lightbulb! Priyam realized why they were walking
alone in the forest. “You’re meeting him,
aren’t you? The creepy boy?”

“Yes.” Gaia helped Priyam climb a
large rock. “And he’s not creepy.”

“If you have a sixth sense, don’t
doubt it, follow it,” said Priyam in a
theatrical tone.

“Where did you get that phrase
from?”

“Floyd,” she said. “He thinks I
have a sixth sense for recognizing weirdos. Trust me, Pratt’s a
weirdo.” Priyam finished her sentence when she noticed Gaia was
staring at her with a twinkle in her eye. “Why are you smiling like
that?”

“Since when do you quote
Floyd?”

“Since he’s right.” Priyam looked
around the place. “Is this your usual time and place?”

“No. If I need to see him, I leave a white iris tied to a tree.” Gaia lifted
the marigold flower. “If he wants to see me he leaves
this.”

“If I didn’t think the guy was a
jerk, I would actually be proud of you, you crazy little
spy.”

“Thanks.”

Priyam examined the flower as they kept walking. “I
still don’t like you sneaking around to see this guy.”

“I don’t like it either. I wish I
could tell the guys.” Gaia whispered in case Pratt was close enough
to hear them. “On the other hand, I have no choice.”

“We always have a
choice.”

“Priy, you
don’t understand. You know who you are, where you came from, how to
help others.”

“You do too, now.”

“Knowing my name and my birthplace
isn’t enough. Pratt tells me more. He explains my memories and
every doubt I have, unlike Edan.” Gaia felt a stabbing sting after
mentioning Edan’s name. It had been a few weeks since he’d rejected
her. She wished that being Mother Nature would magically prevent
her from feeling that bad, but it didn’t. Mother Nature or not, she
was still an eighteen-year-old girl who got her heart broken.
Crap…

“Edan’s just protecting
you.”

“From what?” Gaia snapped more
than she wanted to. “They’re my own memories, what’s so damn
dangerous about them?”

“Oh… I don’t know. Why don’t you
ask the guy from Memento?” She glared at her best friend.
“All I’m saying is that I trust Edan’s judgment.” Priyam gave Gaia
her orange flower back. “Yes, he’s irritating, grumpy, a
perfectionist, and he’s overprotective, but that’s it, he’s just
protecting you.”

“So you’re on his
side?”

“Against you, never. Against this
Pratt guy, yes.”

“Give Pratt a chance. He’s not a
bad person, even Mor misses him.”

Priyam took a moment, thinking things through.
“Fine… I hope you don’t regret this.”

 


Finally, Gaia and Priyam reached a circle of trees.
The thick trunks made it harder to see around the place. “It must
be around here.”

“Are you sensing him? Are you
using your inner power?”

“No.” Gaia leaned down and took
some orange petals that were on the ground. “He leaves these
petals, so I know where to find
him.”

“Adorable.” Priyam swung from one
of the tree’s low-hanging branches. “Speaking of sensing, how come
Hunter doesn’t sense this guy?”

“Because Hunter senses evil, and
clearly, I’m one of the good guys,” said Pratt, who had snuck up
next to them.

Priyam glared at him. This was the first time
meeting him, and she was not that impressed. “Clearly,” she barked
with a bitter tone.

“You must be Priy.”

“Priyam to you,” she corrected
him. “You must be the Terrian who keeps kidnaping my
friend.”

“Priy!” Gaia gasped.

“The name is Pratt, and I’m not
kidnapping her. She’s here willingly.”

Priyam took a step closer, “Really?”

Gaia jumped in the middle of the two. “Stop it, both
of you.”

Without taking his hazel eyes from Priyam, Pratt
took the white iris out of his pocket and handed it to Gaia. “You left this?”

“Yes, I saw another
memory.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“In my dream, I was playing around
with Shui, Donovan and the rest. Donovan’s and Shui’s dads were
grading us on our skills when a soldier came with bad news,” Gaia
explained. “They kept talking about an army. They were terrified of one thing: Ifrun, Ifan,
or something like that.”

“Ifreann,” Pratt corrected
her.

“Yes.”

“Ifreann is not a thing, it’s a
place,” Pratt clarified as he walked closer to Priyam, taunting
her, measuring her up.

Annoyed, Priyam took a few steps forward, showing
him she wasn’t someone he would want to mess with. “Like Terra?”
Priyam asked.

“More like Nádúr,” Pratt added,
clearly pleased with the fact that Priyam engaged in the
conversation. “Ifreann is a city in Terra.”

Gaia frowned. “I thought there were only five cities
in Terra.”

“When Terra was created there were
only five cities. Ifreann was created later… much
later.”

Priyam sat down on top of a large rock. “Why were
they so afraid of it?”

“Because it wasn’t created by
Nature. It was created by Him,” said Pratt.

“Azazel,”
Gaia whispered as if calling him out loud would help Him find
her.

“After parliament exiled Him
beyond Mount Bass, Azazel built a refuge. With time, his followers
joined him and, little by little, it grew into a city known and
feared by everyone on Terra, the city of Ifreann.”

“Oh, funny thing,” Priyam faked a
loud chuckle. “For a moment there, it sounded like you admire him,”
she pointed out.

Pratt stood toe-to-toe with her, so close Priyam
could smell pine tree from his dirty blond hair and notice the
intensity in his hazel eyes. “No matter the path he chose to
follow, his talent and power are undeniable. You would be stupid
not to remember that.”

“What happened?” Gaia jumped for
the second time between them to prevent a fight. “After that
memory?”

“War.” Pratt stepped back. “The
one in your dreams.”

So that’s how it started? She thought. One
less puzzle piece. Besides all the complaining and doubts, Gaia
loved having Pratt as a friend and an ally. Ever since she made
that deal, she’d been able to reconstruct some of her memories
creating a bigger picture out of the blurry puzzle of clues she
had.

“Any other question?” he asked,
scratching the two freckles on his small nose.

“Yes,” Gaia
remembered yesterday’s memory on her way to train with Willow.
“Shui, Mor, Veter, and Willow have a mark on
their wrists, what do they mean?”

“The marks of the Temples.” He
circled over his left wrist where the mark should be. “It means
they excel in their element. It’s a
significant mark to have.”

Priyam beamed with happiness. She loved the idea of
marks of honor and majestic temples.

“You’re smiling.” Pratt taunted
Priyam’s mood.

“Don’t confuse my ability to enjoy
the awesomeness behind the marks, with an inexistent liking of you
from my part.” Priyam pushed her glasses up, and Gaia recognized her expression. The same one she had
every time she wanted to tease Synthia. “Speaking of marks, why
don’t you have one?”

“I don’t have an element,” he
hissed, clearly bothered by it.

“Why is that mark so important?”
Gaia asked cutting into their argument.

“It’s dangerous,” he said relaxing
a little bit. “Considering sixty percent die while trying to get
it. Wearing it shows you survived.”

“They were kids when they had it.”
Gaia shivered. They could’ve died. “How could somebody let a
child pass through something like that?”

“The Six were
a special case. Age limit is thirteen,” he explained. “Also,
Terrian kids are not raised like human kids. They’re born into
this. Same way as a cook’s son would probably know how to handle a
stove at the age of four.”

Priyam heard a rustling, she noticed Icarus playing
around near them. He hadn’t seen them, but he
was getting really close. “We need to go,” Priyam whispered,
pointing in the direction of Icarus.

Gaia saw him. “Let’s. See you next time Pratt.” Gaia
followed Priyam but then stopped walking. “Wait, Pratt…”

“G, we need to go.”

“One second.” She turned to Pratt.
“The memory, I had it while I was still awake.”

“Like a daydream?”

“Yes.” She checks to see if Icarus
was still oblivious to his surroundings. Luckily, he was. “Is that
normal? The daydreaming?”

“Perfectly normal,” he said. “You
were weaker before, less connected to your being. That’s why you
used to have them only when you were asleep, but now you are more
connected to yourself, so the memories are coming back. The more
connected you become, the stronger and faster the memories will
emerge.”

“Thank you.” Gaia mouthed the
words then followed her best friend, who was already near the
fluffy sugar glider.

 


Icarus saw Priyam next to his tree. Excited, he
jumped and landed on her hands. “Hello, furball,” she chirped.

“See?” Gaia said when she reached
her friend. “He isn’t that bad.”

“I know.” Priyam petted Icarus’
head. “I’ve always loved this little fellow.”

“I was talking about the other
one…” Gaia tried to sound casual in front of Icarus. She didn’t
want him to understand who she was referring to. “You know, the one
before.”

“Mmm… I’m not sure, yet. I was
there for like five minutes.”

“So?” Gaia laughed. “You make your
opinions based on less.”

“He was… useful,” she admitted as
she kept petting Icarus.

Gaia smiled, victorious at her achievement.

“Still think he’s a jerk,” Priyam
added.

“I can live with that.”

 


* * *

Gaia, Priyam, and Icarus
reached the kitchen where Veter, Shui, Pink, Floyd and Willow were already eating. Edan took out a few big
red apples and placed them in a bowl made of
rock.

“What’s happening, Fireball? We’re
back. Did you miss us?” Priyam sat next to Pink. “Of course you
did,” Priyam said, not waiting for an answer. She took the black
cassette tape from the table and gave it to Pink. “This is the
fourth time I find your cassette laying around. You’re going to
lose it one day.”

“Never, lassie.” Pink hid the
cassette in one of her many jacket pockets.

“I keep telling her the same
thing.” Floyd chewed a big piece of bacon. “Don’t make me regret
giving it back to you, sis,” he warned his twin as she replied with
a wide grin.

“How was the jogging?” Edan asked
while placing the bowl of bright red apples in the center of the
table.

“Slightly annoying,” said Priyam.
She pushed the bowl of fruit away and went straight for the eggs
and bacon.

“You gotta admit it, Priyam, it’s
hilarious how you love stories where they travel, yet you hate
walking,” Pink pointed out as she ate some of her eggs.

“I used to love walking.” Priyam
took a bite of her breakfast. “But then again, that was before I
had to walk all over the country.”

Veter laughed loudly from across the table. “You
should wait for Terra, little Prisum,” he said as he filled Shui’s
plate with an apple and a few berries. “Now, that’s
walking.”

“Not helping,” Priyam glared at
the cheerful Viking man.


Chapter
3

Trick or Trick

DONOVAN WOKE UP EARLY in the morning. He put on some
gray jogging pants then walked outside his bungalow. Yawning, he
stretched his arms and the eagle tattoo on his arms and bareback looked like it was about to fly. He did a small
warm up and continued his morning routine with a ten-mile run.

On his way through the forest, Donovan stepped on a
bunch of leaves, followed by a loud SNAP!

A net made of thick rope wrapped around Donovan,
lifting him until it reached the top of the tree. Donovan yelped at
the sudden attack.

Once the net stopped swinging, he tried to roll,
but his left leg was stuck on one of the net’s
holes. “Icarus!” he called. He then closed his eyes and
concentrated on detecting any sound. Nothing… He couldn’t hear any
dark beasts approaching.

Pulling on the ropes to lift his upper body, he
tried to see over the top of the tree, but the
sky was bright blue. There were no grey clouds in sight. “What’s
happening?”

Seconds later, Icarus glided towards the net,
landing on the rope. “Icarus, what’s going on?”

Icarus squeaked while assessing the situation.

“Yeah, I don’t know either.”
Donovan scratched where the ropes had rubbed his bare chest. “How
are the others? Are they OK?”

Icarus gave a small bark. “WHAT? It’s five in the
morning! How are they still asleep?”

Icarus squeaked. His posture made it clear that if
it was up to him, he would still be sleeping
too.

“Any ideas on how to get me
down?”

Icarus nodded. He ran to the top of the net and
began to chew the rope that was holding Donovan up in the tree.

Donovan looked at the floor, he was pretty high up.
“This is going to hurt.”

 


* * *

Edan walked out of his bungalow. He was reading the
supplies chart on his way to the kitchen.

“Morning, Edan.”

Edan lifted his eyes from the page and saw Gaia
stretching against the First Tree. She was wearing black sporty shorts and a long purple tank top. He felt
his heart stopping. “Morning,” he managed to say with a normal
tone. “Going for your jog?” he stated the obvious.

“Yes. I promise I won’t run
away.”

“I’ll join you.” He left the
graphics and the cup against one of the First Tree’s roots. Edan
noticed a certain shock in Gaia’s stare. After all, it was unusual
for him to volunteer for something like that.
“Someone needs to make sure you stay alive and unharmed. You know,
to keep you from falling into ditches.” He jogged towards
her.

“Of course.”

 


A few feet inside the forest and they hadn’t spoken
a word. Gaia began to feel anxious. This is the first time in a
while they had jogged together, and without fighting. Yet…

“How,” Edan
began as he jogged flawlessly, “is your training with Willow
going?”

“It’s going good, better than when
I started my fire lessons.”

“I don’t think that’s a hard thing
to accomplish,” he teased, and couldn’t help but grin. But his grin
disappeared as soon as he sensed something odd. “Stop.”

“You saw something?” Gaia looked
towards the forest.

He shook his head. “Do you hear that?”

Gaia gave it a try, but she
couldn’t hear a thing. “No.”

“Exactly.” He opened Gaia’s lotus
locket to check the time. Past six-thirty in the morning.
“Something’s wrong. Where is everybody?”

“Asleep?” she said, wishing she
was sleeping too.

“Priyam and the twins, yes. The
Terrians should be awake already.”

Gaia gasped. “Edan!” She pointed to the sky.

Donovan was still hanging from the tree, with Icarus
biting off the rope trying to get him down. It was too damn thick
and Icarus was panting.

“Donovan?” asked Gaia. “What’re
you doing there?”

Icarus and Donovan noticed they were being watched,
and they both stared awkwardly at Edan and Gaia. “Oh, hello
guys.”

“What happened?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I came
for my morning run and got trapped so I cal—”

“Wait!” Edan ordered.

“What?” Gaia whispered, unsure why
she was doing so.

Edan placed his finger on his lips. “Shhh!” He
looked around. He could barely see a rope curled on a tree that was
a few feet from them. “Bloody hell.” He panicked. “Donovan… what…
day is today?”

Donovan thought about it for a second. “Oh, no!”
Donovan screamed. “No! Edan, how could we forget!? We had a
plan.”

“What?! What plan?” Gaia asked
confused.

Ignoring her, Edan scanned their surroundings. “I
know we did, but with all the running away and changing camps, we
must have forgotten.”

“What’re we going to do?” Donovan
freaked.

“I don’t know. I just know… we are
too late.”

“Icarus! Stop biting, we’re
staying here.” Donovan stretched his arms and cradled Icarus. “It’s
safer in here.”

Gaia started to get scared. She’d seen Edan and
Donovan fighting beasts without second thoughts, yet now they were
both freaking out. “What’s happening!? Is it Him?”

“Worse.” Edan pulled Gaia closer
to him. “The twins.”

“As in Pink and Floyd? I don’t get
it.” Affected by the proximity, Gaia took some steps back. “Why
would the twins—”

“Stop!” Edan curled his hand
around Gaia’s arm, pulling her away from a trap that had snapped.
The ropes tensed, lifting another hanging cage just like the one
Donovan was trapped in. “It’s April’s bloody first.” He hissed. “I
hate this day.”

“Wait, is it Fool’s
Day?”

“Unfortunately.” Edan clenched his
jaw. “We need to get out of here.”

Gaia laughed like crazy. “Yes, laugh now.” Edan
threw her over his shoulder so she wouldn’t step on any traps. “I want to see you hanging from a tree
or a metal box soaked in oil and then
laugh.”

“That happened to you?” She asked
him, resting her elbows on his shoulder to gain more
support.

“It did,” he admitted with a deep
frown. “I’m serious, we’re all scared of this
day. Today, there’s no safe place.”

SWISH! There was a near rustling. “You hear that?”
Edan asked.

The rustling grew louder and louder. “Run!”
Donovan yelled.

 


Edan ran with Gaia in his arms until they reached a
place full of rocks. “Stay on the rocks, they can’t put traps in
there.”

“Aaahhh! Floyd! Get me the hell
down from here,” they heard Willow screaming.

“They got Willow.” Gaia jumped
from Edan’s arms and lowered herself against one of the biggest
rocks. “We’re trapped,” she said, wanting to laugh at how seriously
she was taking the pranks now.

“We are not. Just give me a
second.” Edan stepped hard on the ground. A
tall wave of fire crawled across the ground burning and disarming
seven traps. Gaia turned to Edan. “You think it’s safe?”

“With them? Never.” He sat down on
the rock next to her. “Last time they carved ten-foot slides,
covered them in plastic, and drenched them in oil. The devils
placed a rope in the middle of the slide, but
if you pulled it or tried to climb using it, you got drenched in
glitter from a box the rope was tied to. Donovan twinkled for two
weeks.” Edan’s serious glare made it clear to Gaia that laughing
was not a good idea, no matter how funny that story was. “That
night they also filled our toothpaste tubes with cookie fillers…
Actually, Veter loved that one.”

A rock was about to hit Edan on
the back of his head when he turned and caught
it. He looked up and saw Hunter hanging from a tree. His legs
curled and arms straightened. He swung his core with one movement
and, using his wrist gauntlet to slide, he managed to sit down on
the lower branch. “There are four more traps that way. One
involves industrial glue and feathers; you should avoid all that
section,” he signaled.

“Feathers and what?” Gaia pushed a
red locket of hair behind her ear. She still had some trouble
learning Hunter’s sign language.

“Industrial glue,” said
Edan.

“Wow,” Gaia chuckled. “They really
take this to another level.”

“Yes, they
do.”

“We had a plan,” Edan rubbed his
temples. “I was going to send them on a scavenger hunt this week,
keeping them busy and away from us.”

“It took us half a year to plan
that.” Hunter signaled.

“You should go with Hunter. That
kid never falls for their idiotic pranks.”
Edan carried Gaia until she reached the branch where Hunter was
sitting. “I’ll distract them.”

“It’s too late.” Hunter
pointed at a bunch of trees that shook one by one heading in their
direction. It was like being in a scary movie. “They’re
coming.”

“Run, Gaia, run!” Edan and Hunter
jumped on to the shaking trees. They fought the traps while Gaia
escaped.

Is Priyam OK? Gaia wondered. She probably
is. She would do more
damage than the twins together ever could. Then, she noticed a
marigold flower. Pratt... she thought, not knowing what was
happening. It was usually Gaia who placed the flower first. Is he in trouble? Did the twins get
him? Gaia laughed at the thought of Pratt covered in oil and
feathers. Fat chance. What if it’s something about my memories?
Maybe I can use the twins’ craziness to escape for a bit, she
turned and saw Hunter too distracted, dodging balloons full of
paint, to sense her sneaking out. So she took the opportunity and
followed the flower.

 


* * *

Gaia opened the lotus locket. Priyam had managed to
install a small timer that would let Gaia know when her time with
Pratt was up. She clicked on the button and
the countdown started. “What’s going on?” she asked as soon as she
found him.

“I’ll be gone for a few days
and I wanted to make sure everything was on
point.” He stretched his arms, leaning against a tree. “Any other
visions?” Pratt asked. Gaia shook her head. “How about training,
how are you doing so far?”

Gaia sat on a rock a few steps from Pratt. “Not as
fast I would like. I’m still stuck on fire and earth.”

“That’s good. Remember, you were
trapped for twelve years. It’s only been a few months since your
release. It is impressive that you’re already training two
elements.”

“It is?”

“Very.” Pratt lowered his arms and
pushed himself away from the trunk and closer to Gaia. “What about
the rest? Who’s teaching you how to fight? Without elements, of
course.”

“Pink and Floyd.”

Pratt took a moment. He thought about it,
but those names were new to him. “Never met
them.”

“They’re humans.”

“Humans…” He said it in a way that
let Gaia know he wasn’t thrilled with that
answer. Not one bit.

“They are tougher than any Terrian
I know,” said Gaia trying not to sound annoyed. She understood the
reasons why Terrians had some sort of mistrust in humans,
but they didn’t know them like she did. After
living among them for twelve years, Gaia knew humans had a
beautiful, strong and positive side too. “Trust me, you should see
how they’re terrorizing the rest of the group now.”

“Who’s teaching you about the
Terrian customs?”

“Veter,” her lips curled
into a wide smile. “Or at least he
tries.”

“What about tracking?”

“Hunter.”

“I’ve always liked that little
wild fellow.” Pratt kicked a small rock with the tip of his blue
tennis shoes. “Is he still not talking?”

“Nope, not a word.”

“How’s Edan doing?”

“He’s doing fine.” She felt
strange having Pratt asking her nice things about Edan. “He’s
grumpy and irritating as ever.”

“Really?” Pratt leaned closer to
Gaia. “That’s why you like him that much?” he asked and her mouth twitched. “What?” Pratt asked, curious
about Gaia’s expression.

“I don’t wanna talk about him.”
Gaia leaned closer to Pratt trying to read his intentions.
“Besides, this is the first time you’ve asked so much about them.
Why?”

“Paranoid much?” Pratt chuckled,
making Gaia feel a little silly. “It’s not like I hate them. I’m
just not a part of their team anymore.”

Yes… Chill down G. I mean, if you ever got
separated from Priyam, no matter what happened, you would still
want to know if she was OK… “It would be cool if you were back
on the team.”

“You want me there?” Pratt softly
caressed Gaia’s arm. “All you need to do is ask.”

And there it was, the same damn feeling Gaia had
with every guy she miraculously got close to… indifference.
She felt intrigued by someone as mysterious as Pratt. She felt many
things around him. She was excited with the thrill of finding her
own answers, to the idea of having a friend treating her like an
adult and trusting her information, still… nothing else.

Gaia couldn’t understand what was wrong with her.
Every time she met cute guys, she never cared to pursue them, even
the principal’s son, her first kiss. She felt as if by kissing the
guy she could finally feel all those nerves and butterflies that
Priyam described, or feel that passionate love she saw in the
movies, yet nothing happened. Luckily that dog attacked him,
she thought of the memory of the principal’s son trying to grope
her right before a stray dog bit his leg.

Even then: at that moment, a guy as handsome as
Pratt was holding her hand and she felt absolutely nothing. Not
even kissing… she remembered feeling the adrenaline of the
forbidden, the excitement for her deal but it was all about the
situation and never about Pratt.

Only him, only Edan, the mere thought of his
name gave Gaia the butterflies she craved, the fluttering no one
else could give her. She hated how, out of all the men in the
world, Edan was the only one who ever made her feel that way. Each
time he was near her everything felt right, tasted better. Even in
her nightmares, all around her was chaos, but she felt secure
whenever she saw that boy with the shaggy brown hair and gorgeous
green eyes.

She hated how her mind and body kept looking for
him. Sensing him even across fields, like a strong magnet that no
matter where she went, she was pulled toward
him. She hated it; she loved it.

“Hands off, mister.” Gaia slid her
arm away.

“Aww, come on!” he
teased.

“Don’t be gross.” She laughed at
his ridiculousness. “You don’t even like me that way.”

“True.” Pratt moved his hand to
the back of his blond hair, unable to hide his smile. “I just find
your annoyed faces really entertaining.”

“Well, stop.” She glared at him.
“Or next time I will remove it by force.”

“Look who got all sassy after
achieving Nature’s Communion?”

“Nature’s what?”

“You’re kidding, right? Nature’s
Communion?” Pratt questioned, trying to find any sign of
recognition from Gaia; nothing. “You’re not kidding, you really
don’t know what that is.”

Gaia tried to recall anyone, from Klog Mor to Hans,
anyone who had talked about Nature’s Communion yet she couldn’t
recall any single memory of it. She shook her head.

“Communing is the strongest form
of connection Mother Nature can have with every living being. It’s
creating a bond where you can understand them and help them in ways
that no one else can. It’s like a direct line with
Nature.”

“Wow,” Gaia sighed with the idea
of getting to understand the rest of the plants and living
creatures in a better way. “How do I do it?”

“Well…” Pratt rubbed the back of
his neck.

“What?”

“I guess I might have spoken too
soon,” he said.

“What does that even
mean?”

“It means that I probably
shouldn’t have told you.” Pratt stretched his arms and fold them
behind his head. “I think it would be interesting to meet these two
crazy twins.”

“Hey! Don’t change the
subject.”

“I’m sorry, Princess.” Pratt took
out a juicy pear from a pouch that hung from his belt. “If they
haven’t told you, they probably have their reasons.”

“And? They haven’t told me many
things, yet you talk about them with me,” she
said, trying not to get annoyed. “What’s different about
this?”

“This is stronger.”

“Are you siding with
them?”

“You know I don’t take sides,” he
cleaned the pear with his sleeve. “But this is a very complex
thing. If they found out I showed you how to Commune before you
learned the other elements, they will definitely hunt me
down.”

“I won’t tell.”

“I don’t know, Edan is very strict
with these things.”

“What’s going on with you?” Gaia
asked, hoping this wasn’t an April’s Fool’s Day thing. “Since when
do you care what Edan is strict about?”

“Point taken.” Pratt calculated
the consequences of going against The Six’s wishes. Gaia gave him
her best puppy eyes. “Fine. I’ll teach you.”

“Yes!”

“Not a word, to
anyone.”

“None.”

“That includes Priyam.”

“Promise.”


Chapter
4

Nature’s Communion

GAIA FOLLOWED PRATT deeper into the woods. They
stopped as soon as he noticed a young deer eating grass around the
nearby trees. “Watch.” Pratt kneeled down next to a fallen trunk.
“See that deer?”

“Yes.”

“Close your eyes and concentrate
on it.” Gaia knelt next to Pratt. “Can you feel him?”

Gaia closed her eyes. She took a deep breath then
guided all her attention towards the deer. “I do.”

“Concentrate on his soul,
concentrate on the vitamins in its body, the minerals running
through his blood,” Pratt whispered. “Once you do, imagine the deer
standing on two feet.”

“Do they even do that?” Gaia asked
with her eyes still closed.

“Just imagine it.”

Gaia did as she was told. She concentrated on the
minerals in his blood, the calcium, its soul. She then imagined the
deer standing on its back feet and stretching
its front legs towards the sky. Gaia opened her eyes and saw how
the deer had obeyed her thoughts.

The animal looked so unnatural that Gaia got scared.
She looked away, breaking the connection. The deer took back his
real form then bounded away fast. “What was that?! Why would he do
that?”

“He didn’t, you did. You just told
him to.”

“How?” she asked, still haunted by
the image of the abnormal stance the deer had taken.

“Every living thing is made of
water and minerals,” Pratt explained. “Just like you can wield the
minerals inside the earth, you can wield the ones inside a living
body.”

“What?!” Gaia felt
sick.

“It’s like—”

“No, I understood that!” Gaia
paced around in panic. “You mean I just wielded that deer?”

“Pretty much.”

“No, no. That felt
wrong.”

“Why would it be wrong?” Pratt
crawled closer to Gaia, trying to calm her down. “You’ve wielded
plants and elements. Why is that OK but wielding other living
things is wrong?”

“Because that’s taking away their
free will," Gaia snapped at Pratt. “Every living thing deserves
their free will.”

“And they have it. You don’t take
it away, you just guide them through a better path.”

Gaia thought about it, but she
couldn’t shake the idea of how terrible that was. There was no
specific scenario where taking someone or something’s free will was
alright. “I don’t know… it feels off.”

“I should’ve known.” Pratt seemed
worried. “I’m sorry, you might not be used to it.”

“Used to what?”

“Being a mother figure,” he
said.

After Pratt spoke those words, Gaia felt like the
air had been sucked out of her lungs. No, she wasn’t used to any
mother-related stuff. She didn’t know what it was to have her
mother brush her hair, to get sad and have her bringing her ice
cream, to show her how to put on make-up, to ground her, to get
angry at because she wasn’t allowed to go to the party she wanted
to go to, all because she cared for her. Not the bad, nor the good.
“I’m sorry.” She bit her lower lip to prevent her from crying. “I don’t know what it is like.”

“A mother always knows what’s best
for her children, sometimes they might not agree, but she has to give them rules and discipline them if
needed.” Pratt hugged Gaia in an effort to calm her down.
“Otherwise they won’t grow to their full potential, and Gaia, in a
way you are their mother, their queen.”

“Mother or no mother, it still
sounds wrong.” She wanted to move away, but a hug from a friend, in
a time like this, wasn’t so bad after all.

“By wielding water, you can drown an entire city, with earth you can
create earthquakes and kill millions; everything is dependent on
how you use it. I’m not saying you should bend everyone to your
will, I’m saying you could save a girl from being run over, or a
person from being murdered, or even, stop Him.”

Gaia’s body was instantly filled with chills at the
sound of his name. The man who killed her entire family, the man
who haunted her dreams. The man that would stop at nothing until
she was dead.

“I’m sorry Pratt. I’m not going to
use that wield ever again.” Gaia’s timer beeped. She let go of
Pratt in order to head back, only he wasn’t letting her go.
Instead, he pulled her closer.

“Don’t move,” Pratt
whispered.

“Pratt!”

Pratt covered her mouth. “SHH! Don’t make a sound
and turn around,” he nodded towards their right.

Slowly, Gaia turned her head around. She knew
something would be wrong, she could feel it creeping up the nape of
her neck. She just wasn’t prepared for what was standing behind
her. A huge Draak.

Her gray eyes opened wide. “Crap,” she gasped.

The bone dragon lifted his tail. Petrified, Gaia saw
how the bones twirled up and jabbed in her direction. Pratt jumped,
grabbing Gaia to get her out of the way.

“A Draak?” Gaia scanned the forest
sure she would see The Six running to kill it, but no one was
there. “Why hasn’t anyone sensed it?”

“Maybe the pranks are keeping
their minds distracted,” he said as they both ran into the forest.
“They might be confusing the signs of the beast with more
tricks.”

“You’re right. I need to go get
Edan.”

“No! Stay down, princess.” Pratt
pushed Gaia against a tree. “The Draak will kill you before you
reach the protective barrier.”

 


* * *

Back at the camp, the rock Pratt gave Gaia shone,
with a pulsating red dot. Too bad no one was around to see it
happening.

Hunter and the rest were trying so hard not to get
caught on the twins’ pranks that no one was aware of what was
happening.

Edan snuck into the kitchen area where Veter was
hiding near the food. “Where’s Gaia?” asked Edan.

“I think she’s hiding with
Prisum,” he said, taking a quick peek at the other side of the
camp. “I thought we had this under control Kapetan, what happened
to the plan?”

“Draaks, Darklings, supernovas,
you name it.” Edan continued his search for
the bungalows. “Keep surviving, soldier.” He waved at
Veter.

Edan walked to Gaia’s bungalow. “Gaia?” He was about
to reach the flower-and-vine door when Priyam dashed out and
stopped him. “You can’t!”

“I need to talk to her. Even with
the pranks we still need to plan our next departure.”

“We’re leaving again?”

“Yes. Pack your bags,
Frodo.”

“Frodo?! What’s wrong with
you, Fireball?” Priyam’s teeth cringed at the misrepresented
nickname. “The cool one is Sam… I thought I taught you
better.”

“Well Sam, try to be ready
this time.” Edan took a step forward to the bungalow’s door when
Priyam stopped him.

“I can tell her for
you.”

“She’s not there, is she?” Edan
walked closer to Priyam. She wasn’t as easy to read as Gaia was,
but still, Edan could feel something was happening. “Where is
she?”

“Relax,” she said. “She’s
inside.”

“Then let me talk to her.” Edan
moved Priyam out of the way.

“No! Wait.” Priyam tried to stop
him, but Edan grabbed one of the vines. “She’s
naked,” she spoke, louder than she should.

Edan’s hand sprung back as if the door was made of
molten lava. “It’s the middle of the day. Why would she be
undressed?”

“She…” Priyam paused trying to
figure out what to say. “Got caught in a trap
and I’m fixing her dress for her.”

“Dress?” Edan’s thick eyebrow
curved in confusion. “Wasn’t Gaia wearing her
shorts and a ridiculously long top?”

“Psss... Wow.” Priyam laughed
nervously. “Who said men don’t notice when you change your hair,
right?” She patted Edan’s arm as he stared at her.

“Is this another April Fool’s Day
joke?” his thick eyebrow curved in
confusion.

“No,” she mumbled. “Anyway, you
were totally right. She was wearing shorts but… she fell into the
mud.”

“The mud?”

Priyam knew he wasn’t convinced. If she wanted to
succeed in getting the damn leader of the
group to believe her, she was going to need an excuse. It better be
a good one. “You know how clumsy she is,” she said and waited in
fear for Edan’s response.

“Too much, if you ask me.” Edan
looked at his watch. “Try not to take too long.”

Priyam sprinted inside her bungalow and closed the
vine door behind her. The place was empty. “I swear that gave me an
ulcer,” she sighed.

Priyam looked at the time. “Where are you?” She
worried about Gaia’s whereabouts. She walked towards the window in
case she could see Gaia running back home.

 


SLAM! A hand smashed against the partially opened
window. Shocked, Priyam fell backward from the
scare.

Floyd climbed up and jumped into the room. “What ya
doing on the floor, Snowflake?”

“Someone scared me to death!” She
lifted her hand and Floyd helped her up. “What the hell are you
doing here?”

“Got a pressie for you.” Floyd
stuck half of his body out of the window and came back with a thick
purple wooden crossbow. “You suck at knives, but you ace the crossbow.”

Priyam took the crossbow with the same love a mother
would have when carrying her child. “Is this for me?”

“Aye.” Floyd sat casually on the
rock that was used as Priyam’s desk. “I’m your weapons instructor.
It’s my job to find the best weapon for you.”

Priyam looked closer and saw a bunch of flowers and
elven letters carved in the wood. “And this little thing over here?
Is that your job too?”

“Well…” he said, taken by
surprise, “I asked Hunter to carve some pretty little things for
you. You like?”

“I do.” Priyam smiled. Floyd took
Priyam’s hand before a pitchy scream came from the kitchen. “I
guess you caught Synthia.”

Floyd smirked with excitement. “I guess I did.”

“I need to see that.”

“Sure.” Floyd walked to the
bungalow’s window. “I’ll help you out.”

“We can use the door, you know,”
Priyam laughed.

“Actually you can’t.” He scratched
his button nose like a child who’d been busted. “There’s a trap
outside.”

“Outside this door?” Priyam’s
chocolate brown eyes opened wide. “I was just there!”

“Then you are a lucky girl,” he
smirked. “Come follow. Once outside, don’t go through the kitchen
or between the bungalows.” He took a few steps and stopped. “And
don’t walk around the hill or the forest or the entrance,” he
explained as Priyam stared at him like he was a madman. “On second thought… just stay here. I’ll take a
picture of Synthia.” He saluted her after jumping out of the
window. “We’ll start your crossbow training tomorrow. Not that you
need it,” he hollered as he kept running away, leaving Priyam happy
and unaware of the deadly situation her best friend was
in.

 


* * *

Deep in the forest, Gaia raced through the trees.
She turned her hands on fire and smacked the Draak. The beast
inhaled all the fire and breathed it out against Gaia.

Gaia covered her face with her hands and Pratt
pushed her out of the way. “I can take him, get out!” The Draak
jabbed. Pratt managed to grab him from one of his spikes.

“Pratt! Stop!” Gaia panicked. She
knew Draaks were the strongest of the beasts, they’d killed
incredible wielders like Hans, yet there Pratt was, fighting with
nothing. He had no element, no gift. He was going to die for sure.
“You don’t have any element.”

“I have this.” He pointed at his
brain. “You said the twins have been leaving traps
everywhere?”

“Yes. So?”

Pratt grinned, “Stay here.” He guided the Draak
towards the forest.

“Are you crazy?” Gaia saw how the
beast chased Pratt. Damn it, Pratt!

Gaia cursed as she tried her best not to land on one
of the twins’ traps. Not good, not good… I should get the
others. Edan will probably kill me for lying like this,
but at least Pratt will still
be alive. I hope…

Gaia sprinted, trying to reach the others in time.
She was beyond scared. She didn’t know if she was doing the right
thing by getting Edan or if she should just change course towards
the horrifying beast and help Pratt herself. The memories of the
terrified faces of Nobu and Hans over the Draaks invaded Gaia’s
mind. Crap… we are so gonna die.

An excruciating scream echoed from the left side of
the forest. Pratt!

Gaia’s indecision over calling Edan or not vanished.
There was no time to get the others. If she didn’t do something
right away, Pratt would die. Gaia sped up her pace towards the
direction of the scream. Her feet pounded with pain each step she
took.

Out of breath, she reached Pratt. His arm was
bleeding and he was all bruised. Next to him
was the Draak. It was dead and tangled on one of the twins’ traps.
She was sure Pratt was going to die and yet he was there, a few
minor injuries and resting on top of the dead bone dragon. “Are you
insane?” she snapped. “Why are you smiling?”

“Well, you look
worried.”

“Of course I am. You don’t have an
element. I could have gone to the camp and gotten Edan.”

Pratt bent his knee and rested his foot on one of
the Draak’s bones. “We did great without him,” he said with
cockiness, the hurt from her lack of confidence showing in his
voice and tensed body.

“You could have died. Why would
you do something so stupid!?” She punched him in the chest so hard she felt the thick scar against her
palm.

Pratt caught Gaia’s hand on his chest and left it
there. “I don’t think you get it. You’re my future queen and
my friend, I can’t let anything happen to you.”

“Pratt…” Gaia moved her hand away.
“Why are you sitting on the killing beast?”

“He’s not a killing beast
anymore.” Pratt tapped on one of the dragon’s bones to prove his
point. “Plus, believe it or not, it’s quite
comfortable.”

Gaia wanted to smack some sense into him when she
saw blood oozing down his arm. She took out a
seed from a pouch hanging from the belt that Hunter had made
for her. She placed the seed in the dirt and
wielded the plant.

“You still wield from
seeds?”

“Unfortunately, now stay quiet and
obey your future queen.” Gaia took the plant from the dirt and
smashed it with two stones, turning it into a paste.

Pratt rested his elbows against the beast’s bones.
“I like it when you’re bossy.” Gaia took the paste and smudged it
hard against his wound. Pratt growled in pain as he stepped
back.

“Sorry… Did it hurt?” she mocked
him.

“Yes!”

“Baby.”

“Witch.”

Gaia continued to smudge the paste on his arm. He
continued to flinch but never made another sound. “You were so
stupid and reckless.” She ripped off a part of her clothes then
used it as a bandage on Pratt’s arm. Gaia tugged Pratt’s shirt back
down over the wound. “There it is. All fixed.”

“You’re good at this.”

“Of course I am.” Gaia ignored his
loud chuckle as she grabbed her shirt to clean her hand.

“Wait.” Pratt took hold of her
wrist. “What are you doing?”

“I’m cleaning my hand.”

“That green paste smells like
medicine. If you have it on you, The Six will
think you are hurt and know something happened.”

“Right.”

Pratt pulled Gaia’s hand and cleaned it against the
Draak’s bones. “Ahh!” Gaia gasped. She snatched her hand away.

“What?” Pratt laughed. “It’s
already dead.”

True… well, I guess it’s less dangerous than
having Edan know what happened today. Gaia finished cleaning
her hand against the bones when she noticed a rune with the shape of an ‘N’ carved on one of the bones. It
was crazy how those creatures could look so creepy.

“I think you should go before you
get caught,” said Pratt. “I’m sorry to keep you this
long.”

Gaia looked away from the carved rune. “Don’t be,
you saved me.” She smiled. “Besides, they’re all so scared of the
twins that I’m sure no one would notice anyone’s absence for at
least two hours.”

“I guess I’ll see you when I come
back.”

“Sure will.”

“Say hi to the lovely Priyam for
me.”

“Not likely.”

Pratt laughed as she sprinted back home.

 


* * *

When she finally reached the camp, Gaia snuck into
her bungalow, silently closing the door behind her.

“What are you doing?” Priyam
snapped at her. “You know how damn late it is?”

“Sorry, I got a slight
setback.”

A knock on the door sent Priyam into a panic. She
knew it was Edan, and given how much time had passed, he wasn’t
going to hesitate to walk straight into the bungalow. Thinking
fast, Priyam took a towel and threw it to Gaia. “Get naked and wrap
yourself with that.”

“Why?” Gaia stared at her friend
with her eyes wide open.

“Just do it!
Now!”

Gaia did what Priyam told her and wrapped herself in
the towel with no time to spare before Edan walked in. Edan’s face
turned pale when he noticed a happy Priyam still working on sewing
a dress while a confused and shocked Gaia stared at him.

“Oh! Hi, Fireball.” Priyam waved
at him cheerfully.

Both Gaia’s and Edan’s faces turned red. “You are
not done!?” Edan turned around trying his best to avoid looking at
Gaia.

“Sorry,” Priyam smirked. “I guess
I’m not good at sewing.”

“Gaia, put something else on and
come to the kitchen area,” he ordered before walking out of the
door. A snap of Floyd’s trap was heard followed by Edan’s angry
yells. “One more flipping trap, Floyd, and I’ll burn you to
ashes!”

“Seriously!” Gaia’s knees gave out
landing her on the floor. “Are you crazy?”

“Wow! Did you
see that? He was redder than your hair, G.” Priyam cheered
with happiness. “You owe me big.”

“How’s Edan turning red like that
‘owing you big’? Are you insane?”

“Besides the way he just looked at
you, trust me, you owe me. He’s been asking for you, for over an
hour.” Priyam threw the dress to Gaia who was still sitting on the
floor. “You heard the man: put something on, everyone’s
waiting.”

Gaia looked at her dress and
there was a stitch Priyam had made to hide an imaginary cut on the
dress. “Great…”

As Gaia dressed up, she couldn’t help but wonder
what that strange ‘N’ mark engraved on the bone was. Do all
Draaks have them? I mean, I’ve never seen a Draak that close before
so I wouldn’t know. Damn it... I forgot to ask Pratt.

Gaia remembered Veter telling her how Draaks were
loners. They are the worst of the worst. They usually prey alone.
Good. That way we’re safe. My family is safe.

Finally changed, Gaia was on her way to the kitchen
when Edan stopped her. “Wait.” Edan leaned closer to Gaia. “There’s
a surprise visitor for you in my bungalow. You should go check it
out.”

 


* * *

Gaia walked into Edan’s bungalow and saw familiar
gray hair decorated by braids and different types of spring
flowers. “Mor?!”

Klog Mor turned around and opened her arms. “My
child.” Her colorful bracelets swung making a clinking sound as
they hit each other. “Look at you! Your hair is so long, and you
look so strong.”

“It is great to see you too.” Gaia
hugged Klog Mor and invited her to sit down on Edan’s chair. “Are
you moving here with us?”

“That would be lovely dear,” Klog
Mor said sitting down, her tie-dye maxi skirt hanging longer than
the chair. “Unfortunately, I’m far more useful outside the
camp. After all, you already have your
leader.”

“Then what brings you
here?”

“What do you think? You escaped to
a town and managed to survive a Darkling. Very impressive… yet very
reckless. Also, you fought and made up with Edan… sort of, and most
importantly, you mastered Fire and you can
wield Earth now.”

She’s scary good… Gaia though. Klog Mor was notorious for knowing everything,
but that was pretty crazy. Even for Klog Mor.
“How do you always know everything?”

“Not always…Though, this
time, it was this little guy who told me.” Klog Mor petted Icarus,
who glided to her left hand.

“Donovan sent you
Icarus?”

“Yes.” Klog Mor kissed the head of
the sugar glider and placed him on Edan’s bed. “He’s been keeping
me in the loop.”

“I didn’t know you could also
speak to animals.”

“Probably because I can’t.” Klog
Mor took out a small rolled-up piece of paper from a pocket on her
maxi skirt. “Icarus brought this letter.”

“Oh…”

“Nevertheless, that’s not the real
reason I’m here.” Klog Mor smiled and took out a small wrapped
piece of red velvet cloth. “I have something for you.”

Klog Mor unwrapped it and revealed a stunning blue
diamond in the shape of a tear and the size of a pear cradled in a
silver setting.

“Ah!” Gaia turned breathless.
“It’s beautiful.”

“It belongs to all the
reincarnations of Nature. It belongs to you.”

“A diamond?” Gaia
asked.

“Not the diamond, what’s
inside.”

Gaia leaned closer. Inside the diamond, there was a
clear drop of water.

“That drop inside the diamond,
it’s the oldest memory on Earth. We call it The Ocean’s Tear,”
explained Klog Mor. “Some weeks ago you asked me what the Big Flood
was.”

“When the Earth and Terra got
separated?”

“Yes.” Klog Mor beamed. She loved
how Gaia could find her answers no matter what. “This tear is the
memory of that day. How it all happened.”

“Wow…How did it?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Klog Mor
replied, shrugging her shoulders. “On my hands, it’s just another precious stone. Only Nature can
see within.” Klog Mor passed Gaia the velvet cloth, making sure the
diamond never made contact with Gaia’s skin. “Many years ago,
before the fire was discovered, there were
twins, Alek and Alder, both similar yet very different. Alek was
smart, curious, and full of eagerness to create, expand and
discover. He yearned for adventures and the answer to every question he encountered, however, he was also
selfish, greedy and prideful. As for Alder, he was more connected
to Earth than any other living creature. He was able to see
Nature’s wonders in a way no one else could, but he didn’t have the
drive to expand or create more than what was necessary. Unlike his
twin brother, Alder had no greater ambition other than to live in
peace. Time passed, and both twins grew up and
had children of their own. Alek’s descendants were known as humans.
They created a magnificent empire, all to the
world’s cost. They destroyed forests and rivers in order to build
their machines and homes. Alder’s descendants were known as
Terrians. They also grew in number but barely a fifth of the amount
the humans grew to. They were so in touch with Nature that over the
years, the new generations were born with the ability to wield it.
One day, while the humans wanted to expand their empire, the
Terrians decided it was enough. They fought back.” Klog Mor pointed
at the Ocean’s Tear. “Before you take the stone with your bare
hand, my dear, you must be prepared for what you’ll see in there. A
war is something no one was ever born to live in.”

Gaia drew in a deep breath. She knew exactly what
Klog Mor meant. Even after twelve years of dreaming about a war, it
never got easy for her to see all that death and suffering. She
also knew there was no better way to learn how to prevent the same
outcome than to live it.

“I’m ready.” She slid the diamond
from the cloth to her palm.


Chapter
5

Kai

AS SOON AS THE jewel touched Gaia’s skin, a light
shone so brightly she could barely see. Once
the light dimmed, the bungalow she was inside with Klog Mor
disappeared, and she found herself in a
forest.

 


As in her previous memories, Gaia’s
body moved on its own. Her body walked around the unknown forest
while carrying an oversized bowl of orange clay. Gaia paid
attention to her surroundings in case she could recognize where she
was, but everything looked different from anything she’d seen
before. Even from her Terra memories.

Though she was walking in a forest, the
place seemed different than in her dreams, everything looked more
alive. The trees were bigger, fuller, the flowers glowed with
radiant colors, the silky grass tickled her bare feet, and the air
smelled fresh, the way it smells after a rainy night.

Gaia reached a turquoise river and
placed the bowl a few feet from the edge of
the water. Once the bowl was on the grass, Gaia noticed the Five
Fold birthmark on her right wrist. My birthmark? How? I don’t
remember this… she wondered since all of her lost memories
were from her childhood days and these hands
and body belonged to a teenager, not a child.

Gaia’s body sat down and bent over the
lake to dip her hands in the fresh water. She gazed into the
reflection of the water and saw a pair of blue eyes with a
different face than her own staring back at her. Braids of
different sizes with pearls and flowers decorated the teen’s
medieval-looking brown long hair.

A white fluffy rabbit hopped until it
reached the teen’s leg. “Good evening my old friend,” said the
teen, giving Gaia the oddest sensation of speaking without hearing
her real voice.

The teen petted the rabbit with one
hand while she used the other to wield the river’s water towards
the bowl filling it to the top. Once full, she lifted and kissed
the rabbit’s forehead. “Do not wander around too far, it’s almost
bedtime.” She placed the rabbit on the soft grass then wielded the
water inside the bowl so it could help her levitate the bowl,
following her across the forest into the village.

The blue-eyed teen walked around the
village. The place was full of huts, food markets, animals walking
freely, children playing, and more. If Gaia didn’t know better, she
would’ve sworn she was walking around the set of a medieval
movie.

Contrary to what she always thought
when watching Priyam’s movies, the village smelled delicious. With
a hint of wild herbs, wood, freshly baked bread, and cooked meals,
the village was climbing fast to Gaia’s top five places to be
in.

Every time a villager, old or young,
saw the blue-eyed teen, they bowed or waved at her happily. By the
tenth villager who gave this girl his respects, Gaia began to get
an idea that this teen, whoever she was, was really important in
this village... But who?

“Good evening lady
Kai.” An older woman with a white braided bun and bright brown eyes
gave her a peach.

“Thank you, Mildred.”
Kai took the peach and put it in a pouch that hung from her shoulder across her chest.

Her name is Kai, Gaia thought
trying to match that name to any other information she’d previously
heard.

Kai stopped cold in the middle of the
village. A strong electric current crawled down her spine. Gaia had
the sudden urge to scream. The bowl fell and shattered spilling all
the water. Gaia gasped.

Something was off and just like Kai
felt it, Gaia could feel it too. Only everyone was acting like
nothing was amiss. Was she the only one who could sense
it?

SWOOSH! The trees rustled, and Kai
stared at the sky. Hundreds of birds flew on top of the trees,
their erratic movements showing their anxiety. They could sense
what Kai and Gaia could, but that no one else in the village was
aware of.

A strong wind current hit Kai, making
her long dress and hair float violently.

“Lady Kai!” she heard
a feminine voice screaming behind her.

Kai turned around. She saw a teenage
girl running towards her. She kept trying to keep her curly blonde
hair from getting in the way of her worried brown eyes. “Is
something wrong, Sera?” Kai asked.

“Your father calls,”
Sera managed to say between breaths.

Another loud noise came from across the
hill. Kai looked in the direction of the screeching sound.
“Something is not right.”

Kai ran towards the hill. Sera
followed. “Kai, stop! Your father calls, he said it was an urgent
matter.”

“It is always an
urgent matter with him.” Kai hiked the last of the hill and reached
the top. She placed her hand on the trunk of a gorgeous tree. A
tree that Gaia recognized immediately. Bobby? Is it you? She
gasped amazed. Are you
this old? That’s insane. She
smiled before switching her attention back to whatever Kai was
looking at. No way…

Gaia saw it, an army of thousands of
humans were lining up for battle. Gaia’s heart pulsed faster and
faster as Kai ran to the village. “Sera, was this the urgent
matter?” she asked. The lack of color on her friend’s face led her
to believe she knew nothing about what they’d found.

“Sera, ring the bell.
I’ll go tell my father.” Both Kai and Sera ran in different
directions.

Gaia felt the cold breeze striking her
face. She felt so nervous, just like she did when she saw Priyam
stabbing herself. Stop it! Gaia pushed away the image of Priyam, stabbed, on the floor. This
isn’t the time.

Kai ran until she reached a gorgeous
hut made of stones and flowers. This hut was bigger than the ones
in the rest of the village.

She placed her hands on the wooden door
and pushed it open to find three tall men. One of them had long
wavy brown hair that matched a bushy long beard. His eyes were the
same bright deep blue as Kai’s. “Father, humans!”

The man turned and hugged Kai. “We
know.”

On a big table to the side of the room
lay her village’s map and a bunch of drawings in black coal. “What
is all this?”

“Our war
plan.”

“War?” Kai let go of
her father. “We mustn’t! It will not be fair.”

“Leave us,” he
commanded the other two men. “They outnumber us.”

“You know what we can
do!” Kai shuddered. “One of us can singly burn half of their army.
One of us can singly drown an entire city!”

“That is the strategy
our people will take.”

“And murder them?”
she gasped in horror. “This is madness! They are living
creatures.”

“Ay, living creatures
who slaughter and destroy everything in their way.”

“Because they know no
other way! They are not bad, they are only misguided. We can teach
them.”

“They won’t listen.
They’ll always take more than what they need.”

“They can learn. Have
faith in them,” she begged her father.

“You are barely
eighteen! You still know nothing about them. They won’t
listen.”

“We’ll find a
way!”

“You will obey me,
Kai.” Frustrated, her father slammed his strong fist on top of the
table. “I already lost your mother because of them, I will not lose
my child.”

BANG!! The ground shook like an
earthquake.

“King Cornelius.” the
younger of two men from before came back into the hut. “The humans
are attacking.”

“Father!”

Cornelius let go of his daughter. “We
will talk later.”

“No!” Kai screamed,
the thought of so much death paining her soul.

King Cornelius lifted his hands,
wielding four walls to imprison Kai and left to fight the
humans.

“Father, no!” Kai
pushed her entire body against one of the walls, the pain increased
each time her shoulder hit the wielded dirt. She could hear the
screams outside.

As the war grew louder, Kai and Gaia
didn’t just hear it, they could feel it, the pain and suffering of
their people as they died, how they cursed their lives by killing
humans. “Stop!” Kai cried as she tried to dig her way out with her
hands, her fingertips almost to the point of bleeding.

Unsure of what else she could do, she
kneeled down, dug her hands into the ground and took a deep breath.
“Please Nature,” she begged, “help us.”

Her Five Fold birthmark warmed her
skin. Kai took her hands off the ground and looked at the mark as
it began to glow golden. A soft swirl of air surrounded her body.
Her hair floated up above her head, and the triple spiral mark
branded itself on the back of her neck. It was the same sensation
Gaia felt the moment she turned her Eighteenth Spring.

Kai lowered her hands and the swirl followed her movement. Confused about what
had just happened, she repeated the same movement and the swirl followed her once again. “Impossible!” Kai
gasped with amazement since she could already wield water. There
was no Terrian or anyone else who could wield more than one
element.

Kai and Gaia were swiftly immersed
in a sense of peace. As if Nature was telling
them not to be scared. As if Nature was letting them know their cry
of help had been answered.

Knowing now what to do, Kai closed her
hands and pulled them tight against her body. The air followed the
wield creating a compact ball of air around her. Concentrating, she
pushed her hands as fast as she could to her sides. The air
expanded with an intense force that the walls
of dirt flew away setting her free. Kai stood up and walked outside
her home.

Gaia thought the war in her dreams was
the most horrifying thing she’d ever seen. She was wrong.

Gaia’s heart clenched with excruciating
pain at the sight. The village was destroyed.
The ground was covered in blood. The once fresh air was then
replaced by smoke and the sweet smell of herbs
was masked by the sickening smell of death.

Kai stopped cold. Sera’s dead brown
eyes were now staring at her, empty. “Sera…” Kai knelt down and
closed her friend’s eyes. “Be now one with Nature, my friend.” She
gave a small bow before walking away.

As Kai stumbled across the war zone,
Gaia could smell the metallic odor of blood. She could feel the
flesh on her feet burning like the fire in the sky. She didn’t
really know these people, but she could feel
they were family, she knew they were her people. Gaia cried as she
felt the loss. To see them kill each other like that was
horrible.

Kai ran through the village. She needed
to get to her father as soon as possible. The falling ashes morphed
the village into Gaia’s nightmare. She saw the town where Tara and
her baby girl Molly died. She saw the ice-cream place, the pink
ribbon floating in the air. No, no!
Molly… “Mama! Mama!” a boy screamed, ripping Gaia away from her
mind into the previous vision. Kai followed the voice and saw a
small child crying.

Seven cannonballs of fire flew from the
sky towards the village, smashing and burning everything in
sight.

A hissing sound became louder and
louder in her direction. Kai lifted her head and saw a fireball
flying towards the child. “No!”

Without thinking twice, Kai jumped in
front of the child, she hugged the little boy so she could use her
own body as a shield. On instinct, Kai pointed the palm of her hand
towards the cannonball.

The ball of fire hit her skin but
instead of burning, Kai absorbed the fire, and
her body was covered in an aura of flames. “How is this happening?”
Kai panted in awe, staring at her flaming body.

“Night arrows!” a
wounded villager screamed.

Kai stood up and opened her arms.
Dozens of fire strings came out of her body and flew up to the sky,
burning all the arrows before they reached her village. The arrows
burned in the sky and twinkled like dying stars.

“Lady Kai?” a
villager whispered in awe. Knowing Kai was already a water wielder,
the villagers were shocked to see her mastering fire in such
way.

Kai gave the child to Mildred, the old
lady who gifted her the fruit earlier that day. Mildred kept
staring at Kai with amazement. “How’s this possible, Lady Kai?”

“Nature.” Kai looked
at her hands, the fire danced around her fingers before she wielded
it off. “Where’s my father?”

“On the hill.”
Mildred pointed at the army standing at the top ready to
fight.

Kai turned, focusing on where Mildred
was pointing. Even Gaia could see Cornelius in the distance, giving
orders to his loyal soldiers. “Get out of here and find shelter,”
Kai ordered before sprinting towards her father.

The hike was insane and challenging.
The hill was covered with fallen soldiers; it was full of weapons
and blood. Gaia cringed at the sight of something so beautiful
covered in so much death.

Reaching the top, Kai saw her father
standing a few feet away from the First Tree. He was planning their
next attack on a map that was on top of a massive rock. “Father
stop!” she yelled, almost out of breath.

“Kai? How?”
Cornelius’ mouth opened, unable to formulate all the questions he
had. He cleared his throat. “Why are you here?”

BANG! One of the soldiers next to them
had been shot. He fell to the floor and died. “Take her out of
here!”

“No.” Kai pushed the
guards by wielding wind.

Cornelius softly pulled his daughter
close. “This is not possible. No one wields more than one
element.”

“I do now.” Kai
pointed her palm towards the end of the hill. The ground cracked
and created a long crater that separated the humans and the
Terrians without hurting anyone of them. “I’m sorry father, I can’t
let anyone else die.”

SWISH! A javelin flew across the humans
towards Kai. Cornelius pushed her away just when it was about to
pierce her chest, taking the weapon’s blade
himself.

“Father!” Kai kneeled
next to Cornelius. “No… Father. NO!” Sobbing with agony, Kai passed
her hands over the bleeding wound. “Don’t, don’t leave me please.”
She begged him.

“I won’t. I’ll be in
every star you gaze at, every morning breeze that hugs you, every
tree that gives you shadow. Just like your mother is.” Cornelius
caressed her cheek. “Anon, my Kai.” His hand slid away from her
cheek at the same time his life left his body.

No… The weight of her world
crumbled, crushing Gaia’s soul. She knew Cornelius was not her real
father yet she could feel Kai’s loss. She experienced the shock,
the unimaginable void, an emptiness inside
her. Her body was cold and burning at the same time. She couldn’t
breathe, she couldn’t think. She wanted to scream, to cry and turn
everything around her on fire.

Lost in grief, Kai levitated on the
air. Her back arched and her palms opened wide. Just like Gaia did
back on the day when her necklace was
broken.

Gaia felt how Kai’s tear rolled down
her cheek and fell to the ground. Before it
touched the dirt, a diamond crystalized around the tear keeping it intact. She noticed how the First Tree
cradled the diamond with his roots and hide it underneath its
trunk.

“Please,” Kai pleaded
Nature. “Help me stop this. Help me save your children.”

Obeying Kai’s wishes, the ocean’s water
pulled back from the seashore and then it moved forwards in
a steady rocking motion, each time flooding
everything on its way.

As the oceans crawled around the land,
humans fled and so did the Terrians.

Kai knelt down next to her father and
hugged him as the ocean’s water submerged them both.

 


Gasping, Gaia opened her eyes. “Ahh!” she grabbed
her throat while coughing. She could still feel the water crunching
her lungs.

“Breathe, slowly.” Klog Mor patted
her back. “Breathe. Try to calm down. Everything’s alright, my
child.”

Gaia sobbed. “She died.” Kai’s pain and loss
reverberated through every cell of her body.

“Yes, she did.” Klog Mor hugged
Gaia as she shivered.

“I felt it, I lived it…
Why?”

“Kai was the first Mother Nature.
Her sacrifice saved the two tribes from ending each
other.”

Gaia pushed herself away from the hug. “But she
flooded the world!”

“A necessary act so no war like
that would ever happen again.” Klog Mor stood up. “Come,
child, it will do you good to get some
air.”

 


Gaia followed Klog Mor to the kitchen where everyone
waited for them. Klog Mor gave Shui a nod and she warmed a cup of
water before throwing some of the First Tree’s white flowers.

Klog Mor gave Gaia the warm tea. “Here, drink this.
It will calm you down,” Gaia grabbed the wooden cup and Klog Mor
took a Corona for herself. “After the world was flooded, some
humans survived with ships, and Terrians were protected by Le
Gardien de la Vie. It took years for the water to go back but when
it did, an invisible barrier was created keeping Earth and Terra
separated forever. It was Kai’s way to ensure a war like that would
never happen again. It was also from her that the rule of not
harming humans was born.”

Calmer than before, Gaia sat down next to Priyam.
“Edan said we’re going to Terra. If they are separated, how can we
get in? How did we get out?”

“With a door of course,” said
Edan. He placed a map on top of the table. “Eight to be exact. Four
on this side of the world,” He marked each spot with an X on the
map. “The door of fire is in the volcano of Villarica in Chile, the
door of earth is in the Cave of Swallows in
Mexico, the door of wind is in the tornados of Huntsville, USA and
the door of water is in Jofree Lake, Canada.” Edan moved the map so
he could reach the other side of it. “And four on the other side.”
Edan marked an X on each one. “Fire in the volcano Batu Tara in
Indonesia, earth is in the Tunnel of Love in
Ukraine, wind is on the cliffs of Moher,
Ireland, and the last door of water is on the Emerald lakes of New
Zealand.”

As Priyam wondered how cool it would be to see all
the doors, Edan placed his finger on one of the Xs. “This is the
door we’ll use. Pack your bags, we are walking twelve clicks
tonight.”

Priyam and Gaia leaned closer to see the place Edan
was talking about. “Canada?” Priyam asked, excited.

Donovan tapped the map. “Joffre Lake to be
exact.”

Irritated beyond belief, Synthia lifted her hand
indicating the mark of Theta scared across her chest. “Question: Is
this hideous thing going to magically disappear when we cross your
door and stuff?”

The whole group looked at the only Terrian who could
answer Synthia in a loving way.

“I’m sorry, Synthia,” said Shui
with a soft, calm tone. “That type of curse is forever.”

“What?” Synthia choked. Her
face turned whiter than a river pearl. “I thought you’ve been like,
trying to find a way to erase it.”

“To erase the bond it has with
Azazel,” Edan explained. “The mark can’t be touched.”

“Urrgh!” Synthia pushed Shui out
of her way. She glared with hatred at Gaia before storming out of
the door.

After a few seconds in silence, Donovan turned on
his heels until he was staring right at Veter, who was lighting his
vanilla cigar. “OK, whose turn is it?” he asked.

“No. Not mine, I went last time.”
He shielded himself behind Shui. “It’s blondie’s turn.”

“No way.” Willow jumped back. “She
hates me.”

“Big deal.” Priyam laughed. “She
hates everyone.”

Willow crossed her arms under her crop top, covering
a part of her Sakura tree tattoo. “Then you go.”

“I would love to volunteer
myself,” Priyam said, leaning against the table, “but
unfortunately, the point here is to help.”

“I’ll go.” Edan left the map on
the table and went after Synthia.

 


Edan searched for a while until he found her,
sitting on a rock halfway down the hill. “What do you want?” she
whined.

“To see if you are
alright,”

“Of course I’m not alright! How
can you think that I’m OK when I’m this deformed?”

“It’s just a scar.” He walked
close enough to let her know she wasn’t alone yet far enough to
give her space. “It shouldn’t define who you are.”

“It does,” Synthia cried. “How am
I going to get a boyfriend now?”

“Synthia.” Edan placed his hand on
her shoulder for reassurance. “Flaws are meaningless when it comes
to your match.”

“You think someone will find me
attractive?”

“I do,” he said, and she could
tell he meant it.

“You’re being
nice to me.” She leaned closer. “Do you like me?”

“You are part of this team,” he
said, unaware of the meaning she was referring to. “You should go
eat something and try to relax. We leave camp in a few hours.”

Obeying without complaint for the first time,
Synthia walked away towards the kitchen.

“That was good advice. You should
follow it.”

Startled, Edan turned left and beheld Klog Mor, who
was standing right next to him. “Where did you come from?”

“From there.” She pointed at her
left. “Don’t change the subject boy, I know you heard
me.”

“Mine is not just a flaw,” Edan
murmured. “It’s a rule.”

“A rule?” She mocked
him.

“Yes, the parliament set
it.”

“The parliament, huh.” Klog Mor
smiled at Edan. “You mean the same Terrians who forbid you to be
the leader of The Six?” She circled Edan. “Yet here you
are.”

“Your point being?”

“Stop giving excuses, young man.”
She poked him in the chest with her long finger. “Besides, she
already told you.”

“She was a kid when she did.” Edan
followed Klog Mor’s movements until he saw Gaia laughing with Pink
at the very top of the hill. Just looking at her he was left
breathless. “She doesn’t remember.”

“Yet.” Klog Mor noticed the sudden
pain in his eyes. “Is that why you keep
pushing her away? Is that why you keep being mean to her? She
forgot everything, Edan. Everyone, not just you.”

“I know.”

“That’s not what bothers you, is
it?” she asked, but he said nothing. He didn’t have to, not with
her. “You’re afraid she’ll regret it once she finds out who you
are,” she said, and his jaw clenched. Bullseye. “Then stop!
She knew when she was little and yet she never cared.” She slapped
his arm. “You’re taking away her choice. Quit being an ass and let
her take the decision.”

“But—”

“Nothing,” she interrupted him.
“What are you going to do when she remembers?”

“Anything she decides,” he
admitted, without looking away from Gaia. “You truly think it’s
OK?”

“Is it?” Klog Mor questioned
him.

Edan turned to Klog Mor but she wasn’t there
anymore. “I hope it is,” he whispered to himself. He then ran
uphill and met with the group. “Everyone! Let’s go.”

 


That night Willow dug a tunnel underneath Canada’s
border where they all managed to pass undetected before continuing
their long journey to Abbotsford, BC.

Unfortunately, for the whole journey, Edan stayed
oblivious of Synthia’s stare, her new intentions, and the danger he
had gotten Gaia and himself into.


Chapter 6

The Core
Within Her
Fire

THE PREVIOUS FEW NIGHTS were brutal. They ended up
walking more than sixteen clicks each day before finding a place to
build camp outside of the town of Abbotsford. Two days later, it
was noon and most of the group were asleep or just resting in their
bungalows.

Unable to move her sore legs, Gaia mimicked the
signs the computer showed her for the ASL program Priyam created in
order to speed up their way of communicating with Hunter. She was
learning how to sign different types of food
when Edan arrived with a worn-out book and a box of Purdys chocolates and sat
down next to her.

He opened the book and started to read. Gaia got
nervous, she looked around and saw every single chair empty, and
not just that, Willow was sitting alone on the other side of the
kitchen. She was finally getting used to having Edan being annoying
and distant when he magically switched to being sort of nice

I swear this man is bipolar… What the hell
had Mor told him? She remembered seeing the two of them talking
the day she took the Ocean’s Tear and how Edan kept staring at
her.

The nerves punched her, back again. It seemed to be
a constant variable for her meetings with Edan. “Willow’s right
there.” She nodded her head in Willow’s direction.

Edan lifted his piercing green eyes from the pages
of the book and saw Willow doing an inventory of her seeds on top
of the counter. “I’m very aware of that.” He returned to his
reading.

“Do you want me to call her?”
Get the freaking hint… Shoo! Shoo!

“Thank you.” Edan took a chocolate without looking away from the book. “But I
have my own voice. If I wanted her here, I would’ve called her
myself.”

Gaia stood up. In a quick motion, Edan pulled her
down. “Sit, eat,” he commanded as he pushed the chocolates closer
to Gaia.

Now you’re bossy? Seriously? And erase that
stupid smile… it was easier
when you were arrogant and mean. And they say women are
confusing… Gaia looked around for an escape route. Maybe I
should tell Edan that Priyam is calling me or something… Gaia
took a chocolate from the box and ate it while
thinking how to get out of there. No… that would be lame, I need
a better excuse…What if I— JEEZ! This chocolate is delicious!
What’s this!?

Gaia moved the box to find the name of the
chocolates while the idea of running away slipped from her
mind.

For the first time since Edan had sat next to her,
Gaia was calm enough to notice he was reading an unusually thick
book. “You read?”

Edan’s thick eyebrows frowned with confusion. “Do I
look like someone who doesn’t?”

“No. I mean… what are you
reading?” Smooth G, Smooth.

“Lord of the Rings, by
J.R.R. Tolkien.” He showed the cover of the worn-out book. “Priyam
lent it to me. She said I would need it as an inspiration to
continue our journey.”

“It sounds like something she
would do.” Gaia giggled. “You like it?”

“I find it truly
compelling.”

“You find hobbits and elves compelling?”

“No, human nature. To have
ancestors conquered by greed and yet have hope that everything will
be alright.” Edan put the book down. “Some might say that’s
mad.”

“It’s not crazy, just because their ancestors were greedy doesn’t
mean they are. After all, not all good comes from light, not all
evil comes from darkness.”

Edan smiled. A beautiful sincere smile.

“What’s funny?”

“I’m just surprised to see you
actually paid attention,” he grinned.

“What’s wrong with you? I pay
attention all the time,” she said and Edan’s mouth fell open.
“Well, almost all the time.”

“Better.” He chuckled in such a
carefree way, that even Willow turned to look
at him. “And between you and me, I think the elves are
wicked.”

“Tell that to Priyam.” Gaia took a
salted caramel treat from the box of chocolates. “That will make
her love you.”

“What would make you?” Edan
blurted out.

“What—” Gaia coughed, almost
choking on the caramel. 

“Could you try not to die at the
hands of a chocolate?” He tapped her back and
she glared at him. Edan pointed at the chocolates. “Are they to
your liking? I couldn’t find the store you usually buy your
chocolates from.”

“You looked for them?”

“I tried. They don’t have it here
in Canada.”

What the F is happening to this man?! Why is he
all smiles, happiness and free chocolate…? Well, I don’t mind the
free chocolate part. “No worries, I think these are better,”
she picked a turtle made with almonds with chocolate. She bit the
sweet treat and a few crumbles of chocolate fell on her shirt.
“Shoot!”

“You still eat like you did when
you were a child.” Edan laughed out loud while Gaia flicked the
crumbs with both of her hands.

“I’m not a child
anymore.”

Edan lifted his hand and cleaned Gaia’s chin. “I
know,” he said. At first, it was funny but as
soon as Gaia looked his way, the mood changed. They stared intently
at each other, without Edan moving his hand from her chin.

Gaia could feel her heart speeding up. Her face was
getting warm, so warm that Edan’s skin felt refreshingly cold
against hers. She wanted to do something about it, maybe reach him
with her hand or find a way to get closer to him but she was afraid
that any kind of movement would break the spell Edan was in. No,
no! Not today, G! Last time you told him your damn feelings, he got
insanely mad and you ended up condemning a whole town. A whole
damn town! Screw
this.

“Kapetan, we’re ready!” Veter
yelped from the other side of the table. Gaia and Edan jumped away
from each other. “Do you want us to leave now or—” Veter
continued.

Gaia moved away. A part of her was glad they were
interrupted while a part wanted to smack Veter.

“Veter.” Shui took him by the
hand. She pulled him in, leaning closer to his ear. “You should pay
more attention before interrupting them.”

“I interrupted them? From what?”
He passed his thumb over Shui’s pinky red ring.

“We are ready.” Edan scratched the
back of his head and stood up.

“Ready for what?” Gaia asked
Veter.

“We need to get supplies for
tonight’s trip,” Veter cheered. He loved going for supplies, or as
he would call it, ‘candy time.’

Edan turned towards Gaia. “You want to come?”

“To get supplies outside the
camp?” Gaia couldn’t hide her excitement. “I thought after the
third camp I wasn’t allowed to go.”

“I’m asking you now, aren’t
I?”

“Yes! I do want to go.”

“Good.” Edan took one last
chocolate before walking away. “Get some rest. We leave in an
hour.”



Excited, Gaia took the box of chocolates with her to
a tree next to the forest and leaned against it. There she felt
comfortable, safe. Before, on her dull days,
the word nomad sounded incredibly appealing. Now… not so much.
Moving camps every two to three days was more trying than she could
have ever imagined.

While she rested, The Six, Edan and the twins were
having a special meeting on how to get to the first entrance
without attracting the Darklings or any beast, even though there
hadn’t been any attacks since they left the second camp back in
Nevada.

Apart from the Draak Pratt killed, Gaia
thought, knowing she was the only one who knew how close the
creature had gotten. Luckily, Edan wanted everyone to be extra
careful. They were so close to reaching Terra that any wrong
movement could let that whole operation go to waste.

Full of chocolate and slightly tired, Gaia drifted
into sleep.

 


* * *

Opening her eyes, Gaia found herself on
Zansèt Palace.

This is home. Am I back home…?
Wait... Did we already pass through the door? She remembered
she was eating chocolates with Edan but she had no memory after
that.

Gaia tried to move and find the others.
Her body didn’t respond. She paid attention to her surroundings.
The furniture looked way taller than her. A memory.

Little Gaia stood up and walked around
the room made of stones, vines, and pearls. She passed a huge
mirror and Gaia saw her reflection. She was barely three in that
memory. Her long wavy hair was tied in a high ponytail.

On the other side of the mirror, Gaia
could see six-year-old Edan sitting on a couch. Edan? She
sensed there was something odd about the situation. Edan wasn’t
playing with little Gaia like he always did in her memories. He was
there, alone, completely still on the couch.
More than still, he looked lifeless.

Little Gaia stared at Edan. The little
boy looked back and when their eyes met, panic flickered across his
face and he lowered his head. Well, that’s weird. Gaia
couldn’t help but wonder if they’d had a fight or something.

As for little Gaia, she left the room
to wander around the palace. She walked and
wandered until she found a big empty
room.

It was dark and foreboding. Little Gaia
walked into it unable to sense what the older
Gaia could. Something is not OK…

The palace was quiet
to the point of silence. At the end of the room, there was a corridor. The
strangest sensation passed through Gaia’s body. Have I
been here before? The further little Gaia
walked, the more Gaia recognized the hallway. I know
this place, and not from
memories, more like… recently.

Little Gaia stared at the shadows and
saw him. The yellow strange man with the red dagger. The
dagger! She remembered she had a vision of this when she was
with Edan in his office back on campus. It was the same, only this
time, the image was clear and stable. Little Gaia began to run,
feeling the need to escape, only this time she knew why.

As she ran, the lights shut down behind
her, one at a time. Each lightbulb bursting, sending shattered
pieces of glass over the floor. Hiding between
the shadows was a man running towards her. Though one of his legs
dragged while running, he still ran fast, catching up to her. His
skin was as white as the snow and his neck, face, and back were
covered by stripes made from black symbols. His teeth were black
and his eyes were yellow.

Crap! Not that way! It’s a dead
end. Little Gaia reached a hallway that
ended. She turned around to lift her hand. The man threw the curvy
red dagger with black crystals directly at her face. Edan!
Gaia screamed.

Out of the shadows, young Edan slid by
her side and hugged her. He lifted his arm, and the red dagger
cut his right forearm instead of her face.
Edan stretched his hurt arm directly to the attacker. A wall of
blue fire shot from his palm. The Darkling incinerated on contact.
Edan bent down and carried Gaia. “Don’t cry, Lady Gaia. Don’t cry.”
He stroked her red hair as he carried her out
of the dark room.

Suddenly, two castle guards arrived to
find Edan hugging the girl.

“Let her go!” The
shorter guard pointed his heavy iron sword at
Edan.

Edan gently lowered little Gaia until
her feet could reach the floor. He moved away until his back was
against the wall.

Gaia couldn’t understand what was
happening. This was a new memory, and she had no idea what was
going to happen. More than that, she hated not understanding why
Edan was acting so strange.

Little Gaia tried to reach Edan but the
bald guard took her by the waist. “Stop Lady Gaia. You know you
can’t be near him!”

“She was going to get
hurt,” young Edan protested holding his place against the
wall.

“By who?” the guard
snapped, gripping Gaia’s wrist a little too tightly. “By
you?”

“A Darkling was
here.”

“Liar.” The shorter
guard kept his sword pointed at Edan. “There are no Darklings in
this castle.”

“I swear,” Little
Edan glared at the man. Gaia wanted to punch the guards for not
believing him. Her blood was boiling and given the scowl on little
Gaia’s face, so was she.

“Where is it
then?”

“I burnt
him.”

“How convenient! Take
the boy,” the bald guard commanded. The short guard sheathed his
sword, took Edan by the arm, and pulled him away from the
wall.

“No!” Little Gaia
wiggled unable to get away from the guard’s grip. She lifted her
hands trying to reach Edan. “No! Don’t take him away from me!” Gaia
couldn’t tell if the stress and anger she was feeling was happening
to her or if it was part of the memory. Whatever the case, she
could feel the hunger in her stomach. The same hunger she felt the time she lit up
her school back in Truckee. The same hunger
she felt the day of the Supernova. The soldier pulled Edan once
more and that was all that little Gaia needed to break
loose.

Little Gaia turned into flames burning
the hands of the bald guard.

“Argggh,” the guard
cried out, letting little Gaia go. “How is she wielding?! She’s
barely three years old?” he screamed.

Once free, little Gaia ran to Edan who
was also surprised that she was on fire at such an early age but
there was something else in his expression. Happiness.

Still on flames,
little Gaia reached Edan and hugged him. “What’s going on!?” Gaia
saw a blurry image of a younger Hans entering the room.

 


Gaia woke up gasping for air. Her body was shaking,
covered in flames. She took a deep breath but her lungs were filled
with ashes. Fire?

Gaia realized she wasn’t dreaming anymore. She was
awake and the tree she was leaning against was on fire. “Crap!”

“Gaia! Time to go,” she could hear
Edan’s voice from far away.

“Coming!” she screamed back. More
in control, Gaia placed her arms on the burning fire. Her hands
absorbed the fire until there was nothing
left. She stood up, cleaned the ashes from her shoulders, and ran
towards the group who were going to gather the
last of the needed supplies.

Priyam laughed as soon as she saw Gaia. “What
happened to you?”

“Nothing.” Gaia kept cleaning her
boho sundress with the palm of her hands. “I had a bad
dream.”

“And you burnt your
clothes?”

“I just messed up on my aim. Don’t
tell anyone.”

“Not a word.”

They both walked away without noticing Synthia had
been spying on them. Once Gaia and Priyam were out of sight,
Synthia took out a lighter. “Oh Gaia, too bad you didn’t stop the
fire as well as you thought.” She leaned down and lit the tree back
on fire. “Wait for me.” She ran towards the rest of the group.

“You’re coming?” asked Edan,
confused over her excitement to be doing something.

“Duh! I need to fix my
hair.”

Priyam jumped behind Edan. “For sure she does.”

 


As they walked away from the camp, Synthia looked
back to the forest with a huge smile.


Chapter 7

Lifeless

GAIA PAID THE ICE-CREAM lady with the coins she had
left from buying supplies. “Thank you,” she smiled as she took her
grape ice-cream and a lemon-pie one.

She walked to the meeting spot where she found Edan
sitting by himself on a picnic bench with his eyes closed, his legs
crossed, and his elbows resting on top of the table. He looked so
happy and relaxed that Gaia couldn’t help but slow her pace and
enjoy the rare view.

She knew there was something different about him,
not just the fact that he was nicer, he had
actually started wearing regular T-shirts and jeans instead of his
usual stuffy outfits.

Gaia stopped in front of Edan. “Enjoying the
sun?”

Edan opened his eyes and saw Gaia against the
brightness. The light was passing through her red hair making it
look even redder, her skin whiter, and her eyes grayer. “Every
second of it.” He gave a lazy smile and patted the spot next to him
so Gaia could sit.

Gaia sat in the same place he
patted. “This is yours. A small ‘thank you’ for the chocolates
earlier.” She handed him the lemon-pie ice-cream.

“Ah... thanks,” he stared at his
treat without knowing what to do. He’d never had ice cream before.
Sneaky as a ninja, he checked Gaia through the corner of his eye
and noticed how she was licking it. He did the same and experienced
the decadent taste swirl across his tongue.

“Where’s everyone
else?”

“Veter, Priyam and Floyd left
their stuff here a minute ago and went to get some food at that
store,” he mumbled while licking his frozen treat. “Shui took
Synthia to the hair salon, Pink is with Hunter, and Willow and
Donovan haven’t checked in.”

“Edan… we’re almost in
Terra.”

Gaia’s voice caused Edan to pause his licking, and
he focused on her body language. “You seem nervous about it.”

“I am,” she confessed. “For twelve
years Terrians have been waiting for Mother Nature to return home
and become their great queen.” Gaia lowered her eyes. She felt
vulnerable admitting what was next, especially to someone as
important to her as Edan was. Not just as her stupid crush but as
her protector. The leader of the group. “What if I disappoint
them?”

“You didn’t disappoint me,” he
admitted surprising Gaia. “And I’m a tad picky,” he
added.

Gaia laughed, feeling ten times more shook up with
his three-sixty degree personality change. “The pickiest.”

“You’ll see, you are exactly what
they hoped for.”

“Well, you look at this, ten
minutes alone and we haven’t irritated each other,” Gaia said
playfully. “I believe we’re making progress.”

“You don’t irritate me,” he stared
right at her. “You make me nervous.”

Wait… what?! Gaia’s stomach fluttered.

“What’s happening guys?” Priyam
cheered from the street. Veter, Priyam and Floyd arrived with one
bag of food each.

“You got everything?” Edan asked
having returned to his ice cream as if nothing happened. Floyd
nodded. “What are the numbers?”

“With all the provisions we have
now, we can make it for about two weeks,” Floyd explained before
taking out the map. “We would only need to make sure this route is
safe and try not to take any longer.”

“Is the door closing?” Gaia asked,
trying to lick her melted dessert before it dripped on her hand.
Her previous talk distracted her too much to pay attention to her
melting ice cream. Or anything else at
all.

“No, but the more time we take to
get there the easier it would be for the Darklings to stop us.”
Edan checked the map. “How long do we have?”

Veter placed the bags of food on the floor. “The
deadline is in less than two weeks and a half, Kapetan.”

“How sure are you?”

“Very,” Floyd grinned. “Snowflake
made the numbers.”

“Sure did,” Priyam winked at the
group.

Gaia peeked on the map, where there were a bunch of
numbers, paths and lines across the states. “Weeks? How far are we
from the door?”

“Here.” Edan placed his finger on
top of the door’s location. “It’s two-hundred and thirty-four
clicks away.”

Gaia gulped. “That much?”

“Not that bad.” Floyd took the pen
Priyam had had in her back pocket and drew the planned path. “If we
walk eighteen and a half clicks each day we’ll be there in eleven
days or less.”

“Eighteen and a half clicks?”
Priyam was the one who screeched this time.

Veter counted on his thick fingers. “That’s like
three and a half hours every day.”

“Ahem,”
Priyam coughed as she crossed her arms. “In human
speed?”

“Five hours,” Veter corrected.
“Maybe six.”

“Why don’t we just fly with
Veter?” Priyam asked as she stole some of Gaia’s grape ice
cream.

“I would love to, little Prisum,
but I can’t carry all of us.” Veter smiled hopefully at Gaia.
“Maybe if our Princeza had her wind element we would all be saved.”
He leaned closer. “Is that helping feeling tingly in the back of
your neck?”

“Not feeling the wind yet. Sorry,
Veter.”

“There, there.” Priyam hugged
Veter. “At least you tried.”

Hunter and Willow arrived with burgers. Willow
stopped cold at the sight of Edan eating ice cream next to
Gaia.

“Nice burger, wild boy.” Priyam
stole a small piece of bacon that peeked out of Hunter’s triple
cheeseburger. “I thought you came from a
veggie forest.”

“Moonstrand is ninety-nine
percent vegetarian.” Hunter signaled with his mouth full. “I
think Eva, Monkey and I are the only ones who love
meat.”

“Monkey?”

“You’ll meet them soon.”
The teen took a bigger bite. “They’re pretty
cool.”

“Where is everybody else?” Edan
liked the lemon-pie ice cream, oblivious to Willow’s
stare.

“Donovan and Shui stopped at a
vegan store on our way here,” Hunter signaled before taking a
big bite of his triple-bacon burger.

“Shui is with Donovan? Then… where
is—” Priyam gasped, choking with the bacon. “You got to be
kidding.”

Curious, the group turned and saw Synthia with long
bright fake red hair. “Hello guys!” She twirled on her strap
sandals. “What do you think, Edan?”

Speechless and eager to hear his answer, the group
turned to Edan.

“It’s… nice?” he managed to
say.

“You’re the one who’s nice,”
Priyam cackled. “That thing is hideous!”

“Geez Priyam, you have terrible
taste.” Synthia flicked her plastic looking hair. “Plus, I totes
look like a natural.”

Priyam gasped for air. “You look like a creepy My
Little Pony,” she said and Floyd joined her laughing.

“OK, that’s enough.” Edan stepped
in. “Everyone is here, let’s go back.”

Following orders, Gaia and the rest took their bags
from the table and tailed Edan back to the camp.

Still laughing, Priyam walked next to Synthia. “You
do know the hair isn’t the reason why Edan likes Gaia, right?”

“Please,” Synthia giggled. “Edan
doesn’t like Gaia. Who would?”

“Oi! Snowflake!” Floyd called
Priyam out. “You busy?”

“Not at all.”

Sneaky as a ninja, Floyd took a quick peek to see
where Pink was standing. She was way to the front. “Here,” he gave
Priyam a solar battery he just bought.

“No way!” Priyam jumped
excited. “How did you know?”

Floyd passed his hand through his blond Mohawk. “I’m
that cool.”

“Gaia told him,” said Pink who was
now next to them.

“Could you not get into my
conversations?” Floyd pushed his sister away. “How did she get here
so fast?” he muttered to himself.

Swiftly, Hunter stopped the group with his hand.
“Stop. Something is not right.”

Hundreds of birds flew away from the camp’s
direction. Donovan tried to figure out what they were so afraid of,
but they were too many, too far away. “Hunter’s right Edan, there’s
definitely something going on.”

“I don’t see anything,” said
Priyam.

“It’s because of the shield.
Keeping things inside is also part of the camp’s protection, little
Prisum,” Veter explained. “You’re not supposed to see anything from
here.”

“Do you smell that?” asked Shui.
“It smells like smoke.”

“Edan…” Gaia pulled him by his
shirt. “Why is Bobby out here?” She pointed at the First Tree which
was a few steps from her instead of on its usual place on top of
the hill.

“That’s definitely not good.
Veter, Shui and I will go first. Donovan, Hunter take care of the
girls. If you see the signal, take them to the first door.
Understood?” Edan asked and they all nodded. “Willow and the twins,
you go last in case there’s an ambush.” Edan gave a last look at
Gaia. “Stay on guard.”

Unable to formulate an answer, Gaia nodded.

 


Edan took out a small crystal dagger and pointed at
the golden tree. Following the dagger’s will, the golden tree spun
out of its roots, opening the camp’s door. Veter, Shui and Edan
were the first to enter.

Moments later, Gaia’s insides were twisted in knots.
What if her world was about to come crashing down around her? What
if they didn’t make it back to the door? She wasn’t as afraid of
whatever was inside. She was scared of
standing outside without knowing if Edan and the rest were OK. “We
need to go inside,” Gaia begged.

“I’m sorry.” Donovan stepped in
front of the golden tree, covering it for Gaia’s safety. “It’s
killing me too but those were Edan’s orders. If we don’t see the
signal in a minute we can enter.”

One minute she thought, but that minute felt
like an eternity. Too many things can be assumed in a minute. Too many terrible scenarios. Too
many deadly situations.

After the minute passed, Donovan turned to the rest
of the team. “Willow, we’ll go first. Then you follow, Gaia. See
you inside.”

Gaia’s heart pounded like crazy. Her hands got
sweaty. She saw Willow and Donovan disappearing through the
roots.

Priyam took Gaia’s hand. “Ready?” She nodded and
they walked through the barrier.

As soon as they crossed, it was like they’d entered
hell. The whole forest was in flames. Dark
smoke grew thick inside the protective shield.

Shui was wielding the water, but the fire was so hot
that most of the water evaporated before reaching the ground. Veter
was trying to seal the sections where Shui had managed to put out
the fire so it wouldn’t spread back.

“No,” Willow cried. Tears fell
down her rosy cheeks. “We need to hurry, the trees are
suffering.”

Gaia turned and sensed it too. She felt how the
trees screeched in pain. Like burning needles crawling down her
skin.

“Gaia, help me with the flames,”
Edan screamed from a few feet away from the fire. “Donovan, make
sure the animals are gone. The rest take everything we need. Be
careful, I don’t want anyone hurt.”

Following the orders of their leader, they all ran
in different directions. Everyone including Synthia. She ran in the
opposite direction to the rest of the group.

 


Once she was out of sight, Synthia began to walk,
looking around to see how incredible it was that the fire spread in
so little time.

She moved her hand closer to a flame. She could feel
the hot tingling in her palm. “Ouch,” she
whimpered. “He doesn’t want anyone hurt, huh,” Synthia whispered to
herself.

She looked around to see if anyone was there. No
one, she was still alone in that section. Then, she moved her hand
closer to the fire and shut her eyes. The fire burnt her palm.

“Ouch,” she cried. A second later,
Synthia took her hand away from the flame to check it out. “Looks
red. Just not burnt enough.” She stretched her arm again, only this
time closer.

 


* * *

Pink and Floyd ran to the ‘safe zone’ next to the
golden tree with a bunch of knives, bags full of guns, and
different types of swords. “This is everything we could save from
the armory.” The twins placed the weapons on the grass.

“I got this from the bungalows.”
Gaia left the stuff near the weapons and turned back in the
direction she came from.

Edan stopped Gaia by holding her arm. “Where are you
going? We need to leave, now.”

“What about the fire?”

“The fire is almost gone. It’s the
smoke you should be worried about.”

“I can’t leave. Priyam is still in
the bungalows.”

“What the bloody hell is she doing
there?”

“She went back for the last
bag.”

Edan’s eyebrows curled into a deep frown. “Is she
mad!?”

“No worries, mate. I’ll go get
her.” Floyd dropped an ax to the ground and ran towards the
bungalow.

Edan did a quick head count and turned to Willow.
“Who’s missing apart from Floyd and Priyam?”

“Hunter and Donovan are outside
finding a safe route to get us out of here. Veter and Shui
are containing the smoke.” Willow rubbed away
the ashes from her freckled nose and looked around. “I don’t know
where the Marked One is.”

“Edan!” Synthia screamed from the
other side of the burnt field. “I’m hurt, my hand.”

Edan sprinted to Synthia. “Let me see.” He turned
her hand around and saw a big burn. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. It all happened so
fast,” Synthia cried. “Everything’s blurry after Gaia turned the
tree on fire.”

“Gaia what?” Edan
asked.

“I didn’t do this.”

“Yes, you did!” Synthia moved
closer to Edan. “The freak was sleeping and burnt the tree she was
leaning against.”

“OK, I did do that,” she admitted.
“But I put the fire out.”

“You didn’t,” Synthia cried while
holding her hurt hand. “Gaia look at this place! I tried to help
and get as much stuff as I could… I got hurt.”

Help? In that second, Edan could sense
something was wrong. It wasn’t in Synthia’s nature to help. What
was she thinking? He couldn’t tell but if he wanted to find out
what was going on with her, he would need to play along. Make her
comfortable enough to slip. And nothing made Synthia more
comfortable than having him siding along her rather than with Gaia.
At least for a little while. Sorry Red…
Making up his mind, Edan glared at Gaia. She could see the
disappointment in his eyes.

“Edan, I put it out.”

“Not now, Gaia,” he hissed and
felt Synthia’s body relax instantaneously.

“Ouch, Edan.” Synthia hugged Edan
as he carried her. “It hurts so bad.”

“Good job, Synthia, you were
really brave,” he said, taking her to the medicine
cabinet.

“NOOO!!” The gushing sound
of a cry was heard. Sobbing, Priyam emerged from the smoke that
encased the bungalows. “Help!” Priyam yelled. Her face was in
total panic as tears full of ashes rolled down
her foggy glasses.

“What now?” Synthia whined under
her breath.

“No…no… Floyd!” Pink stood up and
ran towards Priyam.

Edan lowered his head and noticed Priyam was
dragging what looked like Floyd’s lifeless body.


Chapter 8

Fire and Blood

“HELP!” PRIYAM SOBBED
uncontrollably. She pulled as hard as she could but Floyd’s
deadweight was too much for her. She cleaned the blood from her
hands against her jeans; they were too slippery to keep a tight
grasp. She took Floyd’s wrists and kept pulling. “EDAN!
PINK!”



Edan placed Synthia on the grass next to Willow and
Shui who were moving everything to the other side of the barrier as
fast as they could. “Wait here.”

“I don’t want to wait here alone,”
Synthia complained.

“I need to go get Floyd.” Edan
pointed at the girls with his steady hand, “You are not alone, the
girls are right there.”

Edan walked away but Synthia grabbed him by the arm. “The tomboy already went!”

His plan on getting her comfortable enough to reveal
what she was up to started to crumble. “Pink can’t carry his
deadweight!” He tried his best not to snap.

“Stop! He’s probably faking it.
Help me! I’m hurt.”

The hell with
it! He needed her on his side but Floyd’s life was in danger.
“Enough!” Edan growled so hard, he even scared Gaia and Willow.
“Shui, get everybody out of the barrier.”

Shui followed orders, and Willow took Edan’s place
as he ran towards Floyd. “Here, I’ll help you with your burn.”

Annoyed, Synthia slapped Willow’s hand away. “I
don’t want your stupid help,” she whined and left the camp.

 


Edan ran, heading for his injured friend; his
heartbeat increasing by the second. He saw how Pink was putting
pressure on Floyd’s face with one of Priyam’s shirts. The shirt was
bathed in bright red blood. “Edan,” Pink cried.

Edan's stomach clenched with pain as he’d never seen
Pink cry before.

“Edan, he’s dying,” she wailed
against her brother’s bloody chest.

“We won’t let him.” Edan leaned
down to pick up his body. It hung from his arms like a rag doll.
“What happened?” he asked Priyam as they ran to get out of the
barrier.

“Gaia and I found everything we
needed from your bungalows, she took your stuff away to the safe
zone, but I went back for the last bag,” Priyam explained. “It was
then when Floyd arrived. We were about to leave when the Bungalow
collapsed. I was going to get hit by a sharp edge when Floyd jumped
to cover me.” Priyam whimpered. “He got hit on the face. I used a
shirt but there was too much blood.”

 


* * *

Once outside the barrier, Edan placed Floyd on the
ground. He removed the cloth and saw a thick open wound that went
from over the corner of his right eyebrow, across his button nose,
down to the start of his left cheek.

Willow gasped at the sight of so much blood.

Even though the cloth was already drenched, there
was still a lot of blood gushing out. The smell of iron was so
intense they could taste it. “Shui, I need you
to clean the wound; Willow make a strong
antiseptic.”

Shui kneeled over Floyd’s head while Willow ran to
the First Tree to rip off some pink flowers for the antiseptic.

Shui lifted her hands and wielded water out of a
bottle. The water floated out, sliding over Floyd cleaning his cut
and the rest of the blood on his face.

“Gaia come
here,” Edan called to her. “I need you to cauterize his
wound.”

“Me? Why don’t you do
it?”

“Your fingers are smaller than
mine. If I do it I’ll just burn his skin but I won’t close the
veins. If that happens, he can die from internal bleeding. Do you
understand?”

“I don’t know how to do it. I
don’t want to hurt him.”

“I’ll guide you through.” His
intense stare calmed Gaia.

“Edan, the cut is clean,” said
Shui.

Edan turned to Gaia. He gripped his hand around her
wrist pointing at her index finger. “Warm up your finger without
let it turn on fire.” He warmed up one of his
fingers so Gaia could understand better. “Once it’s red-hot, you
will slowly tap inside his wound like this.”
Edan placed his middle finger on Gaia’s arm and traced a line with
fast but small taps. “Understood?”

“Understood.”

“As soon as water is gone the
blood will come out again so you’ll have to move fast. Ready?” he
asked. Gaia nodded. “Shui, dry the water.”

Shui dried the water. Almost instantly the blood
gushed all over.

Gaia tapped the wound just like Edan told her. Is
this what it feels like? Gaia felt cold from pain and anxiety.
To lose your family? She could see Floyd’s light blue eyes
looking empty, his body turning white. Please don’t die… please
don’t die…

“ARRGH!” Floyd finally reacted,
twitching in horrifying pain. Edan held him down, preventing him
from hurting himself more than he already was. “Don’t stop,” Edan
told Gaia.

She kept cauterizing Floyd’s wound. She could feel
his skin burning under her finger. She could feel the warm blood
dripping all over her hand.

As she tapped and tapped, she noticed the
tapped parts were no longer bleeding. “It’s
working!”

“Keep going.”

Gaia gave the last taps. “What do I do now?”

“We need to burn the wound to
close it completely.” Edan took her place. “I’ll do it; your
fingers are too small to reach both sides. Shui?” Shui wielded
water and cleaned away the new blood. Edan slid his finger burning
the rest of the cut, then checked Floyd’s pulse. “Willow, put the
paste on. I need to check on how everything else is going.” He
called to Veter. “Stats?”

“We lost most of our stuff and
weapons. Luckily, the supplies are intact since we left them out of
the barrier, Kapetan,” said Veter. “Also, for some unknown reason
the barrier weakened. It’s dissolving much quicker than we thought,
it will take only minutes for the smoke to get out.”

 


Hunter and Donovan arrived. Hunter’s face turned
white when he saw all the blood on Floyd. His black eyes were
flooded with tears. “What happened? Is he dead?” he signaled
as the tears ran down his cheeks.

“No.” Edan placed his hand
on Hunter’s shoulder. “He got slashed by a
sharp object. He’s stable now.” He assured the teen. “You found a
route?”

“We did.” He cleaned his
tears with the back of his hand.

“Regrettably, the birds gave away
our position,” Donovan gave them the bad news. “We need to move
fast.”

“How long before they reach here?”
asked Edan.

The wild teen lifted his hand. “Minutes.”

“Edan, it’s Floyd!” Willow
screamed. Her expression was filled with anxiety. “He’s not
breathing.”

Synthia glared at Gaia with disgust.
“Congratulations freak, you’re now a murderer.”

Gaia’s stomach knotted. Nauseated, she wrapped her
fingers around her right wrist holding Molly’s pink ribbon. “Shut
up.”

Priyam dropped to the ground, lifted Floyd’s face,
and covered his mouth with hers. “Please wake up,” she begged as
she performed CPR.

“If I were Priyam I would run away
from you,” Synthia laughed in a low voice. “Everyone you touch ends
up being dead or worse, deformed.”

“Synthia, shut it! You’re not
helping!” Gaia howled. “Get out of here.” However, she didn’t. Not
knowing what else to do, Gaia hid behind the First Tree, only this
time Synthia followed.

“Hey, it’s not my fault you set
everything on fire and got your friend killed,” Synthia kept
pushing Gaia.

Gaia grabbed Synthia from the hem of her shirt.
“SHUT UP! Floyd is not dead.”

Synthia smiled. “Not yet.”

That did it. Gaia slapped her. Hard.

Impulsive, angry and downright
crazy, Synthia choked Gaia. Infuriated, Gaia concentrated on
Synthia’s arms, she could feel her bones and the calcium in them.
She felt the minerals and water running through her veins. She
focused on every single one of the minerals in her body and wielded them.

Like a possessed doll, Synthia let go of Gaia’s neck
and bent sideways, hitting the ground with her face. What have I
done? I wielded her… Fear pulsed through Gaia. That was so
wrong. She couldn’t believe she just wielded a human. What if she tells Edan? He will know
for sure I’ve been seeing
Pratt without their permission.

“You pushed me!” Synthia screamed
and a small sense of relief invaded Gaia. Synthia didn’t realize
Gaia never touched her.

COUGH! Floyd woke up coughing
and gasping for air. He opened his bloodshot eyes. “Snowflake?” he
whispered.

“You stupid Aussie!” Priyam wept,
half relieved, half angry. “Don’t you ever do that
again.”

Floyd managed to chuckle. “Is that caring or
hatred?”

“Both!” she cried, with his hand
against her forehead. “It’s mostly hate so
stop smiling.”

“Veter, take Floyd to the nearest
hotel.” Edan grabbed a heavy bag. “The rest, take only the food. We
need to get out of here.”

Willow wielded a group of roots turning them into
a mobile bed.

“Sorry, Prisum, you’ll get him
back later.” Veter took the vines that were attached to the four
corners of the bed and flew away.

Once Veter was out of sight, Edan bent down and
carried four bags. “Take a bag and follow me.”

 


* * *

Edan guided the group in the same direction Veter
flew with Floyd. Everyone was silent. Using the opportunity,
Synthia walked beside him. Her face was red and sad.

Edan stopped and checked her cheek. “Synthia, what
happened to your face?”

“I told Gaia to be more careful,”
Synthia whimpered. “I didn’t want her to get hurt and… she hit
me.”

He hated that. Everything with her was drama. His
mind was focused on Floyd and Gaia. He didn’t want anything to do
with Synthia’s agenda; he didn’t want to affect Gaia more than she
already had been, but he knew Synthia was opening a second chance
to regain his power over her plans. He couldn’t let that pass.
Decided, Edan turned to Gaia who was walking with Priyam in the
back. “Gaia, you hit her?”

“She said—”

“Gaia! You hit her?”

“I pushed her.” Gaia omitted the
part where she did it without touching her.

“What is wrong with you?” Edan
raised his voice. “She hurt herself trying to put out the fire and
you push her?”

“I swear I put it out.” Gaia
couldn’t believe what was happening.

“I believe her,” Priyam jumped in.
He was glad she did.

“Believe it or not, the place was
on fire.” Edan pointed at the smoke that was already escaping the
barrier. “She burnt the whole forest down. She needs to face it and
take some responsibility,” he said. Edan’s words cut like a knife.
She wanted to cry and he hated himself for making her feel like
that.

“It’s OK, Edan.” Synthia hugged
his arm against her chest. “I forgive her.” It worked… he
found a moment of peace within that thought.

A bird chirped from the sky. “They found a place,”
said Donovan.

“Let’s go. Come here, Synthia.”
Edan took Synthia away.

“G, he’s probably
just—”

“He’s right, I should’ve checked
better,” Gaia said and sped up her pace.

As they walked away, Synthia hugged Edan’s arm. She
glared at Gaia’s direction and smirked with contempt.

 


 


* * *

For the past five hours Gaia couldn’t do a thing
besides trying to relive the moment after she woke up next to that
tree on fire. Sitting down on the floor outside Floyd’s room, she
tried and tried to recall what happened but
the last image she could summon was her hands on the tree as the
fire was being absorbed by her palms. She felt lost, sick and plain
stupid.

Just look back! Turn around, check the damn
tree! She screamed at herself as she tried to remember what had
happened. There was no way to prove if the fire wasn’t as well put
out as she thought. All because she never looked back at that
tree.

“Gaia?” Edan’s voice interrupted
Gaia’s search for the truth.

“Hi,” was the only thing she was
able to reply. She knew he was right to get angry yet she was still
hurt by it.

Edan sat down next to her. “How are you?” he asked
and Gaia shook her head in denial. “I’m sorry for earlier,” he
spoke. “I shouldn’t have reacted like that. My mind ran through so
many possibilities I just couldn’t handle anything else bad
happening.” At least that was true. He thought. Part of
it. He wanted to tell her he never doubted her but that would
put his suspicions of Synthia at risk. There was no way he would
let anything bad happen to Gaia or anyone else
from the group.

“No,” Gaia said softly, “you were
right.”

“What happened? Synthia said you
were sleeping when you set it on fire,” he changed the
subject.

“I was. I had a
nightmare.”

Edan closed the distance between them. “About?”

“Us,” she said. “We were little.”
Gaia looked at his forearm. There was the scar made by the red
dagger.

Edan followed her eyes. “My scar?”

“It’s OK.” She hugged her legs
against her chest and leaned her back on the hallway wall. “I don’t
need to know. I know you like secrets.”

Like secrets? He almost laughed at her wrong
assumption. “Being private does not mean liking secrets.” And yet,
he found her lack of curiosity odd. “Are you OK? It’s been a few
weeks since you’ve asked questions about your past.”

“I figured you would tell me when
the right time arrives,” she lied; with Pratt telling her
everything there was no reason for her to ask.

“I can tell you about that dream,”
he said without looking at her and Gaia could tell he was trying
his best to open up with her. “What else happened?”

“We were kids. I was probably
around three,” she said, passing her hair behind her ear. “Only
this time was different.”

“How was it different?”

Gaia faced Edan. She looked into his beautiful green
eyes, eyes she swore she could spend the entire evening staring at.
A feeling she realized she had in some of her memories too. “We
weren’t together.”

“We couldn’t.”

“Why?”

“They thought I was a bad
influence on you,” he said. “I am different.” Edan turned his hand
on fire. “Even my element is different. There’s no other Terrian
with blue fire. Not one. Not ever.”

“I like that it’s blue,” she
flickered her fingers over the blue flame.

“You’ve said that before, that
it’s your favorite color.” He smiled and turned his fire off. “On
the other hand, the rest of Terra didn’t like it. Even Terrians are
afraid of what they don’t know.”

“Edan,” she called, taking hold of
his hand. “I used to be sure I didn’t set it off.” Gaia bit her
lower lip to prevent herself from crying. “Now I can’t tell. I’m
responsible for the death of those animals and for
Floyd.”

“Floyd will be fine.” Edan patted
Gaia’s back. “He will get better in no time. Besides, if there’s
someone who would love to have a scar like that one, it’s Floyd.
He’s mental. He’ll think it’s his warrior battle wound.”

“You’re right. He’s insane.” Gaia
giggled and took a deep breath. “I should apologize to Synthia,”
she whispered.

“I think she’ll be alright,” he
said as he played with one of Gaia’s hair strands.

Gaia faced him, amused at his change of heart. “Is
that you not wanting to kill her anymore?”

“I never wanted to kill her, I was
just doing my duty as the leader and I still think we shouldn’t be
traveling with the Marked One.” Edan leaned against the wall, still
playing with Gaia’s hair. “Especially not after all the beasts
we’ve killed so far. Including the town back at the first
camp.”

“Is it because of her?” she asked.
“The beasts keep finding us because of her?”

“Not entirely. Azazel knows we
need to go to Terra, he’s just following the paths to the doors to
see if we took one of those.”

Gaia gasped in horror.

“What?” he jumped.

“The door. How are we going to
move Floyd?”

“I don’t know yet.” He passed his
fingers through his messy brown hair.

“Don’t they need to have elements
to go through the door’s barrier?” she asked.

“Yes,” he agreed.

“And if they don’t will it be
difficult?”

“Almost impossible,” Edan
sighed.

“And now he’s hurt!” Gaia’s
anxiety rose. “How are you not freaking out?”

“I can’t allow myself to ‘freak
out’.” He smiled. “I’m the leader. I need to stay calm and
concentrated. If I don’t, we could all fall. Any human would have
trouble with that, but like his twin and Priyam, they aren’t just
any human. They are as strong and as talented as any Terrian
warrior.” He nudged her. “He will make it.”

“What about Synthia?”

“She’ll pass too. She wears a
Terrian mark.” Edan slightly caressed Gaia’s arm with the back of
his fingers. “Don’t worry, it will be fine.”

“You’re right.” Gaia rubbed her
forehead. “I guess I’m just stressed.”

“Come here,” Edan lifted his
hands. “Lay down on my thighs.”

“On your thighs?”

“Yes.” He patted them. “Right
here.”

“Why are you
being so nice?”

“Because I am.”

“Is this part of your
job?”

“Gaia, stop thinking everything
through and trust me.” She lay down using his thighs as a pillow.
“That wasn’t difficult, right?” Edan made small balls of fire and
wielded them to fly like a carousel around on top of Gaia. The small fireballs
shone, enchanting Gaia.

“This is very pretty.”

“Better?” he asked, and Gaia
nodded. “I used to do this for you every time you were stressed or
sad.”

“It works,” she smiled and popped
a ball. A warm tingle crawled over Gaia’s finger.

Edan was about to touch Gaia’s cheek when Willow
walked outside Floyd’s room. “Ahem.”

“Willow,” Gaia sat up like an
elastic band.

“Floyd’s awake,” she let them
know, looking the other way. “If you want to go see
him.”

Gaia stood up from the floor. “I do.”

 


Gaia walked into the room. The place smelled like
mint and was covered in herbaceous plants,
wooden bowls, a big jar of water, and bandages. It resembled a
medieval hospital.

In the middle of a big white bed, Floyd wore a thick
bandage that covered half his face as he talked with Hunter. “This
definitely got harder, mini mate.” Floyd signaled Hunter’s hands.
“You might need to start talking because I can’t see you with all
this crap on my face.”

“At least your face looks
better that way,” Hunter joked. The two guys and Priyam
laughed.

“Take this, Floyd.” Shui wielded
water around a leaf. She fed it to him like a pill.

Floyd took the pill and noticed Gaia standing in the
hallway. “Hey girly, why the long face?”

Gaia took a few steps inside the room. “I got you
hurt.”

“Nah, just this bit,” Floyd
smirked, measuring his large cut by separating his fingers. “I
still look wickedly handsome, though.”

Pink walked into the room with
a big pillow. “Yeah, you finally look manly.”

“Oi! I’ve always looked manly,”
Floyd complained while his sister placed the pillow behind his
head, allowing him to sit straighter.

“Not so much, dork,” she
laughed.

“Don’t be so hard, sis,” Floyd
teased. “I heard you were crying back there. Hugging my lifeless
body. Very dramatic.”

Pink laughed out loud. “Either you have footage or
it never happened.”

Floyd almost lost his sight, he almost died. He had
a scar that covered most of his face, and yet there he was, joking
around not blaming her for a thing. Gaia couldn’t take it anymore,
she felt the terror and pain she felt when Floyd was dying against her finger. “I’m really sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Floyd reached for
Gaia’s hand, patting it. “You didn’t mean for this to happen.
Besides, I love it.”

Gaia chuckled. Edan was right, Floyd was insane.

“I really do love it.” The
Australian crazy man grinned. “I look a lot more badass, now. Plus,
I got it saving Snowflake.”

Hunter came back in the room. He signaled. “Edan
wants to do a ‘what the hell are we going to do’ meeting.”

“He called it that?” asked
Pink.

“He called it ‘regroup’
meeting.” The teen smiled. “I thought the other was way more
accurate.”

Floyd cackled, trying not to move much.

“Bye, dwip.”
Pink caressed his hair and gave him her cassette. “It’s your turn
to take care of it. For now. And Floyd… don’t do anything
stupid.”

“Not without you here.” He smiled
back.

Gaia patted his slim arm. “Call us if you need
anything,”

“G,” Priyam spoke as soon as
everyone left the room. “I think I’ll stay here. You know, take
care of the injured warrior.”

“I’ll let Edan know.” Gaia saw how
Priyam sat down next to Floyd and passed him some water. He was
safe now.

 


Gaia exited the room to join the rest of the group
in the next bedroom

“What are we going to do?” Willow
buttoned a sporty sweater covering her oversized crop top and her
Sakura tree tattoo.

“Stay,” said Edan. “We can’t move
him that much.”

Shui drank from her tea; she felt restless. “What
about the door?”

“It will be OK,” Edan leaned
against a wooden desk. “We still have a few weeks to get there. As
soon as Floyd gets better we can work on catching up.”

“What about the weapons and
everything we lost in the fire?” Donovan helped Icarus climb to his
shoulder.

“I’m sure Pink would love a trip
to get everything we need in that department,” Edan looked at the
twin.

“Full freedom?” she smiled
mischievously.

“Are you going to make me regret
it?”

“Probably,” she said without
hesitation.

Edan considered all the outcomes of sending Pink on
a free shopping spree of armory. In all of his
scenarios, nothing was as bad as having
nothing prepared. “Full freedom.”

“Wicked.” She grinned.

“I guess that’s all for tonight.
You should go to rest. We’ll take turns with Floyd.”

 


Edan stared at the group as he watched them go to
their rooms, all except Hunter. "Edan, we might not make it on
time.”

Edan took a moment, he hated his answer but there
wasn’t anything else to say. “I know.”


Chapter
9

Drakkar

GAIA STRETCHED HER silk covered body on
her round elegant bed. Hundreds of rose petals, crystal
chandeliers, cinnamon candles, and a big golden table decorated the
room she was in.

“Good morning, my
queen,” said Pratt from the comfort of a long red couch.

Without saying hello back, Gaia flicked
her hand. “Ugh, why is the help so damn terrible these days?” she
complained in a voice that didn’t sound like her own.

Seconds later, Synthia marched inside
the room holding a tray with a golden cup of freshly squeezed
orange juice. She was walking awkwardly. Her joints moving in all
directions as if she wasn’t the one moving her
muscles but her muscles were moving her.

Uncoordinated, clumsy, and plain
creepy, Synthia reached Gaia. “Here, my queen,” she said in a
robotic voice as she handed her the cup. Gaia took her drink,
flicked her hand and Synthia moved backwards.

Gaia took one sip of her juice and
threw it against the wall. The juice dripped staining everything on
its way. “Is it me or hasn’t Edan told me he likes me today?”

“It’s because you
haven’t wielded him today, my queen,” Pratt smiled like a plastic
toy.

“Right.” Gaia moved
her hands, bringing Edan closer to her. “Hug me,” she commanded
him. The arms of Edan twisted awkwardly until he hugged
her.

“I like you, always
you,” he slurred in a forced voice, almost like the voices kids
play with their toys when they pull their
string.

Synthia laughed, and the rest of the
group, who were now sitting on the golden table, clapped as if they
were puppets.

Gaia wielded Edan while Pratt and the
rest kept clapping. Edan leaned closer to her. Inch by inch moving
his lips towards her lips.

So close, just about to kiss her…

 


“Stop!” Gaia gasped as she woke up
from her nightmare. Her breathing was accelerated, her body
drenched in sweat. She turned around and saw Priyam peacefully
sleeping on the other bed of their hotel room. “Crap.”

Gaia stood up and walked to the bathroom. She turned
on the water, then used her hands to splash her face.

It’d been five days since Floyd got hurt. Thanks to
the First Tree’s pink flowers, his wound was almost healed. His
health might have been better but he was still unable to walk, hike
and run the distances they had to. Luckily, Edan managed to find a
small hotel miles away from civilization and right next to the
Fraser River. A place good enough to hide them
until Floyd was able to stand.

Gaia took a deep breath. She splashed her face for a
second time, closed the tap and looked in the mirror. She could still see Edan’s twisted body and empty
expression as he was about to kiss her. “That was horrible,” she
whispered to her reflection.

She remembered how Synthia moved her body. The worst
part being that Synthia wasn’t just a nightmare, Gaia had actually
wielded her. She took someone’s free will just out of anger. She
hated that.

Gaia pulled a white towel from a cabinet and dried
her face. Whatever that dream was, she didn’t want to feel like she
did in there ever again. She didn’t know how to fix what she’d done
to Synthia but she knew how to fix the rest.

She snuck around the hotel, placed a seed on the
ground, and wielded a group of white irises. She left one on the
hotel sign and went back to bed knowing that the next day, she was
going to have a talk with Pratt.

 


 


* * *

Next morning, just as he was called to, Pratt waited
for Gaia a few yards away from the hotel. He swung the white iris
between his fingers.

“Hey, Princess,” he greeted Gaia
as he kept playing with the flower. He noticed her face was as
white as a sheet of paper, her hair was tied in a messy bun, and
her usually happy vibe was gone. “Someone looks absolutely
terrible,” he joked but it took no more than a minute for him to
realize things were not good.

“I’m sorry, Pratt.” The tone of
her voice was enough to let Pratt realize his suspicions were
right. “I’m not coming to meet you again.”

“You still don’t trust me?” Pratt
dropped the white flower to the grass. “Not after everything that
happened? The Draak?”

“I trust you, I just can’t keep
doing this.”

Pratt got closer. “What happened?”

“Nothing.” She closed her arms to
make a barrier between them.

“Don’t lie to me.” Gaia saw not
only anger but hurt. Pratt was hurt,
truly hurt.

“I… wielded a member of my team,”
she admitted out loud for the first time.

“Did he notice?” he asked, amused.
His crazy and fuming mood had disappeared.

“It wasn’t a he. And no,
she thought I pushed her with my hands,” Gaia said, a hot
wave of guilt flushing her face.

Again, Pratt’s mood switched in an instant. This
time to overwhelming enthusiasm. “That’s
incredible! Wielding someone without them knowing means you’re
really powerful!”

“I don’t know,” she rolled her
eyes. “She’s not known for being very bright. Still, power or no
power, I didn’t like it.”

“What happened when you wielded
her?”

The image of Synthia’s awkward movements haunted
Gaia’s thoughts. “She bent awkwardly.”

“Besides that. What did she do to
get herself pushed?”

“She got on my nerves, and I lost
it.”

“But you stopped the fight,” he
made his point.

“It felt weird.”

“Just answer yes or no,” he
questioned her. “You stopped the fight?”

“Yes. And I don’t care if I
stopped it, I’ll never wield like that again.”

“Are you sure?” he
asked.

“Positive.” Especially after
that hideous dream. “I’m sorry but I don’t know if this is the
right thing. Us continuing… like this.”

“Is this our goodbye?”

“For now.”

“For now?”

“Maybe we can reconnect in Terra,
you never know.”

“You said it yourself.” He took a
step back. “You never know.”

She held his arm and squeezed it for a brief moment
before letting it go. “See you in Terra.”

Gaia walked away not knowing if she had done the
right thing. He was terrific yet there was
nothing she could do. His teachings had started to put Gaia in a
state of constant mental wars.

 


Gaia climbed the hotel stairs when she ran into
Willow. “Found you. Follow me,” she ordered and kept walking
towards the forest section near the Fraser River.

As soon as they were at a
reasonable distance, Willow took out her crystal dagger and
drew a triangle on the dirt. “That will give us a few hours of
camouflage.” Willow handed Gaia a red seed pouch. “I need your help
with this. Make them grow until they get as big as this.” She
showed the measurement by bending both of her elbows in a big
imaginary hug. Gaia threw some of the seeds on the dirt.

“What are we doing?”

“Edan said we can’t wait any
longer.” She pointed her hands towards the seeds.

Gaia watched how the tree grew taller. Slowly
spinning, its bright colors changing and growing flowers, like a
magic trick. “What about Floyd? He’s still
unable to walk those distances.”

“That’s why we are making a boat.”
Willow smiled. She loved the idea of sailing. “We are taking the
river up to Lillooet. We’ll hike to the door from there.” She
counted the seeds that were on the floor. “We’ll need more
trees.”

Gaia emptied the pouch and threw the rest of the
seeds to the ground. “Where’s everyone else?”

“They’re making the sails and
gathering our stuff.” She pointed at the small seeds on the far
left. “Take care of those,” she added.

 


* * *

Halfway through, Gaia noticed the air carried a
sweet hint of vanilla. Veter was somewhere close.

“Are these enough, Blondie?” Veter
was carrying a thick, long ax while smoking
his usual cigar. He was wielding the wind to carry seventeen thick
dead dried logs. “These are all the dead ones we could find.” He
puffed smoke.

“We could use two more. You can
put the ones you have there in a row please.” Willow stepped on one
of the dead logs testing its hardness. “Gaia, come here. We have to
intertwine a mix of vines, weeds and roots that will hold the raft
and prevent water from getting in.”

“I can chop down two of these
then,” Veter’s voice cracked.

“These trees are alive.” Willow
put herself between the tree and Veter’s ax. “Why don’t you go look
for more?”

“There’s absolutely no way I’m
going back into that forest.” Veter left the ax on the floor,
curled down next to the First Tree and fidgeted his red pinky ring
nervously. Icarus jumped to his hands from the top of the tree. “I
still feel them crawling on top of me.”

Icarus shivered too.

“Crawling?” Priyam and Shui
arrived with the boxed food. “Is Donovan crawling around the
forest?”

“He’s making the sails.” Edan bent
over with a rope to tie all the bags of clothes together. “You can
go check it out. If you go tell Hunter we are almost
ready.”

“Don’t go, little Prisum,” Veter
warned her, yet that made her ten times more curious.

She obviously went.

 


Following the path where Veter came from, Priyam
wandered into the forest. She could hear the swishing sound of a
sewing factory. Priyam stood beside Hunter who was carving a
sailboat out of a small dried piece of wood. Priyam lifted her gaze
in amazement. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Up in the trees were branches and leaves where
thousands of spiders webbed a long silky
fabric. Small rays of light passed through the trees, creating
small glimmers on the thousand shinning web strands. Donovan took
turns instructing and congratulating them on their incredible
job.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” The
teen pointed out.

“Beyond that.” Priyam struggled to
find the words that could describe how hauntingly beautiful it
looked.

“You should see the ones in
Madagascar.” Hunter blew the extra wood pieces away from his
figurine. “Their silk is golden.”

“Why was Veter running away from
here?” Priyam walked closer to one of the spiders. “This is
magical.”

“Veter and Icarus are terrified
of spiders.” Hunter smiled.

“I never pictured Veter scared of
anything, much fewer spiders,” Priyam laughed.
“By the way, Fireball says we’re almost ready.”

“They’re almost done
too.”

 


Wielding the drafts was crazy tiresome. It reminded
Gaia of how Miss Brown used to knit sweaters in her time off, not
really knowing how she could twist the needles at that speed with
no difficulty.

She was finally getting a handle on it when Willow
announced the hull was ready.

“Good work, Gaia.” Willow jumped
into the water and washed her hands. “Edan,
they’re back. Let’s hook the sail and leave, we need to reach the
base of Jofree Lake before dark.”

“Pink, take all the food to the
boat,” said Edan. “Floyd, stop playing with your damn bandage, get
on the boat and lie down.”

“Aye.” He left his wound alone and
jumped into the boat with a smooth
swing.

“I’ve died and gone to Nordic
heaven,” gasped Priyam at the sight of the sailboat. The logs were
placed creating a perfect Viking-shaped hull, with vines and weeds
swirling from the back of the hull to the
front ending in a curl with colorful dahlias.

In the middle of the boat was a tall mast standing
where Donovan hooked the spider’s sail. Donovan let go of the sail,
the wind hit it and the slightly transparent white silk shimmered
like fairy wings.

“Dog boy, force your slave spiders
into making me a long beautiful dress.” Synthia twirled on her
toes.

“They aren’t his slaves, Synthia,”
Pink growled at the dancing girl.

“Then how did they make that?” She
rolled her eyes and pointed at the sail.

“Easy, I asked them.” Donovan
smirked as he finished making sure the sail was properly tightened
up. “Ready, Edan.”

“You heard him,” Edan took his and
Gaia’s stuff and throwing them over his broad shoulder. “Here. Let
me help.” He held Gaia by the waist and carried her up to the boat.
She stared, amazed at how his hand covered her entire abdomen. So big… she thought.

Once on deck, she couldn’t tell if her body felt
floaty over the waving water or if it was the fact that Edan was
holding her.

“Thank you,” she said, sensing the
moment his body was about to pull away. She felt his hand and
warmth separating from her a few seconds before he even moved.
That was super weird. She found it strange how she was able
to feel his movements before he actually did them. And to make it
more bizarre, that wasn’t the first time it
had happened. The more time they spent together, the more she felt
it.

Light-headed and tired from working on the boat,
Gaia lay down on the pile of bags. She stared at the bright blue
sky with scattered clouds. A perfect balance between sunny and faint shadows.

The gleaming sail, the smell of flowers, the rocking
motion and the breeze sliding through her skin cradled Gaia into a
deep relaxation.

Shui took out her flute and played a melodic Celtic
song. It was calming and beautiful.

“We should start singing pirate
songs,” Gaia heard Priyam encouraging the crew before she fell
asleep.

 


Just like in her reality, Gaia was
sailing up the river. She lowered her hand to graze the aquamarine
water. Her fingers tingled at the cold sensation, drops of water
splashing on her face.

Filled with joy, Gaia lifted her hand
away from the water and dried it on her white dress. White
dress? Wasn’t I wearing shorts? She gave a little twirl. The
fabric followed her movement. This dress is freaking
gorgeous! She checked her get-up for the second time and saw a
big red stain. Startled, Gaia looked at her hand. It was covered in
thick red blood.

Gaia checked her body for wounds but
she had none. The blood on her hands wasn’t hers. “No,” Gaia cried
as she watched the river flowing with red blood. Turbulence and
waves began to sink the sailing boat on the bloody river. Scared,
Gaia jumped from the hull, landing on a pile of ashes.

She crawled on her
hands and knees amongst the ashes. Not here. Please
not here, she begged as soon as she recognized the place. Molly’s
ice-cream shop.

A deep disturbing laugh made her skin
crawl. She lifted her gaze and saw Him. Azazel was burning the
whole place down right in front of Molly and her mother Tara.

“NO!” Gaia stood up
and ran as fast as she could, slamming into a thick glass. Unable
to pass through, Gaia hit the glass with anything she could find.
“Please don’t kill them! Just stop!” she sobbed. Tears full of
ashes and smoke rolled down her pale cheeks. Her body shivered with
an overwhelming sense of impotence. Her lungs clenched to the point
of suffocation.

Azazel placed his long cold hand on the other side of the glass. His blue
eyes shone with delight, his smile wide. “You did this,” he hissed.
“You and your childish actions. How many more?”

She punched the glass with her fist.
Little pieces of shattered glass stuck in her skin. It hurt. A lot.
She didn’t care. She kept hitting the glass as the pain crawled all
over her.

She was powerless. She was useless. She
was angry. “Just you.”

 


The sailboat reached land hitting on the edge of the
river. The shake was small yet big enough to wake Gaia up. She
gasped at the sudden change of scenery. She was covered with Edan’s
jacket. The same one he used back at the first
camp.

She moved the jacket and placed her shaking hand on
the same place the Darkling had stabbed her the day Molly’s town
was burnt down. Because of the First Tree’s roots and Shui’s
incredible knowledge in healing, there wasn’t even a scar.
Regrettably, Shui’s healing abilities didn’t extend to the
wounds on her thoughts and soul.

“What’s happening, sleeping
beauty?” Priyam cleaned the water drops from her
glasses.

Gaia yawned. She might have slept, but those dreams
kept her far from resting. “How long did I sleep this time?”

“A day and a half.”

“What!?” At first, she swore
Priyam was messing with her. Sleeping for a day and a half was
crazy. Wasn’t it? “Is she kidding?” Gaia asked, but no one
contradicted her friend.

“Don’t worry.” Priyam gave her a
big smile with her thumbs up. “You didn’t burn anything this
time.”

By pure damn luck she thought, pushing away
the anger she felt back in her dream. Gaia stood up trying to shake
off the dream. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I
keep falling asleep all the time.”

“It’s very normal, Moja Princeza,”
Veter smiled, tossing all of the bags over the deck to the land. “Learning to control an element takes a
lot of energy from your body. You’re doing double duty struggling
with learning two. Trust me, once you master all of them your
sleeping habits will return back to normal.”

“Come on.” Edan, standing on land,
lifted his arms to help Gaia off the boat. For a moment he stared
at her as if he was trying to read her thoughts. Gaia could tell
there was something unsettling him, she just didn’t know what.
“Relax. It was just a nightmare,” he whispered before letting her
go. What? How does Edan…? She never told anyone she was
stressed, not even Priyam could tell how upset
she was over her dream but Edan seemed to get
it somehow. Only… How? How does he know how I
feel?

“Let’s go.” Edan carried Gaia’s
travel bag. “We have a mountain to hike.”

* * *

Two hours of hiking through rocks, logs and hills
yet Gaia still couldn’t pay attention to whatever the rest of the
team were chatting about, even with having Edan checking on her
regularly. She wasn’t able to get away from
the image of Azazel’s face. His sharp features, his menacing blue
eyes and his charcoal-black hair tied in a small ponytail with
strands that fell over his cheek covering a part of his black
symbols. He felt so real. The anger, the desperation, the feeling
of emptiness and pure numbness, all of it felt real. Was it
real? Was he there? She tried to recall but she couldn’t
remember a moment where she’d seen him at the town.

“We’re here.” Shui stretched out
her arms taking a deep breath.

“No way!” Gaia saw herself in
front of a breathtaking turquoise glacier lake surrounded by trees,
big rocks, and mountains layered in puffy white snow. Her thoughts
of anger, confusion and anything that had to do with Azazel, were
replaced by peace and ease that only Nature
could bring. “This place is incredible.”

“This is the last lake of the
Joffrey Park. The door is in the middle of it.” Edan knelt next to
the ledge and placed his hands inside the glacial water. Glimmering
heat came from them, warming up the water. “Ready when you are,
Shui.”

Veter took Shui by the hand and helped her to get in
the warm water. “Be careful, Blueberry.”

Shui kissed Veter softly on the lips and walked
further away from where Edan had his hands inside the lake.
“Straight line to the right,” he told Shui and
she walked in the direction Edan guided her.

“Why does she need to be careful?”
Pink asked. “Is there a mythological beast inside? And if yes, can
we fight it?”

“Can we eat it?” cheered
Floyd.

“There’s nothing inside,” Donovan
smiled and gave Icarus a strawberry. “The water is bitter
cold.”

Floyd laughed like crazy. “Veter’s worried about
cold water? How manly, mate.”

After leaving his cigar between his lips, Veter
pushed Floyd into the lake away from Edan’s warming hands. Not a second passed when Floyd jumped out
of the water like a scared cat. Yelling. His skin was almost blue.
“I’m going to die!” he cried while checking his miraculously dry
bandage.

“Veter!” Willow glared at him.
“He’s still in recovery.”

“He’s Australian.” Veter laughed
like Santa Claus would. Deep, loud and contagious. “They’re tougher
than any of us.”

“You evil beast!” Floyd crawled
towards the sun.

“Come here,” Gaia chuckled,
pulling him into a hug. She turned her hands hot and warmed him up
drying his clothes and body.

“Cold?” Hunter signaled him
with humor.

“How’s Shui still alive!?” Floyd
cried clinging to a warm rock.

“Edan is warming up a path for
her,” said Donovan.

“Better?” Gaia asked moving her
hands over Floyd’s back.

“A bit.” The twin
shivered.

“Veter!” Shui screamed something
but she was too far away for them to hear. She signaled to
Hunter.

“She said she can’t open
it,” the teen signed to Edan.

“That’s really odd,” said Edan
without taking his hands out of the crazy cold water.

Donovan walked closer to the leader. “Do you think
they changed them?”

“Impossible,” Veter joined them.
“The doors were created by Nature. They can’t be moved.”

Icarus squeaked. “Maybe there’s a new type of
security or something,” Donovan translated to his furry friend.

“After all the Darkling attacks, I
guess it makes sense,” Edan calculated other possible options.
“Call Shui. Let’s regroup and find a way to—”

Hunter pulled Edan’s T-shirt and pointed at a mark
drawn on a rock near the lake. It was an open female eye inside a
hand. The mark was drawn a few inches above the water line. “Shui!
Get out of there!” Edan shouted as loud as he could. “Veter, get
her out of there. Now!”

Veter saw the mark, his face turned as
white as the snow covering the mountain above them. He
dropped his cigar, hurdled himself to the sky and flew towards
Shui. “Shui!” he screamed. “Run, baby, please run to me.”

Gaia couldn’t understand what was with that sudden
change of mood. “What’s wrong?”

“They’re already here,” said
Willow, visibly shaking. “No wonder the door isn’t
opening.”

“They’re here?” Gaia looked around
yet saw nothing. “How do you know? I don’t understand.”

“That’s an Evil Eye.” Donovan
pointed at the mark drawn on a hundred-pound rock. “If we don’t
take Shui before the water touches the mark, she’ll
die.”

Gaia looked at the mark. The water was two inches
away from touching it. Small waves got the water closer to the
mark. Shui ran but the floor was too
slippery.

“Shui!” Veter screamed. “Please,
baby, please, run faster!”

“She’s not going to make it!”
Willow cried. “Shui! Run!” she begged her friend as the water got
closer to the mark.

“Edan,” Donovan growled. “Get your
hands out!”

“I can’t.” Edan kept them steady.
“If I move them, she’ll freeze.”

“If you don’t, you’ll die
too!”

“I’m sorry my friend. I can’t
leave her.”

“Edan!” Willow wept.

Out of ideas, Gaia positioned her hands on the
ground. She knew Shui was too far to get there on time. Seconds
before the water reached the mark, the earth near the rock grew
pushing the massive rock and the mark further
away from the water. Blood dripped from her nose but she kept
wielding the rock. Suddenly her body stumbled, dizzy from
wielding something she hadn’t fully learned how. Gaia was about to
lose control, when Willow placed her palms right beside hers. “I
got this.” Willow nodded taking Gaia’s place.

Gaia was about to sit down when she saw a large
piece of glacier fall into the lake, lifting the water line up to
the mark. “Edan! The water touched the mark!” she screamed at the
top of her lounges while a black powder crawled through the water
covering the entire lake. “Edan, move!” she yelled but he remained
with his hands inside the lake.

“Damn it!” Donovan tackled Edan
out of the water. Their bodies smashed against the
rocks.

“Lift your hands, Blueberry!”
Veter carried Shui, taking her out before the water around her
turned black. “Are you OK? Do you feel OK?” he asked as he flew her
back to where the rest of the team where.

“I’m alright.” She patted his head
while he collapsed on the floor shaking. His grip tightening around
her, his light brown eyes filled with tears. “How am I still
alive?” she panted.

Willow ran and hugged her friend. “The Evil Eye mark
was on the rock. Gaia moved it before it was too late.”

Veter hugged Gaia so hard she couldn’t breathe.
“Thank you, Princeza.”

“Gaia, are you alright?” Edan
placed a hand on Gaia’s shoulder. He used a wet cloth to clean her
face. “There. Don’t worry, the dizziness will pass.”

She shivered. There it goes again. He knows what
I feel. “I’m alright.”

There was no time for the group to relax from the
scare. The ground began to shake. “They’re coming,” yelled Pink
after an army of beasts came out of the trees and ran directly
towards them. She took out her cassette from her back pocket and
placed it in a pocket inside her jacket.

Hunter signaled Edan to look at
the snowy mountain. “Good call, boy. Everyone, run to the
mountains,” Edan ordered.

They ran and ran but the snow was so thick it was almost impossible to walk. “How are we going
to fight if we can barely walk?” Priyam gasped. She was too tired
to continue.

Edan stopped. He took a few seconds to plan their
next move. “Shui, take care of the snow.”

She nodded. “Hold on tight.” She pointed her palms
towards the snow.

“Edan! Do something!” Synthia
panicked. The beasts were getting closer.

“Not yet.”

“They’re going to kill us! We are
all going to die!” she yelled, running away.

Gaia flicked her wrist; the dirt lifted in a spiral,
forming a thick cone that trapped Synthia. “Safer for her,” she
said out loud, catching a glimpse of Priyam grinning.

“Now, Shui,” Edan
commanded.

Shui pushed her arms forward and up. The mountain
shook, the snow on top of it followed her wield and lifted, sliding
from the bottom to the top, across them.

Gaia opened her legs to maximize her stand. The snow
was hitting her legs and back, it was strong,
strong enough to push her body. Her red hair lifted, lashing in the
same direction as the snow. She closed her eyes to prevent the snow
from getting in and curled her hands into fists to add extra
strength. The wind draft made by the moving
snow, lifted Gaia’s shirt leaving parts of her
back and stomach uncovered. Snow hit her, like
needles against her skin. Gaia accelerated her breathing, not only
because of the cold but because of how hard it was to breathe. She
felt like curling into a ball until it was all over. She wanted to
turn herself on fire and melt everything around her, but she
couldn’t. Not when Priyam and the rest stood so brave next to
her.

Then, Gaia felt a warm hand curling around her
waist. The hand was strong and firm. Gaia
opened her eyes and saw Edan pulling her against his chest.

“It’s OK, I can take it,” she
reassured him.

“I know,” he replied without
losing his grip on her bare skin.

Gaia closed her eyes again, only this time it wasn’t
because of the snow. This time she wanted to memorize the moment,
where something as warm as Edan’s hand gave her body more chills
than the cold snow that was sliding against her skin ever
could.

Once the snow was high enough, Shui spun in a yoga
movement and the snow curled like a massive
wave. With her wield, the snow crossed the sky
and crashed against the beasts like pounding waves in the ocean,
leaving her and the rest of the group inside a moving tunnel of
snow.

Still pressed against Edan’s body, Gaia lifted her
head. “Wow,” she whispered. She couldn’t believe how incredible the
inside of the wave looked. So cold. So deadly. So beautiful.

The snow cleared, uncovering the beasts’ corpses.
Edan let go of Gaia. “Floyd! Don’t let Priyam out of your
sight.”

“I got an idea. Gaia, give us a
tree.” Floyd hugged Priyam. “Hold on to your crossbow,
Snowflake.”

Gaia took out a seed from her pouch. She threw it to
the ground next to Floyd and wielded the tree to grow.

Floyd grabbed the top of the tree, pulled Priyam,
and they stood on a branch as Gaia kept wielding the tree leaving
Priyam hidden on top of it and out of reach from the remaining dark
beasts. Floyd unhooked Priyam’s crossbow from her back and passed
it to her. “Here, remember how we practiced?”

“I do.”

“Ace. Don’t let them see you.”
Floyd winked at Priyam and jumped down from the tree landing on his
feet in a crouched position.

“How cool was that landing?” he
asked his sister who happened to see everything.

“Pretty damn cool, actually.” Pink
took Floyd by the arm and pointed at his healing wound. “You’re OK,
right? You would tell me?”

“Reckon.” He curled his fingers
around the back of his head and untied the bandage. His wound had
improved dramatically.

Donovan lifted Icarus with his hand. “Go with Priyam
buddy,” he said, but Icarus didn’t move. “I’ll be right here.”
Icarus obeyed and glided up to the tree with Priyam. He couldn’t
stop watching Donovan.

“Don’t worry, furry friend.” She
petted the sugar glider. “You know Donovan is pretty damn
strong.”

 


Within seconds the first wave of Trackers
were on them.

Veter wielded the air, turning it into three deadly
tornados circling around them.

“Edan!” Floyd whipped a chain
against Edan. He caught it and turned it on fire.

Willow lifted her arms and dozens of boulders dug
themselves up and levitated in the sky. The moment the Trackers
surrounded her, Willow let the boulders fall
on top of the beasts, crushing them to death.

Hunter was right next to Gaia. He took out two
daggers and glanced at Gaia. She took out her sword and nodded at
him. “I’ll be fine. Go with Synthia.”

Moving like a parkour expert, Hunter jumped and
crawled around the rocks and trees as he slashed his opponents with
the blades of his daggers. He could sense their movements before
they had a chance to make them. Finally, he stayed near the cave
where Synthia was trapped, protecting her.

 


The next waves were the Skuggors. Priyam aimed and shot from the tree.

Gaia lifted her hands. A bunch of roots came out of
the ground and curled around the Skuggors. She
pulled her hands, wielding the roots to go
back into the dirt trapping their prey. To finish them off, she
pushed a bubble of fire on them that burnt them to ashes.

From the tree, Priyam saw a Darkling about to stab
Gaia. “Watch out, G!” She charged the crossbow, aimed her shot, and
pierced the darkling in the chest.

Gaia turned to Priyam who waved at her with a
triumphant smile. Proud of her crazy friend, she waved back.

Edan took out the Katana from the sheath on his
back. He shifted between his sword and his fire. Sliding underneath
a Skuggor with his sword held up, he sliced open its belly. The
Skuggor fell dead.

A Crawler came out of nowhere. Willow wielded a vine
to encase it against the tree and sucked him into its trunk.

“Great one,” Edan congratulated
her.

“Draaks!” Donovan
screamed.

The Draak batted his wings. The air
lifted so much dirt that it was near impossible for the team
to see.

“Veter!” Edan pointed at the
Draak.

Veter pushed a wave of wind that cleared the
air.

Gaia ran towards Edan. “Edan, we need to leave.”

“You need to
leave.”

“I’m staying,” she said as she
stabbed a Tracker. “They need to run now.”

“I agree. You are going with
them.”

Gaia took her flaming sword out of the Tracker’s
corpse. “No.”

Edan held Gaia by the elbow. “Why are you so
stubborn?”

“I know two elements now, Edan,”
she said, stepping closer to Edan to show him her determination.
“We have better chances with me staying here than
leaving.”

“Fine.” He let her go.

“Good.” Veter laughed. “Because
we’re staying too, Kapetan.”

Gaia turned around and fought a ten-foot Crawler.
The team fought their way to a section of the mountain that was
covered in trees. Without noticing it, a Draak flew directly in
Gaia’s direction.

“Gaia!” Edan screamed but she
wasn’t able to hear.

Gaia felt Edan moving, she felt his body shaking
with anxiety. Edan? She sensed he wanted to reach her only
she didn’t know why.

She burnt a Tracker and turned to Edan. He was
running towards her. He pushed her at the last second, taking her
place in the Draak’s attack.

Gaia fell to the grass. She looked up and saw Edan’s
shoulder being pierced by the sharp claw. “No!” she gasped as she
stretched her arm trying to hold him back, but it was too late.

She watched in terror as the Draak shrieked,
dragging Edan towards the sky.

 



Chapter 10

Snow Cave

HORRIFIED, GAIA RAN AS FAST as she could in the same
direction the Draak was taking Edan. She felt like the further he
was, the more she suffocated. The rest of the group screamed at her
but she heard nothing, nothing except for her own heartbeat
followed by a pitching sound.

Gaia fought her way across the field. She burnt,
crashed, and killed any beast or Darkling that got in her way. A
few feet away from reaching Edan, a Crawler crept in front of her.
It jabbed its tail aiming for her stomach. She took out her sword,
turned it on fire while she jumped and cut the Crawler in half.

She landed on the ground next to the dead beast.
Looking up, a group of four Trackers were
heading her way. Without stopping, she ran and wielded her fire
into an eight-foot phoenix that followed and burnt the
Trackers.

“NO!” Gaia screamed when she saw
there was a cliff in her way. It would be impossible for her to
keep following the Draak. It was getting away.

Still running and fighting, Gaia spotted a bunch of
trees near the cliff. She folded her sword, curled her arms towards
her chest, and wielded the trees’ roots to come out from the
ground. She jumped as far as she could. The roots caught her, cradling her, curling themselves around
her. 

Now! She pushed her arms to the front
wielding the roots to roll open. The roots
catapulted Gaia giving her the momentum needed to reach Edan.

This would be a freaking good time to wield
wind… She stretched herself trying to reach the Draak that was
carrying Edan. It was too far away. “Come on! Come on!”

She smashed against a closer Draak. I’m not going
to make it. Edan is going to die. Gaia cried as Edan’s
unconscious body was bleeding to death. Knock it off! You can do
it, think G! Think!

Gaia opened her eyes wide. This time she knew
exactly what she should do. She grabbed the
bones of the Draak’s wings. She closed her eyes and concentrated on
the Draak’s body. She couldn’t find the Draak’s soul but she was
able to feel the minerals in his blood, the calcium in his bones.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered before lifting her arms.

The Draak’s wings moved following Gaia’s wield. At
first the Draak tried to resist but it was too late. Gaia was in
control now.

 


Gaia wielded the Draak under the one that was
carrying Edan. She stood on top of its bony
back, stretched her arms to the point of hurting, and reached
Edan’s body. She tried to unhook Edan but the Draak was holding him
too tight.

Fire… she thought, knowing Edan’s almost
fireproof body wouldn’t be hurt by it.

Gaia jumped holding herself on one of the tail
bones. She climbed up to his ribs and turned herself on fire
pushing everything she had towards the flying beast. The Draak
growled as it turned to flames. It tried to shake Gaia off but
there was no way she would let go. She gripped as hard as she could
against a bone and that’s when she noticed, this Draak had no mark
on his bones.

The Draak cried. It let Edan go. Gaia jumped and
held him tight against her body.

She looked down at the mountain and noticed the part
where they were about to fall had no snow but ice. At the end of
the ice, there was a 300-foot cliff, and right at the other side,
there were dozens of rocks.

With the speed of their fall and the inclination of
the mountain it would be as if they took a slippery slide to a
bunch of sharp rocks that would impale them to
death within seconds.

Refusing to give up, she threw a ball of fire to
melt a part of the ice. They landed in the water. Gaia felt Edan
slipping from her arms. She swam to the surface, panting for air.
She searched all over for Edan and saw he was floating towards the
ice slide. “Edan!” Gaia screamed but he was unconscious and unable
to hear her.

Gaia swam fast. She reached Edan a second before he
slid down the ice. His body was so heavy that
he pulled Gaia downhill with him. 

Crap…I guess this is it. She hugged Edan.
Softly kissed his forehead. “I’m sorry,” she whispered as she held
him tighter. 

CLACK, she felt her sword tapping against her leg.
She removed it from its cover. This is nuts!! Gaia took the
handle and stabbed the ice. The blade buried inside it, slowing
them down until they were left hanging from the cliff with the
sword being the only thing holding them.

The burnt Draak growled and dove head first towards
them. Gaia turned her feet on fire and started to swing until her
feet touched the ice. Gaia and Edan slid down the tunnel Gaia was
melting with her legs as they fell down. They reached the
mountain’s ground, the Draak right behind them.

Once on the ground, she placed her hands against the mountain rock. She pushed until she had
created a cave. Tired and in pain, she pulled Edan inside.

She could see a Skuggor running towards them.
Whoops. Not good… she pulled Edan with all her strength,
managing to get him all the way into the back. Running to the
opening of the cave, she wielded it close. Once closed, she could
hear the beasts scratching, growling, trying to get in.

 


Blood seeped from Edan. His cut was dangerously
deep. If she didn’t do something fast, he wasn’t going to make it.
Unbuttoning his shirt, she peeled the fabric away from his wounded
shoulder uncovering a black tattoo which had been so deformed by a
burn scar that she couldn’t see its previous shape. “Red,” Edan
whispered in pain.

“I’m here, I’m right here,” she
repeated over and over again in order to calm him down.

Ok, G… now what? She took a deep breath.
“Floyd!” she gasped, knowing what to do.

Scooping up snow, she put it on the wound to clean
it, then turned her finger hot and waited. The moment the snow
melted, she tapped inside his injury
cauterizing the veins. The blood stopped. She knew she needed to
close the entire wound after cauterizing the
veins but the wound was
too big to seal it with her fingers, she needed something
bigger. She warmed up her hand and covered the
entire wound closing it entirely.

 


Recap: Death by a Draak, prevented! Death by
smashing against a mountain, unbelievably prevented. Death by blood
loss, barely prevented.
Gaia shivered with cold. Death by Hypothermia… great.

Gaia scanned the cave for options. Lighting a fire
wasn’t a good one since it would consume the air, and she couldn’t
open a gap because the beasts could break in. Got it!

She closed her hands into fists. She lowered her
head and warmed up her body. She wielded her fire to evaporate the
water from her clothes, trying her hardest not to turn into
flames.

Little by little, the water began to evaporate
leaving her entire body warm and dry.

Once dried, she knelt down next to Edan. She placed
her hands on his bare chest and warmed his body and dried his
clothes.

She took a deep breath. The beasts were no longer
able to be heard, which meant they had gone for their master. How
close was He? Gaia opened a gap in the cave and a Crawler jabbed
its tail inside the cave cutting her cheek. “Wow!”

In seconds, she managed to close the cave smashing
the beast’s tail inside Not good. Not good at all. The team
needs to find us, and soon.

She reached for her seed pouch to find it was torn.
“Damn it…”

Taking a deep breath, she placed both of her hands
on the cave’s ceiling. “Here’s to nothing.” She shut her eyes to
concentrate and did everything Willow explained when talking about
creating plants.

Gaia felt the earth, she imagined the tree above her
head, she named it, and recognized it. The cave began to shake.
From inside the ceiling, a small plant grew. It spun and spun
making its way to the top. Gaia felt nauseous, and blood dripped
out of her nose. This wielding was too much for her earth level.
Not stopping the wield, the plant kept growing
until it pierced the tip of the mountain and the roots surrounded
the cave like a cocoon.

Almost there…

The plant grew out of the tip creating a gorgeous
golden tree on top of the white snow. Cold from the snow, tired from the battle and her wield, Gaia wasn’t
able to hold herself up any longer. Her face hit the floor the
moment she fainted.

 


* * *

Edan woke up feeling dizzy and in pain. He inspected
his surroundings and noticed how the cave was covered by roots. He
tried to remember how he got there but his last memory was pushing
Gaia before been taken by a Draak. He felt a sense of relief, for
in his mind, at least she was safe. Wherever she was.

He sat up with a grunt. The weight of his arm pulled
his shoulders, causing him excruciating pain. He clenched his hand
against his stomach and noticed his shirt was unbuttoned.

Sheer panic and angst crossed his eyes. He passed
his fingers across his shoulder before inspecting it. He saw the
shirt was pushed back as far as his burned mark reached and
relaxed. He was about to cover his body when he saw the burnt shape of a hand scarred over his wound; it looked
so small against his shoulder.

“Gaia?” he turned to the other
side and saw Gaia on the floor. “Gaia!” he wailed, but she didn’t
move.

Ignoring his pain, Edan crawled to where she was.
She was cold, very cold. “You are seriously mad.” He cradled her
against his body to warm her up.

 


* * *

Willow dropped a large rock on top of the Darkling.
His white skin turned gray as his life escaped his body. “Are they
retreating?” she yelled at Donovan after she noticed a Skuggor
running away instead of attacking.

“Yes, I think they are.” Donovan
noticed too.

“Why?” Shui asked, knowing the
beasts never ever retreat, not even during the war nor on the day
of the supernova.

“They went to look for Edan and
Gaia,” Hunter signaled.

“What do you mean ‘look for
them’?” Confused, Willow twitched her mouth. “Where are
they?”

“Edan was attacked then taken by a
Draak.” Veter arrived with the group. “Princeza followed
him.”

“Against a Draak?” Priyam’s nerves
were shattered. “Veter, where is she?!”

“I don’t know, but I promise you
we’ll find them,” Veter reassured her. “Hunter, I need you to track
them down,” he instructed and the teen nodded. “There will be a lot
of beasts, therefore, Willow you are also coming. Blueberry there’s
a lot of water around us so I need you too.” He turned toward
Floyd. “Floyd, Pink, and Donovan get Priyam and Synthia to a safe
place. Send Icarus once you find somewhere to stay.” He placed his
massive hand on Pink’s shoulder. “Be careful, the mark is getting
stronger.”

Donovan whistled. He took six thick leather straps
from his left pocket. “Put this on. They’ll take you where you need
to go,” he said.

Veter tied four of the leather straps to his vest.
He passed the other two to Willow, who wrapped them around her forearms, making two thick bracelets like the
one's Hunter and Edan used. As soon as they
finished, Willow and Hunter crossed their arms over their heads. A
group of four black condors flew from the woods. Two took Willow
and Hunter by their forearms lifting them to the sky, while the
other two condors waited gliding in the sky.

“Blueberry,” Veter opened his arms
and Shui hugged him. He held her protectively against his torso and
levitated from the floor. “See you soon, Prisum,” he said and they
all flew following Hunter’s condor.

 


* * *

In the cave, Gaia moved her head against a hard
surface. She recalled making the tree grow and how she lost
consciousness slamming her head on the floor. She slid her hand
across Edan’s chest. Super! At least the floor is warm… she thought as she unknowingly
traced his torso.

Her fingers reached the curve of his neck. Edan
shivered. OK…Weird. Definitely not the floor. Gaia slowly
opened her eyes afraid of what she might find. She then realized
she was leaning on top of Edan as he hugged her.

Shocked, Gaia jumped back, falling towards the
floor. 

“Don’t move.” Edan caught her
before her back hit the cold dirt. “I’ve got you.”

“Your shoulder, you shouldn’t move
it.” Unnerved finding herself on top of Edan, Gaia wiggled until
she was sitting next to him. “Or add any pressure to
it.”

“It’s fine.” Edan rotated his
entire arm to prove his point to Gaia. “You did a great job.” Edan
noticed Gaia was calmer after he moved his shoulder without much
pain. He closed his shirt, covering his shoulder. “Did you… remove
all of it?”

“Your shirt?” Gaia stared at his
green eyes. “Just the shoulder, I know how strict you are about
having your shirt on.”

“Thank you.”

“How long since you woke
up?”

“About forty minutes ago,” he
said.

Forty freaking minutes?! Gaia’s hands turned
sweaty from nerves. She’d slept for forty minutes on top of Edan.
Oh crap! She placed her palm against one of the rough roots. “Are they still out there?” she asked,
trying to concentrate on anything other than having Edan watching
over her for forty minutes.

“The beasts? Yes. I’ve been
hearing them growling from time to time.” He touched the same root
Gaia was touching. Her fingertips tingled at
the closeness. Gaia felt lighter. Well, not so bad. Besides sweaty palms and slight
nerves, I felt nothing else. I can handle it. Totally over
this.

“Good idea with the tree. I
noticed your seed pouch ripped. I guess we are lucky you had one
seed left.”

She moved her hand away. “I didn’t have any seeds
left.”

“You created it?” Edan seemed
excited. “Impressive. I’m proud of you,” he said and Gaia’s eyes
opened wide. “What?” he asked over her shocked
expression.

“This is the first time you’re
proud of me.”

“No,” he smiled. A big gorgeous
smile. “It’s just the first time I’ve told you.”

Scratch that… I’m not over this. Damn him. Damn
that smile. Gaia bit her lower lip trying to seem calm.
A useless move, Edan knew her too well. Her
stomach fluttered and her eyes couldn’t stop looking at his. Too
bad you’re just his job. She wanted to change the mood before
they ended up the same way they did back at the first camp.
Fighting and putting a whole town in danger. Fortunately, his
stomach growled.

“I guess you’re hungry.” Gaia
laughed out loud. She placed her palms on the dirt and smiled.
“What do you want?”

“Save it,” Edan stopped her. “You
don’t have enough energy to create another tree.” He took out a
small bag of seeds from his left pocket. “Use this.”

Gaia took the bag. “Where did you get this?”

“Willow always gives them to me,”
he smirked.

“Perfect.” Gaia took a seed and
placed it in the dirt. She lifted her hand and
wielded the plant to grow. Juicy grapes grew from the vines around
it. “Grapes!” she cheered at the surprise.

“You like them?”

“I love them.”

She took a few bunches and sat next to Edan to eat.
A smile crept across her lips. “You really
like them,” said Edan. “You are even smiling.”

Gaia shook her head. “I’m not smiling because I like
grapes. You called me Red in your sleep.”

To Gaia’s surprised he blushed. “Did I?”

“Yep,” she giggled at how cute he
looked. “It’s the third time you called me that.”

“Sorry, that was—”

“My nickname when I was little,”
she jumped in and ate another grape.

“You remembered?” he asked with
surprise in his eyes.

“Since long ago,” she rested on
her elbows against the floor. “What I don’t
remember is, why Red?”

Edan laughed, a genuine rich laugh that gave Gaia
the sensation of butterflies in her stomach. “You used to get so
angry every time I called you Lady Gaia.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “Everyone was allowed to call you that
except for me. If I said that name you used to pout and glare at
me. It was adorable.” He said, friendly. Same friendliness he had
in her memories. “One day we went out to the plaza and you climbed
Bobby. Your hair tie got tangled in a branch. Without knowing, you
let go and fell on my arms. Your tie snapped
and your hair floated all over the air.” He made a hand gesture to
show Gaia how the hair had flowed around her face. “I remember all
I could see was red.” Edan grinned. “Unaware that I was speaking my
mind, I whispered, ‘red’. Since then you officially proclaimed that
I would call you Red.”

“Why’d you stop calling me like
that?”

Edan curled his leg, a gesture that made him look
comfortable with the conversation. “At first, I was afraid you
would recognize the name and wake before the time was right.”

“You called me Red the first time
we talked,” she said, remembering that day, a day that somehow felt
like ages ago.

“You caught me off-guard.” He
froze just thinking about it. “I was terrified the minute I said
it. Luckily, it did nothing.”

“Well then.” Gaia lifted her hand.
“I officially proclaim you call me Red.”

Edan touched Gaia’s palm with his. “Red it is.”

After lingering for a moment, she let go of his hand
and placed hers on his shoulders. Concentrating, she turned her
hand warm enough to stop him from freezing.

“What are you doing?”

“Warming you up,” she said, trying
to seem unaffected by touching his body. “Your hand was ice cold.”

“Don’t. You need your strength.”
He opened his arms. “Here.”

“What?”

“Come over here.” He gestured her
to get closer.

Gaia did what she was told. She snuck between Edan’s
legs and rested her back against his torso. She leaned her head against his chest. It was warm; she
could hear his heartbeat, almost as fast as hers.

“Odd,” he murmured.

“What now?”

“Nothing, I just expected a bit
more fight from you.” He curled his arms around her waist. “You
usually ask ten times ‘why’ before you actually listen to
me.”

True… “I was cold.” And she was, a little
bit. But he doesn’t need to know that.

“Are you warmer?” he asked in a
voice so soft, Gaia almost couldn’t recognize it as his.

“Much. And you?”

“Very,” he whispered.

“Then stop complaining.” She
growled at him and he laughed. Yes, everything about the moment was
perfection. Well, almost everything. There was a small part of her
that kept her confused as hell. After all, she was his job…
wasn’t she?

“Edan…” Gaia talked while playing
with one of his shirt’s buttons.

“Yes?” he asked leaning his chin
against her head.

“Aren’t you going to get in
trouble for this?”

“For getting
dragged like that?” He passed his free hand over his messy brown
hair. “Only my pride,” he chuckled.

“No, for being like this with
me.”

Edan took a moment too long to answer.
“Probably.”

A hole of pain opened in her chest. Gaia moved away.
She instantly felt the coldness of the cave. “However, I’m OK with
that,” he said as he pulled her closer than before.

She placed her hands against his chest and pushed
herself away. “What if you regret it?”

“I won’t.” He gazed at her eyes in
a way that made her feel seen. He pulled her again, and this time
she let him. “I haven’t since the day I saw your tree,” he spoke,
his lips touching the top of her head.

Gaia knew he was talking about when he saw Bobby for
the first time on the day she was born. “What does Bobby have to do
with you being the leader?”

“Being the leader?” This time it
was Edan who broke the hug. He pushed Gaia away so he could read
her expression. “What does this have to do with that?”

She played with a strand of her hair. “Well, you
said you would get in trouble for being here with me. You know,
like teacher-student stuff.”

He shook his head. “I said I would get in trouble, I
didn’t mean because of that.” Edan thought for a bit. “And I’m not
your teacher anymore, Red. As for the leader, if you think about
it, you are the princes, you outrank me.”

“I do.” Gaia didn’t even try to
hide her grin. She passed her fingers over his left arm, touching
the burnt runes. “How come you don’t have the mark here?” She
touched the top of his wrist.

“I didn’t pass the
temple.”

He failed? How could he fail? And if he did… how
is he still alive? “What are these then?” She trailed the first
rune but he didn’t answer her question. “Grumpy.” She turned his
hand and made a circle on his wrist underneath his palm. “Then what
about the one here? Like Mor’s.”

“That’s a binding mark.” Edan
watched Gaia trailing her finger across his skin. He had no idea if
she noticed how much she was touching him now. “For you and your
match.”

“Is Willow your match?” she asked
not knowing where the hell that came from. Well, maybe a
little.

To her surprise, his heart raced faster than before.
A lot faster. “What makes you think that?”

“You talk to her and you eat her
burger.”

“I talk to her and eat her
burger?” He chuckled. “How could I miss such an outstanding
giveaway.”

“Well, you’re all grumpy and zero
emotional so… I assumed you would treat your match all polite and
super serious.”

“Willow is a childhood friend,” he
said with a hint of sadness. “There was a time when she was the
only friend I had.”

“You said there was a time, what
changed?”

“I… don’t remember,” he lied,
though she was unaware of it.

Gaia leaned against Edan. “What do you think it’s
like? To have a match?”

“Just like humans, we can be
attracted to many Terrians. Although, unlike them, once we find our
match, there’s no one else but that person for
you for the rest of your life,” he said, unaware he had started to
play with Gaia’s hair. “It’s like there’s a clear meaning on
everything. Like it all makes sense. No matter what happens, you
will be OK because that person is right there with you. It’s
peaceful. It’s like breathing for the first time.”

Gaia giggled. “It sounds an awful lot like
Twilight.”

“I wouldn’t know.” Edan took a
moment to recall any information he had on this ‘Twilight’
thing. Nothing. “Is that a human term?”

“Far from it.” She laughed out
loud. “Still, that was super specific. How do you know so much
about how a match feels like?”

“Because I have one,” he said with
a tone so loving that Gaia wondered if he even said it.

He has a match. Gaia froze. She was not
expecting that answer. Her heart squeezed a little making the cave
seem smaller, colder and suffocating. “You do? You have a
match?”

“I do.” His face moved closer to
hers. “Just not Willow.”

“Who?” she blurted out before she
could stop herself. Freaking curiosity! Gaia couldn’t help
but feel the same way she did back in Truckee when she helped the
wolf. She was scared, knowing her curiosity and wonder could get
her hurt… yet she had to find out what was hiding there. Calling
for her.

“Someone who shouldn’t
be.”

“Why not?” she asked, feeling like
she had just dug her own grave. Not good. Make a joke. “Is
it because she’s bossy?” she laughed it off.

To Gaia’s surprise, Edan smiled, squinting his green
eyes. “The bossiest,” he laughed.

“Is she clumsy?” her lips spoke
before she could realize.

“Worse.” He caressed her arm
tracing lines over her pale skin. Lines that created heat ripples
over her body. “She falls every two minutes.”

“She sounds like a
mess.”

“She is.” He curled both of his
arms around her waist accidentally grazing her bare
back with his fingers. “She’s also funny, strong, brave,
smart… sometimes too smart for her own good, and she’s beautiful,”
he sighed. “Most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

Gaia looked directly into Edan’s eyes. His eyes
seemed different, she’d never seen that look before. He pushed her
hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ear. He stared at
her lips. Soft and within reach. Unable to stop, he passed his
thumb over them.

Gaia parted them and he moved closer and closer.
“Gaia …”

 


BANG! Something hit the other side of the wall so
hard that it broke open. A ray of light crept inside the cave.

Gaia’s heart raced even more than it was already
racing. “A beast?”

“Kapetan! Princeza!” Veter
screamed from the other side of the roots. “Speak to
me!”

“Yes, a beast,” he scoffed. Edan
rested his forehead against Gaia’s. “Later, then,” he
whispered.

Willow wielded the roots that were closest to the
hole they’d made. Veter stormed inside. “Is anyone hurt?” he asked,
helping Gaia to stand up.

“Not anymore.” Already on his
feet, Edan moved his shoulder. “How are the others?”

“The others are fine.” Shui
checked Gaia’s eyes for any sign of head injury. “Everyone’s
waiting at the next campsite.”

“The tree outside, was a great
idea,” Hunter signaled Gaia once she was finished being
inspected.

“It was,” said Willow. “Where did
you get this type of seed?” she asked, her hand caressing the
unusually soft roots.

“Nowhere,” Edan said with a proud
grin.

“You created it?” Willow
questioned Gaia, who nodded. To everyone’s surprise, Willow
clapped. “Great work! It’s strong and big; covered most of the top
outside.”

“They’re OK to fly,” said Shui
after finishing inspecting Edan’s injuries.

“Good.” Veter passed Edan the
leather straps he tied to his chest. “Let’s go before they find
us.”

“Fly?” asked Gaia.

Edan took the straps to Gaia. “Stretch your arm like
this.”

Gaia mimicked Edan’s arm and he tied a leather loop
almost on top of her elbow. He curled the leather around Gaia’s
forearm creating a thick forearm cuff from her elbow to her wrist. Edan finished with one arm and
started with the other one. “What’s this for?” Gaia asked,
examining his fantastic work.

“It’s so the condors don’t hurt
your arm,” he explained while tying up the last strand under her
wrist.

“Condors?!” Her voice was muffled
by the shrieking sound of the vultures waiting for them.

Edan quickly tied the rest of the straps on his
arms. “We are set,” he said.

 


Gaia took Hunter’s hand as he helped her to crawl
out of the cave’s hole. The light was intense;
the air was cold and fresh. She stood up on the snow, slapping away
the pieces that stuck on her bare legs. She lifted her gaze to four
enormous condors.

Gaia ran her hand through the soft feathers of one
of the condors. “Thanks for picking us up,” she said. The condor
bowed its head. Princess… she heard the condor shriek.

Edan whistled and the birds flew. He stood behind
Gaia, lifted her arms, and arranged her stance. “Stay like that.”
He placed his arms on top of his head just like he did with Gaia’s.
“Hold them tight and keep your head covered.”

The condors came back flying. They dipped into the
mountain and just before crashing, they flew up taking the team by
their arms to the safe camp.

The experience was exhilarating. Adrenaline pumped
in Gaia’s blood, the cold wind hitting her body and her lungs were
filled with the cleanest air she’d ever
breathed. Gaia looked down. Her jaw cringed as she straightened her
legs. She was never afraid of heights,
but looking at her floating feet with no wires
or safety nets would bring goosebumps to anyone. Lucky for her,
this adrenaline was precisely what she needed
to keep her mind out of whatever had happened in the snow cave.

 


* * *

When their feet touched the ground, the condors flew
away.

“You’re back!” Priyam jumped on
top of Gaia, then shook her body with frustration. “How could you
do that!? What is wrong with you!? How could you jump on a freaking
Draak and leave me behind!?”

“I’m sorry.” Gaia hugged her. She
patted Priyam’s back trying to calm her down. “I couldn’t let them
take Edan.”

“I was so damn scared,” Priyam
cried on her shoulder.

Pink smacked Gaia on the back. “That was amazing,
girl,” she cheered.

“Beyond amazing,” Floyd joined his
twin sister. “How did you manage to reach it?”

“Reach what?” she asked, knowing
exactly what was Floyd referring to.

“The Draak, how did you reach
it?”

“I used the roots from a tree as a
catapult.” And then I took a creature’s willpower to reach the
man I have a crush on… A man with badass hair, beautiful eyes,
bipolar tendencies and apparently, a hidden match… she
thought.

“We saw that,” Pink nodded. “But
how did you reach the Draak that was carrying Edan?”

Damn it… Did they notice? I seriously hope
not. “I jumped from the Draak,” she lied again.

“That’s insane!” Donovan huffed.
“They were truly far away.”

“Not really… Maybe from your point
of view,” she lied once more. She hated that, lying was something
she absolutely disliked. But losing her family was worse. “Besides,
there was the adrenaline and all that stuff with the… other stuff.”

Pink clapped. “You’re going to be such a kickass
queen.”

 


* * *

That night Gaia walked outside to the forest. She
left a white iris on a tree.

Oh, come on, Pratt, please be here. She was
still scared by how she wielded Synthia, but at the same time it
was that knowledge that helped her save Edan. She was willing to
learn anything that would help her protect her loved ones, even if
it cost her.


Chapter
11

Match and Speed

EDAN DIPPED HIS HANDS in the cold water of his sink.
He cupped some water and splashed it on his face. The water froze
his thoughts for a second releasing some of his built-up nerves.
Ever since the cave, he couldn’t stop thinking about Gaia and their
time alone. She knows now… he thought, as he felt years of
stress sliding away. Yet, she hasn’t remembered... has
she?

He stared at his reflection in the mirror. His
intense green eyes appeared more tired than usual. How could they
not be after a sleepless night like the one he just had? Ever since
he was little, Edan had become accustomed to staying up a lot of
nights. He had done many night shifts as a
guard, plus there were all those times he couldn’t sleep due to his
worries over messing up the mission, his stress over Gaia’s
recklessness, and his constant nightmares. Only this sleepless
night was different. It was the second time Edan couldn’t sleep
because his reality was so perfect he didn’t want to stop living
it. He dried his hands, took a small green velvet bag and put it
in his back pocket.

 


Outside his room at the Manning Park Resort, he ran
into Shui. “Morning, have you seen Gaia?”

“Good morning, Edan. She was
studying her earth wielding with Willow.” She pointed at the far
left. “Right across that field.”

“Thanks,” he said, speeding up his
pace. There was no time to waste. He needed to see her again, to
make sure he didn't imagine that she was aware
of their relationship… just like he had previously done many times
over the years.

He reached the field, though he only saw Willow.
“Morning, Willow.” He looked around to see if Gaia was somewhere a
little more hidden.

“She just left,” said Willow,
reading his mind. “If you run that way you might catch
her.”

“Thank you, Willow!” He sprinted
in the direction Willow pointed, unaware of her dejected expression.

He increased his speed. The closer he got, the more
he could feel his heart was about to explode. He was one of the few
Terrians who could outrun a Skuggor and yet that day he couldn’t
move fast enough. He couldn’t get to her any sooner. The run felt
longer than a marathon but after a few feet he saw her.

Gaia was carrying a medium-sized box made of straw.
She was humming a pop song while walking around trying not to step
on cracks, clearly oblivious to Edan’s
gaze.

“Should I be worried?” he asked,
teasing her over her goofy behavior.

Startled, Gaia stepped on a crack and tripped. Edan
caught her midway, pulling her towards his chest. He finally had
her next to him. Where she should be. “Slippery floor, Red?”
he laughed as she clung to the box.

“You’re calling me Red,” Gaia
gulped, half shocked, half pleased.

“You asked me to.”

This time, it was Gaia who chuckled. “Since when do
you do what I ask?”

“Since, you know…” he hinted at
their time in the cave. The only thing he’d been able to think
about for the entire day.

“I don’t know.”

“No?” Edan’s face turned white. He
pushed Gaia to her feet as a void grew in his stomach.

Gaia’s gray eyes opened wide. “You look pale.” She
placed her palm against his forehead to check for any fever, after
all they had been locked in a cold cave of snow and rocks. “You’re
warm; I’ll get you something to eat.”

“Don’t.” Edan stopped her by the
hand that wasn’t holding the box. “You need to save your energy,”
he said, without letting go of her.

“I don’t need to. It’s already
been more than twelve hours since the cave,” said Gaia, hoping Edan
hadn’t realized he was still holding her hand.

“I need to clear something up with
you.”

“Edan!” Donovan screamed from the
other side of the field. “Pink and Floyd are back.”

“I’ll be right there,” he shouted
and turned back to face Gaia.

“You said it was urgent in today’s
meeting!”

Edan sighed. He knew Pink and Floyd went to get the
maps and news on their weaponry contact. Things that were vital to
their mission, only this time, this one talk was more important
than anything else to Edan. Even more important than the
mission. “Go,” said Gaia, interrupting Edan’s
indecision to move. “I promised to take this to Veter and help him
to make more of Floyd’s medicine.”

“Later, then,” he said before
jogging to where Donovan was standing.

Gaia couldn’t stop herself from watching Edan as he
walked away. Ever since the cave she’d had the feeling like
something had changed, evolved. She didn’t get the same rejection
vibe from Edan, his unyielding wall; on the
contrary, she felt like he wanted her near him, and the longer the
better.

 


After watching Edan leave, Gaia took the box of
straw to Veter who was waiting for her next to the First Tree. “Are
these all the ones you needed?” Gaia opened the box so Veter could
take a better look.

Veter held his cigar between his teeth and counted
the herbs. “Perfect, Moja Princeza! Take two pink flowers from Mr.
Bobby and sit down here,” he patted the empty ground, “next to
me.”

Gaia plucked the two Juliet roses and sat beside
Veter.

Veter took out a few aloe leaves. “This is Terrian
aloe, it helps with the cut.” He grabbed mint. “These mint leaves
will act as an anesthetic, and Mr. Bobby’s flowers will cure him
faster than any other medicine in any of the two worlds.” Placing
the plants in a bowl made of dark rock, he
gave Gaia instructions. “You slowly grind it, like this.” With a
mixture of wrist twists and little taps, Veter ground the plants.
“Here, give it a try.”

Gaia took the stone and mimicked Veter’s movements.
“Like this?”

“Softer.” Veter grabbed a metallic
vase that looked smaller than its real size against his massive
hands. He poured cold water into the bowl. “Magnificent, keep that
steady rhythm.”

“I didn’t know Bobby was used for
medicinal purposes,” she said while grinding.

“It’s used for so much more,”
Veter light up his cigar. “The First Tree is full of useful
properties. The pink flowers have strong medicinal purposes, the
lavender ones that look like sakuras have the ability to feed, the
white peonies are for the soul, to cure them or to bind them. The
roots, the bark, the symbols, they all can be used for many things.
He’s also in charge to find you and your reincarnations. The whole
extent of what Mr. Bobby can do is a mystery to
everyone.”

The more Gaia ground the paste, the more it began to
turn thicker and gained a darker golden color. It started to smell like oregano with a strong kick of
peppermint. “Veter,” called Gaia while continuing to twist her
wrist. “Are you married to Shui?”

“I really wish we were, but we’re
not.” Veter added a few petals of chamomile to the mix.

“Aren’t you a match?”

“We are, but that doesn’t make us
man and wife,” he explained.

“Terrians don’t get
married?”

“We do. Just not like they do on
Earth.” He poured more mint to the mix, making the paste less
watery. “In the ceremony, we combine our souls. From there a unique
mark will appear on the couple. Half his, half hers,” Veter
explained like it was some sort of fairytale. He then made a circle
on the bottom of Gaia’s left wrist. “Right in here.”

Gaia remembered her talk with Edan. A binding
mark for you and your match… he called them. “Like Klog
Mor’s?”

“Exactly.” Veter clapped. “Her
husband was an earth wielder, that’s why it’s half fire, half
earth.”

“That’s beautiful.” She glanced at
her own empty wrist.

“It is,” he sighed. Veter made
sure his hair was held tight by his man bun. He took from his
leather sack a small purple glass container and opened it by
rolling the top. “Don’t stop stirring it.” He wielded the air.
Using it as a spoon, he scooped the dough into
the glass container until it filled up.

“I asked Edan if Willow was his
match,” Gaia blurted out.

Veter burst out with laughter,
and the glass container slipped from his thick fingers. “She’s
not,” he managed to say after catching the container with wind a
few inches before it shattered. “They’re just childhood
friends.”

“He said that too.” Gaia took
another purple glass container from the leather sack and filled it
just like Veter had. “He said they were inseparable until something
happened.”

“Something?”

“He said he couldn’t
remember.”

“How could he not.” Veter chuckled
with his deep rough voice. “That reason was you,
Princeza.”

“Me? How?”

“Edan wasn’t very…” Veter
scratched his bushy dark-brown beard. “Let’s call it ‘popular’ in
the city.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“Of course you have.” He smiled,
proud of Gaia’s affinity for understanding what was happening
around her. “In those days, Willow was the only child who dared to
play with him. She was his first friend and for a while, his only.”
Veter packed all the full containers back into his bag. “They were
together almost every single hour of the day, until he rescued you
from the Darkling that attacked you at the palace.”

“The one who gave him the scar on
his forearm?”

“That one,” he said. He poured the
water to clean his hands before drying them, then did the same with
Gaia’s hands. “Don’t say I told you, but he’s been taking care of
you ever since.”

Gaia stopped herself from biting her lower lip. She
was definitely nervous but she didn’t want Veter to find out. “What
needs to happen to call someone your match?”

“I don’t think I understand what
you mean.”

“Well, you’ve liked Shui for more
than twelve years, and she wasn’t called your match until she
decided it. Why?”

“A match is not someone you like
or find attractive, a match is your other you. Your partner.” Veter
lifted his hand towards the sky. “The sun and the moon, fire and
ice, everything in this world is made of pairs. Together you are
stronger. You don’t complete each other, you balance each other.
The matching process starts when one declares it and closes when
it’s acknowledged by the partner in question. It can’t be
one-sided.”

By both? Gaia never told Edan he was her
match, nor had Edan told her she was his.
Well I’m pretty sure he knows I like him and the thing in the
cave… he was definitely
talking about me. Wasn’t he…? If he was, why would he call us a
match if we haven’t declared it? I mean, I’d never heard him
declare it. Not even
acknowledge it. “What happens if no one declares it? Or if one
doesn’t declare it?”

“It means they are not a
match.”

Gaia looked at Veter’s red ring. Shui knotted it in
a way that would look as manly as Veter was.
It was thick and perfect for this giant Viking-looking man. She
then stared at her pinky… there was no ring there. She couldn’t
have a match. Not a match… echoed in her thoughts over and over. He
was talking about me, right? Does he have someone in Terra?

“Are you feeling OK?” Veter asked,
puffing on his cigar. “Your face turned to worry.”

“I’m fine, just a little tired I
guess.”

 


* * *

Edan ignited a ball of fire on his palm. Having just
gone through his worst group meeting ever, he manipulated it across
his fingers like a stress ball… Besides the fact that he couldn’t
concentrate on what everyone was talking about, he named the wrong
Terrian for the job… twice.

For the first time since he was thirteen, Edan had
to let Donovan take the lead. Luckily, his best friend did a great
job explaining the alternate plan they’d come up with a few weeks
ago in case of emergency.

“Flipping hell,” Edan cursed. He
thought his time in the cave with Gaia had fixed something he’d
been worried about for many years. He didn’t think it would only add a new type of torture. How much
clearer could he’d been at expressing his
feelings? Feelings… he cringed at the word.

 


Submerged in his mental agony, Edan noticed Priyam
walking a few feet away from him. Like many other times, Priyam was
paying more attention to one of her crazy thick books than looking
at where she was stepping. “Priyam!” he called to her.

Priyam’s eyes peeped over the pages. She saw Edan
waving at her to get closer. “What’s up, Fireball?”

“May I ask you a
question?”

“Depends.” Priyam’s thin eyebrow
raised with curiosity. “How classified would this question
be?”

“Top.” He grinned, knowing that
phrase would always get her full attention.

Priyam closed her book and sat on a rock next to
him. “Hit it.”

“Let’s say…If I hinted to Gaia
that she’s Mother Nature.” He leaned closer to Priyam, preventing
anyone passing by from hearing their conversation. “Would she
figure it out?”

Priyam placed her elbow against her knee and bent
closer to Edan. “I think she already knows that,” she
whispered.

Out of options on how to get the information he
needed, Edan took a quick peek at his surroundings. Coast was
clear. “What if I hint something else?
Anything else.”

“Never.” Priyam laughed at the
mere thought of her best friend picking up on hints. “Gaia and
hinting don’t match…at all.”

“What if it was a major
hint?”

“Not even then.” Luckily for
Priyam, Gaia walked passed them. She had the same gorgeous strap
sundress with a knitted sweater she had been wearing since the
morning. “Exhibit A, I’ll tell her to take off her sweater.” Priyam
placed the book on her lap as they both stared in Gaia’s direction.
“G!”

Gaia heard her best friend calling. She turned on
her heels, finding Priyam and Edan staring at her. “What?”

“It’s getting hot for a sweater
don’t you think?” Priyam asked, using her hand to fan some wind to
the side of her neck.

“A little,” Gaia agreed, yet did
nothing to fix it. The sweater remained on.

“Your dress looks prettier by
itself.”

Gaia flicked her hands over the cotton fabric, not
really understanding what the big deal with her dress was.
“Thanks.”

“It makes me want to see it
without the sweater,” Priyam added a bigger
hint.

“You already have.” Confused, her
hand twirled one of her bright red hair strands. “You bought it for
my seventeenth birthday.”

“See? Clueless.” Priyam smiled at
her profound knowledge of Gaia’s quirks. “My advice is this…
whatever huge hint you gave her, it didn’t work.”

“Bollocks,” he mouthed under his
breath.

“Look, if you need to tell her
something, you have to do it. Loud and clear.” She pointed at Gaia
who was already walking away. “Just rip it like a
Band-Aid.”

“I don’t know what a Band-Aid
is.”

“You don’t? What do you use when
you cut yourself?”

“A bandage?”

“Right…” She tried a better way to
explain it. Nothing. “Just go do it!”

“Red!” Edan ran after
her.

Gaia waited for him with a big bright smile. “Second
time today?”

“You have no idea.” He chuckled at
the painful irony. He could still sense Priyam staring at them,
waiting for him to reveal the major hint he
was talking about. If only he could. He knew he should just say it
but he was never known for expressing his feelings openly. Or at
all.

That, plus having her staring at him with such
intensity, waiting for him to speak, was driving him insane. He
wanted to get it over with, he just had no clue how. “How does your
dress look without the sweater?” He tested Priyam’s theory once
more. Hoping that by some miracle Gaia would prove to him she can
take a hint.

“Normal… What is it with me and my
dress today?” she asked, inspecting her outfit in case there was
something wrong no one was telling her about.

It took Edan all of his willpower not to laugh. “Can
we talk?”

“Sure.”

“That time, in the cave. What I
tried to tell you was—”

“Edan,” Floyd called him from
where Priyam was sitting.

“This isn’t happening.” Edan
ruffled his brown hair with his hand. This day was beginning to
look like a sicker version of the twins’ April Fool’s
Day.

“Edan!” Floyd yelped once
more.

“What!?” Edan snapped. “What could
you possibly want right this bloody second!?”

“Our weapons’ contact agreed to
help. We have the routes,” he said, amused by Edan’s unusual
reaction to good news. “You know, the ones you urgently needed
after the meeting.”

“Everyone!” Edan screamed. He was
getting tired of not having a break. “Get together!”

“Is he angry?” Floyd asked Priyam
as they all walked to the gathering point.

“Entertaining, isn’t
it?”

“Very,” he cackled.

 


Once everyone was at their place around the table,
Edan took a black marker from one of the equipment bags. He placed
his hand on the middle of the map, marked with an X on their
location. “We are here in Manning Park. We need to get to Penticton
where the twins have a contact who can help us with all the lost
equipment. The moment we are ready,” he then drew another X on
their destination, “we need to reach the next door.”

Hunter drew a thick line up to the east of Canada
and signaled. “We are sending a trace to Toronto while we drive
south. With that we can get a few days’ head start.”

“Funny.” Priyam swung her legs.
“There’s a Huntsville in Alabama.” She pointed at the
map.

Edan nodded, “That’s exactly where we are
going.”

“I’m sorry.” Priyam slumped
against the desk, almost falling from her chair. “I thought I heard
you suggest we would walk three-thousand miles.”

“Four-thousand one-hundred and
forty-eight miles to be precise,” he said.

“It’s decided. The entire universe
will die.” Priyam laughed with a cynical tone. “I can’t walk to the
kitchen, much less four-thousand one-hundred and forty-eight
miles.”

“We aren’t walking.” Edan passed
the marker to Hunter and grabbed six small red-velvet bags from the
same place he took the marker from. He threw them on top of the
map. “Hunter, you stay here to take care of
the girls. The rest, we are going shopping. Veter, Pink, you go
together. Shui, take Donovan. Floyd, come with
me. We need something fast. Let those of legal of age talk to the
seller. Take a bag each and we’ll meet here in no more than three
hours. We are leaving before sundown.”

Everyone took the bags and followed Edan’s orders.
As the team took their places, Edan walked next to Gaia. “We’ll
talk later.”

 


* * *

After a much-needed nap, Gaia went to the kitchen to
prepare some sandwiches. She kept thinking about where Pratt was
and how she really needed him to teach her more about the Nature’s Communion. She
was scared of it, but since it helped her save Edan, she understood
if it was used for good reasons, then there was no problem. Gaia
took Pink’s BBQ sauce and poured some of it into Priyam’s sandwich. She closed the lid and noticed
her hand had been smudged with sauce. Yuck… she looked
around but there were no napkins or anything else to clean her
hand. Double Yuck.
Having no option she passed her palm on top of a rock just like she
did that time against the Draak’s bone. The mark! She
remembered the strange mark she saw carved on the Draak. She closed
her eyes and concentrated on what it looked like. It was an
N…wasn’t it?

On her way to the bungalows, Gaia did a small
recollection of her encounters with Draaks. The Draaks in her
nightmare were too far away to tell if they had the mark and she
was too stressed to pay attention to the Draak
that took Edan. Hunter probably knows.

Gaia left Priyam’s sandwich on top of her desk and
walked around the trees until she found Hunter. He was sitting on a
thick branch, carving a wolf on a small piece of wood. “Hey there.”
Gaia waved her hand for Hunter to see.

“Is something wrong?”
Hunter signaled with the knife in his hand.

“No.” Gaia took out a wrapped
bacon and chicken sandwich she’d made with the remaining supplies
and handed it to Hunter. “I got this for you.”

Happy, Hunter placed the wolf and knife on the
branch next to his legs. “Thanks.”

Gaia gave one last glance at her surroundings in
case someone was within hearing distance. Once she was sure they
were alone, she climbed the tree to sit beside him. “Hunter, do you
know a lot about the dark beasts?”

“Every one of them,” he
signaled with his mouth full.

“What things do you know about
them?”

Hunter passed his hand over his eyes. “Trackers
are blind.”

Gaia took a rolled piece of paper from her sweater.
“Sorry, Priyam has already learned them, but my memory is super
crappy.” She checked her notes on signs to discover if the one
Hunter made meant that they couldn’t see. “What?! They’re blind?”
Gaia was not expecting that, after all Trackers were the ones who
kept finding them. “How can they track?”

“With the coat of needles they
have piercing their
flesh.” He mimicked the needles with his fingers. “When
their prey is near, the needles vibrate guiding the Tracker to
whoever or whatever they need to find.”

“That sounds
terrifying.”

“It’s pretty cool
actually.”

“What about… Draaks?” she said,
almost whispering that last word.

“Those can see pretty well.”
He grinned at his smart-alec comment before taking another bite
of his scrumptious sandwich.

“What does their mark mean?” Gaia
asked.

“What
mark?”

She checked that last sign… ‘Mark’. “You know,” Gaia
slid her finger on the side of her torso. “The one they have on
their ribcage.”

“No.” Hunter swallowed a
big chunk of bacon. “They don’t have marks on their bones,
Gaia.”

“Oh…”

Hunter tilted his head, staring straight at Gaia,
“You saw one.” He could see it in her reaction, “You saw
one with a mark, right?”

Gaia avoided eye contact with Hunter.
“Yes.”

Hunter pulled her up so she could see his hands
talking. “Where?”

“When I helped Edan,” she
lied, afraid Hunter would discover she was with Pratt the moment
she saw that mark or something along those lines. “Back at the
mountains.”

“How did it look? The
mark.”

Gaia took Priyam’s pen out of her back pocket and
drew it on the skin of her knee. “Something like this, I’m terrible
at drawing.”

“And it moved?” Hunter
asked with a slight panic in his eyes. “The
beast that had the mark moved?”

“It did,” said Gaia. “Why wouldn’t
it?”

“That’s a Hagalaz rune.”
Hunter signaled the drawing on her knee. “It’s the symbol
of destruction. Done correctly
and with the proper chant, anything with that mark is a corpse. If
it moves it means it’s being manipulated. Like a
puppet.”

Gaia shivered. Not good! Was the Draak already
dead before it attacked us?

“Gaia.” Hunter signaled.
“That’s Azazel’s favorite mark.”

“You think Azazel did it?” she
asked the teen.

“Probably.”

“But why?” she gasped. “Don’t they
obey him already? Why would he need to manipulate them?”

“Who knows.” He shrugged
his shoulders. “Sometimes, for people like Azazel, loyalty isn’t
enough.”

“They’re back!” Priyam’s screams
were heard from across the field.

Gaia and Hunter jumped off the tree and walked
towards the rest. “Don’t tell anyone,” Gaia begged. She hated lying
to Hunter but training with Pratt was the only way she knew she
could save everyone she loved, including Hunter. There was no way
she would let Azazel put that in jeopardy. “Edan was too hurt to
notice, and I don’t want him to get worried over something that has
already passed.”

“I won’t,” he promised
her.

 


“Yes!” Priyam dashed to where
Veter and the rest parked the cars.

Pink was driving a beautiful black and yellow
Lamborghini Aventador, Veter arrived in a black Corvette C7, while
Donovan, Shui and Edan arrived on three
motorcycles.

“Why did you get bikes?” Pink
complained as she got out of her car.

“We need eyes outside,” said
Edan.

Priyam ran, unable to hold back her impulse to touch
all of the cars. “You are in a Lambo! How could you complain?”

“Just saying, look at that
beauty.” Pink pointed at the bike Edan was on.

Edan laughed out loud. “You should see what Floyd
got.”

“What?” Pink asked but she was
answered a second later when Floyd arrived in a 6X6 army-green
Mercedes van.

“No bloody way!” Pink gasped as
she took her hands up to her mouth. “I want it! I need
it.”

“Not likely.” Floyd stuck his head
out the window, his blond Mohawk swishing with glory. “This beast
is mine, lil’ sis.”

“We’ll rotate,” said Edan,
preventing a massive fight between the teenaged twins.

“What’s up, Robin Hood? Nice
horses you just stole,” Priyam teased as she checked out the
bike.

“We didn’t steal
anything.”

“Right, like you could possibly
afford all of this?” Priyam made a hand gesture that covered all
the vehicles. “In fact, how have you afforded anything? Your
weapons, your supplies, and all this?”

“With this.” Donovan passed an arm
across Priyam’s shoulder and emptied one of the small velvet bags.
Edan poured them into his hand. Dozens of diamonds shined on top of
his palm.

“Diamonds!” Synthia gasped. “Where
did you get those?!” She took a bunch and looked at the light
through one of them.

“I made them,” said Willow with
pride. It was obviously an advanced earth-wielder trait. “If you
think about it, they are just metastable allotrope
of carbon.”

Edan took the diamonds away from Synthia. “After she
makes them I cut them into the shape we need.”

“So…” Synthia mumbled. “What you
are saying is that you are like, rich?”

“Precisely.” Edan
nodded.

“Then why are we walking
everywhere like a bunch of poor people?” Synthia whined with her
nasal voice.

“Same reason we aren’t using the
condors to get anywhere we want to go,” said Donovan. “For security
reasons, why else?”

“I don’t know, lame-o… because I
thought you were broke.”

“Stop arguing, get your stuff.
We’re leaving.” Edan gave the order as he took out a crystal dagger
from his back holster. “Veter take Shui in the
Lambo,” he said. “Pink, Hunter and I will take the bikes, the rest
go with Floyd in the van.” He scratched a few symbols in the car’s
paint and passed the crystal dagger to Willow. “Take care of the
rest.”

“What the fuck!?” Priyam gasped.
“What are you doing!?”

“We’re camouflaging them. They’re
fast but they are also flashy,” Donovan explained. “We need to be
fast but we can’t afford to be seen or arrested.”

“I’ll go with you, Edan.” Synthia
crossed her arms as if she were throwing a temper tantrum. “He’s
seventeen. I’m not going in that tomboy’s car with him.” She
proceeded to cling to Edan’s arm. “I would be safer on the bike
with you. Holding you from the back.”

Begging for some much-needed patience, Edan moved
his arm away from her grip. “We’ll both be better if you go in the
van.”

“What if he crashes and I
die?”

“You shouldn’t worry about that.”
Veter patted Synthia’s back as he returned from opening the door
for Shui. “Who do you think taught us to drive?” he
chuckled.

“Sorry Synthia, please do as you
are told and get in the van,” said Edan. “Let’s go.” He gave the
signal but walked away from the motorcycle and towards the
van.

“Where’re you going?” asked
Donovan amused by Edan’s strange behavior throughout the
day.

“To rip it like a Band-Aid,” Edan
said running to the van. “Red,” he stopped her by grabbing her arm
before she could get into the van. After everything that had
happened that day, he wasn’t going to let his worries or anything
else get in the way of telling her. He wasn’t used to expressing
his feelings but having her still oblivious to their promise was
far worse. “You are her,” he said, his
gorgeous eyes staring straight into hers. “You
are my match.”

“I’m… your match?” Her body
visually relaxed, letting Edan know she’d been struggling the same
way he had.

“Always have been.” He smiled
carefree, able to breathe again. “Always will be.”

“How could I be?” she asked. “I
don’t remember you declaring it.”

Declaring it… he thought. Those specific
words only meant one thing, she’d been asking around, investigating
the meaning of a match. He liked that thought. “That’s because I
didn’t.” Edan moved closer to her ear. “You did.” He kissed her
cheek, opened the door of the van and closed it once she was
inside.

Gaia put on her seatbelt as she watched Edan put on
the helmet and start the bike. “Priy…” She turned to the other seat
where her best friend was. “Do I talk in my sleep?”


Chapter
12

Red and Blue

THE ADRENALINE OF the 200-miles-an-hour drive, the
powerful sound of the engine roaring, and the constant switches
between cars at their maximum speed, were nothing compared to the
adrenaline created by Edan’s words.

Gaia stared out of the window, as if the answers to
all of her questions lay outside of the van. Like her thoughts, the
outside was a mix of blurry images, speed, and unfinished sounds
that blended in the darkness of the night. Unable to find the
distraction she needed, Gaia switched her attention to the inside
of the van.

Floyd was driving, singing, and bouncing to “Carry
on My Wayward Son” by Kansas. Gaia was shocked, not just by his
peculiarly cool moves, but by the fact that despite moving so much,
the van was completely steady.

Synthia, sitting as co-pilot, was scanning through a
magazine pretending she was in her own little show of “Who wore it
better?” Apparently, no one did. Every one of the models had either
a big nose, thick legs, small eyes, was overweight, or something
needed to be changed in order to belong to her imaginary group of famous friends.

Edan’s face flashed in Gaia’s mind. The memory of
him telling her they were a match made Gaia feel like turning on
fire. Not a good idea inside a moving van.

She shifted her weight trying to find a comfortable
position, not because she needed to, since the van might as well
have been the interior of a first-class jumbo
plane, but because her body felt like it was full of energy. Too
alive to stay still, too awake to fall asleep.

Gaia felt the exhilarating need to tell Priyam what
had happened with Edan. As if telling her best
friend would make what happened real. As if in
telling her, the feeling of constant electricity circling her body
would fade away. The problem was, her best friend was sleeping like
a rock. Yes, only Priyam could fall asleep on a high-speed race to
their survival. Needless to say, there was nothing Gaia could do
but wait until they reached their next safe place at Penticton.
This is going to be a long night…

 


* * *

“You are my match,” Gaia repeated
the words out loud. Words that made her stomach flutter each time
she thought about them.

“Just like that?” asked Priyam,
who was sitting on the other side of their double bed, playing with
an arrow.

“Just like that.” Gaia lay down on
top of a bunch of pillows. Her mind kept repeating the scene over
and over again. It had happened almost twenty-four hours ago yet
she could still feel the warmth of his hand against her
arm.

 


That morning Gaia and the rest reached the small
town of Penticton There they met with Lorenzo, a tall dark-haired
man with bright white teeth, a badass mustache, the sweetest wife,
and crazy connections. If you needed to buy something, anything,
Lorenzo was your man.

The twins gave him the longest
list of swords, firearms, axes, and machetes that Gaia had ever
seen. They agreed to have a part of the list
delivered the next day while the rest would be sent to a storage
unit in Huntsville. Edan paid the man with diamonds and asked him
where they could find a secluded place to stay.

Precisely like Lorenzo
promised, “The Crooked Tree Suites” was an incredible bed and
breakfast. Set on the top of a mountain, it was divided into three
two-story townhouses, each with a full kitchen, balcony, fireplace,
a massive bathroom, gorgeous views, and three double beds. The
place has heavenly.

 


Gaia and Priyam shared the master bedroom of one of
the townhouses. It was the only bed that was in a separate room
while the other two beds were on the second floor next to the
fireplace.

“And you’re the one who declared
it?” Priyam pointed at Gaia with the arrow.

“Apparently. I have no memory of
it.”

“This is nuts!” Priyam put the
arrow down. “Why did you wait this long to tell me?”

“I wasn’t going to talk about it
in front of everyone.” Gaia lowered her voice, afraid that the
walls were too thin to cover their talk. “Besides, you were asleep
the entire ride.”

“True.” Priyam clapped, excited.
“I can’t believe you’re dating Edan!”

“Shhh.” Gaia begged her to be
quieter. “I… don’t know if we are dating.” Dating… Her body
reacted to that last word. As if anyone in the world would’ve
guessed that she and that harsh, annoying teacher would end
up dating. Not likely. Can this be called
dating?

“How could you not be dating?”
Priyam twitched the corner of her plum lips
with confusion at her friend’s love situation. “Isn’t he your
match?”

“Yes.” Gaia shrugged her
shoulders. “But I don’t know if it works the same way as dating
does here on Earth.”

“You didn’t ask him?” Priyam
questioned her. Gaia shook her head. “Why not?”

“It never crossed my mind.” Gaia
bit her lower lip. “Everything happened really fast.”

KNOCK! KNOCK!

“Come in!” Priyam yelled in
response, hoping it wasn’t Synthia whining about something
ridiculous.

Edan opened the door. His brown hair was messy, as
usual, but his smile was so wide it made small
wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. He looked so carefree and
happy that even with the wrinkles, his face
seemed way younger than it used to. Gaia felt thrilled just by
looking at him. “Morning ladies. Red, are you tired?”

“She’s not,” Priyam answered with
a grin.

“Terrific.” Edan opened the door
wider allowing Gaia to see he was wearing a pair of black jeans and
a white T-shirt. “Would you mind? There’s something I want to work
on with you.”

“Sure.” Gaia stood up from the
bed, fixing her loose cami top to its right position, then walked
towards the door. Her heart was beating like crazy. Her palms
tingled with nerves.

“Are you guys dating?” Priyam
asked Edan before Gaia could reach the door.

Gaia wanted to die. She felt the skin on her
back flushing. Too scared to look at Edan, she
glared at her friend who was grinning back at her.

“We are,” said Edan without
hesitation. “See you at dinner time.” He closed the door leaving
Priyam smiling and Gaia feeling like she was free
falling.

 


* * *

Edan and Gaia walked in silence through the
mountain, around the trees, to a view of the lake. It was
beautiful. Everything about that town was perfect.

Having passed the First Tree, Edan drew a breath and
took her hand. Gaia flinched, afraid of doing something wrong. Edan
let go.

“Don’t,” she said taking his hand
back. Her hand looked tiny and delicate inside his strong one. “I’m
just…kinda nervous.”

“I’m not going to do anything to
you.”

Gaia felt a punch in her stomach seeing Edan’s hurt
reaction. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just…I’m really new at
this dating thing.” She blushed at how lame her life sounded. “It
seems like… I can’t get over the fact that we’re a match. I feel so
conscious around you… For now.”

Edan chuckled. “It doesn’t go away. At least not for
me.” He passed his hand through his hair. “It’s been a long time
since you declared it and I still get nervous each time I’m with
you.”

Her curiosity was stoked. “How long ago?”

“Twelve years.”

“Twelve!” Gaia panted. She stopped
cold. “I thought it was recent. That I talked in my sleep or
something.”

“Understandable. That sounds a lot
like something you would do,” he teased her.

“Funny, how did that
happen?”

“I’m not telling you.” Edan
squeezed her hand tighter, gently pulling her to walk and pay
attention. “I want you to remember.”

“Or you can tell me now,” Gaia
said with puppy-dog eyes. Edan smiled but remained quiet. “Fine, I
can ask someone else.”

“Good luck with that. Only Klog
and the parliament were there.”

“Come on, just tell
me.”

“No.”

“What if I don’t remember?” she
feared.

“Then I’ll remember for the both
of us. Here,” he took out the small green-velvet pouch.

Gaia opened it and saw two ribbon rings. “They were
ours when we were little.”

Gaia inspected the small red-ribbon rings. Edan’s
was smooth and had two knots curled together. Cute… Then she
looked at hers, and it was perfect. The ribbon was twisted in ways
that resembled a twig with curls and a tiny lotus flower. She
adored the idea of young Edan making it especially for her. “I
don’t remember seeing them in my memories.”

“It’s because we didn’t wear them
on our fingers, we wore them in necklaces.”

“Because you’re
different?”

“Because we are forb… young-young.” He stuttered.

That was new… she giggled. “Since when do you
stutter?”

Edan struggled over telling her the real reason why.
He wasn’t ready for that so instead, he hugged her closer. “Nerves,
I guess.”

She returned the rings back to Edan and leaned
closer to him. Almost reaching his lips. Closer. Until she stopped
when a strange sight caught the corner of her eye.

An open box full of swords, rope, and sticks was
staring back at Gaia. “Mmm… Edan? What are we doing here?”

Without letting go of Gaia, Edan twisted his torso
and saw the opened box. “Oh, right. I want to try something I’ve
been dying to try for a while.”

“What?!”

“I want us to fight as a match.”
He smiled at his announcement.

“You’re kidding, right?” Gaia
laughed hysterically; she knew he was her first boyfriend but she
was sure fighting wasn’t a top priority in the dating world. “We
just started to date and you already want to fight?”

Edan laughed with her. She
really liked the carefree happy version of Edan in front of her.
“Not that type of fight.” He passed his hand over her cheek.
“Remember when you saw me for the first time at your school?
Remember the feeling? Like we knew each other, randomly appearing
at the same place wherever we went? Me always
beside you when you needed me? Feeling like something was
connecting us?”

“Exactly like that,” she
whispered, surprised at how well he knew precisely how she felt all
those times she saw him or was near him.

“I felt the same way, every time.
That was thanks to the connection we have as a match. Just
like the twins can sense what the other twin is feeling; only a
match is a hundred times stronger and a hundred percent accurate.”
Edan walked towards the box. “Now that you know we are one, I can
show you how to tap into it. That way we can also stay connected in
fight mode. I’ll be able to sense your mood, predict your next
moves, or even know if you are hurt.”

“Are you trying to use this
connection to keep me out of trouble?”

Edan smiled at Gaia as he knelt in front of the box.
“You would keep me out of trouble, too.”

“Interesting.” She thought about
all of the possibilities that connection could bring her. Endless.
“I’ll do it.”

“First, we need to learn how to
sense each other apart from the rest of the noise around us.” Edan
took two sticks from the box and offered one to Gaia. “Take
this.”

Gaia grabbed the stick and inspected it. It was
three feet long with a cotton pouch wrapped at both ends. “And
this?”

“Those pouches at
the end are filled with paint. Each time you manage to hit
me I’ll get a mark.” He tapped one of Gaia’s pouches, which
produced a round red mark on his palm. “Each
time I manage to hit you, you’ll get a mark,” he said, as he tapped
one of his own pouches with the same hand. A blue circular mark
covered part of the red mark he already
had.

Gaia felt a giggle bubbling in her stomach. “Red and
blue?”

“I thought it would be clever.” He
smirked at his choice of colors.

“Very.”

“Well then, now that you know the
basics.” Edan took two blindfolds out of his back
pocket.

“Wow! Wait.” Gaia took a step
back. The last time she was blindfolded she slammed against a tree
after tripping on a rock. “What is that for?”

“I’m blindfolding you,” Edan
stated the obvious.

“Did you ask Priyam for
advice?”

“Never again.” Edan chuckled, deep
and loud. “This is actually how it’s done. We need to close our
main sense so we can guide ourselves with the other ones. Although
the paint was my idea.”

“Can I blindfold you first?” asked
Gaia.

“If you want to.”

Gaia took the cloth and slid it away from Edan’s
grasp. “I want to.” Standing on her tiptoes, she covered his eyes
with the fabric. She moved her hands to the
back of his head and tied it down. Gaia was too close to him. At
that distance she could smell his lemony shampoo, she could feel
the tension.

Gaia’s attention was stolen by
his lips. His lower lip was thicker than the upper one yet they
both looked soft. She remembered the time he nibbled on her neck,
how wonderful it felt. Gaia felt a current
pulling her to his lips. 

“Done?” Edan asked, breaking her
moment. He was smiling as if he knew what she was thinking of
doing, however he never moved away.

“Yep.” Gaia couldn’t tell if it
was the blindfold covering Edan’s eyes or the fact that she knew he
was hers, but she curled her hand on Edan’s cheek then pulled him
closer. She kissed him softly on the corner of his mouth and jumped
backwards.

“That’s cheating you know.” He
smiled.

“Maybe.”

Gaia stretched her arm, her fingers curled around
the second blindfold Edan was holding in his hands. “Give me mine
so I can tie it myself.”

Edan moved the blindfold away from Gaia’s reach.
“You tied mine, I’ll tie yours.” He walked closer to her. His
movements were so sure, so precise that Gaia could have sworn he
was looking. Damn it, he is definitely going to win.

“Stay still.” Blindfolded, Edan
lifted his hand, touching Gaia’s face. He passed his fingers across
her chin, her lips, her cheeks, until he found her eyes.

He covered her eyes with the cloth. Gaia became more
nervous since she was unable to see anything that was
happening.

She could only feel him, his breathing hitting her
skin, his hands tracing her neck. “Ready?” he asked, barely a few
inches away.

“Are you?”

Edan laughed. “Please…” He loved it when Gaia pushed
his buttons. “I’m going to take a few steps back. Try to
concentrate on my breathing. Try to find me among everything around
you. Once you find me, attack.”

 


Gaia concentrated. Edan was so quiet she had no idea
where he was. She tried to listen beyond the
bird’s noise, the water that was falling a few feet from them. She
could feel his presence. She recognized it. It was the same feeling
she had the day she had been slapped by the trees. She had a tug to
look in his direction, like a magnet pulling her. The same
magnet she just felt with his lips.

Gaia followed the magnetic force. She could feel it
stronger and stronger with each step she took.

Right there everything clicked. She wasn’t going
insane, all those times that connection was his match with her. A
person she chose so many years ago. Always watching over her,
always protecting her.

She jabbed the stick and hit him.

“Good. That was faster than I
thought.” Edan swung the stick like a ninja. “Now the fun begins.”
He jabbed against her shoulder leaving a blue mark on
it.

Edan was about to jab again when Gaia ducked and hit
him in the leg. “You were saying?”

Thus the fight began, one after the other hitting
and diverting their sticks.

 


* * *

After an hour of training, Edan put his weapon down.
“Exceptional,” he said, taking his blindfold away. Edan reached
Gaia and took hers off too.

She compared the amount of blue dots she had against
the red ones Edan had. “You got me more times.”

“I’ve been training since I was
four,” he said, picking up both of the sticks. “Besides, I was
aware of our match longer than you. Give it some time. You’ll be
good in no time.”

Suddenly, Icarus glided up to Gaia’s shoulder. “Hi
cutie, what’s up?” She petted its fur as he barked. “Food’s ready,”
she interpreted to Edan.

“Great, I’m starving.”

 


On their way to the Crooked Tree, Edan and Gaia
found Priyam waiting for them while drinking a virgin piña colada.
It took one look at them to make her choke on her drink. “Wow,” she
coughed, hitting her chest. “Did you run into a kindergarten class
project?”

“New workout,” Gaia said, taking a
sip from her best friend’s drink.

“I want in.”

Edan elevated the box all the way up to his
shoulder. “Sorry Priyam, you can’t.”

“One day of dating and you’re
already all cheesy exclusive,” said Priyam, as Edan went to his
room to store the box. Priyam turned to her friend. “Want to
change?”

“Not really, I’m
hungry.”

“I thought you would say
that.”

Gaia followed Priyam to the eating area outside the
townhouses in the forest. It was far enough for them to eat in
peace yet close enough in case they ran into trouble. The table was
placed right next to the First Tree and a big white water tank
decorated with lights.

The table was full of fresh food. Even if they were
on the run, they always found a way to harvest their food every
single day. This made Gaia happy, she had no idea how she could
return to those insipid vegetables from the supermarket. “This
smells great, Willow.”

“Actually, I didn’t do it,” she
spooned some of the veggies on her plate. “Alix, the owner of the
inn, cooked everything. She’s incredible.”

Donovan looked at Gaia’s outfit and skin covered in
dozens of blue dots. “Is that some sort of new fashion?” he asked,
laughing.

“New workout,” Priyam took a seat
between Floyd and Gaia. “You’re not invited.”

“Priy!”

“What? I thought it would help
them knowing it sooner than later.”

Willow cut a big watermelon in pieces evenly.
“Where’s Edan?”

“He went to take something to his
room,” Gaia felt a little sting in her chest. “He’ll be right
back.”

“Speaking of the handsome old
devil,” Floyd talked with food in his mouth. Edan was running
towards the table. He was still covered from head to toe in red
dots, with a big smile on his face. “Looking fresh,
Boss.”

“It seems we just found the
culprit in Gaia’s new look,” Donovan put a piece of watermelon in
front of Icarus.

“Everything good, Kapetan?” Veter
asked, not because of the clothes but because of his
smile.

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Edan took a
seat next to Gaia. “How are we doing on miles, Hunter?”

“Four-thousand and ten to
go.” Hunter grabbed a big piece of bread. He split it in two
and gave the other half to Pink.

“Good, we’re going to divide the
drive between days. For each driving day we’ll have a few days of
rest and training.” Edan took a slab of red meat and slid it onto
his plate. He grabbed a chocolate muffin and placed it in front of
Gaia.

“Here.” She gave him the potatoes
she took for him. “I already put salt on them.”

“Thanks.” Edan ate a potato and
turned to Hunter. “Beasts?”

“None so far,” Hunter
signaled as they all stared at the unusual intimacy between Edan
and Gaia. “Are we leaving at night?”

“No. Rest today, we’ll leave
tomorrow after midday and it will be a long drive,” he said. “We’ll
make four switches of vehicles in total until we reach our first
stop at Denver.” He took a sip of his drink. “On other matters,
Willow, how’s Gaia’s wielding of earth
going?”

“Surprisingly good.”

“See, Blondie?” Veter patted
Willow’s back. “Saying nice things isn’t that hard, is
it?”

“Only when they are directed to
you,” she teased.

“Hey Fireball, can’t we just move
in here?” Priyam stole a bite from Gaia’s muffin. “I love it here!
Great food, amazing rooms and Ken rocks. Seriously, have you seen
the bubble bath!? Even Synthia is happy here.”

As if summoned, Synthia arrived wearing a tiny dress
and a bright orange silk scarf covering her scar. “I said I was a
‘little happy’, you snitch.” She pushed Pink’s plate aside and sat
next to Edan. Pink started to take out a dagger, but Donovan
stopped her.

“Let her, mate!” Floyd laughed.
“I’m intrigued by that show.”

“Whatevs, I do like this hotel.”
She flicked her fake red hair and caressed Edan’s hand. He quickly
moved it away. “We finally have the treatment we need: a bathtub
and soap. We have TV and mirrors and—”

“I’m sorry, Synthia,” Donovan
interrupted her speech. “I know what you’re saying is incredibly
important but I need to ask… what training leaves you two covered
in color dots?” he asked. Everyone at the table stared at Gaia and
Edan expecting an answer.

Since they remained in silence, Priyam decided to
answer. “Yes, G. What type of training?”

“Who cares?” Synthia kept pressing
on. “I was talking and since I have everyone’s attention now, I
have a question Willow, how come Edan used to sit always there.”
She pointed at the seat next to Willow. “And now he always sits
here?” She tapped Edan’s shoulder next to her.

“Because you stalk him?” added
Priyam.

“Let lonely flower answer the
question,” Synthia shrieked.

“Synthia, stop it,” said Gaia,
although it sounded more like a warning.

Synthia pouted her lips. “No, really; I just want to
know what it feels like to be rejected.”

“You tell me.” Willow had had
enough and snapped at Synthia. “You’re the one with the
scar.”

“Willow!” Edan
intervened.

“She started it.”

“Then don’t follow it,” he
hissed.

The table was finally calm when Synthia laughed. “At
least I’m not sadly in love with my best—”

“I said stop!” Gaia slammed
her hand on top of the table.

BOOM!

The water tank exploded. The water fell like a
cascade drenching everyone except Shui, who wielded the water away
from her.

“Aaahh! You ruined my dress!”
Synthia ran as if the water was pure acid.

“It’s my turn.” Donovan sighed,
getting up to follow her.

Veter laughed almost to the point of crying. “That
solves the coloring issue.”

Smiling, Shui took a bite of her still dry food.
“Welcome to water training. We start tomorrow at eight a.m.”


Chapter
13

Water

GAIA SAT DOWN ON THE cold grass in front of the
Okanagan Lake. She tied her red hair in a ponytail and copied the
lotus position that Shui was in by knotting her legs. Obviously, it
took using her hand to contort herself, but she managed.

Gaia looked around, there was absolutely no one
around yet. They were in a place slightly visible from the town.
“Are you sure this place is OK for wielding?”

“Unquestionably. Willow helped me
to shield it.” Shui closed her deep black eyes. “Ready?”

Gaia took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”

“Don’t be nervous, Gaia; the more
elements you know, the easier it will be for you to wield the next
one,” said Shui. “I’m sure you’ve already experienced it with the
earth element.”

“Actually…” Gaia thought about how
she had been able to create a tree from nothing. She knew that
wasn’t exactly her mastering earth, but at the same time it took
her a lot less to get a hold of that element than fire did. “You
are right,” she agreed. “It’s easier to wield earth than it was
with fire.”

“Lesson one.” Shui straightened
her posture. “Fire is passion, earth is
grounding, water is calming. Fire on the chest, earth on the feet
and water on the hands,” she explained, while placing her hand on
their respective places. “You need to reach the point where your
body and mind are connected, but above all, relaxed.”

“Body and mind connected,” Gaia
repeated after her.

“I will wield a bubble. Your job
is to keep it floating in its same shape,” she said. “Understood?”
Shui asked and Gaia nodded.

Graceful as ever, Shui moved her hands in circles.
The water from the lake floated to the sky forming a bubble. Once
finished, she signaled Gaia to take her place. “Concentrate, don’t
push it, feel it.”

Gaia lifted her hands and the water reacted to her
wielding. The bubble wiggled. Wow, no. please don’t break…
she begged the bubble. Don’t push it, feel it. Gaia closed
her eyes and concentrated on the water. Its weight, the way it felt
like sliding on her hands even though the water was feet away from
them; the smell of freshness, the cold tingling on her palms. She
could feel it. Like a water balloon circling over her hands.
Round… she thought as she moved her hands the same way Shui
did before.

“Excellent job, Gaia.” Shui
clapped. “You truly are Mother Nature.”

More in control, Gaia opened her eyes and saw a
wobbly bubble floating on top of the lake.

“Remember, in water you need to keep yourself calm. Water is the life
of everything, calm and composed yet deadly,” said Shui. “That’s
why we meditate a lot, to keep our minds peaceful.”

Gaia kept the bubble in the air. Her head was
slightly dizzy but she knew it was from learning a new element.
Just like trying an exercise your muscles aren’t used to yet.
“Shui, I heard that only a great water wielder can wield water out
of their own bodies.”

“That is true.”

“Your father did, I remember from
my dreams.”

“Yes, he was truly amazing.” Shui
smiled at the memory of her father. “I used to do this with
him.”

“He must have been really
proud.”

“Thank you. I really appreciate
you saying that,” smiled Shui as she levitated another bubble next
to Gaia’s. “Lesson two, shapes.” Shui turned her bubble of water
into an orchid. “I will wield the water into a shape of my choice
and you will try to shape yours the same way.”

“Starting with that flower?” Gaia
gulped at the complexity of the shape.

“No, we’ll start with this one.”
Shui shaped the orchid into a star.

Like sliding butter on warm hands, Gaia managed to
shape the bubble into a not-so-precise version of Shui’s star.
After that, it was a square, a triangle and from there it got
harder; a leaf, a daisy, a fish, and a sword.

“Good,” Shui congratulated her.
“Now, try having a conversation while following my
shapes.”

“What?!”

“There will be times you won’t
have a quiet environment, and you’ll have to do many other things
than wielding water. You need to train your brain for that.” Shui
shaped the sword into a tree.

“OK.” Gaia followed Shui shaping
hers as a tree. “Is it true you are from a pure water
lineage?”

“I am.” Shui smiled at Gaia’s
knowledge of the term. “Everyone in my family since back in the day
are water wielders.”

“What about Veter?” Gaia asked as
she shifted the tree into a bow.

“He’s everything I’m not. For
that, we complement each other.” Shui wielded the bow to a lily flower. “He helps me see the world in his own
way. Because of that, my perspective of things grew just like my
point of view helps him also.” She wielded the shape of five rocks
on top of each other. “We balance each other.”

“You really love him.”

“Very much.” She took out a gray
rubber band and tied up her ombre blue hair in a high ponytail
without the water ever losing its wield.

“Shui, why did it take you so much
to agree to be his match?”

“Choosing a match isn’t something
you can take lightly,” she said.

“Choosing? Isn’t it like… already
decided?” Gaia asked, confused by this new revelation.

“In a way it is. But we can always
choose anyone we want even if we aren’t a match”

“Is that possible? To choose
differently?”

“It is.” Shui wielded the shape of
a pigeon. “We have our free will.”

“Has someone chosen
differently?”

“No, we trust Nature knows what’s
best for us.” Shui let her bubble of water
fall back into the lake. “Lesson three, control your mind.
Close your eyes and meditate. Make your water spin while you keep
your mind focused on meditation.”

Gaia made her bubble turn into a vertical spiral
that spun and spun. Without looking? This is insane… she
closed her eyes chanting for the water not to stop spinning.

 


* * *

Two hours later, Gaia concluded the water class. The
two drove to Penticton’s downtown where they found Edan, Veter,
Willow, Donovan, Hunter and Synthia waiting for them next to a
giant statue of a peach.

The downtown area, like the rest of Penticton was
straight out of a dream. With one big hotel, lots of green areas, a
lake that was right across from the main avenue, a street full of
delicious restaurants, and the nicest people anyone could meet, it
was a paradise for people who needed some time to rest from the
saturated and overworked world.

“How was it, Blueberry?” an
animated Veter asked.

“She’s a natural.” Shui smiled,
giving Veter a soft kiss on his lips.

“She’s growing up so fast. It
hasn’t even been six months and she’s already wielding three
elements.” The massive Viking hugged Gaia. “The best part of
it...wind is next!” he cheered.

“Wind was last,” Willow teased
Veter as he glared at her.

Deep down Gaia loved how Veter and Willow fought.
She smiled, wondering if they knew how much they looked like
brother and sister. “Where are the rest?” she
asked Donovan as they all walked back to the hotel.

“The twins stayed to help Priyam
with a computer thing,” he said.

“Computer thing?” Gaia laughed.
She remembered using that word for many of Priyam’s hacking
gigs.

“Honestly, she said the name but
it was crazy long,” Donovan sighed. Icarus squeaked. “Not even
Icarus remembers the name.”

Edan moved closer to Gaia. “A few hours of training
and you’re already being called a natural.” He scratched his marked
jaw. “I wish my lessons were as easy as that.”

“Hey!” Gaia frowned at him. “Fire
was my first element. Plus, my teacher was incredibly
annoying.”

“Please,” he chuckled, “I was
adorable.”

“Not likely.”

“Maybe not then,” he leaned a
little closer to her ear, giving her goosebumps, “but I am now,” he
flirted in a whisper.

“I’d need more evidence to agree,”
she flirted back.

“Edan!” Donovan called. He had a
black crow on his arm.

“Be right back.” He jogged to
Donovan.

The crow on Donovan’s arm cawed “We just got
word. The distraction was a success, they
think we’re going to the cliffs of Moher,” he said and thanked the
bird before it flew away.

“Brilliant. Once they figure it
out, it will take them more than a week to reach the door in
Huntsville,” said Edan after making some quick calculations. “By
then we’ll be back in Terra.”

Icarus barked. He jumped on top of Donovan’s head.
“You mean Hunter?” Donovan whispered.

Edan turned his attention to Hunter. He was now
hiding with Gaia and Veter behind some benches along the main
street on the lakeside.

“Darklings,” Hunter
signaled Edan.

“Synthia.” Edan grabbed her and
crouched on the ground with her. He pushed her against the wall of
a Mexican restaurant to keep her hidden. “Shhh.”

“Three Darklings, they don’t
have trackers.” Hunter signaled with his eyes closed as he
concentrated on hearing everything else. “If we stay quiet they
won’t find us.”

Edan covered Synthia with his arm. “Don’t make a
sound,” he breathed.

Synthia clung closer to Edan, too close. She moved
her hand and placed it on his knee but Edan was more distracted on
finding where the hell Gaia was to pay attention to whatever
Synthia was doing. “How can they keep finding us?” Synthia asked.
“Aren’t they following the trail the weird boy laid out?”

“They are, however, the Theta mark
calls them.” Edan pulled Synthia, hiding her between two cars.
“Azazel must have Darklings searching dozens of places around here.
They can feel the mark, they just don’t know where. That’s why we
can’t leave you someplace alone.”

“I’m sorry.” Synthia hugged
Edan.

In the distance, Edan saw one of the Darklings
getting close to where Gaia was hiding. “Stay here,” he told
Synthia.

“No.” Synthia wasn’t going to let
anything destroy her perfect moment with Edan. She pulled him from
the hem of his gray shirt. “Where are you going?”

“You are safe here, Gaia and the
rest are in a compromising place.” He let go of her grip as soft as
he could. He’d been succeeding in getting her
comfortable with him enough to slip, and he couldn’t jeopardize
getting her angry. “Don’t move and be quiet.”

“I said don’t go with them, stay
with me.” She pulled him again, only this time stronger.

As gentle as he could, he ripped her hand from his
shirt. “Don’t move or you’ll put the ones behind you and yourself
in danger.” In a smooth way, Edan moved towards Gaia and the rest.
He took cover anywhere he could find it. Hiding from three
different moving targets was really hard.

He was halfway to reaching them when he saw it. A
Crawler.

Synthia took one last look at the people behind her;
Donovan, Willow, and Shui. Infuriated at Edan, she stood up from
her hiding place. “You shouldn’t have left me alone. Stupid, Edan!”
she screamed at Edan and ran away.

One of the Darklings saw Synthia and the direction
where she screamed. His black teeth crept into
a horrible smile after seeing Edan’s reflection on one of the
windows. “Hello,” he rustled.

“Bollocks.” Having no other
choice, Edan stood up to fight. “Shui, get the Marked One. Willow,
take care of the humans,” Edan yelled. “Veter,
go back to the suites. If the place is compromised, get the rest to
a safe zone.”

“What about you two?” Veter asked
as he ran to the rest of the group. “If you don’t know where this
safe place is you won’t be able to find it.”

“Send Icarus, he’ll guide us,”
Edan commanded. “GO!”

Veter and Hunter took Gaia away while Donovan and
Edan fought with the Darklings. Willow grew Moon’s Shadow, a
Terrian plant that had sleeping properties. They were used to it,
but human bodies tended to be very affected by the sleeping
toxins.

 


* * *

Shui followed Synthia. She traced the trail Synthia
left with her muddy shoes into a theme park. “Synthia!” she called.
“Synthia!” She searched and searched until she found her sitting
behind a mini-golf pirate ship. “Synthia, stand up, we need to
leave.”

“No!” she screamed like a
brat.

“Synthia, we need to leave now!”
Worrying about the others fighting alone, Shui took Synthia by the
arm and pulled her up.

“Eww! Don’t touch me!” She moved
away.

Shui was about to pull her once more when she
noticed another Darkling creeping from the next tree. His pale face
was covered in black symbols that concealed most of his left cheek
and throat. He had a curled dagger and was about to stab Synthia on
the back. “Watch out!” Shui pushed Synthia away from the Darkling’s
dagger, taking the stabbing herself.

Not giving up, Shui opened her hands wielding the
water from the lake next to the theme park. She shaped it into a
spike that she used it to stab the Darkling in the chest.

 


The Darkling fell to the floor. Her vision turned
blurry, there was too much blood. She froze a cover on top of the
wound on her stomach. “Synthia…” she called, but Synthia ran
away.

Alone and badly injured, Shui collapsed.


Chapter
14

Weightless

SCARED TO DEATH, Synthia ran back in the direction
she came from. Her shoe cracked on one of the rocks. Out of
balance, Synthia fell into a muddy ditch. “Damn it! Stupid nature.”
She slapped the grass next to her.

She sat down and moments later, was found by Edan.
“Edan! You came for me,” she hugged him. “I feel so safe now that
you are here.”

Edan helped her get on her feet. “What
happened?”

“My shoe got stuck.”

Edan took both shoes. “Synthia, you know you can’t
wear sandals at any time. Please stop buying them.” He fixed the
sandals with his hands. “Here, put these on. Where is Shui?”

“Shui? I don’t know,” she lied.
“I’m ready, let’s go.” She stood up, pulling him to walk in the
other direction.

“No, wait. We need to find Shui.”
He looked around. “She came back for you.”

“We can’t,
Edan, I’m hurt.” She clung to his neck. “I hit my leg when
the sandal broke.”

Edan carried her and sat her on a nearby bench.
“Stay here, Pink will take a look at you.”

“Pink?!” Synthia asked, horrified.
She couldn’t seem to catch a break.

“Yes, they found us in the middle
of the fight.” Edan waved at Pink who came running to help. “We
were pretty lucky, one of the Darklings had six Crawlers following
him.”

“What’s wrong?” Pink asked as soon
as she arrived at the bench. She was wearing a black mask that
prevented the Terrian toxin from making her sleep.

“Her leg, give it a look.” Edan
stood up.

“Here.” Pink offered Edan a mask
for Synthia.

“No need, she wears a Terrian
mark.” He scanned their surroundings in case he could get a glimpse
of Shui, but the town was full of sleeping people. “I’ll go find
Shui.”

“No! What about my leg! I’m hurt,
can’t you see?” Synthia screamed while pulling Edan by his
pants.

Suddenly, Pink pressed Synthia tightly on the left
side of her neck. The screaming girl immediately fainted.

“Pink!” Edan scolded
her.

“Brilliant.” Floyd, who’d just
caught up with them laughed at his sister’s problem-solving
idea.

“What?” she asked. “It worked. Now
you can go find Shui.”

“Take her,” said Edan, hiding his
smile. “Have Willow check her out and send Icarus when you find a
safe place.”

 


Edan sprinted in the direction Synthia ran from. He
was deep into the theme park when he heard Shui’s faded voice.

“Edan,” she gasped.
“Here.”

Edan followed the voice and found Shui on the floor.
She looked as pale as the snow. She was bleeding out.

“Shui!” He kneeled in front of
her. “Stay still.” Edan turned his finger as hot as he could. “Ready? Let the ice melt.” She nodded and he
tapped the wound.

“Arrgh,” she cried with
pain.

“I’m done.” He ripped off a piece
of cloth from the front part of his shirt and used it to cover the
wound, making sure it was secured in place. “You’ll be
OK.”

“How are the others?” she
asked.

“They are fine, Pink and Floyd
found us mid-fight.” He helped her to sit up.

“How was Synthia, did she get to
you?” She grunted in excruciating pain.

Edan felt a punch to his stomach. “She saw you?” he
asked, trying to make sense of what he just heard.

“Yes, I found her sitting on that
tree over there.”

“Shui, did she…” He felt sick even
by thinking his question. “She saw how you got stabbed?”

“She did,” said Shui. “She freaked
after I got stabbed.”

Edan tensed. All that time Synthia was stalling she
knew Shui could be dying. Without realizing it, Edan’s fist turned
on fire. It was one thing to cling onto him in
desperation but another to let the people of his team get hurt just
for attention. His suspicions of Synthia seemed worse than he
feared. So much worse.

Edan felt Shui’s hand on his shoulder. “Stop.” Her
voice was calm. “Don’t blame her.”

Edan curled his arm around her waist. “Somehow, it
feels like we should.” He lifted Shui up making sure most of her
weight was carried by him.

“Edan!” Shui gasped in
horror.

“Sorry, did it hurt?”

“Look.” She pointed at the dead
Darkling. “The amulet on his belt. I can’t believe that I missed
it.”

Edan looked at the amulet. It was round with the
size of an orange, it was white, thick and made of bones. It had a
smudge of dry blood in the middle. “We need to get to the others,”
He carried Shui in order to run.

Edan ran as fast as he could. He needed to reach the
others. The amulet was no ordinary jewelry, it had the blood of
Ifreann and was made with bones of the beast that craved the scent
of that blood… Draaks.

 


As soon as they arrived they encountered a war zone.
The place was chaotic. The group was fighting four Crawlers and a
Draak next to a bunch of sleeping humans.

Willow threw seeds on the ground and wielded a bunch
of vines full of sharp spikes. She pushed her arms forward,
strangling one of the Crawlers that was about to hit a sleeping
human.

Hunter and Priyam were taking care of one of the
Crawlers. Donovan, with the help of an eagle throwing huge rocks,
killed the longest Crawler, while Gaia and Floyd did their best to
keep the Draak away.

“Need some extra help?” Edan asked
Gaia.

“What took you so long?” she
smiled, knowing Edan was alright and safe next to her.

“Shui.” He nodded towards Shui who
was now cradled in Veter’s arms. “She’s fine. He’ll take care of
her now.”

Willow ran next to Edan. “How are we going to do
this?” she asked. “Pink and Priyam are back at the hotel and Veter
just took Shui to a safer zone.”

“I got a wicked plan. Stall him,”
said Floyd and ran away.

“You heard him. We hit all at
once.” Edan prepared to fight. “Don’t give him any chances until
Floyd comes back.”

“Not a chance.” Donovan whistled.
Dozens of birds flew from the forest. They attacked the Draaks
eyes. Willow curled roots around his legs trying to keep him down.
Using the vines as a ladder, Hunter jumped on top of the beast and
stabbed him repeatedly with his knife. The Draak growled and
snapped all the vines. The dragon twisted dropping
Hunter.

“Hunter!” Gaia wielded a tree
catching the teen before he smashed on the ground.

Not wasting any time, the Draak attacked. He whipped
its tail smashing Donovan against Penticton’s giant peach
sculpture. Willow ran to help him but the beast used its wings to
create a wind current so strong it kept Willow from reaching him.
“Gaia,” she called for help.

Gaia wielded a dragon of fire. “Willow, get down!”
she screamed before sending the flame dragon to collide with the
Draak. The two dragons fought in the sky. The Draak managed to
escape the red fire dragon and flew directly towards Gaia.

BOOM! A blue fire dragon crashed against the
Draak.

Surprised, Gaia turned and saw Edan wielding the
dragon a few feet from her. With a grin on her face, Gaia wielded
the red dragon to fight the Draak as did Edan with his blue fire
dragon.

“What are you smiling about?” Edan
asked without taking his eyes off the beast.

“I was
thinking that it’s too bad that Priy isn’t here,” she
laughed. “She would love to see this.”

The Draak spun in the air creating a tornado that
dissolved the red and the blue dragon.

“Take cover!” yelled Donovan “It’s
going to touch ground!”

Gaia placed her hands on the floor. She wielded the
roots from the trees to restrain Edan and the rest to keep them
from flying away.

 


A few seconds later, the tornado touched ground. The wind currents were unbearable. The team
couldn’t breathe, they couldn’t hear or see anything. Gaia closed
her eyes. She felt her body shaking like a rag doll. She took a
deep breath but her lungs didn’t budge. She tried to wield the wind
around her but the element wasn’t answering. Think G! Think!
She could turn the whole place on fire killing the beast though
that would also kill her friends. Maybe not the whole place…just
the sky, she thought.

Not knowing what else to do, Gaia stood up. The tree
roots kept her feet firm on the ground. She wielded the earth to
lift up high raising her towards the sky. She then pointed her
palms up lighting everything on her way.

The Draak howled in pain and stopped spinning.
Angry, it flew directly towards Gaia.

She wielded herself back to where she was but the
Draak was faster. She fell backwards and saw
the Draak’s tail jabbing directly at her face.

The wind, the smell, the sound, her pain, everything
disappeared. Only the increasing sound of her heartbeat remained.
The feeling of a second slowed down to minutes as she saw that the
hit was intercepted by Edan.

The tail pierced Edan right on the arm.

Nerves shot through her body
lighting up all the adrenaline in her blood. She could see Floyd
running towards them with a bazooka in his hands. He was screaming
something but her ears could only hear a pitching sound.

Not again! Gaia hugged Edan and pulled him
down, sliding the Draak’s tail out of his arm.

From there, everything happened so fast. Edan jumped
on top of Gaia, covering her body while Floyd shot the beast. The
cannonball sounded like a plane crashing against the Draak,
creating an explosion big enough to kill the beast.

Once the fire was gone, Edan laughed against Gaia’s
neck. “That was your plan?” he asked Floyd as he lifted himself and
Gaia.

“Told you it was wicked.” The
crazy Aussie helped the rest to get on their feet.

Donovan passed Edan a piece of leather and he
wrapped it around his arm covering the wound.

What in the world is happening…? Gaia felt
like puking, she had imagined her match been dragged by a Draak
once more and there he was, making jokes with his friends.

“Are you stupid!?” Gaia snapped
and the whole group stared at her in surprise. “You could’ve been
taken away again! Do you know how hard it was for me seeing a Draak
take you last time and now this?! What if I couldn’t reach you this
time?”

Edan smirked at her worried face.

“Don’t give me that smug face!
I’ve had it! You can’t just jump in front of me every time you
think I’ll get hurt. I am Mother Nature! I can take care of
myself.”

“Gaia—”

“No! Shut up! That thing stabbed
you in the arm. I thought you were going to
die you dumb, dum—” Edan took her by the
shoulders. He pulled closer and kissed her. A passionate,
heart-burning kiss.

Gaia gasped. Edan took advantage of it by deepening
the kiss.

For a moment, it was just them. Gaia couldn’t feel
anything other than him. The anger, the stress, the pain and the
worrying melted away between Edan’s lips. Gaia could feel the
electricity running through them. It wasn’t just any kiss. It was
something entirely different. It was life.

She curled her arms around his neck and pulled
herself closer. It was a new type of need, a new type of feeling,
new and yet familiar, at the same time. She couldn’t understand how
something so strong felt so soft against her lips. She felt their
connection increase.

There, melting away in his arms, against his lips,
Gaia understood what Edan meant when he described what it was like
to have a match. Even after the scare she just had, all she could
feel was like everything would be perfect. All of her thoughts of
fear were replaced by thoughts of comfort and peace.

Edan stopped the kiss and Gaia felt like complaining
for breaking something so incredible.

He looked at her eyes and smiled. “You were
saying?”

 


* * *

That night, Willow dashed inside the townhouse. The
feeling of suffocation increased by the second. She wanted to cry,
to burst into flames, and just disappear. Her brain kept repeating
Edan and Gaia’s kiss over and over. As if mental torture wasn’t
enough, she could feel it too, the physical pain inside her chest. The air that left her lungs and was
replaced by a burning fire. She knew he had never been hers, she
knew he would never love her, and yet she felt the loss, the
loss of what?

She fell to her knees. Her hands clutched her
stomach as she sobbed as quiet as she could. She was surprised by
how many tears she had left. She was sure that after all those
years of looking at him from the sidelines, wanting him to look her
way at least once, all of her tears would be gone by now. All those
years she clung onto some sort of sick hope
that increased with each act of kindness he gave her, hope that had
been shattered a few minutes ago. Even five years ago, after Edan
confessed to her and Donovan that he and Gaia were a match. Even
then, Willow hadn’t been able to give up hope.

The door opened slowly. “Willow?” Shui called her
name softly.

“You shouldn’t be up at this
hour.” Willow helped Shui to her bed. “You’re hurt.”

“So are you,” said
Shui.

“I’m alright,” she sobbed, sitting
on the floor next to Shui. “After all, I always knew this would
happen.”

Shui stepped down from the bed and knelt next to
Willow, gently stroking her pale blonde hair. “Knowing you’ll get
hurt doesn’t lessen the pain.”

“Unfortunately, I know,” she
sobbed, unable to look at her friend. “It’s funny how being near
someone can fill you with life yet kill you little by little at the
same time.”

“Hey, Blondie,” Veter walked into
the room, locking the door behind him.

“Not now, Giant,” Willow
whimpered.

Veter ignored her pleas. He bent down and picked her
up from the floor, hugging her. “You can punch me if you want.”

Instead of punching him, Willow hugged him back and
sobbed against his chest. “What am I going to do?” she cried.

“You’re going to go and you tell
your best friend you are happy for his happiness,” he said with a
soft voice.

“What if I’m not happy for his
happiness?”

“Then lie and lie,” he said. “Lie
until one day it becomes true.” Veter rubbed her back like an older
brother would.

“How can I congratulate him? How
can I smile at them?”

“You just do.” Veter kept hugging
her. “And after that, we’ll be here for you.”

Willow pushed herself away from his chest until she
was able to look him in the eyes. “You mean that?”

“A hundred percent.” He grinned,
making Willow think his childish smile was somewhat endearing.
“We’re all one big family.”

Willow flashed a weak smile.

“Cheer up.” Veter placed Willow
back on her feet as if she weighed the same as a feather. “Go. Come
back and I’ll take you to fly for a little while.”

“For real!?” Her expression
immediately brightened. “How high?”

“As high as you want.”

“I’ll be right back.” Willow
smiled again. Simply this time, the smile was stronger and
real.

Shui stood up. She walked closer to Veter and he
hugged her. “Blueberry you’re hurt, don’t move around too much,” he
said as he moved her back to the bed.

Meanwhile on Veter’s arms, Shui slowly traced the
V-neck of his vest with her long delicate finger. “That wasn’t bad
at all.”

“I have my moments,” he said
before giving Shui a delicate kiss on her lips. “Now stop
moving.”

 


* * *

Willow felt her excitement over flying drain as soon
as she saw Edan holding Gaia’s hand. She understood she couldn’t
keep hoping he would look at her the same way she looked at him,
the same way he looked at Gaia. Watching him with Gaia hurt her.
She was happy for him yet she hated every second of it. What else
could you do when the happiness of your everything happened to be
your unhappiness?

And there she was, the woman who took everything she
wanted. At first, she was so angry to know someone like her was
meant for Edan. They always fought, she always made him mad and
stressed. Willow hated to see him giving Gaia everything when she
didn’t even care. She hated her, every single day until the day of
her Eighteenth Spring. That was the day when she saw it, Gaia was
looking at Edan the same way she looked at him. Gaia cared. More
than that, Gaia loved him. For a second, she saw herself in Gaia.
Longing for Edan, not understanding the reason behind her
feelings.

Willow could tell that Gaia was as afraid to lose
him, just as Edan was afraid to lose her.

“Willow!” Edan called her, happier
than ever, something that hurt her more than a stabbing knife wound
rubbed with salt. “That thing with the Crawler you did was
incredible,” he congratulated her.

“Thanks.” She pointed at his hand
holding Gaia’s. “Finally. Here I was, thinking
you would’ve never tell her.”

“Nobody did,” joked
Donovan.

“I’m happy for you.” Willow hugged
Edan.

“Thank you, it means a lot to us.”
Edan smiled at her.

This time, it was Gaia who jumped to hug Willow. “It
does. It… means a lot,” said Gaia.

Willow could feel Gaia was aware of her feelings
towards Edan. Could I be any sadder? She laughed trying not
to cry in front of everyone. “You’re not going to be that cheesy
annoying couple, are you?” she teased, trying to keep her head
up.

“Please, don’t!” Priyam jumped in.
“We already have the gentle giant and Shui for that.”

“Speaking of, I’ll go help them
pack.” Willow looked at the time. “The sleeping spores took care of
putting the humans down but the explosion and beast could be seen
by the distance. We should leave soon.”

“Willow is right; get your
belongings ready,” said Edan. “The sooner we leave, the
better.”

 


As they all walked to their rooms, Donovan and
Hunter ran after Willow. “Willow!”

“What?” She dried the tears from
her cheeks before turning around.

Donovan reached her. He placed his hand on her
shoulder. “Are you OK?” he asked, concerned. No way… He knows
too? she thought. His face didn’t have its usual smile. Damn
it… he does know. “You too? Does everybody in here knows?”

“Pretty much,” Hunter
nodded.

Willow gasped. “You too?” she panicked. If they
knew, then that could mean that Edan knew too. She could see Edan
being the kind of guy who was so nice that he would feel sorry for
hurting her and try to fix it in a stupid unnecessary way. No,
no, no! she shuddered.

“Don’t worry,” Donovan patted her
back. “Edan doesn’t know.”

“How can you be sure?” she asked,
almost sure Donovan was reading her thoughts, one way or
another.

“Oh, trust me,” Donovan laughed.
“As good as he is in fighting, wielding fire and with anything to
do with being a leader, he’s the worst on the planet at picking up
love vibes.”

“The universe,” Hunter
opened his arms wide.

“I like that,” Donovan mirrored
Hunter’s movements. “The universe.”

“The universe!” Hunter
opened his arms wider than the previous time.

Willow laughed out loud. She shook her head. “You
guys are really dumb sometimes.”

Donovan gave her a nudge on her shoulder. “We love
you, too.”

“A lot.” Hunter hugged her,
“You will be fine. You always are.”

Willow chuckled and kissed both of them on the
cheek. “Thank you, you two.” She turned on her heel toward Veter.
“I got to go now.”

“And pack? I thought you always
kept your stuff packed,” Donovan pointed out.

“I do. Veter is taking me for a
fly.” She grinned at her achievement.

“What!!” Donovan gasped like
Willow had won Disneyland tickets for life.

“Why?” Hunter was as
surprised as Donovan was. “He never does that!”

“Unless you are Shui,” said
Donovan. “I want to go.”

“WE want to go!” Hunter pleaded with his
hands.

Donovan leaned closer to Willow, as if being near
her would magically let him know how she managed to convince Veter
to do the impossible. “How did you do it?”

“Got my heart broken,” she said as
she walked away, waving goodbye.

Donovan crossed his strong arms facing Hunter. “I
want to get my heart broken,” he said.

“You’d need a heart for
that,” Hunter signaled at Donovan’s chest. Just below his
bear’s-claw tattoo.

Donovan placed both of his hands on top of where his
heart was. “That almost hurt.”

 


Willow ran into the room where Veter and Shui were
waiting for her. “I’m ready.”

“We’ll be right back. If Kapetan
asks where we went tell him we will be right back.” Veter winked at
Shui, took Willow, and jumped to the sky.

“How far?” he asked.

“As far as you can.”

Veter flew up and up, passing the mountains and the
clouds. The higher he went up, the colder the air became. Willow
felt how the coldness of the wind made her body feel numb and
shaky. Veter stopped a few miles above the last cloud.

“Drop?” he asked her and she
nodded. “Here you go.” Veter dropped Willow.

She fell through the clouds. The wind hit her body
as she fell. Her hair flew all over and her body felt alive for the
first time in a while. She closed her amber eyes and concentrated
on nothing else but the sound of the wind hitting her ears.

Flashes of her life with Edan passed through her
mind. The first time she saw him, when he helped her. When her
feelings turned from admiration to love. The first time she thought
it was incredible to be in love with him. The first time she
realized it was a curse when he told her about his match with Gaia.
She hated how every act of kindness from him gave her useless hope.
But that’s who he is, someone who would do anything for the sake of
others. Willow could see him the way he was; she accepted his past
and loved him no matter what. But if the only way she could stay in
his life was as a friend, she would stay as
his friend. His and Gaia’s. She remembered the first time she saw
her after so many years, beautiful beyond words. Her long red hair
floating below her shoulders. She was nice; so happy and always
willing to help. Let him go, she said to herself. Let him
go.

There was nothing around her. The adrenaline of the
fall filled her body. The more she fell, the more she felt part of
nature. Tears flew from her eyes to the sky as she accepted all the
memories, pain, loneliness, and happiness she was feeling.

A sense of freedom overtook her. Freedom of
accepting. She felt two strong arms carrying her like a princess,
and for a moment, her feelings, her pain, and herself…it all felt
weightless.


Chapter
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The Man in the Hood

INSANE. That was the best way to describe how Edan
and The Six drove. Between the high-speed switches, the absurd
spins and the off-the-road shortcuts, it was clear that the twins
were the ones who taught them how to drive.

Gaia was sitting in the back of the van Pink was
driving when Hunter showed her a dry white rose. “Again?” Gaia
complained.

“Willow said you needed to
practice.” He handed her the flower.

Giving in, Gaia took the dead rose. She placed the
stem between her thumb and index finger, spinning it with her
fingertips. The hard rough stem turned soft and very much alive. A
bright green colored the stem up to the dead petals which bloomed
back into a gorgeous white rose. “For you.” She gave it back to the
smiling teen.

“Less than a minute.” Shui clapped
from the co-pilot seat. “Someone’s been practicing.”

“Every couple of hours every day.”
Gaia glared at Hunter who kept handing her dead flowers to practice
on.

“We’re stopping here!” Donovan’s
voice was heard from the two-way radio. Pink parked the van behind
the bikes and the Lamborghini.

Gaia was about to open her door when Edan did it
from outside. He helped her out and threw his helmet on her seat.
Everyone else was out of their cars waking towards the lake. “Why
are we stopping?”

“Lake break!” Donovan took off his
muscle shirt showing off his gorgeous eagle tattoo. “Baby girl!
Cannonball,” cheered Donovan as he jumped to
the lake.

Shui wielded an enormous ball of water to levitate
from the lake catching Donovan in the air. He looped inside the
water bubble as it raised up in the sky. His
strokes were perfectly beautiful. It was
evident he was from a water city. Shui released the water ball and
Donovan dove into the lake.

“Wanna try?” Pink tapped Gaia’s
shoulder. “It’s heaps of fun.”

“I have something more your
style.” Gaia flicked her wrist. “You should take a deep breath.” A
plant swirled around Pink’s wrist and catapulted her into the
lake.

Pink laughed as she fell the twenty-foot drop.

“I want!” Veter and Floyd ran to
Gaia begging to go next.

“Priy?” Gaia asked her best friend
but she was still inside the van.

“No can do.” Priyam pushed her
glasses before they finished sliding down her nose, something they
did every time she was concentrating on a difficult task. “One
minute.” She grabbed a metal string, heated a part of its tip with
a fire crystal, and used the melted drop to repair the old circuit
of a silver Walkman. She pressed the ‘Play’ button and watched,
pleased with how the machine worked. “It’s alive!” she screamed
with her open arms pointing at the sky. She gripped the smallest
screwdriver, inserted it in the tip of the tiny screw, and
tightened as hard as she could. “Done!” She hid the Walkman and
jumped out of the van. “My turn.” Priyam sprinted towards the
group.

 


Annoyed by the view, Synthia walked into the woods.
“Barf…”

“Synthia.” Veter ran after her.
His shirtless chest made it clear he was about to join the rest
when he saw her leaving. “Where are you going?”

She pushed Veter’s massive hand away. “To the
bathroom, if that’s OK with you,” she snapped.

“Be careful.” Veter put out his
cigar. “Don’t go too far.”

“Don’t go too far,” she whined in
a low voice. She hated seeing this popular version of Gaia. Synthia
had always been, and in her mind, should always be the popular one.
She hated this new world where her status was nothing. A world
without makeup and selfies and people
adoring her. In this new place she was treated
the same way as everyone, as if she deserved something so
low.

Reigniting the fire, getting hurt, blaming Gaia,
having Shui stabbed; none of that was enough to make Edan leave
Gaia and choose her instead. “He keeps freaking saving her, why not
me?” she cursed under her breath.

Synthia was so trapped in her pity party that she
wasn’t paying attention to her surroundings. She failed to notice
how the trees began to change places, how the path she was walking
on shifted to the opposite direction away from Edan and the rest
were swimming, leading her to an unknown crossroad far away from
the lake.

“He should look at me,” she
whined, not understanding how a man could refuse her for someone as boring as Gaia.

“He should,” spoke a voice coming
from the right side of the crossroads.

Synthia flinched at the sudden rough voice. She
looked around to see where the others were but she was alone with a
man in a black trench coat. His face was covered by a hood. There
was something about the man that seemed terribly wrong. It was a
shame Synthia was too vapid to notice.

“Ugh, stalk much?”

“You could have him,” he spoke
once more.

She rolled her eyes to the stranger, “I know. Tough
that bitch scarred me and stole him. Now, could you stop talking to
me?” Synthia looked around to see if she could recognize any of the
paths. She was absolutely lost.

“I can’t turn back what’s been
done.” He paced around her like a lion circling its prey. “Nevertheless, I can help.”

“How?”

The man took a small red vile with the shape of a
diamond out of the front pocket of his trench coat. “This.”

“Am I supposed to be impressed?”
She crossed her arms with annoyance. “What’s that?”

“Call it a tonic if you want.
After drinking it your beauty will blossom once again,” he said.
Synthia stretched her hand to grab it but he moved it away from her
reach. “Not too fast… There’s a catch.”

 


 


* * *

After asking Veter to dry them, Priyam dragged Pink
to the back seat of the van. “Check this out.” Priyam placed the
silver Walkman on Pink’s lap.

Pink took it. She couldn’t believe what she was
holding. “Where did you find this?”

“I saw it in the last supply
round.” Priyam sat on the seat next to Pink. “I noticed you keep a
cassette with you all the time. Thought you might wanna hear
it.”

Full of emotions, Pink hugged Priyam. “That was not
the reaction I was expecting,” said Priyam, and Pink’s light-blue
eyes flooded with tears. “Neither was this one.”

“Thanks, Priyam. I haven’t heard
this in many years.” Pink dried her eyes.

“I’m assuming you really, really
love the band.”

Pink crawled to the front seat and took out the
cassette from her leather jacket. “Would you do the honors?” she
offered the cassette to Priyam.

Priyam placed the cassette in the player, she
pressed play and, sharing a pair of earphones, they listened to
“Alice” by Tom Waits. Pink’s eyes turned teary for the second
time.

“That’s my mum’s name, Alice. This
was our parents,” she said. “My dad asked my mum on a date and he
bought this cassette. They used to lie down on the floor holding
hands and listening to this song over and over again.” She passed
her thumb over the Walkman’s buttons. “The fifth song, ‘Oh, My
Love’ by John Lennon was Floyd’s and my lullaby.”

“This is the first time I’ve heard
you mention them.” Priyam stretched her legs under the front seat.
“Your parents.”

“Floyd and I were barely eight
when they died. We don’t remember as much as we would like
to.”

“What happened?”

“Private plane crash.” She slid
closer to Priyam who was wearing the other side of the earphones.
“After the accident, we moved in with our nana and papa. They were
incredible. They raised us until the age of fifteen when we met a
giant man with a heart of gold.”

“Veter?”

“The man in the flesh.” Pink
stretched her legs across the seat. “My brother and I were on a
hunting trip when we saw an impossibly large wolf. Floyd was as
curious as he ever was. He begged me to follow the animal. We had
no idea what we were going up against until it stood up on its hind
legs.” She mimicked the Tracker with her hands. “It was so big but
it never made a sound. We saw Veter sleeping in a tree, the wolf
climbing, on its way kill him.” She pretended to throw an arrow
with her empty hands. “I took an arrow and hit it right on the head. Veter woke up and found two fifteen-year-old
kids saving his life from across a large field. He was so impressed
that we killed the beast from such a distance that he offered to
train us.”

“And then?”

“A year later we met the Boss; he
was captivated by us, evidently and… Boom!” She smacked her legs.
“Here we are.”

“You always have such weird
stories.” Priyam laughed when the song changed to one of Pink’s
favorites.

“I really appreciate this gift.”
Pink squeezed Priyam’s hand. “It feels like I’ve gone back in
time.”

 


* * *

Synthia crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I
don’t care.”

“Are you sure?” hissed the
mysterious man. “You won’t even resemble yourself.”

“So?” Synthia whined.

“Everything that makes you, you will disappear. Forever,” he explained. “You
would be giving away your individuality for fading
beauty.”

“Will it or will it not make me
pretty?”

“Gorgeous.”

“Then I don’t give a crap. Give it
to me.” She stretched her hand and he gave her the
tonic.

With no care about the consequences, Synthia opened
and drank the tonic in one sip. She took out the small pocket
mirror she always had in her back pocket. After opening it, Synthia
saw her reflection. The man was right, she didn’t look at all like
she used to. This new Synthia had long brown wavy hair and the scar
was gone. Whatever the result, Synthia liked feeling attractive
again. “I won’t pay you,” she declared throwing the vial back at
the man.

“You don’t have to.” He stared at
Synthia like an enchanting snake. He leaned closer. “Don’t tell the
others,” he whispered in her ear. “They will ask you to share
it.”

Synthia headed back to the lake without even a
smidge of gratitude. She was too happy with her new looks to care
about anything else.

 


As Synthia walked away, Jinn came out of the
shadows. His slimy hair covered most of the thick black mark around
his eye. He sneered, showing his blackish teeth. “My king, what
will you do once the others see her?”

Azazel removed his hood. A few strands of hair fell
softly on his face. The black symbols on his face contrasted with
his white skin and deep-blue eyes. “No one will notice. It is
simply she that can see herself like that. You should know by now
Jinn, humans often see only what they believe.”

Jinn combed his greasy hair away from his
light-brown eyes. “What about the drops? You already gave her
enough beauty, she thinks the scar is gone,” he said, worried. “She
won’t come back.”

“She will.” Azazel turned around
and walked away. “Her kind always take more than they
need.”


Chapter
16

Janie and Rock &
Roll

AFTER A CRAZY NIGHT of driving, the group reached
Kansas and managed to set up camp on the Cheyenne Bottoms
Refuge.

Tired as hell, Priyam rested her legs on top of a
rock. She took her cup of coffee and as she was about to take a
sip, the coffee levitated out of the cup leaving it empty. “I’m
pretty sure when Shui said you needed to keep practicing your water
wielding, she didn’t mean this.” Priyam turned to Gaia who was
wielding her coffee from the other side of the kitchen.

“Probably.” Gaia flicked her
fingers, bringing the coffee closer to her.

Priyam stretched her hand with the empty cup. “I’m
going to be late for Floyd’s lesson,” she said while Gaia kept the
coffee floating. “I see what you are doing.” Priyam thought for a
second. “Cloud’s sword!”

In a beat, Gaia wielded the coffee into the shape
of the Final Fantasy Buster sword. “Sorry, was
that a challenge?”

“Poseidon’s trident,” Priyam dared
her friend.

Gaia twisted her hand and the Buster sword morphed
into a long trident. “USS Enterprise,” said Priyam.

The coffee switched to the famous Star Trek ship.
“Come on Priy, yesterday’s were harder. I believe you’re losing
your touch.”

Priyam slammed her hand on the table. “Veter’s
face,” she announced with gravitas.

“Nice one.” Excited, Gaia wielded
the coffee to resemble Veter’s face, an uncanny sight.

Priyam’s eyes filled with tears of laughter. “It
looks exactly like him.” She wiped the tears with her plaid shirt.
“G! Put it closer to my face.”

“I don’t think that’s a good
idea.”

“99% of the things we do are not a
good idea,” Priyam pointed out.

“Just don’t move that much.” Gaia
wielded Veter’s coffee face two inches away from
Priyam’s.

“Hahaha!” She saw the reflection
on a bunch of hanging crystals. “Make it talk,” she begged Gaia,
and she did. “Ha, ha! You, little Prisum,” spoke Priyam with
Veter’s accent.

Laughing, Gaia turned her hand and Veter’s face
altered into Synthia’s face. “O.M.G like sooo
not cool!” Priyam imitated Synthia.

“How about this one?” Gaia wielded
the coffee into Pink’s face.

“Crikey!” Priyam lifted her hands,
thrilled, copying Pink’s Aussie accent. “A cassette player. What a
beauty!” Gaia changed Pink’s face into Edan’s. “Everyone, listen,
we have a meeting,” Priyam impersonated their leader to perfection,
down to his British accent and body language. “Brilliant, trousers,
bloody hell, cheerio, Alohom—”

“I always thought I sounded a tad
more… sophisticated,” Edan stated from outside the room.

Surprised by Edan’s sudden visit at the worse
possible moment, Gaia jumped, losing the coffee’s wield and
drenching Priyam with it.

“Go figure.” Priyam ran to the
lake pulling her damp shirt away from her skin. “It’s still
freaking hot.”

Amused, Edan walked towards Gaia. “Nice wielding,”
he complimented her, moving his fingers across her jaw. “Is this
how you always train?” he asked, sliding his hand from her cheek to
the back of her neck.

“It works,” she breathed as he
leaned closer. “Sometimes.”

“I noticed,” he whispered before
kissing her.

Whenever she was fighting, eating, playing around,
or anything else, her mind was always switching to dozens of other
things… the fear of being found, what would happen to her new
family, the pressure of becoming this omnipotent queen she couldn’t
see of herself. Every single second of the day all of those things
kept circling her thoughts, all the time, except there. In his
arms.

Edan finished the kiss and leaned his forehead
against hers. “I’ll be out for a few hours. Try not to make any
more mess.”

Gaia took a step back. “Where you going?” she
asked in signs, trying to practice for Hunter.

Edan glanced at the lounge area and stared at
Synthia. She was lost in a magazine. Her face looked odd. There was
a dark aura he could sense but not quite figure out. Beyond the
point of uneasiness each time he thought of Shui almost dying and
Synthia’s knowledge towards the fire…there was something else that
kept bothering him. Something had changed since Denver, where
Synthia disappeared from the lake and then stopped covering her
scar. He took the black motorbike’s helmet. “Klog Mor is
here,” Edan answered.

Gaia laughed. “How does she get everywhere and so
fast?”

“Who knows?” Donovan joined them
in the kitchen. “There’s a reason why she’s the wisest of the Elder
Clan. She’s dope.”

Gaia followed her march towards the golden tree.
“Can I go?”

“No can do, missy.” Pink threw
Gaia her Wakizashi. “We got some wicked training to do.”

“Go. I’ll be back before you
notice.” Edan kissed Gaia on the lips and left.

“You heard the man!” Pink took a
few swords from her black duffle
bag.

“What about Priy?”

“No worries, she’s on her way to
the forest where Floyd’s setting his lesson.”

 


* * *

Edan parked in front of a small house made of wood.
He took off his helmet and climbed the crooked stairs that led to
the front door.

Klog Mor opened it before he could even knock.
“Morning, my boy.” She hugged him, leaving behind the faint smell
of a flowery perfume.

Klog Mor took Edan inside the whimsical house and
sat down on a comfy couch next to a cold Corona beer.
“Congratulations,” she cheered. Her face said it all… She knew
about him and Gaia.

Edan couldn’t hold back his smile. He sat down in
front of Klog Mor. “Donovan told you?”

“No.” She took a sip of her bubbly
beverage. “Your smile did.”

“I know, I should’ve told her
sooner.” He rolled his eyes. “You were right, as
always.”

Klog Mor grinned. “I didn’t say anything.”

“Your smile did.”

“You definitely have your mother’s
smarts.” Klog Mor laughed.

A brief flash of his mother came to mind. Her long
blonde hair slid between his small fingers like silk strands, one
of his few memories of her. A mix of comfort and sadness filled
Edan each time he heard about his mother, as rarely as that
was.

Klog Mor placed her beer back on the coffee table.
“What can I do for you, my boy?”

“Synthia,” he said, hoping she
could calm down his suspicions, hoping his senses were over
exaggerating the situation. Hoping that his instincts failed him,
for the first time in his life.

“The Marked One.”

Edan leaned closer. His elbows rested on his knees.
“Something is wrong with her.”

“Honey, there’s a lot wrong with
that girl.”

“Something more.” He passed his
hand through his ruffled hair. “She’s always been vapid, vain,
and—”

“A brat?” Klog Mor
grinned.

“That sums it up.” He mirrored
Klog Mor’s expression. He loved how there was no bullshit with her.
“However, recently, she’s been changing.”

“Changing how?”

“Her actions are more intense. She
keeps getting in trouble in order to get attention,” he explained.
“She’s constantly lying, she’s obsessed with having me, and only
me, helping her.”

“It’s called Histrionic
syndrome.”

“It’s more than that. It’s turning
psychotic.” Edan sat up. Each second that passed, he felt the
paranoia creeping inside him. “I have the feeling she had something
to do with Gaia’s accident with the fire, and I’m sure she
knowingly left Shui to die.”

Klog Mor’s skin whitened, her blue eyes opened wide.
“How sure?”

“She knew Shui was hurt yet she
kept pushing me to walk the other way,” he said. His head felt
dizzy thinking about Shui’s dress covered in blood. He sat down
holding his ground. “She insisted I leave with her, leaving Shui to
die. I’ve tried to get her comfortable enough for me to realize
what she’s thinking about or planning but it’s too
hard.”

Klog Mor stood up from the couch. She paced around.
Her usual smiling lips were pressed into a
thin line, her eyes lost, looking nowhere specific. “It has
started.”

“What’s started?”

“The mark’s a powerful thing,
Edan.” Klog Mor’s hand trembled with uneasiness. “It doesn’t just
call Azazel, it has a way of bringing the worst out in its
carrier.”

“Is the mark turning Synthia
dark?”

“It isn’t making her, she already
is.” Klog sat on the same couch Edan was. “The mark is a mirror of
your soul, it never transforms. It enhances her own way of being.
The more darkness her soul has, the faster and stronger the mark
will affect her.” Edan twitched the corner of his mouth. His
fingers were curled in a strong fist. “I’m sensing regret,” she
said.

“I should’ve killed her back in
Truckee.”

“Yet you chose not to. Forget
about the ‘should’. You can’t change your past. Instead think about
the ‘now’.” Her hands took hold of Edan’s and opened his fists.
“Now, what are you going to do?”

“I can’t kill her.” He accepted
her hand. After all those years it still calmed him. “Gaia would
never forgive me.”

“Never.” Klog Mor laughed. “What
will you do, then?”

“I’ll have to keep an eye on her,”
he said, knowing that whatever choice he made, he needed to keep it
a secret from Gaia. At least for now.

Klog Mor took her beer. She leaned forward and
stretched her legs. “Great idea, now spill it.” Edan’s twisted
frown let her know he had no idea what she meant. “You and Gaia.
I’ve been waiting years for this talk. Did she remember?” Klog Mor
beamed with excitement. “She was incredible that day. I think the
parliament is still in shock over it.”

“She didn’t remember.” Edan felt
his worries and problems slide away from his mind. “I told
her.”

“You did?! How?”

“You are my match,” he repeated,
with the same flat tone he used when he told Gaia.

“And then?”

“I left,” he said, as if it was an
obvious reaction.

“Of course you did.” She hugged
Edan. He was zero percent romantic but she knew that, for Edan, a
gesture like that meant more than hundred red roses. “I’m happy for
you.”

CUCKOO, CUCKOO!

A wooden yellow bird flew out of a rustic cuckoo
clock marking the noon hour. “I have to go, Mor.” He took a map
from his black leather jacket. “Here is our route. We are planning
to reach the door in a little more than a week.”

Klog Mor opened the map. Her long fingers lingered
on their drawn path stopping on Huntsville. “I’ll see you there, my
boy.”

 


* * *

“Do you have your crossbow?” Floyd
asked, taking the knife away from Priyam’s dangerous
hands.

Smiling, Priyam turned around showing Floyd the
crossbow that hung from the leather vest he made for her. “Every
second of the day.”

“Good.” Floyd tapped the wooden
table. “Leave it in there.”

“I thought you were going to teach
me.”

“I will. Not the crossbow though.”
Floyd unhooked Priyam’s crossbow and left it on the table. “We both
know you know how to use that.”

“What am I learning then,
Master Kenobi?”

“Mhh.” Floyd scratched his square
chin. “I pictured myself in the Miyagi type.”

“Sorry, that’s
Donovan.”

“No worries, I dig Kenobi.” Floyd
opened one of the big black duffle bags. “Besides, I’m pretty sure
Donovan doesn’t have anything close to this,” he said, taking out a
.338 Lapua Magnum sniper rifle. “Meet Janie. I’ll lend her to you,
and I’ll use my sister’s.”

“It looks unbelievably
heavy.”

“Try it out.” Priyam held the
rifle but Floyd didn’t let go of it. “Principal rules of all
firearms, always assume they are loaded and never point at anything
unless you or people you love are in danger. Got it?”

“Got it.” She carried the rifle,
its weight almost causing her to fall over.

“Get ready to use it,” he ordered
as he took out his own rifle.

“I’m going to use
this?”

“That’s pretty much the point of
the class.”

“You’re teaching me to be a
sniper?” Priyam beamed with joy.

“I am.” Floyd snatched a bunch of
bullets from the table and put them into one of his big pants
pockets. “We’re lucky the house is in the middle of nowhere with a
view to the mountain. After you, Snowflake,” Floyd signaled Priyam
to a place right at the end of the house's garden.

Priyam held the massive rifle with both hands. “What
are we shooting?”

“Veter already placed the
different targets.” He indicated an area far from the house. “The
first one is fifty yards, then five-hundred yards, one-thousand
five-hundred yards and the last one is two-thousand
yards.”

“Two-thousand yards?”

“Those are for me.” He grinned and
took out a pair of headphones and a goofy orange helmet. “Put this
on.”

“What is this?”

“Those headphones will cancel
Janie’s noise but you’ll be able to hear me talk through the mike.
That one, is a helmet.”

Priyam held the helmet like a foreign object. “Are
we wrestling after or something?”

“Not unless you want to.” He
laughed, taking the helmet back and helping Priyam put it on top of
the headphones.

“Then why do I need a helmet?” she
asked, while Floyd secured the strap.

He put on his headphones. “Safety of course, one can
never be sure with you.” He gave it a little shake to see if it was
tight enough. “There you go. Now place Janie on the ground, use the
legs to support it.”

“Like this?” she asked, feeling
stupid wearing such an unattractive helmet on her head.

“A tad to the left.” He fluttered
his hand. “Ace! Lie down on your belly,” he commanded.

Priyam got down towards the grass when Floyd stopped
her by holding her from her vest. “Wait!”

“What?” She panicked, not knowing
if she’d done something that could’ve killed someone.

“You are going to squish this
lad.” Floyd saved a tiny red bug from dying underneath Priyam’s
elbow.

“A ladybug?”

“Hello, fella.” He placed the bug
on a leaf close to them. “There you go, be free.” He turned to
Priyam. “Now you can lay down. Stretch your legs, spread them out,
and hold Janie tight against your shoulder.” She did her best at
making the sniper pose.

“Great.” Floyd jumped and took
position. “Distance shooting is not something
to play around with. This is a last-resort thing. It requires a lot
of patience and self-control.”

“Patience?” Priyam raised her
eyebrows. “Nobody said anything about patience.”

“Exactly why I’m teaching you
this.” He laughed, which made Priyam feel slightly annoyed. “First,
relax. You need to become aware of your breathing and never look
into the scope for more than fifteen seconds.”

“Why fifteen? Would they notice
I’m aiming at them?”

“You can get eye fatigue,” he
said. “And no, since they are cans, I doubt they would
notice.”

“The rifle is on my shoulder, my
eye is not fatigued, now what?”

“Now aim.” Floyd breathed in,
breathed out and shot one of the cans two-thousand yards away. “Try
to hit one of the cans.”

Priyam aimed, shot… and horribly missed. “No! I
missed! What if I hurt someone?”

“Don’t worry,” Floyd reassured
her. “Willow made a protective barrier so you can’t hurt anyone. I
would’ve never let you shoot if that wasn’t the case.”

“I like that.” Priyam aimed at one
of the fifty-yard cans once again. “You are constantly making sure
no one gets hurt… or killed, from humans to ladybugs.”

“I like weapons,” he said. “I
don’t like hurting living things.” He aimed and hit a faraway
can.

“Except trees,” Priyam joked
around.

“They always appear out of
nowhere,” he laughed, before hitting another target.

“How are you so good at
this?”

“My grandparents.” He lifted his
gaze from the scope. “My nana owned a shooting range and my papa
was a history professor. He was obsessed with samurais, ninjas, and
knights.” Floyd lay down on his back next to the unloaded rifle.
“When my parents passed away, we moved in with our dad’s parents.
If we thought we were miserable, boy, were we wrong. Our
grandparents couldn’t deal with the death of their son. It didn’t
take us long to figure out how to make them smile
again.”

“You started to ask them about
weapons and samurais?”

“Exactly.” He smiled. “They loved
teaching us everything they knew. The time passed and something
that started as a way to keep them happy and occupied, turned into
something Pink and I grew to love. Plus we are exceptionally
awesome at it,” he joked.

“Sort of.” Priyam aimed and failed
again. “You learned how to fight out of love?”

“People learn different things for
different reasons.” Floyd grabbed the fabric of Priyam’s shirt
between his fingers. “In a way, you are also learning this out of
love for your friend.”

“I thought it was to improve my
patience.”

“That too,” he
chuckled.

Priyam shot again and by a miracle she didn’t miss.
“I hit it!” she cheered.

Floyd rolled onto his stomach
to see the great hit. “Now try one from the next row.”

“As in the cans at five-hundred
yards?” Priyam grunted. “No, thank you. I’ll stick to my fifty
yards.”

Floyd took his rifle. He loaded it, aimed and hit
every single one from the fifty-yard section. “Oops… I missed. I
guess you’ll have to hit from the five-hundred yards”

“I hate you.”

Floyd laughed and pinched Priyam’s cheek. “Your eyes
say otherwise.”

“My eyes are tired from looking at
the scope.” She glared at him. “They don’t know what they are
doing.” Priyam sat on the grass. She took off the helmet and
headphones. “By the way, I sort of have a surprise for
you.”

“One of your cookies?” he asked,
full of hope as he mimicked Priyam and took out his headphones
too.

“No. Close your eyes,” she said,
as she dug into her backpack.

“Can’t, I have a rifle in my
hands.”

“Then take the finger away from
the trigger.” Priyam took out the cassette player and forwarded to
song number five. “I’m going to touch your ear, don’t react by
taking out one of your hidden knives and stabbing my
arm.”

“Noted.” He nodded with his eyes
closed.

Priyam grabbed her earphones; she placed one side of
the earphones in Floyd’s ear and turned on the recorder.

Floyd’s eyes opened immediately. He stared at Priyam
in awe, which pleased her.

“Too loud?” she asked because of
his reaction. She tried to lower the volume.

“Stop.” He pulled her hand before
she could reach it. “It’s perfect. How did you know?”

“I fixed it for Pink. She told me
about your parents listening to it.”

Floyd closed his eyes for a moment. He enjoyed the
warmth in his heart the song made him feel. He
smiled, opening his light-blue eyes. “If she told you about this
cassette, then you know there’s something missing in your almost
perfect plan,” he said, leaning on his elbows.

“Popcorn?” she guessed.

“OK, there are two things
missing,” he corrected. “Popcorn and…” Floyd put the other side of
the earphones in Priyam’s ear. “There, much better.” Floyd lay down
on his back and closed his eyes. “I want your hand too.” Without
opening his eyes, he stretched his hand towards Priyam.

“You want everything,” she
complained, intertwining her fingers with
his.

With their eyes closed and holding hands, they
listened to the whole tape.


Chapter
17

Highway to Hell

EDAN STARED AT GAIA as she fought against Donovan,
Willow and Veter with their elements. She was a natural. She
wielded the water in Hunter’s bottle and used it to attack Donovan.
With her other hand she wielded the grass to trap Veter.

Edan’s eyes slowly trailed towards Synthia, who was
using one of the berries to paint her lips bright red. What’s on
your bloody mind? Edan wondered, yet he knew he needed to be
smart about this. He had no idea what Synthia was going through or
if she was planning something. No matter what it was, he just
needed to keep everyone safe until they reached Terra’s door.

Edan shook his head and returned his attention to
Gaia. He could feel that she was beginning to lose it. There were
too many attackers, too many elements. Gaia was struggling with
what to do next when Pink threw a ninja star at her. The sharp end
made a small cut on her forehead.

“Damn it!” Gaia cleaned the blood
with her hand. “This is too much.”

“No it’s not,” Hunter
signaled her. “Stop thinking about what to do and just let your
body react to it.”

“How?” Gaia opened a bottle of
water and drank from it. “I’m new at this.”

“You are not.” Hunter sat
in front of her. “You’re not just Gaia. You’re all Mother Nature
reincarnations. You might not remember how but your soul does.”
Hunter noticed Edan. He pointed at his watch. “Next time, let
your instincts decide.”

“I’ll practice that more. Thanks,
Hunter.” Gaia ruffled the teen’s hair and jogged back to the
highway’s ledge where Edan and the rest were waiting for the
training to be over. “Time to go?”

“Indeed.” Edan passed Gaia her
seed pouch. “Wield some. This is our last stop before reaching
Huntsville. We need to supply the food stock.”

Gaia opened the pouch by pulling its strands. “Let
me guess, apricots and strawberries?” Edan nodded. “By the way, you
never told me what happened with Mor.”

“It was late when I got back and I
had to ride the bike on our way here.” He explained but Gaia kept
staring at him. “She sent her best. She’s very happy… for
us.”

“You told her?” Gaia took a few of
seeds and threw them on the ground.

“Didn’t have to.” He leaned
against the van and watched Gaia wield a few fruit bushes to grow.
“She guessed.”

“She always does that.” She
brushed her hair away from her face. The soft red waves were almost
reaching her waist; after all, it’d been almost six months since
the necklace broke. “I’m beginning to have suspicions about
Donovan’s animals. It wouldn’t surprise me if
they’re the ones telling her everything.”

“Forget that.” He laughed and
lowered his voice. “She was like that even before Donovan could
talk to animals.”

“I should’ve come with
you.”

“And ask her about the match
memory?” He grabbed two of the baskets that Hunter handed to everyone. “Never.”

Gaia took one of the baskets. “You’re so
stubborn.”

“Says the girl who keeps wanting
to know.” Edan pulled Gaia and held her by the back of her neck. He
pressed his forehead against hers. “Let’s make a deal. If you
haven’t remembered by your Resurgence…” Edan kissed her neck. His
lips caressed her skin. “I’ll tell you how it happened after the
ceremony.”

“Deal.”

“I’ll go check on the others.”
Edan let go of Gaia and walked away.

 


* * *

Smiling, Gaia plucked a succulent orange apricot
from the tree she’d grown.

She placed the fruit in her basket and proceed to do
the same with the berries. “Is this enough?” She showed Willow the
basket.

“Get a few more strawberries and
we’ll be good to go.” Willow snapped her fingers. “Giant! Stop
picking Bobby’s flowers and be useful! Take this basket to the
van,” she interrupted Veter from giving Shui one of the First
Tree’s flowers.

Veter gave Shui the dazzling golden flower before
running to get the basket. “Twelve years living in Canada and you
couldn’t learn to be nice?”

“Trust me, they tried,” Willow
joked, stealing one of the blackberries from Veter’s
basket.

Gaia giggled. She knelt down beside the strawberry
bush and picked one of the reddest strawberries, only to notice her
right wrist was missing Molly’s pink ribbon. No! Molly’s
ribbon!! Did I lose it on the fight?

She rummaged frenetically around in the dirt. No,
I can’t lose it. It’s all I have left of her. Her panic turned
into anger. Damn it! Where is it?! No, No! she cursed as the
twigs snapped against her skin.

“Red.” Edan stopped Gaia by
showing her the ribbon. “Is this what you are looking for?” Gaia
held the ribbon as tight as she could. “Calm down. It’s OK. You
didn’t lose it.” Edan took her right wrist. “Are you OK?” He tied
it tight next to Klog Mor’s wooden bracelet, then caressed the dirt
on top of her Five Fold symbol with his thumb.

“Why would you think there’s
something wrong?” she asked.

“I’ve been feeling it.” He held
her hands and helped her up. “Like that time on the boat. It was a
bit faded at the beginning but the more we work on our connection
the more I can sense it.”

“Feel what?”

“How you are feeling, Red.” He
tucked her hair behind her ear. “You were fine before I left but
not now. Your stress, your anger. I feel it all. Is it because of
the ribbon?”

She nodded. “The town, Molly.” Gaia gripped her left
hand around Molly’s ribbon.

“The little girl you told me
about?” Edan held her by the nape of her neck and pulled her
closer, calming her down.

“I keep having dreams about her,
and visions.” She rested her head against his chest. “I can’t take
away my guilt. I feel anger and sometimes even hatred.”

“Don’t.” Edan lifted her face by
holding her chin. “What happened was an accident. The life you were
destined to live was never an easy one, that’s why you have all of
us. You have me.” Edan kissed her gently on her lips. He wasn’t
very fond of PDA but he would do anything to make Gaia feel better.
His fingers caressed her cheeks and his lips moved against hers.
“Better?” She nodded. “Good.” He took her baskets, gave them to
Floyd and guided Gaia to where everyone had finished loading the
food. He stood in front of one of the three motorcycles “The
climate is clear, do you want to go on the bike?” Edan asked
Gaia.

“Thanks for the cheer up but I’m
so bad at driving that I would probably kill about five
pedestrians…and myself.”

“I know you would.” He grabbed an
extra helmet. “That’s why you won’t be driving.” He leaned closer,
handing her the helmet. “I’ll be the one driving.”

“Oh…” She put it on and climbed on
top of the bike.

“Now hold on.” He fastened his
helmet while Gaia held the back of her seat. “Not the bike, me.” He
took both of her hands, curling them around his waist.

Gaia leaned forward. She could see the back of his
neck, smell the lemony scent of his shampoo. “This reminds me of
something.”

“That time I carried you after
hurting your foot,” he guessed right.

“I thought you didn’t
remember.”

“I remember everything from you.”
He closed the helmet’s shield. “Hold on tight.”

 


Edan started the bike and the rest followed. The
wind hit them so hard that even with long jeans she could feel the
coldness. Gaia hugged him tighter, warming herself within seconds.
“Edan?” she called him; they could hear each other through the
helmet’s intercom. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Is the fight after I returned
your jacket also something you remember?” she asked.

“As if it was
yesterday.”

“Then…” Gaia chewed on her lower
lip. She felt stupid asking something like this but her curiosity
seemed to always get the better of her. “Why did you say you
weren’t my boyfriend when you actually were?”

A few seconds passed and Edan remained silent.
Seconds that seemed hours to Gaia.

“Yes, Edan?” Donovan’s voice was
heard from the intercom breaking the silence. “Why did
you?”

“Bloody hell…” Edan
muttered.

“Ahem.” Pink’s voice was also
heard from the com. “You lads do know your coms are connected to
every vehicle right?”

Bollocks! Edan cursed. “Regrettably, that’s
something I forgot.”

“Boss?” Floyd’s flirty voice was
heard. “Why did you say that?”

“Out of the coms, now!” Edan
screamed at all of them. After waiting for a minute, Edan took a
deep breath. “I do miss having biscuits with my tea.”

Gaia burst out laughing. “What was that
about?”

“Checking to make sure they are
gone,” he said.

“Are they gone?”

“Undeniably. Floyd and Donovan
wouldn’t be able to keep quiet on that one,” he chuckled. “As for
your question… To be honest? Sheer panic,” he admitted, making Gaia
even more nervous than she was when she asked the question. “You
didn’t remember we were a match. Besides, I’m terrible at talking
about these kinds of things. I didn’t know what to say. It would’ve
been strange if I blurted it out right there what really happened.
Out of nowhere, being sort of… yeah, I’ve been yours since I was
nine. Oh, and by the way, I took you to bed and covered you up
after a ten-minute inner battle of wanting to snog you.”

Wait… he stayed with me for a while? “You
stayed with me?”

“Priyam didn’t tell
you?”

“Nope.” She wanted to laugh but
there was no way he would forgive her. “You stalked me at
night?”

“I prefer the term ‘secretly
protected’ you at night.”

“Sorry to interrupt, Kapetan,”
Veter screamed from the com. “We got beasts following
us.”

Gaia turned her head. She couldn’t see much but she
could sense the danger.

“Floyd! Take Gaia.” Edan stopped
cold a moment before Floyd arrived.

“What do you mean by ‘take Gaia’?” Gaia held Edan tight. She wasn’t letting
him go anywhere without her, not when beasts were about to attack
them.

Veter came out of the van’s co-pilot seat. He took
Gaia by the waist and carried her to the seat.

Gaia was about to get out when Pink pushed her in,
closing the door behind her.

“Leave!” Edan ordered and Floyd
stepped on the gas.

A Skuggor came out of nowhere.
It jumped, aiming for the van but Hunter crashed into the beast,
hurling himself off the bike before impact.

Pink took out a gun. She broke the van’s back window
and shot the bike’s gas tank. The exposition killed the beast
instantly.

Donovan drifted next to Hunter. “Need a ride?” he
joked as the teen shook the dust out of his messy black hair and
hopped on the bike.

“Priyam, pass me those guns!” Pink
kept shooting at the beasts while Floyd drove the van.

“Fuck!” Donovan’s stressed voice
was heard from the com. “They’re too many.”

“We need to kill them all,” said
Veter. “They’ll reveal our location if we don’t.”

Floyd ran over a Tracker. “Whoops,” he snorted.

“Pay attention to the road!” Pink
smacked Floyd’s seat.

“It worked, didn’t it?” He grinned
at his twin. “How are the rest doing?”

“I can’t see that far behind.”
Gaia felt her heart racing. “We need to go back.”

“Can’t.” Floyd sped up. “Boss’
orders.”

“To leave them behind?” Gaia
freaked out.

“To take you far away from
danger,” he said.

Damn it! Gaia hated that Edan was still
keeping her away. She was Mother Nature, and like it or not, he
needed to stop trying to keep her behind a shield. “Turn back or
I’ll freeze the road.”

“He warned me about you doing
something like that.” He tapped the car’s wheel. “The van has
studded snow tires and flame protector.”

“Floyd, I’m serious,” she growled,
since there was no way she could come up with something Edan hadn’t
prepared for. “Go back.”

“Sorry, future Terrian queen,” he
refused. “Orders are orders.”

“Floyd!” Priyam hated seeing her
best friend that angry, that scared. “Turn this damn van around or
I’ll stab you with my spoon and will never cook for you
again.”

“No more cookies? Boss did not
warn me about that.” Floyd thought about it for a little. “Buckle
up, lads. We got some beasties to
kill.”

Floyd turned on his highlights. He saw a Skuggor
pinning Willow against the concrete. It was about to attack with
one of its tails when Floyd ran over it.

Willow scrambled up. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, Floyd!” he imitated Willow’s
voice. “Thank you for saving me, you’re such a hero.”

“Well, hero,” Willow said, getting
inside the van. “Edan is going to kill you.”

“If he wants to get in this van
then he can queue up.” He smiled and drove to the rest.

“I’ve got an idea.” Gaia pointed
at the highway from the back of the van. “You said Edan asked
everyone to take me away when in danger right? I’m sure beasts
don’t have snow tires.”

“You freaking genius,” Priyam
cheered.

Gaia wielded any water she could find flooding the
highway. She concentrated as the water froze into ice. At that
speed, the cars had no problem with staying
steady but the beasts slipped. She waited for the cars to be far
away from the beasts when she turned her hands, burying the beast
in the concrete and the rest of the highway.

“You just destroyed miles of
highway.” Priyam giggled. “Government will hate you for
this.”

“Not just the government.” Pink
pointed at a furious Edan.

“I told you to leave, Floyd,” he
glared at him.

Gaia stepped in. “And I told him to go back.”

“Sorry Boss. Even in chess,
queen beats the king.”

“She’s not queen yet.” Edan
snarled to the twin. “I’ll deal with you later.” Edan pointed at
Gaia. “And you! I don’t make the rules to be annoying, they are for
your protection.”

“Don’t know if you noticed but I
was pretty helpful over there,” Gaia hissed.

“You could’ve been hurt,” he
growled. “I don’t care how useful you are if that means I could
lose you. Don’t run into danger like that again.”

“I’ll try.” She pressed her lips
trying not to grin.

“No you won’t.” Edan sighed,
slightly more relaxed. He turned the bike on.
“The ones who drove, change seats with someone,” he gave the order.
“Once rested, change again. We are reaching Huntsville
today.”


Chapter
18

Interlude

A FEW DAYS HAD PASSED and nothing. Edan worried
constantly over the fact that Huntsville, Alabama, the place with
‘more tornados in the world’, had no tornados at all.

Great news for the locals, bad news for Gaia and the
rest… Especially since the door to Terra was through a tornado.

 


He paced around the dining room of a house Priyam
found on Airbnb. The house was secluded and the less contact they
had with locals, the better.

Veter was braiding Shui’s blue ombre hair while they
sat on a comfy white couch. Growing up with seven sisters, he’d had
lots of practice making gorgeous hairstyles.
In the dining room area were Willow and Gaia, already with their
braided hair done by Veter, studying plant names; Priyam, Donovan
and Pink played cards on the other side of the table; and Synthia
watched TV, while Hunter showed Floyd how to carve on wood using
one of his daggers.

Edan paced once more. The moment he passed next to
Gaia, she grabbed him by the hand. “You’re going to go insane if
you keep circling the room.”

“Sorry.” He squeezed her hand. “We
should’ve been gone by now.”

“I know, but there’re no tornados
now so there’s nothing we can do except wait.” She caressed his
hand with her thumb, a small gesture that meant the world to them.
“We should go out or at least try to keep our minds busy with
something else.”

“Let’s play Jenga!” Veter
cheered.

“Never again, mate,” said Pink as
she took another card before throwing more candies to the betting
pool.

“Why not?” the Viking man
complained. “It was fun.”

“You cheated,” said Pink while
picking up her winnings.

“Who cheated?” asked
Veter.

“All of you!” Priyam jumped into
the conversation. “Willow wielded the wood so she never touched it.
You used the wind to hold the structure for you.”

“I did not,” he
chuckled.

“Mate, the tower was floating yay
high off the table.” Pink placed her hand as high as the tower was
floating. “And you took the only wood left at the very
bottom.”

“Well I did use the wind,” he said
with his childish smile and thick Serbian accent. “But only a
little.”

Amused by her match, Shui took her empty cup of tea.
“I think Gaia’s right.” She wielded some of the tea out of the
teapot, across the dining room, and into her cup. “We should get
out or do something.”

Edan shook his head. “I don’t want to risk it.”

“You’re risking it more by staying
locked up.” Shui offered a sip of tea to her match. “It’s been days
and we haven’t been outside of this house.”

Priyam shuffled the card deck. “It’s called cabin
fever,” she said. “Tons of movies about that. They all end up dying
at the end.”

“Priy!” Gaia glared at
her.

“I’m just saying.” Priyam dealt
the cards.

“Not helping.”

“Strangely, she is.” Edan looked
at the time. “We still have a few hours before sundown, who’s up
for some local food?” he asked, and every single one of them except
Synthia raised their hands. “Synthia?”

“No way.” She rolled her eyes. “I
have a TV in here.”

“Too bad, we can’t leave you
alone.” Edan put on a black jacket and the rest
followed.

 


* * *

Strolling back from downtown, Priyam managed to find
a popular french-fry truck. “I don’t get it, lovely Giant.” Priyam
took one of her fries and ate it in one bite. “Can’t you just shake
your hands and make a tornado?”

“I can but it won’t serve us as a
door. The doors are made by Nature only.” He stole a bite of
Priyam’s fries. “It has to be a real tornado.”

“Soo…” Synthia joined the
conversation. “What you’re saying is that your stupid element is
like, useless?”

“I wouldn’t say useless.” Veter
wielded the wind towards him. The wind reached where Shui and
Willow were walking. It cradled Shui and flew her up into his arms. “Hello, Blueberry.” He kissed her tenderly
on the lips.

The group laughed while Shui turned red.

“Veter.” Shui jumped down from his
strong arms. “Humans can be around here.”

“The closest one is yards away.”
He chuckled. “Icarus checked.”

Edan walked with his arm hugging Gaia’s shoulders.
He gave her a sneaky scan. It was rare to see her with her hair
tied up. Her neck was long, and right above the chain of the locket
he’d given her was the Triple Spiral mark. The mark she got
on her Eighteenth Spring. Subconsciously, Edan
passed his thumb over the golden mark.

Gaia’s skin shivered with goosebumps. She turned to
Edan. “Sorry, couldn’t help it.” He smiled. “The golden mark pops
out a lot with your hair tied up.”

“I keep forgetting I have that
mark now.” She leaned her head against Edan’s arm. “You know, I saw
how it marked Kai that time I took the Ocean’s tear.”

“Yes, every Mother Nature has it
after their Eighteenth Spring,” he said. “Though I don’t think any
of them looked this pretty with it.”

Gaia’s stomach fluttered with happiness. Not in a
million years! She thought of how surreal
her current situation with Edan was. “Edan Blau, are you giving me
a compliment?” She smiled.

Instead of answering, Edan pulled Gaia to the back
of a tree. Hiding themselves from the rest of
the group, he took her by the neck and kissed her. “I was,” he
whispered against her lips and took her left hand. “I believe this
belongs to you.”

Gaia looked at her hand and saw a bigger version of
her match ring on her pinky finger. “You made this?”

“Of course.” He showed Gaia his
pinky where he had his. “I used the same ribbons we had last time
and added a new one to make it bigger.”

Gaia noticed the mix of the darker older ribbon with
the bright and new one. It was perfect. “I don’t know what to
say.”

Edan kissed her finger. “You don’t have to say a
word.”

She could see him turning around to join the rest of
the group but she wasn’t ready for that. She curled her arms around
his neck and pulled him back at her, crashing
her lips against his. At first, Edan hesitated but once Gaia
entwined her fingers in his hair he was all in.

He pushed her against the tree and kissed her the
same way he had been wanting to since the
first time he walked into that classroom. He turned around, leaning
his back on the trunk, slowly tracing Gaia’s back with his hand.
She was the strongest living being in the universe yet she seemed
incredibly fragile between his arms. She’d been everything that
kept him trying harder to become a better Terrian, a better leader,
a better man and now she was there, feeling the same way he was.
Gaia gasped against his lips.

 


SNAP! A branch cracked a few feet from them. Without
pause, Edan reacted. He pushed himself away from Gaia and by
twisting his body on top of her, he covered Gaia from the claws of
a Tracker.

“Stay down!” he ordered her as he
turned his body on fire and jumped to fight the Tracker.

Gaia couldn’t even react before Edan had already
burnt the Tracker to death. She was just about to stand up when he
grabbed ahold of her. “Are you OK? Did he hit you?” he asked,
searching for wounds.

“He didn’t reach me.” She tried to
check his back. “Is your back alright?”

“Don’t worry, it didn’t hit me,”
he said, thankful his jacket was covering the wound. “We need to
leave.”

“What about the Tracker? Are there
more?”

“I highly doubt it.” He took her
hand and walked faster. “Unless they are alone, Trackers hunt in
packs. If there were more, we would’ve seen them by
now.”

 


Oblivious to everything that was happening, Synthia
had stepped back from the team as soon as she saw Edan kissing
Gaia. She wasn’t even aware of the Tracker attack, all she could
think about was that she hated how Gaia seemed to have everything
so easy. She then realized how the trees around her began to
change.

Hoping to see the man from before, Synthia followed
the road up to her mysterious man.

“Homeless person!” Synthia
screamed in every direction. “I know it’s you. The same person as
when we were back on the road.”

“It is.” Azazel walked from behind
a dying tree. “What brings you here?”

“I want more,” Synthia whined.
“Whatever you gave me, it worked.”

Azazel took out another small red vase with the
shape of a diamond. “Take it.”

Synthia inspected the vase. She drank it and saw her
nose getting smaller and her lips puffing. “Wait… what do you want
in exchange for this one?”

“Same as last one,
nothing.”

 


* * *

Edan and Gaia arrived at the house. The rest of the
group was waiting nervously. “Blimey!” said Pink as soon as they
walked through the main door. “What happened, Boss?”

“Nothing, a Tracker took us by
surprise,” he said.

“Where’s Synthia?” asked Shui.
“She hasn’t returned either.”

Edan’s face clouded with confusion. “She was never
with us,” he said, then gave a signal to Hunter. “Take Veter and
look for her. She shouldn’t be far. Pink, please check that Gaia is
unharmed.” He turned to Donovan. “Donovan, could you help me with
the security maps?”

“Sure.” Donovan followed Edan to
the room upstairs.

Once inside, he closed the door. “What’s going on
Edan? We already did the security maps,” Donovan pointed out.

“I need help with my back.” Edan
peeled off his jacket and left it on his bed. Donovan was used to
treating his back. Besides Klog Mor, he was the only one on Earth
who’d seen it before.

“You’re bleeding.” Donovan helped
him with taking off his bloody shirt. “Did the Tracker do this?” he
asked, and Edan nodded. “What did you mean a Tracker got you by
surprise?” asked Donovan as he prepared the medicine paste.
“Nothing takes you by surprise.”

“I was a bit distracted.” Edan
turned a chair around and sat down hugging the backside.

“Distracted?” Donovan couldn’t
understand what could possibly distract Edan. “By what? A seizure?”
he joked.

“Gaia.”

“Uh…” He took a wet towel and the
paste and stood behind Edan’s shirtless back. “This is going to
hurt a lot,” he said and cleaned Edan’s bloody back. Edan didn’t
even flinch.

Finishing cleaning the wound, Donovan placed the
bloody towel on the desk and took the paste. With his finger he
smudged the paste on the cuts. He tried to do it fast, as he knew
Edan got uncomfortable everytime someone was
able to look at his back.

Underneath cuts and burned marks was the reason most
Terrians feared him. The reason for his perfectionism. The reason
why he constantly carried the world on his shoulders. The reason
that brought him to Gaia and could tear them apart as well.

“All done.” Donovan placed some
bandages on him, cleaned up, and passed him a new T-shirt. Icarus
squeaked loud outside the door. “Synthia’s back. I’ll go check on
her.”

“Don’t.” Edan stood up from the
chair. “First, we need to talk about her.”

 


* * *

The following morning, Gaia went to check on one of
the white irises she kept putting wherever they went. She had no
idea if Pratt was able to follow the trail. She couldn’t get it out
of her mind that she saved Edan, thanks to Pratt’s training. He could’ve died. She shivered at the
thought.

Even the thought was enough to make her want to
hurl. There was no way she could picture a life without him, not
now, not ever. Every single kiss he gave her was a reminder of how
she needed to learn everything she could to keep him and everyone
she loved alive.

She was about to go home when she heard footsteps.
“I thought you weren’t coming anymore,” said a familiar voice.

Gaia hadn’t realized how much she missed her talks
with Pratt until that moment. She turned around casually trying not
to show her excitement. No way was she going to let him gloat on
that. “I changed my mind,” she said in a laid-back manner.
Nailed it.

“I see that. You’ve been trying to
contact me,” he said taking out a bunch of dried white
irises.

She counted them. “You have all of them?”

“I do.” He smiled, scratching the
two moles on his straight nose. “Not that I needed them to find
you.” Pratt lifted his left hand and Gaia saw the hair tie she gave
him back on the day of their deal, wrapped around his wrist. “I told you, I can always find you as
long as I have something of yours.”

“If you knew, then why didn’t you
answer?”

“It wasn’t the right time.” He
grinned at her. “Now that that’s out of the way, what can I do you
for?”

Damn it… here it comes…“I need your help,”
she slurred her words.

“Excuse me?” He laughed at her
failed attempt to sound casual. “I think I heard something
impossible.”

“I do.” She spoke clearer this
time. “I need your help.”

“Why the change of heart?” he
asked, sitting down on a nearby rock. It was clear he was enjoying
the moment.

“The Nature’s
Communion… It helped me saved someone.” She tried to be vague on
who she saved. She had no time for another one of Pratt’s
discussions on Edan, especially now that he was her
match.

“I hate to say I told you so,” he
said with his usual charming confidence.

“No, you don’t.”

“No, I don’t.” Pratt’s smile
morphed into a gasp as soon as he noticed Gaia’s pinky ring. “Is…
Is that a matching ring?”

“Yes.” Gaia stretched her hand and
gave it a good look. She loved every part of it.

“Cool! Although to be honest, I
never pictured you with Mr. Pretty Eyes.”

“It’s not Donovan’s. It’s
Edan’s.”

To Gaia’s surprise, Pratt laughed. Really loud.
“Stop joking around, Princess.” He kept laughing until he noticed
Gaia was serious. “Mmmh… you’re not kidding.”

“Why would I?”

Pratt crossed his arms in front of his chest. His
thick eyebrows frowned together. “Edan’s your match?” he
asked with a hint of anger in his voice.

“And I am his,” she said loud and
clear.

“Declared?”

“Since I was six.” Gaia could tell
there was something off about Pratt’s
reaction. He was happy a minute ago. “What?”

“That’s ironic,” he
said.

“I don’t see it that way.” She
twitched at his odd choice of words. There was no irony in them
being together.

His serious face turned into his usual playful grin.
“I guess congratulations are in order.”

“I know you don’t like him but
don’t hold the truth.” She wielded a thick root to come out of the
grass and sat down on top of it. “If there’s something wrong, you
tell me. We had a deal, we don’t lie to each other. After all,
that’s the reason we’re meeting, isn’t it?”

“True… yet you told Priyam about
me,” he said, resting his elbows on his knees. “You broke our deal.
I’m the one who should be giving this speech.”

Damn it… Gaia knew Pratt was right. She
couldn’t expect him to stay true and let her break the main and
only promise he’d ask her. Gaia stretched her arm. “No more lies. I
mean it.”

“You can’t tell anyone else you’ve
been training with me. At least not until you’re ready.” He took
her hand. “Deal?” He grinned.

“Absolutely not. I promise you,
but I’m not making any more deals with you.”

“No fun,” he teased, and shook her
hand. Great! She thought, Pratt going back to his teasing
let her know everything was right between them.

“Gaia!” Priyam screamed in the
distance. “Gaia! I need your help with the laundry.”

“I think Priy is looking for you.”
He let go of her hand. “See you soon?”

“See you soon, teacher,” she said,
and ran back to Priyam.

 


* * *

Gaia reached her best friend. “You look happy,”
pointed out Priyam as Gaia smiled. “No… you saw Forest boy again?”
she guessed right. She always did. “Are you kidding me?”

“He agreed to help me train once
more.”

“What? No.” Priyam gave Gaia a
basket made of straws just like the one she had. “Why would you do
that? I thought you were scared of the new power.”

“I was,” she admitted. “Until it
helped me save Edan.” Gaia bent down and placed the clean wet
clothes in the basket.

“It did?”

“Yes.”

“Mmm…” Priyam grabbed one of the
recently washed shirts and gave it a good stretch before hanging it
on a branch. “Help me hang the rest or they’ll never
dry.”

Instead of helping to hang the laundry, Gaia pointed
her palm towards the basket of clothes. She concentrated on the
water in the fabric. Every single drop. She flicked her hand
towards the sky, wielding the water away from the clothes leaving
them all dry. “There. All dry now.”

“See? If you weren’t meeting
asshole once again, I would applaud you
for how damn awesome that trick was.”
Priyam pointed at the dry laundry. “You’re just missing on
points.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“You won’t.” Priyam smiled at her
best friend.

“I’m not—”Gaia was interrupted the
moment her eye caught a ball of fire flying directly to the side of
her head. “Watch out!”

Gaia pushed Priyam away from the ball’s trajectory,
putting herself in the fire zone. The ball of blue fire hit Gaia on
the back. It was painful but it didn’t burn her the way it would
have burned Priyam. As quickly as Gaia got hit, she absorbed the
fire. Blue fire? She knew Edan was the only one with blue
fire but why would he attack her? Completely alert, Gaia turned
around and pointed the palm of her hand towards her attacker.

To her surprise, the attacker was in fact Edan.


Chapter
19

The Devil’s Crossroad

“WOW!” VETER GASPED a few feet
from both of them. “That was brutal.”

“I told you, dude, he wouldn’t go
easy on her just cuz she’s his match.” Donovan stretched his hand.
“Pay up.”

“What is wrong with you!?”
Gaia flipped out at Edan. Match or no match he could’ve hurt any
one of them.

“It’s called testing,” he said
with not a single bit of guilt for whatever just
happened.

“Testing what?”

“Your abilities.” Edan signaled
Willow to attack.

Willow flicked her wrists. Two branches lashed out,
one managed to slap Gaia on the face but before the second one
could reach it, she wielded to the ground. “Willow too?” Gaia
panted.

“Not just Willow.” Edan smirked,
letting Gaia know he meant business. “You are going to fight us
all.”

“Like group training?” Priyam
asked, entertained by the idea of a new show.

“Sort of.” Donovan sat next to
Priyam. “This time we’ll grade Gaia.”

“Grades?!” She laughed so hard her
glasses almost fell off her round nose. “You’re done,
G.”

Without waiting for Gaia to react, Pink took four
knives out of her belt and threw them at Gaia. As Pink threw them,
Gaia moved to a tree. She wielded the top branch to curl around her
arm and pull her up to the top. “Why grades?” Gaia screamed from
the top of the tree.

“To claim your place as Mother
Nature you’ll need the approval of the parliament,” Edan explained
as calm as ever. “We need to prepare you for that. Now stop talking
and concentrate.”

Willow shook the tree making Gaia fall. As she was
about to hit the ground, a current of wind pushed her to her feet.
Edan glared at Veter. “Sorry, Kapetan,” he apologized, with a huge
childish grin. “I won’t do it again.”

“Priy is right,” Gaia screamed,
while running away. “I’ve never been good at tests!”

“You will be.” Edan gave the twins
a nod.

 


The twins fought with Gaia. Pink used her long sword
while Floyd stuck to the knives. Skillfully, Gaia jumped from side
to side until she reached her sword. She unfolded her Wakizashi
just in time to block one of Pink’s attacks. With her sword, she
fought, switching between the two of them. The twins mixed the
sword fight with martial arts, making it harder for Gaia. With one
twist, Floyd threw a knife, hitting Gaia in the thigh. “Ouch,” she
grunted in pain.

“Whoops. Sorry, Fairy Princess.”
Floyd ran to her but Pink stopped him cold.

“Don’t!” she hissed. “Boss said we
had to be tough.”

“Right… Suck it!”

Pink slapped her brother on the arm. “He said tough,
not insensitive, you dill.”

Taking advantage of the twins being distracted, Gaia
took out the knife and cauterized her wound by pressing her burning
finger on it. She swung her hands, wielding a couple of branches to
twirl around their arms and waist.

“No bloody way!” Floyd laughed as
they were both carried to the top of the tree.

SPLASH! Water slithered from the small river nearby
to where Gaia was standing. She turned around and saw Shui wielding
the water. Shui twisted her hands as if she was reading a magic
crystal ball and the water followed its wield, creating a ball of
water surrounding Gaia. The water ball levitated with Gaia
inside.

Gaia pushed her arms forward. Using the water around
her, she turned it into the form of daggers that shot out of the
water ball. One of the water daggers cut Edan on his cheek after
shielding Priyam. “You should go somewhere safer,” he told Priyam
and cleaned the blood from his cheek with the hem of his shirt.

“Are you kidding? That was
incredible!” Priyam cheered. “You got them, G!”

Giving it another try, Shui froze the water trapping
Gaia inside. Are you serious…!? Shaking, Gaia turned her
body on fire. Slowly melting the water, enough to give her the
space she needed to attack.

Finally, Gaia was able to move her arms and breathe.
She pushed her arms to the edges of the bubble, exploding the fire,
making Shui fly away.

Gaia landed on the floor all wet. She turned herself
on fire, evaporating everything. Taking it as a challenge, Willow
tried her best to hit Gaia with different types of plants, roots,
and branches. In full-on fighting mode, Gaia
pointed her arms to the damp earth. She wielded the water, turning
it into a huge snake.

“Crikey!” Pink gasped.

Willow ran away but Gaia wielded the water snake to
follow her until she was hit. The snake crashed against Willow.

Gaia turned on fire. “Who’s next?”

Edan signaled Veter it was his turn. Obeying his
leader, Veter made a tornado around Gaia. Within seconds, her fire
ran out of oxygen and the fire extinguished. Gaia began to
suffocate.

Hunter stood up and took a step towards Gaia when
Edan stopped him. “Let her.”

“Look at her. She’s
choking,” he panicked. “Aren’t you worried?”

“Very,” he said. “But this is the
only way she can truly learn.”

Gaia felt dizzy, her head pounding from the lack of
air. Come on G! Think of something or you are going to
faint. Gaia placed her hands on the ground. She closed her eyes
concentrating. She could feel different grains of dirt vibrating
under her palms. Now! She pushed and the ground swallowed
her.

“No freaking way!” gasped Priyam.
“Where is she?”

“I can’t believe it. She’s
inside the ground.” Willow stood up to get a
better look. “She’s incredible. I haven’t taught her any of
that.”

GULP! The ground opened sucking Veter in and letting
Gaia out.

Veter pierced the top of the ground with his massive
hand and pulled himself outside the hole. “Veter, out!” Veter
chuckled while bits of dirt fell from his bushy dark-brown
beard.

In awe, everyone clapped at Gaia. “What about you?”
she asked Edan. Her hands were trembling, her breathing was like
crazy.

“I’ll attack another day,” he
warned her. “When you least expect it.”

Hunter hugged Gaia. His arms were shaking and his
head rested against her shoulder. “What’s wrong, Hunter?” Gaia
asked.

“He was scared for you.” Veter
patted the teen’s back. “I’m telling you, he was as white as a
Darkling.”

Priyam passed Hunter a bottle of water. “Are
Darklings born like that? All gooey and weird.”

“No. They are Terrians who
chose to follow the path of Azazel.” Hunter drank the
water.

“Then how do they get that white?”
Priyam asked.

“Ifreann is full of ashes, so much
it covers the sky.” Donovan took out of his pocket a nut and gave
it to Icarus. “They never see sunlight. That’s why their faces look
like that. As for their eyes and creepy looks, they get them as a
warning for going against Nature.”

“What about the dark symbols on
their faces?” asked Gaia, still hugging Hunter.

“Wait, what?”
Synthia arrived just in time to hear the last part of the talk.
“What dark symbols on their faces?”

“Darklings wear a series of black
lines made of pagan symbols.” Shui leaned against Veter’s shoulder.
“They’re said to be a written bond with Azazel. A way to show their
choice to follow darkness.”

Synthia remembered the man on the hood had something
tattooed on his face. Something that sounded a lot like what they
were describing. “Dog boy, does the guy who wants to kill Gaia have
one?”

“Azazel?” Donovan lifted his thick
eyebrows. “Of course he does. His marks go from his heart to his
left eye,” he said, tracing a line with his finger from his heart
to his face.

“Around here?” Synthia asked,
pointing at her left eyebrow.

“Exactly there.” Donovan was
amazed, not only because Synthia knew where but because she was
interested in learning something that wasn’t cutting diamonds or
anything to do with clothes.

Synthia moved closer to Donovan. “How can they take
them off?”

“They can’t,” he answered. His
tone of voice made it clear he wished the mark was removable. “It’s
a choice for life. Once it’s there it will never come
off.”

“Is he the one who gave me the
scar?” Synthia pointed at where her scar used to be. Or at least
that’s what she thought.

“Yes,” said Shui. “He’s the one
who created that curse.”

“What happens if he dies?” In her
mind, Synthia wondered if Azazel lost his life, she would be able
to steal all of his beauty vases and have that power all to
herself.

“No one knows what can happen,”
said Edan. “No one who’s tried to kill him has
survived.”

“Really?” she muttered to
herself.

“Enough of that.” Edan crossed his
arms. “Everyone, get some rest, we’ll train
tomorrow.” The team followed orders and left to get some
well-earned relaxation time.

Edan held Gaia’s arm and pulled her closer. “Come
here.” He guided her towards the kitchen where he threw some of the
First Tree’s flowers to a bowl and crushed the paste. “Stay still,”
he ordered and covered the wound on her cheek with the paste.

“Ouch.” She flinched.

“Don’t move.” He smudged the rest
of the medicine. “If I don’t do this, it’ll leave a scar. There,
all done.” He placed the bowl down and Gaia kissed him.

“Thanks,” she whispered before she
pulled herself closer to him and kissed him again. This time
stronger.

“Wait,” he panted against her
mouth. “Let’s stop,” he whispered before kissing her
forehead.

Gaia felt the anxiety crawling on her skin. “Stop
kissing?”

“Yes.”

“Did I do something wrong?” she
asked, not understanding what could’ve happened to make him react
that way.

“Absolutely not. This has nothing
to do with you. I can’t think rationally when I’m with you like
that. I could put you and everyone else in danger if something
happens.”

“What could possibly
happen?”

“Last time,” he said.

Last time? Gaia recalled all the times they
kissed. The first time, we were already in danger so that wasn’t
it. Wait… No way, it finally clicked, the Tracker? “You
didn’t put me in danger, a Tracker did.”

“I can sense a Tracker from miles
away, Red.” He caressed her arm. “That time, I didn’t notice the
beast until it was a few feet from us.”

“But you killed it.” She curled
her lip into a smile trying her best to
improve the mood. “You always do.”

“That’s not the point.”

“OK, we got a scare from a Tracker
and Synthia went missing for an hour. So?”

“We were lucky.”

“We were enjoying.” Gaia pulled
him closer. “I’m enjoying this, or at least I was.”

“I’m enjoying this, too.” Edan
gave her a quick small kiss. “There’s a time for everything. I
waited twelve years to hear you call me your match again.” He
smiled at the last word. “I can wait a year for that.”

“A year!” She pushed herself away
from Edan’s arms.

“At least until your Resurgence,”
he explained to her.

“You’re kidding,
right?”

“No.” Edan leaned against the wall
and crossed his arms. “I’m pretty set on that. I can’t let down my
guard until I know you can fully take care of yourself.”

Excuse me?! Can’t take care of myself? Gaia
hated that Edan was still treating her like a child. Even after
everything that had happened between them. “I already can. I saved
you from a Draak.”

“And it was remarkable. Yet, you
are not fully in control.” He tried to get closer but she moved
back, her body tense with anger. “Gaia, your elements are only now
resurging. With the exception of fire, you barely used the rest for
a year before locking them up.”

“Why are you deciding this?” she
scowled. “You’re my match.”

“I’m also your protector. I can’t
do my job if I’m distracted.” He passed a strand of red hair behind
her ear. “Even if that distraction is you.”

Gaia hugged herself. She had her arms crossed,
gripping her upper arms. “You’re serious?”

“I am,” he said clear and loud.
“When it comes to you, I always am.” Not wanting to fight, Edan
cornered Gaia against a wall. He gently passed his hand around her waist to her back. “Red, I’m yours forever.”
He lifted her face by her chin. “What’s the rush?”

“Well… when you put it like that…”
She nipped on her lower lip.

“I didn’t hear you,” he
teased.

“Fine.” She finally hugged him
back. “Can I still kiss you?”

“Any time you want,” he said. “As
long as we don’t go overboard, of course.”

“How about right now?”

“Right now is a great time.” Edan
slid his palm across Gaia’s cheek. He dipped his head and kissed
her, trying his best to keep his word and hold back.

“Get a room!” Priyam whistled as
she passed the two lovebirds on her way to her room.

Gaia laughed at her best friend’s lack of timing.
“I’m hungry, wanna eat?”

Edan smiled back. “Lead the way.”

 


* * *

The next day, while everyone trained, Synthia
crawled out of her room. She snuck into the twin’s cabinet and
stole a dagger. She put on some running shoes she found in Willow’s
room and escaped in the same direction she last found the hooded
man. It was a dumb move since she knew who that man was, but she
didn’t care. This time she had a plan to make her beauty
infinite.

She walked and walked, hoping she would find him
once more. Finally, after a mile of searching for him, Synthia
found herself at a crossroad.

“Azazel!” she screamed. “Are you
here?”

“I’m always here.” Azazel walked
from behind a tree.

“I don’t want to kill you.” She
lifted her arms to show him she was unarmed.

“Kill me?” Azazel laughed with
creepy soul-chilling laughter. “You’ve figured
out who I am. I’m slightly impressed, but please, kill me? I urge
you to try.”

“I won’t. I promise, I come in
peace,” she wailed.

“Peace?” he emphasized. “A word
your kind knows nothing about.” Azazel paced around Synthia. “What
have you come here for, if you know who I am?”

“I need more,” she
demanded.

“More what?”

“What do you think? I want more of
the potion.”

“What a coincidence, I have some
here.” He took out another vase identical to the last one.
“Needless to say, this one will cost you.”

“What!?” she whined, and pouted
her mouth. “Why!? Give it to me,” she screamed but he refused.
Filled with anger, Synthia took out the dagger she stole from Pink
and stabbed Azazel in the chest. She patted Azazel trying to find
the vase. “Where are the potions?!”

Laughing, Azazel took out the dagger. He threw it to
the grass. The green grass turned gray once it came in contact with
his blood. He placed his palm on top of the trunk of a still-living
tree. As the tree died, the cut on his chest closed up. “Uhh,” he
grunted with pleasure before glaring at her.

“No! Don’t hurt me!” Synthia cried
in panic. “I’ll tell you where Gaia is.”

“I know where she is.” He closed
his eyes and took a deep breath. “I can feel her. I can sense her.”
He opened his eyes. “What I can’t do is get close to her without
the tracker boy sensing me from far away.”

“He’s not that good.”

“He is, and more.” He continued to
pace around Synthia. “My beasts are too loud,
too messy, that makes them easier to track. I…” Azazel wielded the
trees around them, turning the crossroads into a forest full of
tall trees. “I can wield Nature to hide my essence. Even so, he
senses me.” He dried one of the trees to ashes and wielded its
remains to the shape of Gaia’s face. “I can get close, but not
close enough,” he said, and the ashes crumbled, erasing Gaia’s
image.

“I can kill her,” Synthia offered.
“I can kill Gaia if you make me prettier.”

“As well as you killed me?” He
laughed at her face.

“No…”

Azazel leaned closer to her. He saw there was fear
in her eyes but she spoke the truth when she talked about taking
someone’s life for her needs. “Is that how far you are willing to
go? For beauty?”

“For that I’m willing to do
anything.”

“Anything?”

“Anything you want.”

“Are you aware of the deal you are
making?” He stared at Synthia the same way that a predator stares
at his prey seconds before attacking. “It can cost someone’s
life.”

“So?” she moaned with her nasal
voice. “I stabbed you, didn’t I?”

“The life of an enemy can be
easily given away. The life I would be taking would be from them,
your friends.”

“And?” she said without a single
care in the world.

“I will never understand your
kind; you worship vanity and things over thoughts and
life.”

“Says the creepy guy who kills
everything.” She crossed her arms with impatience. “Are we making
this deal or not?”

“This past season something has
been blocking the tracker boy’s senses but not enough to hide me.
You will return with them and fix it.” He took out a dropper and
handed it to Synthia. “Every three days you will make sure to give
this to the tracker boy.”

Synthia took the dropper and inspected it. It seemed
too small to be dangerous. “Will it kill him?”

“Would you care?”

“Not if I get my end of the
deal.”

“It will only numb his senses.” He
snapped his fingers.

Obeying his king, Jinn took a golden container with
liquid inside and placed it in Synthia’s hand. “Each time you pour
from the dropper on those three days, the contract for your beauty
will renew. If you miss a day, it will fade away. Never give him
less, never give him more.”

Synthia drank the golden liquid. Changing her own
perspective, she could see her dark-brown eyes turning blue, her
pale cheeks became rosy and her skin glowed. “How do I look?”

“Not like you.”

Synthia put the dropper inside her back pocket.
“Question: If you can do all of these types of
things, why can’t you use your powers for your own face? Fix all
those ugly marks.”

“On the contrary. My marks are not
a defect to me. They make me who I am.” He passed his fingers over
the black lines made by symbols making them shine red. “They are
different, not ugly.”

“That’s what you
think.”

“Your hand,” he
demanded.

Doing what she was told for the first time, Synthia
stretched her hand. “What about it?”

Azazel grabbed her hand. With his sharp nail he cut
a reversed Uruz rune on her palm. “Ouch! What’s wrong with
you?!”

“That symbol will haze the
Terrian’s focus when near.”

“Why would I want this?” she
cried. “Gaia used to escape all the time and didn’t need
it.”

“Because she’s who she is and
you are too dim to keep the escaping undetected by them.
It’s a miracle you haven’t been detected by now.” Azazel licked the
blood out of his nail and at the same time, the cut on her palm
closed. “Your blood is bound to me now. Get out of my sight,” he
ordered her.

 


* * *

Synthia ran to the camp. She was thrilled to have
the cure for eternal beauty. Entering the kitchen, took out a glass
of water and dripped in three drops of the black liquid.

“Where have you been?”

Synthia jumped at the sound of Donovan’s voice. “Spa
a few blocks from the house,” she said, as she hid the dropper in
her back pocket. “I don’t just wake up this beautiful every
day.”

“This is the second time you’ve
gone away without telling us. Please try not to go too far away,”
he said, knowing Edan was right to be wary of her, she was up to
something. Then his thoughts became slightly unfocused as Synthia
moved closer with the mark on her palm. His suspicions, his
thoughts, they all became hazy. “Anyway,” he mumbled, unable to
recall what his important mission was about. “We don’t know what
could happen if we’re separated at the wrong time. Stop wandering
around.”

“Relax.” She tapped his back as
she walked to her room. “I’m back at the house with you guys.
Here.” She passed the glass of water to Hunter. “I’m done with it
so drink it.”

“Thank you,” mouthed
Hunter, knowing Synthia wouldn’t know the hand signal for that
word, or any word.

“No.” She smirked. “Thank
you.”


Chapter 20

Stars of Terra

AT NIGHT, GAIA WALKED to the balcony of her room.
She looked around hoping to see a tornado somewhere, anywhere.
Instead of a tornado, she saw Hunter lying down in the forest in a star pose. Gaia smiled at his cuteness
and left the room to join him.

“What are you doing?” she asked at
a closer distance.

“Looking at the sky,” he
signed. “I miss the stars.”

Gaia looked up. The sky was shining so beautifully
it reminded her of the nights she spent looking at the sky when she
lived in Truckee. “They’re shining really bright.”

“In Terra you can see them so
close, it feels like if you stretch your arms you will be able to
touch them.” He pushed his arms towards the sky and sat up.
“The moon is as big as a mountain.”

Gaia imagined a moon that looked the way Hunter was
describing it. She couldn’t wait to see it in Terra. “Can I join
you?” she asked and the teen nodded happily. Gaia bent her knees
and lay down close to him. Her back touched the warm ground and she
let out a sigh.

“What is it?” Hunter passed
his hand over her frown. “You look worried.”

“I am. We’ve been here for days
and nothing,” she said. “I can’t go through a day without worrying
about them appearing each time I turn a corner.” Hunter smiled so
big Gaia swore he was about to laugh out loud. “What’s so
funny?”

“This morning Edan told me the
exact same thing,” he signaled. “Except he used the word
‘bloody’ many times.” Hunter picked out a
white cyclamen from the grass patch near him. He gave the
white flower to Gaia.

“This flower is very
pretty.”

“Better.” He pointed at her
mouth. “You are smiling now.”

“Thanks for cheering me up.” Gaia
took in the flower’s sweet fragrance. “For this and for never
telling Edan about our talk.”

Hunter thought for a moment. “About the Draak?
Why would I?”

Did he just ask why? she thought. Even after
studying the signs for the past months, there were times when she
still confused signs. “You asked why?” The teen nodded. “He’s the
leader.”

“You are my friend.” He
crossed his legs. “Although, if it happens again, you should
tell him yourself.”

“I will,” Gaia promised, hoping
she understood all of Hunter’s sentence. “Want to watch the
stars?”

Hunter lay down. Together they looked at the
stars.

“What’s happening?” said Priyam,
standing up by them.

“We’re star
gazing.” Gaia patted the grass. “Come watch them with
us.”

“Nice!” Priyam turned around.
“Floyd! Come here,” she called, and sat next to Hunter leaving a
free space for whenever Edan got there.

 


Little by little they all joined, all
except Synthia who was now sleeping. As they lay down, side by
side, they created a circle where their heads touched. Shui took
out her flute and began to play an old Celtic song while the rest
of the Terrians began to hum and sang to the melody in a foreign
language.

Gaia closed her eyes and concentrated on the
gorgeous melody. She felt the warmth of Nature as she felt her skin
tingle and her body relax. “I love how the sky’s shining,” she
mumbled.

“Just wait, Moja Princeza.” Veter
gave Shui’s hand a soft squeeze. “In Wintercliff the stars shine
the brightest; they look like diamonds shining on top of your
head.”

“In Lakefall the stars reflect on
the lake,” said Shui. “It looks as if you’re floating in
space.”

“What about Emberdale?” Pink
asked.

“No stars for them,” Donovan
laughed. “The volcano’s walls cover all of the sky. Unless you reach the last rune,” he said. “That’s
where you can see them the best.”

“The last rune?” Priyam lifted
herself up by pushing against her elbows. “Is that real? That
sounds epic.”

“It is epic.” Veter kissed
Shui’s hand.

“It’s said that Nature teaches in
three ways: you need to start a journey, make some sacrifices, and
gain the knowledge you were looking for.” Shui leaned closer to
Veter. “A long time ago, hundreds of years after Terra was
separated from Earth, a group of runes were
found carved inside the Emberdale’s caves. The
Terrian who found them called the runes the Three
Markings.”

“They say whoever can reach them
all will be granted the highest respect,” said Donovan. “They will
also reach a peaceful and beautiful place. They say it will feel
like you’re in the promised realm,” Donovan explained and Edan
squeezed Gaia’s hand.

“What happens if someone
cheats?”

“You can’t, little Prisum.” Veter
chuckled. “The runes are carved on the walls of a volcano. For you
to get the rune, you need to press your skin against the rune and
brand yourself. No scar, no rune.”

Pink used her arms as a pillow. “We def need to try
that, mate,” she told Floyd while getting comfy.

“Reckon.”

“Is it as beautiful as they say?”
Gaia asked Donovan. “The place where the runes take
you?”

“I wouldn’t know.” He shrugged his
shoulders. “After the death of ninety-nine of the strongest Terrian
warriors and wielders, the parliament saw the Three Markings as an
extremely dangerous journey. They set an age limit for anyone who
wanted to try it out.”

“Like eighteen?”

“More.” Edan talked for the first
time since they all gathered on the grass. “Twenty-eight is the
limit.”

“Twenty-eight?” Pink felt bored by
the idea of having to wait eleven years to try it out. “That’s a
bit too much, don’t you think?”

“That’s the age our element ends
maturing,” said Willow.

“Also, at that age you are old
enough to know not to look for unnecessary trouble.” Veter lit up
his cigar. “Anyone after the age of twenty-eight can begin the
journey.”

“Only eight Terrians have reached
the last rune.” Donovan scratched Icarus’ head. “One of them is
lying beside Gaia.”

Gaia turned to Edan. “You?” Gaia felt the scars on
his left arm. She understood now what they meant. She caressed them
with her thumb. “That’s what these are?”

“Yes,” he said. No emotion in his
words.

“How?” she asked. “You are not
even twenty-two.”

“No.” Donovan laughed, tapping
Edan’s shoulder. “Because this lunatic is the youngest one to ever
reach the third ruin. He was nine.”

“Ripper! That’s impressive, Boss,”
Pink congratulated him, still wanting to try out the marks
herself.

“What’s impressive is that there
are no bloody tornados here,” Edan changed the subject.

Shui leaned her head against Veter’s shoulder. “We
should start thinking about other options, Edan.”

“I will, give me a few hours and
I’ll have an answer by tomorrow night.”

“Meeting tomorrow!” Priyam
cheered.

“Since when do you get this
excited for a meeting?” Gaia asked Priyam.

“Since they became the highlight
of my day… Sad, I know.”

 


* * *

The next day Gaia got ready for Edan’s meeting. She
smiled at how things had changed. Before, just like with Edan, Gaia
used to find the meetings annoying. Now she really got excited every time they held one. She brushed her hair
and put on a yellow slip dress.

Late as usual, Gaia opened the door. To her
surprise, she found Edan leaning against a wall with both of his
hands in the front pockets of his dark jeans. “Good morning, Red.”
He scanned her dress, liking what he saw. “I came to escort
you.”

“Lucky me.” She threw her arms
around his neck and pulled him closer. “My own
bodyguard.”

“Actually, you have eight,” he
said as he hugged her from her lower back. Chills crawled all over
her skin. She felt an electric current passing through her body. “A
bit high maintenance,” he teased.

“I could always call for another
one of my bodyguards.”

“You could try,” he said with a
grin, leaning in slowly.

Gaia pulled him by the hem of his shirt and kissed
him. He tasted like lemon and honey. His lips felt warm. His hands
sliding over her arms felt cool. He was everything Gaia could ever
imagine.

Like every single time ever since their talk, as
soon as the kiss began to intensify, Edan moved backwards. “Let’s go, Red.”

Gaia locked her arms around his neck not letting him
go. “You’re my boyfriend.”

Edan chuckled and hugged Gaia’s waist. “I’m
absolutely aware of that,” he grinned, amused.

“What I meant was…” Shy over her
words, she looked away from his gaze. “You can kiss me like that if
you want.”

“Gaia.” He loosened his
hug.

“Fine, you win. Damn you,
chocolate.”

“Chocolate?”

“One of Priyam’s many metaphors.
Let’s go, Mr. No Fun.” She pressed her lips against his one last
time.

ZAP! A brief electric shock passed from his lower
lip to hers. “What was that?” she asked, passing her fingers over
her lower lip.

“Me.” Edan laughed. “I don’t know
why I’ve been carrying a lot of static lately. Poor Icarus keeps
avoiding me.”

“Must be the city,” Gaia guessed.
“It’s pretty dry here.”

“Must be Nature telling us we’ll
be late to the meeting.” Smiling, Edan began to walk backwards.

Gaia laughed. “She wouldn’t. I’m her mother.”

 


Edan and Gaia arrived at the meeting where everyone,
including Synthia, was already waiting for them.

Gaia sat next to Hunter while Edan sat beside
Donovan. Not wanting to be shocked, Icarus gradually moved far away
from him to Shui’s lap.

“What are we going to do?” asked
Willow. “None of the next doors are within distance, not even by
car.”

“Challenge accepted,” said Pink
and Floyd in unison, before slapping the table.

“No.” Edan stopped them. “This is
not one of your mad challenges, and moreover, Priyam already took
care of it,” he said and everybody turned to look at
Priyam.

“Sure did,” she said with a grin
full of wisdom. “We’re flying there.”

Pink played with her cassette tape. “How?”

“On Pegasus,” said Priyam as if it
was obvious. “I found a bunch of them chilling on the grass… On a
plane, people! We are flying on a plane. Got tickets for the day
after tomorrow.”

“I love your enthusiasm, little
Prisum.” Veter blew the smoke from his cigar. “However, none of us
have passports.”

“We do now,” said Edan.

“I made everyone a new identity,”
Priyam beamed. “Best identity our little diamonds could buy.” She
opened her backpack and took out a bunch of passports. “Edan and
Donovan, you guys can speak fluent Spanish so I put you two and
Hunter as Mexicans. The less paperwork you need the better.” She
passed them their green passports. “Freckles, since you stayed
twelve years in Quebec, I gave you a Canadian nationality. You
won’t need a visa.” She gave Willow her new passport. “Pink and
Floyd, you guys have yours, I hope.”

The twins nodded.

“Shui and Veter are under Serbian
passports.” Priyam gave Shui two red passports.

“Why do I have the same last name
Veter has?” Shui asked after checking them.

“Congratulations, you guys are
married,” Priyam hailed. “Truth is I ran out of sheets. Besides
someone needs to keep an eye on this Viking so he doesn’t mess it
up.”

Veter read the name Shui Jankovic and smiled. “Thank
you, Prisum.”

Priyam winked at Veter. “Gaia and Synthia, you get
American passports.”

Gaia took hers and checked it. It was of incredible
quality. It was even faintly worn out to avoid suspicion. “Really?
That’s my name?”

“Sorry G, Gaia is not a common
name.” Priyam pushed her sliding glasses up her nose.

“I know.” Gaia showed the
passport. “From all the names in the world, you gave me Alma-Loo?
What about Leia? I liked that one better.”

“We already used that for when we
went to Canada.” She grinned.

Gaia pouted. “You could have at least given me the
name of someone smarter.” She placed the passport on the table.
“What about you?”

“I will be Priyamvada Singh, an
exotic yet adorable Indian.” She took out hers.
“Obviously.”

“Indian?” Synthia snorted. “OMG,
you are so dumb. They’ll know we’re lying,” she laughed. “Or are
you taking your feather thing?”

Pink twisted her eyebrows. “You mean a war
bonnet?”

Synthia tapped her head with her index finger.
“Duh!”

“I think you are confusing Native
Americans with Eastern Indians.”

“Same thing,” said
Synthia.

Pink passed Priyam a sleeping dart but Veter took it
away from her hands before she could give it a
good use.

“Priyam?” Edan checked the plane
tickets. “This is all perfect…”

“Then why the face?”

“The third door is in the Cave of
Swallows.” He pointed at the door on a map he took from his back
pocket. “That’s in San Luis Potosi.”

Priyam checked where his finger was pointing at.
“Yes, it is.”

“It says Cancún, Quintana Roo in
the destination.”

“Right... it was Hunter’s idea to
arrive somewhere else and take some other form of transportation
once there. It would be harder that way to follow us. And btw, our
final destination is Playa del Carmen.”

“What?! I agree with Hunter, but
Priyam…” he put his finger far, far away from where the earth door
was. “Playa del Carmen is on the other side of the
country.”

“True. But it’s also on the
‘Beaches you must visit’ list.”

“You’re taking us to a beach?”
Gaia asked, excited, never having seen the ocean.

“Not just any beach.” Priyam
grinned playfully as she took out a thick multi-colored tourist
guide. “Terrians, get your sombreros ready, cuz in two days, we’re
going to Mexico.”

 


* * *

That night, Synthia snuck out of her room. She
pressed the part of her palm where Azazel cut her. The trees on her
left shifted slowly, opening a path. She checked to make sure no
one was watching her and then followed it.

The more she walked the creepier it got. She could
see the dead trees, smell sulfur, hear soft whispers of pleas, and
feel the desperation in the air.

Ignoring every survival sense that was screaming at
her to get out of there, Synthia kept going until she saw Jinn’s
shady figure at the end of the tunnel.

“Where is he?” She walked closer
trying her best not to get her clothes stained with the dark goo
that dripped from the dead trees. “Why is he asking stuff from me
and then doesn’t even show up?”

“You know he can’t get this far.”
Jinn paced gradually, getting closer and closer to Synthia up to
smelling her hair. “Moreover,” he growled,
“you’re the one who called.”

“So?!” She tapped the floor with
her shoe.

“He sent me.”

“Give him this.” She passed Jinn a
crumbled piece of paper. “And tell him I want
more of the potion.”

Without opening it or saying goodbye, Jinn turned
around and left between the shadows.

“You are welcome!” screamed
Synthia.

Jinn arrived to where Azazel
was, knelt down and handed him the paper.

Azazel opened the piece of paper and read it.



 


2 days we arrive at Playa del
Carmen, Quintana Roo

Door in San Luis
Potosi, Mexico


Chapter 21

Compos Mentis

YAWNING, GAIA WALKED out of her room only to find
the house empty. “Guys?” she called but no one answered. She
checked their rooms and nothing. They were all gone.

“I’m beyond stoked!” Gaia heard
Floyd’s screams coming from outside. She walked towards the window
and saw Veter and the rest in the garden, speaking with delight to
Edan. Whatever they were talking about, it had to be good. Even
Synthia was among them.

“Are we really going to do this?”
Gaia could hear Veter’s screams of happiness as she strode outside
the house.

“Why wouldn’t we?” asked Edan as
if the question was obvious. “Hunter already secured the area.
Willow helped me with the camouflage. Besides, we have today left
before the flight, might as well use it.”

“It’s… dangerous,” Veter pointed
out, puffing the smoke of his cigar.

“And?” Edan opened the top of the
wooden box.

“You hate doing unnecessarily
dangerous things, Boss,” Pink chimed in.

“There are far more dangerous
things out there, and I believe this will be of use to Gaia.” Edan
took a cotton bag from the box.

“She’s also joining us?” Donovan
gasped, excited.

“Of course.” Edan smirked at Gaia
who was lost over what they were talking about. “She proved she can
handle it when we tested her.”

“Yes!” Donovan patted Edan’s back.
“Guys, Edan agreed! And Gaia will play, too.”

“No way,” Willow complained. Her
freckled nose wrinkled. “Edan, is Gaia really playing with us?
She’s not ready, she’ll get hurt.”

Edan nodded. “I beg to differ.”

Veter hugged Gaia so hard, he lifted her from her
seat. “Moja Princeza! This is so exciting.”

Priyam lifted her hand before talking. “Excuse me…
Someone care to explain what are the Terrians talking about?”

“The Games,” Veter said, placing
Gaia on steady ground.

“What games?” Gaia
asked.

“You get this excited for games,
so lame,” Synthia whined with her usual nasal pitch that grated on
every single one of Priyam’s nerves.

“They’re not just games, you
aggravating creature,” Donovan jumped in. “They are the
games of Terra. We called them Compos Mentis.”

“They are more like a tournament,”
Edan said, placing the wooden box on the table and passing the
cotton bag to Donovan. “Donovan, rules.”

“Each warrior takes a Soul’s
Pebble,” Donovan explained as he took a crystal pebble slightly
smaller than a golf ball out of the cotton bag. The Soul’s Pebble
shone brightly on Donovan’s hand.

Once the pebble stopped shinning, it wasn’t
transparent anymore. It had an eagle’s feather painted in oil. “The
Soul’s Pebbles show a part of the essence of the warrior who took
it. Once the connection is complete, the warrior puts the pebble
inside the choosing box.” Donovan put his pebble inside the wooden
box and passed the cotton bag with the rest of the Soul’s Pebbles
to Veter. “In Terra, two members of parliament are in charge of
announcing the warriors that will fight against each other. In this
case Priyam and Hunter, you’ll take a pebble each out of the
choosing box. Those two chosen warriors will fight using their
elements or in Pink and Floyd’s case, their weapons.”

Veter placed his Soul’s Pebble in the choosing box. “The goal is to reach five-hundred points.
From waist down each hit counts fifteen points, from the waist up
it counts thirty, a major hit will count fifty, and if you are
thrown out of the arena you lose automatically. The winner fights
against a new warrior until he or she loses.”

Gaia lifted her eyebrow in
confusion. “Sorry, what’s a major hit?”

Shui took the bag from Willow. “You draw blood.” She
walked closer towards Gaia and Edan. They were the last ones to
pick a pebble.

“Blood? How common is that?”
Gaia’s hands got sweaty just thinking about it.

“Most of the hits.” Veter grinned
holding his cigar between his molars.

“Don’t stress.” Edan noticed
Gaia’s nerves. “You are ready.”

Shui offered the bag to Gaia. She slid her hand
inside and took a Soul’s Pebble. The crystal shone on her hand. It
was warm and tingly, as if the light was traveling through her hand
and chest. The crystal stopped shining. Gaia opened her hand. The
Soul’s Pebble had an oil painting of all the elements united by the
same Five Fold symbol she bared under her right wrist.

Shui moved the bag closer to Edan. Edan stared at
the bag the same way a space traveler would look at a black hole.
Deep down, he was afraid of what the pebble might show. Tapping
into his bravery, Edan shoved his hand inside and took out a
pebble. He squeezed it hard as if he wanted to hide the result. The
pebble stopped shining. Edan slowly opened his hand. The pebble was
the same color of his electric-blue fire with black spots and a
white lotus flower. Edan relaxed and placed the pebble on the
wooden box. “Willow, can you help us build the arena?”

Willow nodded and lifted her hands. Within a ‘safe’
distance away from them, a rectangular section of the ground raised
until it turned into an eighty-foot-long stage.

“Priyam, would you do the honors?”
said Donovan as he passed her the choosing
box.

Happy, Priyam took out a pebble with a painting of a
tornado that kept spinning. “Veter,” she said, and gave the box to
Hunter.

The wild teen took out the next one, a green pebble
with a yellow tulip. “Willow.”

“Yes!” Veter cheered. “This will
be fun.” He put out his cigar and flew to the arena.

“No freaking way!” Priyam gasped
in amazement. “He can fly?”

“Please.” Willow rolled her eyes.
“he’s just wielding the air around him.”

“I would like to see if you can do
something cooler?” Veter taunted her from the arena’s
stage.

Willow tied her pale-blonde hair into a high
ponytail. She took a step and the earth lifted, taking her to the
stage where it went back to normal once she stepped into the
arena.

Veter stayed floating in the sky. “Ready?” Edan
asked. Both Willow and Veter nodded.

 


Edan raised his hand and sent a fireball towards the
sky. Once the ball of fire reached a distance higher than where
Veter was flying, it exploded like a firecracker.

Smiling, Veter taunted Willow with a hand wave.
Willow dropped a seed on the floor and pointed
her palm towards the dirt. A tall pine tree grew at a fast pace.
Willow jumped on one of the branches and as it grew as she went up
towards Veter. Willow, standing on a branch, pointed at Veter and
one of the branches of the pine tree grew directly towards him.

With great reflexes, Veter dodged the branch and
flew higher but the branch managed to twirl around his foot and
pull him down. Veter swung his hand and a fast, contained wind
current cut the branch, releasing his foot. Veter shook off the
debris when a second branch jabbed and cut him on the arm.

“Fifty points for Willow!” cheered
Donovan as he moved the marker.

 


Veter turned to face his rival. He saw her smiling
victoriously. “Oops, did that hurt?”

“You tell me.” Veter lifted his
arms with a slow strong motion. An intense wave of air flew from the bottom of the pine tree towards the sky,
ripping off all of its needles and cutting Willow a few
times.

“Two hundred points for Veter!”
Donovan changed the marker.

“Is she OK?” Gaia asked Hunter
with concern.

“She is,” Hunter reassured
her. “She’s probably furious though.”

With her face red and a thin cut on her cheek,
Willow wielded a dozen branches towards Veter. He flew in quick
motions trying to get away from their range but the thick branches
managed to reach him. Three of the branches twirled around both of
his feet leaving him trapped.

Willow swung her arms to the arena and the branches
followed her wield, slamming Veter against the stage floor.

“Nice counter-attack! Sixty-five
points for Willow.” Donovan added the numbers to Willow’s
marker.

Lying on the floor, Veter made a bubble of
constantly moving air around Willow and lowered her from the pine
tree. She spun around, making her dizzy.

“Thirty points for Veter.” Donovan
cheered from the safe zone.

Still trapped inside the air bubble, Willow reached
the arena’s floor and knelt down. She placed both of her hands on
the ground. Two huge pieces of the arena detached from the stage
and smashed against Veter. The stage got covered by a wave of dust
and debris making it impossible for everyone to see the damage. The
air bubble vanished, releasing Willow.

“Is this what the Romans felt in
the Coliseum?” asked Priyam. “I feel like I should be wearing a
crown of leaves or something.”

Edan laughed. “These are games. We don’t kill.”

“Are you sure?” Gaia coughed. She
wiggled her hand in front of her nose trying to disperse the dust
that managed to reach the safe zone.

“No drama, Bluey,” chuckled Floyd
from his comfy chair. He was using a meat cleaver as a hand fan.
“That will leave some bruises, nothing more.”

“Plus a lifetime of bragging,”
said Pink as she played with her black cassette tape. “And don’t
call Gaia a Bluey, you knob.”

The dust finally settled down, showing Veter with
cuts around his chest and arms.

“Sweet!” Donovan clapped. His
muscular arms moved, making the eagle tattoo look like it was
flying. “Three-hundred and fifty points for Willow!” Donovan
changed the score. Willow four-hundred and sixty-five, Veter
two-hundred and thirty.”

Gaia gasped. “Willow won.”

“Not yet,” said Edan from his seat
next to Hunter.

 


Veter stood up and moved his arms in circles. The
sky turned a light gray. Strong currents of wind crashed from
different directions.

“Ugh, my hair! Watch it, stupid
freak,” Synthia cried as her tangled extensions whipped around her
face and head.

Excited, Pink stood up from her seat. “Bloody hell.
Is that…?”

“A tornado.” Floyd finished his
sister’s sentence, only this time it wasn’t a question, it was a
fact.

An F2 tornado finished forming on the corner of the
arena. Veter wielded the tornado across the arena, making all the
debris and rocks that were lying on the stage fly directly towards
Willow. Willow ducked and dodged the multiple hits.

Veter wielded the tornado back in Willow’s
direction. Without wasting any time, Willow pointed towards the
floor and a bunch of thick roots crawled, holding her waist and
legs steady against the arena. The tornado positioned itself on top
of Willow. Her pale-blonde hair untied and lifted up towards the
sky.

The tornado was strong. So strong that it started to
rip apart the pine tree. Within seconds, before it fell on top of
Willow, Gaia wielded the tree’s roots to grow back replanting it
without anyone noticing her help. And no one noticed, except
Willow.

The arena’s floor began to slowly disintegrate.
After reaching their limit, the roots crumbled sending Willow
flying out of the stage.

Gaia covered her eyes but before she knew it, Veter
had already stopped the tornado. He flew and caught Willow mid-air
before she could hit the floor.

“Willow is off the stage! Veter
wins!” Donovan whistled while everyone clapped and
cheered.

 


Veter flew Willow back to the safe area where
everyone was cheering. “Great game, blondie. You almost beat
me.”

To Gaia’s surprise, Willow hopped down from the
Viking’s massive arms and grinned. “I liked the tornado, it was…
OK.”

“OK? It was awesome!” said Veter
as he lit his cigar.

“It was.” Floyd clapped hands with
Veter and congratulated him.

“That was insane, Veter!” Pink
couldn’t hold down her enthusiasm.

“Giant
warrior said what?!” Priyam congratulated him. “That was
brutal.”

“Great game, Willow.” Edan hugged
Willow and helped her hop to a seat near Shui before coming back to
Gaia’s side.

Funny, Gaia smiled at the realization of how
his behavior towards Willow didn’t affect her anymore. She took
Edan’s hand and grinned at him as soon as he turned to face her.
His surprised expression turned soft and warm. He was happy
too.

After taking a moment to breathe, Willow flipped her
wrist and the arena’s stage turned back to new.

“Parliament, Snowflake.” Floyd
passed Priyam the wooden box.

Priyam took out a blue pebble with a koi painted in
oil. “Shui!”

Veter grinned, making dimples on his cheeks. With
one swing, he carried Shui like a princess and flew away to the
arena. “I promise I’ll be very gentle my Blueberry.”

Shui’s face turned bright red at the cheesy
nickname. “Don’t be.”

As Veter and Shui landed in the arena, Hunter took
out a bunch of rolled-up bills. “Two-hundred on Shui.”

“Ha!” Priyam placed her bet.
“After what I saw, I bet on the gentle giant.”

“Same,” joined Floyd.

“Please.” Donovan slammed a bunch
of bills on the money pile. “Shui will crush him.”

 


In the arena, Veter kissed Shui softly on the lips
and flew backwards to his place.

“Ready?” Edan asked from the safe
area. Once again, they nodded and Edan launched the fireball which
proceeded to explode like a firework.

 


Shui lifted her arms, and clouds formed on top of
her until it rained. Veter blew a strong current of wind, turning
the rain into ice. The sharp ice hit Shui, making a cut on the side
of her leg.

“First fifty points for Veter!”
Priyam cheered like Donovan did with the last game, then added the
numbers to the marker.

Shui turned her hand into a fist. The ice shattered
into pieces whirling into snow. She then
pushed the snow back and forward in a waving motion towards Veter,
each time stronger than the last one. “I’m used to this weather, my
Blueberry,” he laughed.

Shui pulled the snow towards her. In one motion, she
pushed them to Veter, only this time she twisted her wrist.
Instantly, the snow melted and the wave of soft snowflakes turned
into a powerful water wave.

The wave smashed against Veter, throwing him from
the arena.

“No!” Priyam screamed over her
loss. “I can’t believe it!”

Donovan and Hunter jumped with excitement. “Shui
wins.” Donovan pressed the marker in favor of Shui. Gaia bit her
lower lip trying to suppress her laughter.

“Don’t you dare.” Priyam glared at
her best friend. “I was so sure. He was my golden horse,” she
mumbled to herself.

Donovan and Hunter counted their winnings while Edan
passed the box to Gaia. “Choose.”

Still biting her lower lip, Gaia slipped her hand
into the box, took out a pebble and
immediately recognized it. “Edan,” she said looking straight at
him. With a deep grin, Edan kissed Gaia’s neck, stood up and jogged
towards the arena.

“Ugh.” Donovan grunted out loud.
“So soon? Can’t we just leave him to the end?”

“Why? What’s wrong with Edan?”
Priyam took out a bag of chips she bought on their previous supply
run.

“He’s undefeated,” Donovan
mumbled, depressed.

“He has never lost?” Gaia asked,
amazed.

“No. Not once.” Donovan pouted. He
hated having Edan so soon in the games. “Not even when he was
eight.”

Gaia panted. Her gray eyes opened wide. “You played
this game at eight?”

“Yeah, everybody does,” Veter said
as he dried himself by wielding wind around himself. “I guess it’s
like playing football for humans.”

Priyam laughed out loud. “This is nothing
like football.”

“Semantics, semantics,” he said,
examining his drenched cigar.

Edan reached the arena and took his place on the
opposite side from Shui.

“Gaia, it’s your turn to throw the
fireball.”

Gaia’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree as she
pointed her palm towards the arena. A big ball of bright red fire
came out of her hand and exploded, creating more than four
fireworks. Edan glared at Gaia.

“Sorry,” she giggled.

 


The game was on! Shui lifted her hands. Drops of
water levitated from the floor. The drops united by spinning around
Shui using the centrifugal force to speed up. Shui pushed both of
her hands towards Edan, and the water gushed with incredible
force.

Edan opened his palm. A thick string of blue fire
circled over and over around the arena, building a type of fire
dome. The water evaporated.

Shui looked around, trying her best to find a way to
wield water. She pointed her palms towards the sky, but the fire
was so strong, no water could come close without evaporating
instantly. Warm and dizzy from the heatwave, Shui coughed.

In the safe zone, Veter’s leg wouldn’t stop
shaking.

“Relax,” Hunter signed
Veter. “She’s OK.”

 


Back in the arena, Edan flicked his hand. The fire
concentrated on a wall that slid across the arena forcing Shui to
step outside the arena’s stage.

“Edan wins!”

“I told you,” Donovan
cried.

“Next, Edan vs…” Priyam took out a
pebble that was half pink, half yellow. “The twins.”

“Ace!” Floyd and Pink high fived.
He took some knives while Pink armed herself with ten different
types of weapons and ran to the stage.

“This is going to be brutal…” said
Veter as he hugged Shui, lifting her up and placing her on his
lap.

“This is going to be fast,”
Donovan laughed.

Pink and Floyd arrived at their side of the arena.
Edan gave the sign and Gaia threw the fireball towards the sky.

The ball burst into one firework, and Floyd
separated away from Pink.

Pink threw a bunch of knives at the same time Floyd
threw his. The way the twins fought, it looked like they were
deadly synchronized swimmers. Flawless, precise and somehow
beautiful.

Edan deflected all of Pink’s knives except two,
which he caught before impact and threw back towards his
opponents.

Pink managed to catch the knife but they were so
fast that Floyd wasn’t able to stop his before it slashed a cut on
his arm.

“Nice hit.” Floyd smiled as he
cleaned the blood from his arm.

“Fifty points for Edan.” Priyam
changed the marker in Edan’s favor.

“How?” Gaia asked, amazed at how
Edan was beating Pink and Floyd at their own game.

“You thought Edan was only good
with fire?” Donovan chuckled, proud of his friend. “Think again. He
is a master with his katana.”

Floyd and Pink fought with knives for a while,
unable to hurt Edan. They tried and tried until Edan pushed them
outside the arena with fire.

“Edan wins!” Donovan cheered and
switched the marker.

Priyam removed the hand that was covering her eyes.
“How is it that they don’t burn to death?” she asked Donovan.

“Have you ever noticed that above
a flame there’s a distorted group of waves. A
reflection?” he said.

“Like in a mirage?”

“Exactly. When the hot air crashes
with the cool air, it creates a small field. That camp field hurts
but doesn’t burn.” Donovan pointed at Pink who was in perfect
condition. “He uses that camp field to push them. That way the fire
never touches them.”

“We use the same field to keep the
flame away from our clothes.” Gaia turned herself on fire. Her
clothes remained intact. “This way we don’t have to use that damn
black leathery suit,” she laughed.

“Cool.” Priyam touched the
field.

“Who’s next?” asked Pink as soon
as she arrived at the safe zone followed by her bruised
twin.

 


Hunter took out the last pebble. “Gaia.”

The whole group turned and stared at Gaia as she
stood up. “Are you sure?” asked Priyam.

Gaia patted her pants as she got ready. “Why
not?”

“Didn’t you hear? Didn’t you see?”
Priyam pointed at the marker. “He’s undefeated.”

“So?” Gaia faced the arena.
“Veter, can you give me a lift?”

Veter lifted both of his arms and wielded the wind
around Gaia. Her body levitated until she reached her place at the
arena.

“Are you sure?” Edan asked with a
smug face.

“Why is everyone asking me that?”
She wrapped her hair in a bun. “Do I look
unsure?”

“Not one bit,” he said with a big
bright smile.

A ball of snow exploded on top of the arena. The
game was on!

 


Edan turned his hands on fire. He moved his fingers,
taunting her.

Gaia threw some seeds on the ground and wielded a
bunch of trees in the arena. She closed her eyes and felt him. The
connection within their match was giving her hints of his next
move. The only problem was, if she could tell his next move, he
could tell hers too. Sorry Edan, not this time… she opened
her eyes and instead of concentrating on his next move, she focused
on concealing hers from him. His lips twitched in a smile. It
worked.

Without letting Edan know her move, Gaia touched the
trunk of one of the trees. She smirked at Edan as a group of
flowers bloomed from the tree releasing tiny spores.

“Not possible!” Willow jumped,
thrilled, from her place on the grass. “She’s mixing two
plants.”

“Wow, so impressive,” snarked
Synthia as she played with the tips of her red
extensions.

“It is impressive.” Willow
sat back on the grass. “Besides, those spores are
paralyzers.”

The spores reached Edan. He coughed and coughed. His
fire shut down. His body became rigid. Gaia wielded a branch to
curl around Edan’s foot.

She used the branch to smash him against the floor,
the trees, and pretty much anywhere she could. Edan regained
movement. He turned on fire, burnt the branch, and landed on his
feet. His face, his arms and legs were marked by cuts and
bruises.

He passed his tongue over his cut lip before it
curled into a wide grin. A part of him couldn’t believe it, while
the other part expected nothing less from her.

Shaking from excitement, Donovan counted the points.
“Two-hundred and eighty points for Gaia!”

“Is this happening!? Is this
real?” Veter jumped like a little child. “Is he going to
lose?”

“Maybe.” Shui couldn’t believe it,
just like everyone else.

“Maybe?” Priyam asked, confused,
over the celebration and the number of points she required. “Why
are they celebrating? She still needs two-hundred and twenty points
to win.”

“She does,” Hunter signaled
Priyam. “It’s just, Edan has never been hit more than
once.”

Edan threw a ball of fire against Gaia. Instead of
running away, she straightened her hands in front of her face. The
ball impacted with the palm of her hands.

Donovan frowned. “One-hundred and fifty points for
Eda— no… wait!”

Gaia absorbed the fire making an aura of blue and
red fire around her body. “Think again, fire boy,” she provoked him
and Edan couldn’t look any happier.

“Inconceivable!” Donovan went
crazy. “Is she really doing this? He’s going to lose so badly.” He
laughed and hugged Veter.

“You two need to stop wishing he
loses,” Shui slapped their shoulders. “He’s your
friend.”

“So is Gaia.” Priyam took out a
bag of cookies. “And I bet my friend wins.”

“Are those what I think they are?”
Floyd asked, excited.

“Absolutely, triple chocolate
peanut butter cookies.”

“Count me in,
Snowflake.”

 


Edan and Gaia fought, matching their elements. What
Gaia lacked in power and experience, she balanced with her
knowledge of three of the elements. The only problem was, she
wasn’t used to using so many of them at the same time. Her body
began to get tired and Edan was fast. He was strong and an
unbelievable fire wielder but he knew he wouldn’t win against her
with elements only. Not unless he waited for her to get tired.

As soon as Gaia’s breath shortened, Edan moved so
quickly Gaia couldn’t follow him. Without noticing him, Edan jumped
next to her and kicked a fireball that threw
her away from the arena. Gaia was about to crash against the floor when Edan jumped and caught her.

“I guess I’m still
undefeated.”

“Not for long.”

Edan leaned closer. Gaia gasped at his proximity. He
pressed his lips to her ear and whispered
something. He let her down before the cheering crowd arrived.

 


Gaia saw how her friends congratulated her. She
could see their mouths moving, but she heard nothing. After all,
her ears were still buzzing with Edan’s last words…
“Looking…forward…to…it.”


Chapter 22

Airport Madness

EDAN HAD ONE LAST CHECK of the plane tickets, the
hotel reservation on Playa del Carmen, Quintana Roo, and the rest
of the paperwork they needed for their trip. To avoid complications
or any setbacks, Edan and the group decided to stay the night in a
hotel next to the airport

He placed all the paperwork on the nightstand and
lay down on the bed. He was about to fall asleep when someone
knocked his door. Edan lit his hand on fire; it would be unusual
for one of The Six to knock at that time when they have an upcoming
four a.m. flight. He prepared for an attack before looking
through the peephole of his room. “What?” he
murmured. Surprised, he turned off his hand and opened the door to
Gaia in her olive-green two-piece camisole.

“Red? What happened?”

“I can’t sleep. Nightmares,” she
whispered. “I felt you were a little tense so I came to check on
you.” She tilted her head, trying to assess the situation. “Are
you okay?”

Edan froze. He couldn’t let Gaia in his room at that
time of the night. Nonetheless, he could hear a group of strangers
chatting at the very end. They were getting closer, and he was not
going to let them see her in her cute pajamas. “Come in,” he
managed to say.

“I can’t.” She grinned. “Going in
wouldn’t be proper,” she quoted him so perfectly he
laughed.

Edan turned his head to the left of the hallway. He
could see one of the strangers pointing at Gaia. Gently, Edan
hugged Gaia from her lower back and carried her into the room
without any effort. He closed the door behind him and sat Gaia on
the couch. “Tea?” He pointed at a couple of cups.

She nodded. “What happened?” Gaia asked, yet he said
nothing. “I won’t know what’s happening unless you tell me,” she
continued.

Edan poured water into the cups and used his hands
to warm them. “I’m losing my patience. We should already be in
Terra and...” he stopped talking.

“You’re wondering what’s going to
happen if we have trouble at this door too?” she guessed and Edan
agreed. “Don’t stress about it. If nothing happens then cool, if it
does, then we’ll deal with it the same way we’ve dealt everything
else. Together.”

Edan smiled.

“Feeling calmer?”

“Surprisingly, yes.” He dipped
teabags into the cups.

“What can I say? I’m pretty good
at calming deadly situations.”

Edan laughed. “That superpower would’ve been useful
to Donovan back when I was eighteen.” He gave her one of the cups.
“We had a major issue.”

“Too bad.” She grabbed the cup and
had a sip. “When I was fifteen I was…” she stopped cold. With
the principal’s son. Gaia took a deep breath, and she covered
her mouth to muffle her gasp. Crap!

“What?”

“I cheated on you,” she gasped at
her realization.

“You what?” Edan had heard her
perfectly but he couldn’t understand what she was talking
about.

“We’ve been a match since I was
six,” she explained. “But when I was fifteen I kissed the
principal’s son. I mean… it wasn’t a kiss-kiss, and it lasted for like a minute and a stray
dog ended up attacking him.” She kept talking, getting more
stressed by the second. “But still, I kissed him, and I
kissed someone out of a pact.” She left the tea on a table next to
the couch. “All that and we were a match.” Edan pursed his lips in
a thin line so Gaia couldn’t tell he was laughing. Tragically for
him, she did. “Are you… laughing?” Her mouth fell open. She was
there spilling her heart out in her damn pajamas to the man she
adored and he was… laughing? “I’m sorry,” she said, her expression
changing to an irritated frown. “Is cheating funny to
you?”

“Forgive me, Red.” He tried his
best to stop smiling. He really tried. “I don’t think cheating is
funny. Also, what you did wasn’t cheating.” He sat next to
her.

“I—” she began to complain before
Edan stopped her by placing his finger on her lips.

“Come here.” He opened his arms
and sat her between his legs. “You had your memory erased, Red. You
didn’t even remember your name, much less your match.”

“I should’ve, shouldn’t I?” She
traced the length of Edan’s arm with her index finger. “I mean,
even if I didn’t remember your name I should’ve felt the
connection.”

“You did,” he said, leaning his
head against hers. “Just not the way you think.”

“How then?”

“For starters the dog didn’t
attack the dean’s son, you did.” He caressed her arm. “There are
three main reasons why a dog attacks: either he feels threatened,
which he didn’t; he has rabies, which I hope he didn’t; or he was
defending his owner. And Red, you weren’t his owner,” he said,
feeling Gaia relax a little. “The dog was acting on your thoughts.
He knew you were uncomfortable and attacked on
your behalf.”

“What about finding other guys
cute?”

“That’s why no one declares their
match before their teen years.” Edan kissed her forehead. “You
never had a boyfriend because you never liked anyone enough to
date. They all felt like something was off or missing within them.
You confused the indifference our match connection gives towards
other men and women to the indifference someone feels with a boring
person,” he said, and she nodded, surprised at how accurate that
was. “Besides, knowing someone is attractive doesn’t mean that you
like them. Teens tend to confuse that, a lot.”

“So we’re okay?” she asked,
feeling much more relaxed.

“You tell me, did they make you
feel like this?” He hugged her.

“No. Never.”

He took her by the cheek. She could see in his eyes
he wanted to kiss her. His eyes stuck on her lips, slightly parted.
He pulled her closer to him, and holding her by the nape of her
head, he kissed her. “What about this?” he asked between small kisses.

“No. Absolutely never.”

“Then stop stressing. We are
OK.”

“Good.” She kissed his
arm.

Almost instantly, as the anxiety and the memory of
her nightmare faded, Gaia dozed off.

Unable to wake her up, Edan carried her to his bed.
He took the blanket and covered her like he did back at the first
camp and many other times during their childhood. He then lay down
behind Gaia and cradled her between his arms.
“Night, Red,” he whispered, and kissed the top of her head before
falling asleep.

 


* * *

Priyam guided everyone inside the airport. As soon
as they walked in Gaia knew that the trip would be anything but
easy. There wasn’t anyone who didn’t turn to look at the group she
was with.

Between Willow’s beautiful freckled face, Shui’s
delicate features with blue hair, the twins looking and behaving
like teen rock stars, Veter’s height, Donovan’s charms, and Edan’s
presence they had no chance of passing undetected by the entire
airport. The Six and Edan looked completely out of their element.
If it wasn’t for the fact that they needed to blend in, Gaia
would’ve been laughing so hard at them.

Wind wielders tended to be more comfortable in
colder weather than warmer ones. Sadly for Veter, Priyam forbid him
from wearing one of his half-opened shirts
with a leather vest inside the airport. He felt suffocated with one
of Donovan’s regular T-shirts, which looked crazy fitted on his
body. “You should stop wearing clothes this tight,” he complained
as he ripped off both sleeves and a piece of the neck with his
hands.

“They aren’t tight.” Donovan
stretched his arms up to show him how perfectly his gray T-shirt
fit him. “You’re just fucking enormous.”

“Donovan!” Gaia and Icarus scolded
him at the same time.

“What? I haven’t had breakfast.”
He rubbed his six-pack. “Everyone is my enemy right now.” He
pointed at Gaia and Icarus. “Even you two.”

“Enough with the fighting.” Priyam
jumped between them. “Why are you guys acting
so damn weird? Giant, don’t rip off your clothes in front of
everyone! They’ll think you’re nuts. And you!” She turned to
Donovan. “Stop being everyone’s enemy. Once we get to the damn
gate, we’ll find you a muffin or something.”

“Wow…” Floyd enjoyed seeing bossy
Priyam. “They call her ‘Priyam the mama bear’,” he whispered to
Pink, who was also impressed.

“For now. That’s the line we need
to be in.” Priyam pointed at the beginning of their respective
airline. “See up there how it says Cancún, Quintana Roo? When they
ask final destination say Playa del Carmen and give them this
address.” She passed each one of the teams a pamphlet of the hotel.
“Keep your passports in your hand.”

“NEXT!” the lady from the booth
screamed and The Six tensed. “It will be fine,” Priyam calmed them
down. “Follow the instructions I gave you and we’ll be done before
you know it. We’ll go first. Pay attention and try to do the same
things we do.”

“Hello, welcome to Sunny Planes,”
greeted the tanned lady from the booth. “May I have your passport
and confirmation number?”

“Sure.” Priyam gave her the
passport.

“What’s your final destination?”
the lady asked while typing Priyam’s data on the
computer.

“Playa del Carmen,
Quintana Roo.”

“Here’s your boarding pass.” The
lady circled with a red pen where the gate number was. “Please try
to be at least half an hour before the departing time.”

“Thank you.” Priyam took her stuff
and smiled at the rest to show them how easy it was.

The lady waved at the line. Same as with Priyam;
Willow, Hunter, the twins, Gaia and Synthia passed with no
problem.

“Next!” the lady screamed once she
was done with Gaia’s plane ticket.

Donovan walked to the booth and placed his passport
in front of the lady before she could ask for it.

“Welcome to Sunny Planes.” The
lady grabbed the passport from the booth. “Where’re you going
today?”

“Guess… Playa del Carmen, Quintana
Roo,” he answered, bored of having to hear the same questions over
and over again.

The lady stopped typing. She scratched her thin
eyebrow before looking at Gaia and the rest. “Are you all going
together?”

“Yes.”

“What are you going there for?”
the lady asked in a condescending tone.

Irritated by the lady and the lack of breakfast,
Donovan crossed his arms and glared at her. “Why do you care?”

Her thin eyebrows lifted in two small arcs. “What
did you just say?”

Priyam gasped in horror. She had no idea what was
worse, Donovan’s response or the mediocre attempt of Pink, Floyd
and Veter to hide their laughter.

Saving the situation, Edan dashed to the booth.
“There you are.” He gave the lady his passport, followed by an
unusual charming smile. “Sorry, my half-brother gets cranky
whenever he skips a meal.”

“It’s alright.” The lady acted all
girly fascinated by Edan’s piercing green
eyes. “My sister’s the same.” She typed a few words. “I noticed
your whole group has the entire first-class section. Would you like
for me to put your seat together with your brother?”

“No,” Donovan scoffed.

“Yes, please.” Edan gave Donovan a
push to the exit. “Look bro, they are calling you over there. I’ll
handle this.”

Flustered by Edan’s presence, the lady combed one of
the strands of her golden hair back to its place. “Here are your
tickets.” She circled the gate just like she did with all the other
tickets, only this time she did it slower. “Hope you enjoy your
stay at Playa del Carmen and have a safe flight.” She returned
their passports and the tickets.

“Thank you.” Edan waved goodbye.
While the lady swooned over Edan, he reached Priyam and gave her
all the tickets. “There you go, mama bear.”

“Thanks.” Priyam
relaxed.

“Next! Passport?” the lady asked
after managing to take her eyes away from Edan’s back.

“Hello.” Veter passed his passport
to the lady. She took it with her bony fingers and lifted it up to
inspect it. “Yes, that man in the picture is me,” Veter confirmed.
“It’s real. I assure you,” he laughed, and Priyam’s jaw fell
open.

“We are doomed,” Priyam cried,
while Gaia patted her back.

The lady inspected the passport and then Veter. She
noticed how besides his strange humor, he gave the same vibe as the
rest of the group she just gave tickets to. “I assume you are also
going to Playa del Carmen?”

“How’d you know?” He moved closer
to the lady. “Who sent you?”

Shui laughed and pulled him backwards. “He gets nervous whenever he travels.”

Unsure of what to think about the group, the lady
printed Veter’s ticket and placed it inside
his passport. She then handed them to him. “Can I see your wife’s
passport?”

“My wife.” He grinned, pleased, at
Shui. “Has a nice ring, doesn’t it, wife?”

“Apologies, we’re newlyweds.” Shui
stepped forward to the airline booth. “He gets really excited every
time someone reminds him.” She took out her passport and passed it
to the now-frowning lady. “Here’s my passport. Anything
else?”

“Make sure your husband doesn’t
drink before getting on the plane.” She passed Shui the
tickets.

“He won’t.” She took her documents
and dragged Veter to where the rest were waiting.

“See? Not so bad.” Gaia hoped to
sound convincing, cheering up her friend as they all walked to the
security point.

“Not so bad? They’re terrible!”
Priyam panicked. She used her passport and ticket as a fan. “What
are we going to do on the other side when we have to go through
customs?”

“I have no idea.”

“I do, they’ll kill us all,”
Priyam snapped.

“Relax.” Gaia put her bag inside
the X-ray machine. “Sorry buddy, I’ll see you as soon as we cross.”
She placed Icarus in a Chihuahua cage and gave it to the officer in
front of her. “Here’s its paperwork.” She
waved Icarus goodbye and returned her attention to Priyam. “We
still have all the flight to think about that. What worries me the
most is…” she got closer. “What are we going to do with the twins’
weapons?”

“They are shipping them a
different way.” Priyam shoved her coat on top of her computer and
pushed the trays to the machine. She waited for the officer to give
her the ‘you can pass now’ signal. “Make sure all your pockets are
empty,” Priyam said to the back of the line. “Specifically you
Floyd.” She saw the twin taking dozens of pebbles, pieces of gum,
pens, candy, potpourri bags, and other shenanigans out of his
multiple pockets.

Priyam passed the metal inspector and picked up her
things with Gaia. “Can they even do that?” asked Gaia. “Ship ‘you
know what’ to ‘you know where’?”

“What I gathered from their
conversation, yes,” she said, wondering why Floyd would have
potpourri in his pants. “Lorenzo is taking care of
that.”

“Astoundingly, everyone passed.”
Edan hung his bag across his chest. “What’s next
Priyam?”

“Let’s go find the gate, then we
can eat in a nearby restaurant. Donovan desperately needs food. We
desperately need to feed him.”

 


Ten minutes later, after finding the gate, Edan and
the rest searched the area for a restaurant.

“Twenty-five wings for ten
dollars?” Pink exclaimed. Her light-blue eyes opened wide in awe.
“I believe we found our restaurant.”

“Fucking chicken wings?” Donovan
complained.

“Don’t worry, grumpy beast.” Pink
pushed him from the back, having the perfect view of the sections
of Donovan’s eagle tattoo that weren’t covered by his T-shirt.
“They have twenty different salads to choose from.” She stopped a
few feet from the male host. “G’day, table for…” Pink turned around
to count but she found them to be too much. “Me and everyone behind
me.”

The male host grabbed a bunch of menus. “Follow me
please.” He guided them to a table in the very back of the
restaurant. “Your waitress will be here in a minute.”

“Thank you.”

“Not hungry, G.” Priyam passed the
menu to Gaia and stood up. “I’ll be right back,” she yelled almost
outside of the restaurant.

Edan placed the menu down. “Where is she going?”

“To get some books.” Gaia checked
out the dessert section. There were so many she couldn’t decide if
she wanted regular food or a triple chocolate cake and a lemon pie.
“I saw her checking out the bookstore on our way here,” she said,
mulling over her delicious options.

“I’ll go with her.” Floyd jumped
out of his chair. “I need some snacks.”

Willow closed her menu. “You’re in a
restaurant.”

“He prefers snacks,” Pink pointed
out while looking for the waitress.

“Who wants something?” Floyd asked
the rest of the group.

“Nuts,” said Donovan. “Take this
little man before someone sees him and kicks us out.”

“Icarus… is coming with me?” Floyd
asked with a shaky voice. It was too late. Icarus climbed his
petrified legs up to one of his jacket pockets. Floyd arched his
arm to keep his elbow far away from the pocket.

“Pay with this.” Edan took out a
roll of bills.

“Mine.” Synthia snatched the bills
and left the restaurant to do some shopping.

Unaffected, Edan took out another roll of bills.
“Don’t be late.” He threw the roll to Floyd.

He waved goodbye, exiting the restaurant, making
sure his elbow never came in contact with the pocket where Icarus
was hidden. “Thanks, Dad!”

Edan twitched at the word. Noticing it, Gaia hugged
his arm. “They grow up so fast,” she teased him.

“Fast?” Edan glared at the group.
“They’re about to turn eighteen and somehow they continue to behave
like children.”

“Good morning, my name is
Elizabeth and I will be your waitress.” She took out a notepad with
a bright-green pen. “Do you guys know what you want?”

“French fries and a triple
chocolate cake.” Gaia passed the menu to the friendly
waitress.

“Anything else?”

“Nope.” Gaia turned to Edan.
“You?”

“Spinach dip, lemon pie and
lemonade,” he ordered, and the waitress kept asking the rest of the
group.

“Lemon pie?” Gaia
frowned.

“I could tell you were indecisive
about the cake and the pie.” He grinned. “This way you can have
both.”

 


* * *

Floyd arrived with a massive bag full of candies and
snacks to the bookstore where Priyam was checking out the
new-release section. He noticed she had two books in her hands and
another one resting on the counter.

“I’m pretty sure no one told you,
Snowflake,” Floyd tapped with his finger on the cover of one of the
books Priyam was carrying, “we’re not going to stay for two years
in Mexico.”

“Please, these are for the plane
and the bus that will take us to Terra’s door.” She pointed at the
bag of groceries. “What about you? I’m pretty sure they’ll serve
food on the plane.”

“Plane? This is for the gate.” Floyd’s laughter transformed into anxious
shivers due to Icarus crawling down his leg towards
Priyam.

“Icarus!” Priyam left the books on
the counter to pick him up. “Come here.”

“I still don’t get how they let it
pass.” Floyd shivered. “Please keep that creature
hidden.”

“We got a permit. You know, the
power of many diamonds.” Priyam tickled Icarus’ little furry
stomach. “I can’t believe you are scared of Icarus. He’s
adorable.”

“He’s strange.” Floyd
cringed.

“How can you be scared of this
cutie when you come from the deadliest country ever?”

“Easy, we don’t have squirrels.”
He sat on a pile of books frowning at Priyam’s quizzical smile.
“I’m serious. We don’t have squirrels.”

“Are you telling me you have nine
of the ten deadliest species in the world but you don’t have
squirrels?”

“The deadly ones probably ate
them.” He grinned. “Aren’t we lucky?”

“No. I love squirrels.” Priyam
carried her books.

“Give me those. I’ll help you with
your bricks.” Floyd took them all.

“Do you miss your home?” she
asked.

“Some things.” He followed Priyam
to check out. “I miss my Nana’s meat
pie.”

“What the hell is that?” Priyam
hid Icarus in her baggy shirt’s pocket. He was allowed to be
inside the airport but that didn’t mean people
wouldn’t freak out at the sight of a sugar glider chilling on top
of her shoulder like a parrot.

“Quite simple.” Floyd gave the
elderly cashier the three books. “It’s meat inside a
pie.”

“I figured that… thanks.” Priyam
wrinkled her nose with repulsion. “It sounds gross.”

“That’ll be thirty-six dollars.”
The old man placed the books in a paper bag.

Priyam scooped coins from her jeans when Floyd
stopped her. He showed her the rolled bills. “Daddy Fireball’s
treat.” Priyam loved it when the entire camp talked about Edan as
Fireball. “I’m dead serious, you have no idea what you are talking
about with those meat pies.” Floyd threw the change into the paper
bag and carried it with the one full of munchies. “I will make you
regret those words of yours.”

“Why, are you going to cook
one?”

“No way.” He passed his hand over
his blonde mohawk. “The Boss is.”

“I like how you think.”

“Attention please, we will now
begin to board flight 0388.”

“Whoops, that’s our flight.”
Priyam checked the time. “It’s later than I thought. Do you think
they’re still at the restaurant?”

“Only one way to find out.” Priyam
and Floyd ran.

 


Halfway to the restaurant, Floyd saw Synthia’s
reflection in a store’s window. “Synthia,” he called. “We gotta
go.”

“I’m not done with this,” Synthia
whined while trying on a 14k champagne diamond ring.

“Yes, you are.” Priyam slid the
ring off Synthia’s finger, giving it back to the store manager.
“Flight’s leaving.”

Priyam, Floyd and Synthia dashed into the restaurant
and just like they thought, they found the group at the table. Most
of the food in the plates was gone. They were
struggling with a small screen. “What’s up?” asked Floyd.

“Pink bought a GPS. We were trying
to see how far everything will be on bus times,” Gaia explained as
she examined how to charge it. “Bad news, she can’t find where to
charge it.”

“This would work wonders if we
could have the power of electricity,” Veter joked
around.

“Funny thing my giant, I do have
that power.” Priyam pulled out a USB charger with an add-on to plug
it into the wall. “We can charge it on the plane. Speaking of
which, get a move on cuz we are boarding now.”


Chapter 23

Ashes Among the Clouds

GAIA WALKED THROUGH THE tunnel. This was the second
time in her life she was getting on a plane, the first one being
when she was twelve and her school took a class trip to Vancouver.
She could hear the engine of the plane roaring on the other side of
the tunnel’s walls and the breeze that blew in between the
cracks.

She patted Edan’s back to distract him from his
thoughts. She knew that like all control freaks, he was terrified
of flying in a machine he had zero control over. Even if he was too
tough to admit it.

“Good morning,” a kind flight
attendant greeted Shui and Veter as they took their seats. The
flight attendant closed the luggage compartment above Shui’s head.
“Let me know if anyone needs a pillow or a blanket.”

“Hunter and I pick the back!”
Donovan jumped past Pink and Willow before they could sit
there.

“You can have it.” Willow slid
into the closest row taking the window seat.
“You guys have to babysit Synthia.”

“Why?”

“She asked to be alone,” said Edan
as he walked into the plane. “That corner is the most
protected.”

Once the plane was full, the crew closed the doors,
gave their usual security choreography and the plane departed. Gaia
gave Edan a peck then leaned against his seat looking straight at
him. “Still nervous about flying?”

“Maybe.” He caressed her cheek
with the back of his fingers.

“The worst is over. Besides, we
can always watch a movie.”

He looked upwards and nodded. “I heard those were
good.”

“Shut up.” Gaia leaned backwards, staring at him like a strange bug. “You’ve
never watched a movie?

“Never had the time.”

“This is super exciting! Trust me,
two minutes into one and your fear of flying will be absolutely
forgotten.” Gaia turned on the TV that rested in front of her
seat.

“What do you want to watch,
Red?”

“You choose, it’s your first
movie.” She opened the movie folder. “They have romance, action,
animation, comedy or horror.”

“What about this one?” He pointed
at the new drama of the year.

“Mmm… Maybe something else.” Gaia
slid the screen with her finger, thinking for an instant how her
nails would look painted red.

“You don’t like that one?” he
asked.

“She doesn’t want to cry in front
of you.” Priyam helped Floyd open one of his bags of
chips.

“Why would she cry?”

“G always cries in movies.” She
handed the bag of chips to Floyd after stealing a few for
herself.

“No, I don’t.” Gaia shook her
head. “I rarely cry.”

“Rarely?” Priyam offered Edan a
chip, which he took. “Then what about that time on my
birthday?”

“That movie had a happy
ending!”

“It was the Avengers.”

“And they almost lost Ironman in
the process.” She stuck out her chin.

“If the man hasn’t seen any
movies, he should start with the second one to the left,” Pink
suggested.

“Great idea.” Gaia clicked on the
icon and cuddled against Edan’s torso.

“Floyd.” Priyam turned on her TV.
“We’re also watching that one.”

“I guess we are all watching it
then.” Donovan pressed the flight-attendant button.

The flight attendant arrived and pressed the button
off. “Hello Sir, how may I help you?”

“Apple juice,” Hunter
signaled to Donovan.

“Can I get some water and an apple
juice for him?”

“Sure thing. Anything else?” she
asked and they both shook their heads.

“Hey, you!” Synthia snapped her
fingers and shouted to the flight attendant. “Where’s the
bathroom?”

“Right behind that curtain.” She
pointed at the red-velvet curtain that separated the cabin from the
first-class section. “You can follow me if you want.”

She did, right after taking the dropper Azazel gave
her and hiding it under her bra strap.

Synthia locked herself in the bathroom and took it
from out of her bra. She checked the tube was full, hid it in the
palm of her hand, and went to where the flight attendant was.

“I want champagne,” she
demanded.

“I would have to see an ID for
that,” the flight attendant said, continuing to pour Hunter’s juice
into a glass.

“Then get me that juice over
there.” Synthia pointed at a box of grape juice that seemed hard to
reach.

“Yes, ma’am,” she replied, as she
struggled to reach the box of juice. Synthia opened the dropper and
poured three drops into Hunter’s apple juice.

Synthia managed to hide the bottle back in her bra
before the flight attendant gave her the glass of grape juice.
“Don’t want it.” Synthia turned around and left to go back to her
seat, where she waited until Hunter drank every last bit of that
juice.

 


* * *

Six-year-old Gaia lifted her hands
towards the sky while shiny balls of blue fire floated around her
like a beautiful carousel.

“Tell me the story
again,” she begged while resting on Edan’s lap.

“I have other ones,
you know?”

“I like that one,”
she insisted.

Edan gave in. “I was three years old,”
he said. “I remember I was scared, that I needed to run.” He moved
his hands, adding some visual drama to the story. “Guessing my
plans, Willow took me by the hand and smiled at me. ‘Don’t be
scared, Mor said everything is going to be okay,’ she said.”

“And it was.” Little
Gaia sat down in a kneeling pose.

“It was.” He smiled
as he continued to reenact his story. “I was dragging my feet,
afraid of what was going to happen to me. Then, I saw a golden
light on the floor. I looked up and I saw the most magical tree
outside a house. It had symbols all over its trunk and the leaves
weren’t attached to the branches, they floated above
them.”

“The First Tree,” she
clapped.

“Yes. Enchanted by
the tree, I let go of Willow and ran to it. When my hand touched
the trunk I saw her, a beautiful new-born baby with big gray eyes
and messy red hair.”

“Me!” Little Gaia
jumped from excitement.

“You.” He laughed at
how happy she got no matter how many times she’d heard the story.
“You were smiling and cooing.”

“And then a guard
took you,” she continued the story.

“A very tall guard.”
He lifted his arms pretending to be that guard. “He was carrying me
away when Mor stopped him. ‘He found her,’ she said.”

“Just like she found
him,” little Gaia finished the sentence.

Edan wielded a bunch of blue fire stars
to float around Gaia. “The end.”

“No.” She lay down on
his lap. “The beginning.”

Wow. That’s how it happened… Is
that how Edan and I met?

Suddenly, the stars of fire crumbled
into ashes and the soft grass dried up, rotting under her back,
turning one of Gaia’s best memories into one of her worst. A stab
wound on her shoulder grew, filling up with blood. “Edan!” she
screamed but he was gone, in exchange was Molly’s Lalaloopsy
doll.

Molly? Gaia hugged the doll.
“I’m sorry I went to that town. I’m so sorry Molly. I swear I will
avenge you.” She fell into the ashes as they swallowed her.

 


Gaia woke up with Icarus cradled around her stomach. She was wearing Edan’s jacket as a
blanket. It might have looked fitted on him but against her body it
seemed as if it was meant as a deliciously smelling blanket.

She lifted her gaze to Edan who was still watching
the movie while holding her hand. He was staring at the screen like
a kid learning new things. Gaia found him so adorable that she
moved a little, trying to see what was he watching with such
intensity.

“You are up.” He pulled her hand
closer to him.

“Did I sleep very long?” She
passed her hand over her eye, hoping there were no tears.
None…

“Four hours.”

“What?!” Gaia sprung up, scaring
Icarus. “Sorry Icarus, go back to sleep. Why didn’t you wake me
up?”

“What for?” Edan caressed her wavy
hair, curling it behind her ear. “You barely slept last
night.”

“I promised to keep your mind out
of the whole ‘planes shouldn’t fly’ idea.”

“You did distract me,” he laughed.
“Are you feeling better?”

“Yes.” she stretched her legs,
making sure not to move Icarus. “How long before we get
there?”

Edan checked the time on the screen. “Around
forty-five minutes or so.” Gaia’s stomach growled. “Hungry?” he
asked and she nodded. Edan took out a hard menu. “Take your
pick.”

Gaia opened the menu. It was full of combos and
choices. “Pizza with orange juice.”

Edan called the flight attendant. She leaned towards
him. “Yes, Sir?”

“One pizza and an orange juice for
her, and a platter of fruit and cheese for me, please.”

“Sure thing,” she replied, turning
off the call button.

“Your jacket.” Gaia grabbed it by
the hem.

“Keep it, you look
cold.”

“Very,” she said, though she
wasn’t that cold. She just loved having someone as private and
picky as him lending her his stuff. “Do you think there will be any
dark beasts there?”

“They’ll be in every door of the
world.” He moved his arm offering his chest as a pillow.

“How can they get there faster
than us?” She cuddled against him feeling the chills she pretended
to feel before. “Everywhere we go, they are already
there.”

“Because they can exit from
Terra.” He played with the tips of her hair. “It’s easier to cross
all of Terra than it is here.”

“Is it smaller?”

“Yes.” He rested his head over
hers. “Way smaller. Terrians never grew that much in numbers and
civilizations.”

“Do you guys have a one-kid
rule?”

“No, Veter has seven sisters and a
little brother.”

“Donovan?”

“He has one of each.” Edan slid
his hand over hers; he entangled his fingers only to let loose and
slide his hand softly away once again. “Willow is one of four
girls. We don’t know if Hunter has a family somewhere besides
us.”

“What about you?”

“My mother passed away,” he said.
“I haven’t seen my family since I was three.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You did nothing wrong. Quite the
opposite.” Edan gave her a soft kiss, lingering for a moment before
pulling away.

“And Shui?” she mumbled, still
floating over the kiss.

“She’s an only child.”

“The pride of Nobu,” Gaia
said.

“Yes. She received the highest
score on the children’s Compos Mentis.”

“I thought it was you.”

“Illegally speaking, yes.” He
smirked. “Officially speaking, it was her. I was never allowed to
play in the official games.”

“Because you’re
different?”

“Yes.”

Gaia held Icarus with one hand while scratching his
head with the other. “What are we going to do if there are dark
beasts when we arrive at the door?”

“Fight them.”

Gaia laughed. “What I meant is what would happen if
they close the next door too?”

“The next door is earth.” Edan
rested his hand on the corner of her hip. “Earth is much harder to
close. Azazel himself would have to be the one to close
it.”

“Do all the doors go to Nádúr
Noc?”

“None of them do, actually.” He
traced figurines on Gaia’s hip. “The doors of water go to Lakefall.
The ones of wind go to Wintercliff. The ones of fire go to
Emberdale and the one we are going to go through go to
Moonstrand.”

“Moonstrand? Hunter and Mor are
from there, right?” Gaia looked at the teen. Unlike everyone else,
he was sleeping curled in a ball.

Edan nodded. He took a piece of the cheese the
flight attendant had delivered. “I miss the cheese from my time in
England,” he said, noticing Gaia’s look of amusement. “Why the
grin?”

“You, speaking of England. That’s
a first.” She took a sip of juice. “How was it? When you were in
England?”

“Foggy.”

“I’m serious.” She nudged her
shoulder against his. “Isn’t there anything you used to love from
there or something besides cheese that you miss?”

Edan thought for a moment; there was melancholy in
his eyes. Whatever his memory was about it was very important to
him. “Apartment Eight B at seven p.m.”

“What’s that?”

Edan was about to answer when the airplane began to
shake. The turbulence was so massive it woke up all of the
passengers and some of them started to pray. Food went flying and
Gaia had to catch Icarus from slamming against the plane’s
ceiling.

“Veter!” Edan growled, holding a
tray before it hit Gaia’s face.

In seconds, Veter calmed the wind returning the
plane to a safe mode. “Sorry…The twins and I were betting on how
much turbulence the oxygen masks needed before dropping down.” He
flashed a childish grin that only made Edan more furious.

“The masks don’t come out with
turbulence, you crazy giant!” Priyam slapped Veter’s shoulder.
“They’re for cabin pressure,” she said, and everyone could see it,
a new idea forming in Veter’s mind.

“Don’t you even try!” Edan glared
at him.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, we
apologize for the unexpected turbulence,” spoke the Capitan.
“Please remain seated with your seat belts secured. We’re about to
land in Cancún, Quintana Roo.”

 


 



Chapter 24

Love Potion

EDAN AND THE REST ARRIVED at
Playa del Carmen’s most extravagant hotel. The oasis had almost no
doors, instead rooms were separated by white gauze that floated
with the breeze. There were bowls of fresh fruit at every table,
pink Hibiscus at every corner, and wooden doors at the front
entrance.

In the middle of the lobby was the reception desk
next to a light-blue mosaic fountain. “Pretty lady.” Donovan
snatched Priyam’s reservation paper after seeing the tall Latina
receptionist. “I’ve got this.”

The receptionist greeted him with a cute wave.
“Buenos días, ¿en qué puedo ayudarle?” She twirled a lock of her brown curly hair around
her fingers.

“Hola bonita,
me llamo Donovan. I’m here to check in,” he said, giving her
the papers, making sure his hand grazed hers.

She typed a long code on the computer, took out
three keycards, and scanned them on a card charger. “Here’s your
reservation, Donovan.” She placed three envelopes on the counter.
“You are getting the Sundown suite, Spring suite and an extra
double bedroom.” She wrote their corresponding names on each
envelope.

Donovan took the envelopes and passed them to Edan,
then smiled at the receptionist. “How close
are the rooms from each other?”

“The suites are one in front of
the other, you’ll just need to cross the hallway. The room with the
double bed is two rooms away from the Sundown suite.”

“Excellent.” Donovan winked at the
receptionist before walking away with Gaia and the rest.

“Here’re your keys.” Edan passed
the envelopes around, all except the spare room’s. They always got
a separated one where they kept all the weapons under the ‘Do not
disturb’ sign. “Girls take the Spring suite, men take the
Sundown.”

Synthia snatched Edan’s key. “I’ll room up with the
guys.” She flicked her fake red extensions.

Edan was conflicted. If Synthia slept in their room
he could keep her away from harming Gaia in her sleep. He could
regularly check up on Synthia and see how fast her insanity was
being enhanced by the mark. Then again, he couldn’t afford to have
such a crazy person in a room full of men.

“No can do.” Floyd took back the
room key helping Edan to make his choice.

“What if something happens?” she
whined, trying to get the room key.

“Apart from the brief attack on
the road, nothing has happened since Huntsville,” Shui said to calm
her down.

“What if it does? I want to be
protected.” She hugged Edan’s arm.

“Then you’ll be fine.” He slid his
hand away from her stalking arms. “The girls can defend you as much
as we can.”

“If not more.” Donovan hugged
Willow, irritating her. “These women can kick ass.”

“Whatevs…” Synthia scowled
storming up to her room.

 


* * *

Unluckily for the team, the next available bus to
San Luis Potosi left at midnight. Using the extra time, Edan sent
word to Klog Mor to meet them at San Luis while the group rested at
the pool and Synthia snuck into Willow’s room.

Carefully closing the door and locking it, she
turned around and scanned the room. “Where is it?” Synthia whined
as she searched frenetically around Shui's and Willow’s belongings
scattered around the room. Looking up from the mess, she spotted a
long closet. “Bingo!” Excited, Synthia strode towards the closet,
pulled both doorknobs, and found what she’d been searching for,
three-feet-tall of pure reddish brown Australian Buloke wood, aka…
Willow’s herb cabinet. “Finally!” she squealed while her hands ran
through the engraved ruins that decorated the wood, up to the
massive lock that resembled the ones they used in medieval
dungeons.

Synthia took out the iron key she stole from
Willow’s bag of seeds and used it to open the lock.

Clank! She dropped the lock on the floor and pulled
open the door revealing hundreds of boxes with names and thousands
of paper bags with seeds. Grinning with victory, Synthia took out a sheet of printer paper from
her short’s pocket and unfolded it.

 


Love Potion

by

Madame
Sorcière

 


 


Ingredients:

*Datura Ferox
(Toloache) *Ginseng

*Montanoa
Tomentosa *Maca
Root

*Cinnamon *Vanilla

*A strand of hair from the love
interest

*A tear from the potion
maker

 


Directions:

Pour 1 cup of fresh water into a
saucepan. Add to the water 1 dried

Datura, 2
tablespoons of pulverized Ginseng, 5 Montanoa flowers

(with leaves), 1
½ tablespoons of grinded
Maca root, a vanilla pod

split lengthwise, and 1-2 cinnamon
sticks.

While adding the strand of hair
and the tear, concentrate on the

loved one’s face
and chant the spell over the saucepan. 

 


Let the one who drinks this
tea,

Fall in love with me,

Help me turn the stars,

And have this love be forever
ours.

 


Give the mixture a little stir to
incorporate everything, and then

simmer for 3-5 minutes. Remove
from heat and strain immediately.

Use it fresh.

 


 


“Let’s do it.” Synthia knelt down
and began her search for the ingredients. “Datura something…” She
slurred her words as she looked around for them. Finding them, one
by one, she placed them in a saucepan she took from the suite’s
kitchen. Synthia took a dry fat root and whimpered with absolute
disgust. “Ugh! This better freaking work.”

She took the pan, poured the water in, and placed it
on the fire. The water boiled and she added the ingredients. “OMG!
OMG! I so wanna puke right now.”

Holding back her gag reflex, Synthia took one of the
dried Daturas. “Just one?” she re-read the recipe feeling the
Datura was way too small to work.

Ignoring the amounts, Synthia took another two spiky
green Daturas and threw them in the boiling water. “There it is,
now the hair.” She took out the hair she picked from Edan’s helmet
and threw it in the potion. “A tear... how am I supposed to get a
tear?” she squealed. “Come on Princess, think of something sad that
made you cry,” she said to herself. “OK… how about the time I stole
a BB dress but my butt was too big to fit in it?” That was enough
for her eyes to get filled with tears.

She let the tears fall into the pan. “Now the
chant!” She took the paper a few inches away from her eyes. “So
cheesy…” she complained and cleared her throat. “Let the one who
drinks this tea, fall in love with me. Help me turn the stars, and
have this love be forever ours.”

Synthia strained the gooey drink into one of the
hotel’s glasses and ran away leaving the mess behind her.

By the time she was done with her potion, the rest
of the group had finished their planning session and were eating in
one of the restaurants. Synthia ran into Priyam, Hunter and
Floyd.

“Hey!” Synthia yelled at them.
“Where’s Edan?”

“Not here,” smirked Priyam.
“Obviously.”

“Blah, Blah, Blah!” Synthia mocked
her. “Then where?”

“Food!” Veter arrived. He sat next
to the wild teen and took the menu. “What did you guys
order?”

“This are
chilaquiles.” Priyam took a bite of her delicious meal.

“It looks amazing.” Veter checked
the menu. “What does it have?”

“Tortilla, cheese, salsa and sour
cream.” Priyam filled her glass with juice. “Try them, they’re
amazing!”

“That’s incredibly fattening.”
Synthia covered her nose with disgust.

“No mate, you should try this.”
Floyd pushed his plate towards Veter. “These are quesadillas. They
have tortilla and cheese. I poured some salsa and sour cream on
it.”

Veter tried the quesadilla. “Delicious.”

“Where is Edan?” Synthia
kept her quest.

“I’m still undecided.” Veter
turned to Hunter. “What did you get?”

“Enchiladas.” The teen took
a huge bite. “Perfect combination of a rolled tortilla filled
with cheese, salsa and sour cream.”

Synthia stomped on the floor with her sandal. “You
guys are eating the exact same thing!”

“I know, but they all taste
different.” Priyam tried Floyd’s quesadilla. “How do they do
it?”

Floyd drank from his soda. “It’s like a Mexican
superpower.”

“Forget it!” Exasperated, Synthia
continued her search until she managed to find him in the spare
room they had for the armory. He paced around the place changing
weapons and adding plans on the map. Synthia thought how adorable
Edan was. He tended to feel more relaxed fighting the beasts than
the days they went without seeing them. If only he knew the beasts
were following them.

Synthia fixed her fake red hair, pulled her
shoulders up, and entered the forbidden room. “There you are,” she
said with a bright smile.

“Synthia?” Edan looked around to
see if any of the hotel staff saw what was in the room. “What— what
are you doing here?” He closed the door behind her. “This room is
off limits.”

“Gaia said she’s on her way and asked me to give you this.” She
handed him the potion. “As if I’m her maid or
something.”

“Oh. Thank you.” He took the
potion not understanding why Gaia was sending him something so
weird looking. And with Synthia.

“Aren’t you going to drink it?”
she pressured Edan. She didn’t want to waste any more
time.

“Later.”

“Watevs.” Synthia passed her
finger over her puffy lips. “She made it herself so it looks like
super gross. No worries, I’ll tell her you didn’t like
it.”

“Don’t!” Edan stopped her. He took
a second to get the courage and drank it all. Edan coughed. He hit
his chest over and over until the burning flavor passed.

“Is it strong?” She got closer to
him.

“What is this?” he asked between
coughs.

“A little something to make you
see me clearly,” she said in a sultry voice while untying her hair
and giving it a little volume with her hands.

Edan’s body began to sweat. He unbuttoned a little
of his shirt and used his hand as a fan. “Hot,” he panted.

“Are you getting hot? Here, I’ll
help you.” She unbuttoned another one of his buttons as he appeared
even more disoriented. This was the first time Synthia had seen his
incredibly toned stomach. “You’re really hot.” She was about to
pass her hand over his skin when he moved her out of the way. “No
it’s OK.” She tried to stop him. “You’re hot, I’m hot. That’s why
we are the perfect couple.”

“Move,” he managed to say before
storming out of the room.

Dizzy and confused, Edan crashed with Willow. His
body felt hot and agitated. She noticed his pupils were the size of
the moon, the green in his eyes was barely visible and his shirt
was half unbuttoned. “Edan?” she called to him yet he kept running
away.

Willow slammed the door open. “What the hell
happened here?”

Synthia didn’t understand what happened. Everything
was great and then out of nowhere, everything went wrong.
“Nothing.”

Not buying it, Willow wielded one of the room’s
plants and used it to trap Synthia.

“Fine!” She wiggled in vain. “I
made a love potion.”

“A what?”

“A magic potion to make Edan want
me.”

For a moment Willow wasn’t sure how much reality
that answer had until she saw the glass on the floor. “Are you
stupid? For the tenth time, we are not wizards and they are not
potions!”

“Whatevs you are.” Synthia wiggled
for a second time failing to escape. “Your stuff doesn’t
work.”

Willow lifted the glass and smelled it. “What did
you mix?”

“It’s in my back
pocket.”

Willow snatched the folded paper and read it. “Where
did you find this?”

“Internet, duh!” She rolled her
eyes as if the answer was obvious.

“Not the spell, the
ingredients.”

“Your box.” She smiled, happy to
steal from Willow right under her nose.

Willow crushed the paper and the vines followed her
wield pressing more around Synthia. “You went through my
stuff?!”

“Take a chill pill.” Synthia took
a deep breath. “It didn’t work.”

“How well did you follow this?”
Willow asked placing the paper closer to Synthia’s face.

“The chant?”

“Forget the chant.” Willow
cracked, she was clearly worried about the ingredients on that
piece of paper. “Tell me, how well did you follow the
ingredients?”

“What it says there,” she whined.
“I also added more of the greeny things. Like
two more”

“What greeny things?” Willow
released her from the plants and gave her the wrinkled paper.
“Concentrate and point where you see the name of the greeny things,” she said, then Synthia pointed where.
Willow read it “That? You put three Daturas?”

“Yes, and?”

“We need to stop Edan.” Willow
hyperventilated. “Now,” she yelled.

“Wow!” Donovan ran into the room
after hearing all the screaming. “What’s the stress?”

Willow took the page away from Synthia’s hands and
showed it to Donovan. “This bitch made an intense aphrodisiac and
drugged Edan with it.”

“No way! That’s hilarious.”
Donovan cried from laughing but stopped cold as soon as he saw
Willow’s deadly stare. “I mean… That’s terrible. Where is
he?”

“I don’t know.” Willow was really
stressed.

“Relax.” Synthia snatched away the
page from Donovan’s fingers. “Nothing happened. More like the other
way around, he got like super annoyed with me.”

“It did work,” said Willow. “He’s
just matched.”

Synthia crossed her arms. “In English?”

“In English…” Donovan translated.
“He’s going after Gaia.”

 


* * *

Edan ran into his room and slammed the door. He
tried to cool down but the tonic was too strong; his throat felt
like it was covered in flames, just like the rest of his body. He
walked to the room’s minibar and drank from the glass of water on
top of it. He unbuttoned the rest of his shirt and opened the
window. The thick ocean wind hit his bare chest. He took a deep
breath and groaned in agony.

“Hot, isn’t it?” Edan froze at
Gaia’s voice.

Terrified, Edan clenched his fists. He tried to lock
himself away to prevent him from going for Gaia and she had just
walked into his room. His damn room. Just the smell of her shampoo
was driving him crazy.

“You need to leave,” he said
without looking at her. He couldn’t afford to look at her in his
current state, especially with that floaty beach robe she was
wearing.

“We’re all going down to the
beach, want to come?” she asked and slid her hand over his back.
Edan flinched at her touch. “Are you
alright?”

“I’m fine,” he moved away from
her, creating some much-needed space. “Just need to be alone,
ponder things and other important… things. You know,” he
rambled.

Gaia laughed. “My boyfriend, the hermit. Come out
whenever you’re ready.” She leaned closer and gave Edan a soft kiss
on his shoulder. Not good…

Gaia walked towards the door and opened it, but
before she could get out, Edan pushed the door shut pinning Gaia
between his body and the door. With his bare chest pressing against
her back and both of his hands placed against the door trapping
Gaia, Edan leaned closer and nuzzled her neck. She smelled sweet
with a hint of sea salt.

He moved one of his hands from the door, and rounded
Gaia’s waist. “Edan?” she gasped at his atypical behavior.

Instead of answering her, Edan, with his free hand,
clenched his fist around her hair and pulled it to the side. Her
head moved sideways and Edan leaned towards the back of her neck
and kissed it.

“Ah!” Gaia nibbled on her lower
lip. Losing balance, she placed both of her hands against the door.
“Edan?!” she asked but instead of stopping he only clung
to her back even more.

He gave her soft kisses on her neck. He then let go
of her hair, took her by the shoulder and turned her around, facing
her directly for the first time. “Edan…What’s goin—” Edan’s mouth was on hers. The kiss was strong and
intense; he pushed her against the door until her back hit the
wood. He moved closer to her. Those kisses were far from Edan’s
‘Proper relationship rule book’ and were making Gaia feel
dizzy.

She didn’t know what Edan was on but she felt like
she was beginning to drown in it too. The more Edan kissed her the
more she didn’t want to stop. Wow…!

He leaned down and hugged her strongly enough to
lift her feet from the floor. In two strides, Edan moved Gaia away
from the door to a nearby desk. Edan held Gaia by her lower back
and pulled her as close as humanly possible to him. He took her by
the cheek and kissed her. “Red…” he whispered.

Gaia clung to him. She clung to him so hard that all
the water pipes inside the walls exploded. The water drenched them
as if they were caught in a rainstorm. Ignoring the water, Edan
kissed her neck and throat.

Reacting to the shivers caused by the cold water,
Gaia’s subconscious turned the falling water into snow. Gaia’s
shaking hands reached Edan’s neck. She gripped him tight, but the
water under her hand turned into ice burning Edan’s neck.

Edan’s eyes opened as he grunted in pain. He used
that small window of consciousness to gain back self-control and
step away from Gaia. “Edan?”

He took her by the shoulders and pushed away. “Have
to go,” he managed to say and ran away.

 


Not long after Edan bolted out of the room, Priyam
opened the door and saw Gaia in the middle of a room full of snow.
Her face was blank. “Yes, he was definitely here!” Priyam screamed
towards the hallway before returning her attention to Gaia. “Where
did Edan run to?” she asked and Gaia pointed at the other side of
the hallway. “Check the swimming area!”

Confused over what just happened, Gaia flicked away
the snow that rested on her knee. “What’s happening, Priy?”

“What happened here?”
Priyam did her best to walk over the snow. She took out a towel
from her bag and handed it to a drenched
Gaia.

Gaia took the towel and used it to dry her hair. “I
broke the pipes and turned the water into snow.”

“Classy.” Priyam couldn’t hide her
smile. “Synthia drugged Edan.”

“What?!” Gaia smashed her hand on
top of the desk. “Is she freaking insane?”

“Yeah: psycho bimbo tried to give
him a love potion and it turned out to be… clearly an incredibly
strong aphrodisiac.”

“Unbelievable,” muttered Gaia. At
least Edan’s over-the-top behavior was starting to make
sense.

“So…” Priyam sat down next to
Gaia. “How was it?”

“Unexpected... Wild.”

“Mmm… I always imagined him very
polite.” She lifted her pinky finger as if she was holding a cup of
tea in an elegant manner. “Excuse me, Lady Gaia,” she said in a
British accent. “May I grab that booty?”

Gaia glared at her best friend. “Stop picturing my
boyfriend like that.”

“Noted.”

“Priy.” Gaia crushed a ball of
snow. “I hurt Edan,” she said and her hand dropped the crumbles of
snow. “I lost control and without knowing my body began to
wield.”

“It’s not your fault,” said
Priyam. “Your powers are still young, you don’t have full control of them yet.” Priyam tried to calm her
friend. Gaia smiled a little, she secretly loved how Priyam called
her element wielding ‘powers’. “It’s like the
day you burnt down the school, you lost your concentration and your
power reacted on its own.”

Priyam was right. Every time Gaia lost her cool or
concentration in any way, her elements reacted by themselves. Edan
was fireproof but she had other elements that could hurt him badly
or even kill him.

She hated to admit it. She hated realizing that the
‘Proper kissing’ rule was in fact correct. She once thought that
rule was lame but not now that was the only way to make sure she
wouldn’t hurt him.


Chapter
25

Decisions and Doubts

IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT, when the hotel was quiet
for the night, key team members made their way through the hallway
up to the room where the weapons were stored. Hunter knocked on the
door.

Donovan opened the door, slowly, checking to make
sure Hunter and Veter were the only ones around. Satisfied, he
opened the door wider making room for them to pass.

“Is everything in order?” Edan
asked with his arms crossed.

“Gaia and Priyam are watching a
movie, Synthia is sleeping and Icarus and Pink are making sure they
stay that way.” With one swing, Hunter sat on top of the wooden
counter.

Veter took a seat next to Shui on the bed. “What is
going on, Kapetan?” He held Shui’s hand and placed it on his
knee.

“In a few hours we leave for the
bus station and we need to be extra prepared. I don’t know for
sure, but something is definitely not right,” said Edan. “For
starters, we haven’t had any sightings of Darklings or
beasts.”

“I don’t see the problem in that,”
said Willow. “Didn’t we plan this trip as a diversion for exactly
that reason?”

“We sure did.” Floyd double
checked the door was locked. “We traveled to a sketchy place to
avoid detection. This should be good, Boss.”

“If we were alone that would be
the case. However, we are traveling with The Marked One.” Edan
leaned forward supporting himself by placing both hands on top of
the desk. “Azazel can feel the mark. That alone should have a few
of them scouting the area.”

“They should, but I’m not
sensing anything of danger near us,” Hunter
signaled.

“What if the mark stopped
working?” asked Veter.

Shui shook her head. “Impossible, we tried
everything before. Even Mor did her best to help. The mark’s
forever.”

Willow scratched her freckled nose, something she
did when she was fearful. “You think Azazel is planning something
by holding off his attack?”

“I do. Terrians tend to see Azazel
as an irrational source of anger and evil. They can only conceive
the idea of destruction when it comes to Him. They forget who he
is, who he was.” Edan paced around the room. “Azazel is the
youngest Terrian to ever get into parliament. He was the one who
discovered Le Gardien de la Vie, and he single-handedly created the dark beast and an entire
city. He always has a plan. He is always prepared.”

“What are we going to do then?”
Shui patted Veter’s knee.

“Keep an eye open at all times. We
will never be truly safe until Gaia’s Resurgence.” Edan twitched at
a sharp sting on his hurt shoulder. The memory
of Gaia trapped by his arms gasping against his chest crept
inside his mind. His face blushed.

“Is the tonic still working?”
Donovan had a massive grin on his face.

“Not the same way. I’m mostly
nauseous. Which brings me to our other problem:
Synthia.”

“She’s always been a problem,”
Floyd laughed.

“She was merely irritating,” said
Edan. “Now, she’s turning into a major problem. Donovan and I have
tried to follow her trail but somehow we can’t get it.”

“You think she’ll try the tonic
once again?” Hunter signaled.

“No. This is more than the tonic.”
Edan sat on the desk. “I think Synthia restarted Gaia’s fire back
at the camp.” He took a deep breath before what came next. “Veter,
I’m sure she left Shui to die.”

“What?” Veter stood up. His
expression hardened, his hand curled into a fist and the wind
around the hotel became wild.

“No. Not possible. Baby relax.
It’s fine now,” Shui tried to calm Veter down. She failed. His
fingers curled into two strong fists and his childish smile
vanished into a hard, deadly expression.

“I’m going to kill her,” he hissed
and a tornado began to form near the hotel.

“Baby, stop this!” Shui begged.
The windows shook so hard they almost shattered into pieces.
“Edan.” Her black eyes stared at Edan with fear.

“Veter, stop it.” Edan
walked closer to his friend but Veter didn’t stop. “Shui, move.”
She did and the tornado grew stronger. “Veter! That’s enough.” Edan
punched Veter on his chest so hard, the Viking man fell backwards until his back hit the wall. Within seconds,
Edan was pressing him to the wall with his palm. “Calm the fuck
down.”

On that command, Veter’s hard expression softened
back to normal. The tornado dissolved and the sun came back.
“Apologies, Kapetan.”

Edan nodded. He would’ve done worse if this was
about Gaia. He moved away from Veter and let Shui get back to
calming her match.

“Edan,” Willow called. “She’s dim
but not evil.”

“She is,” Edan responded. “I
confirmed it with Mor. The mark is enhancing Synthia’s twisted
personality. Before the mark she was an entitled bully. Priyam
talked about how in high school everything had to be about her; she
didn’t care who she hurt, betrayed or stepped on as long as she got
what she wanted. She’s the same now, only exponentially worse.” His
jaw clenched. “I can’t help but think she’s planning something
mental.”

Shui pulled Veter closer to her. She caressed his
arm calming him down. “What are your orders concerning
Synthia?”

“Keep an eye on everything she
does,” he said. “Never let her be alone. I thought we had enough
security with Donovan and me, but somehow, she keeps getting ahead.
I think the mark or something could be hiding her from
us.”

Willow noticed Edan seemed to be holding back. “What
would you really want us to do?”

Edan looked at Willow. “You know the answer to that
question,” he said with no trace of remorse in
his voice.

“Why don’t we?” Floyd stopped
sharpening a thin blade. “What happens the next time she lights a
room or something else on fire to get male attention? What happens
if I’m not there to protect Priyam? Or Edan to save Shui? Or
any one of us when she puts Gaia in
danger?”

“I think about that every day,”
Edan confessed. He was composed yet it was visible his body was as
tense as his thoughts were stuck in that
moment.

“Stop.” Hunter jumped from
the dresser. “We don’t murder humans, Edan.”

“I agree with Hunter,” said
Shui.

Veter lost it. “She left you to die alone,
Blueberry!”

“She was scared.”

“She’s malicious!”

“Hey,” Willow called, to get
everyone’s attention. “We don’t have to do anything to her,” she
added. “We can simply leave her behind. Nature will take care of
her fate.”

Edan thought about that possibility for a few
seconds. He sighed while scratching the back of his neck. “Gaia
would never let it.”

“Then tell her all of this.”
Donovan shrugged his shoulders. “Tell her everything that Synthia
has done.”

“Yeah, good luck with that.”
Willow’s mouth curved into a smile. “That girl sees goodness in Draaks.”

“Until they took Edan.” Floyd
laughed out loud.

Awe transformed Donovan’s face. “That’s—”

“Inappropriate?” asked
Shui.

“I was actually going to say that
Floyd’s comment might be a great idea.”

Floyd’s mouth fell open. “Have Edan taken by a
Draak?”

“No, idiot.” Donovan laughed. “To
have Synthia attack Edan. Gaia sees good in everyone but she would
never risk our safety.”

“We can’t do that. Gaia’s pure.
Her humanity is one of her greatest qualities.” Edan clenched his
fist. “You all know what can happen if we take that away and
corrupt her essence.”

They all knew. And by the looks on their faces, it
was far from something good.

Edan checked the time. It was getting late. “Get
ready for departure. We’ll meet in the lobby
in an hour.”

As the rest left to get ready, Donovan stayed behind
with Edan. “This is bad,” Donovan broke the silence.

“If we don’t figure it out in
time, it will be.” Edan passed his palm over his hurt shoulder. He
could still see the red shape of her fingers against his skin.
Gaia…

 


* * *

Gaia took a deep breath, holding it for a brief
moment before releasing it. Her eyes were closed, still she could
sense, smell, and hear everything. She could feel the warm thick
breeze hitting her bare arms and legs. She could feel the soft sand
shifting underneath her feet and toes. She could smell the salt on
the sea, the sweetness on the flowers, the dinner buffet the hotel
was serving a few yards away. Above all, she could hear it, a
heartbeat.

Gaia focused her attention on the heartbeat. She
searched for the mineral ions in it. She switched to the proteins
of the muscles. Come here, she curled her fingers wielding
them.

“I can still feel it,” said Pratt,
forcing Gaia to open her big gray eyes.

“This is impossible.” Gaia sat on
the sand. It was her tenth attempt and there was no improvement
whatsoever. “How can I wield someone without them feeling it? I
can’t do that.”

“You have to.” Pratt lay down
alongside her. “What do you think is going to happen if He realizes
you are wielding him?”

“Murder me and the entire human
race?” she goofed around, tired of concentrating so hard for so
long.

“I’m not so sure about the
murdering you part.” He opened his arms wide, stretching his
recently wielded muscles. “But you can definitely count on the
killing of the humans.”

“I’ll miss your sarcastic jokes in
Terra.” Exhausted, she closed her eyes again.

“I’ll miss that goodie two-shoes
side of you.”

Gaia laughed. “How do you know what that means?”

“Not all of us lived under a
rock.” He crossed his arms over his head. “Are
you leaving tonight?”

“Yes.” She opened her eyes,
staring straight at him. “Pratt… what am I going to do? If you can
feel it, he will definitely feel it.”

“Like with all things in both
worlds,” he stood up, “no one’s born an expert. Practice is what
turns you into one.”

“Practice how?” Her high level of
impatience caused her voice to rise. “I don’t know if I can escape
to Terra to practice with you.”

“Practice with them,” Pratt
suggested. “Start with the dim one, she would feel it but never
make the connection.”

“Practice on my friends?” Gaia
remembered her dream. She hated it, every second of it. “I can’t do
that. Not to them.”

“Low blow, Princess.” He turned
and walked away from the hotel.

“That’s not what I meant,” she
followed. “You’re also my friend, the difference is that you know
I’m wielding you. They wouldn’t, I would be doing it behind their
backs and I don’t want that.” She thought back and remembered how
much she hated the feeling of wielding Synthia. The face she made
after feeling her muscles bending to a different side. She couldn’t
do that to her friends, not unwillingly. Willingly… the idea
of them knowing and helping her was so much different.

Just like she was practicing Nature’s Communion with
Pratt, wielding him never felt bad because she had his consent.
“Unless I tell them I’m training. If I tell them, it wouldn’t be
taking their free will. It will turn into this, just training.”

“Don’t!” Pratt twitched, and his
eyes flashed with anxiety. “They’ll know you’re with
me.”

There it goes, the same excuse he gives. Every single time. “They
probably won’t care by now, after the Draak and helping me save
Edan? I don’t see why they wouldn’t be okay with this.”

“You know what? You’re right,” he
said, putting his hands in his pockets. “You should go tell your
match how you’ve been lying to him for months.”

“He’ll understand,” she said, not
knowing if she was trying to convince him or herself.

“For sure,” Pratt laughed. “I’m
sure he’s one of those Terrians who understands what it is to be protecting someone while
that someone escapes every few days to train in something he thinks
that someone’s not ready to know yet.” He stopped walking. He had
gone as far as he could go without being detected by Edan or the
rest. “I’m completely sure he’ll keep trusting you after
this.”

Remorse. That was the word that described everything
that Gaia was feeling at that moment. Her decision of meeting with
Pratt started out of pure curiosity about her past, only it evolved
into her needing to learn how to protect the ones she loved.
Defeating Azazel was not going to be an easy task. She knew she
needed to start making hard decisions, to start acting as Mother
Nature would.

“I’ll do it.”


Chapter 26

Bad Company

AT NIGHT, the group left the hotel. They walked
their way to the bus station through the town until they reached a
mob, dancing on the beach. The music was loud, hundreds of people
danced and jumped to the beat.

Edan glared at the rave. “That’s the way to the bus
station?” he asked. Hunter nodded. “You’ve got to be kidding.” Edan
hated every second of it.

“We can go around
it,” proposed the wild teen.

“No can do,” Priyam joined the
talk. She was already wearing a yellow neon necklace. “Friendly guy
over there said this rave takes the whole street. We’d have to
return to the hotel and go the long
way.”

“We don’t have time for the long
way.” Edan drew out a breath.

“We can just go
through.” Hunter signaled.

“Stay close.” Edan took a
sparkling drink from Synthia’s hands. “No one drinks.”

“It reminds me of Emberdale.”
Donovan patted his best friend’s back. “I’m sure you won’t fit in,”
he laughed.

“I’m sure you are
right.”

Synthia gasped with excitement. “OMG! Maybe not you,
but I love this place.” She ran into the crowd.

“Go that direction.” Edan pointed
north. “I’ll get Synthia. Red, you are coming with me.”

The group followed instructions and made their way
through the least crowded area. “I still have a few sleeping
darts,” Pink whispered to her twin and they both laughed.

“Pink you need to stop knocking
her unconscious,” Hunter signaled.

“It works every time.” She
grinned.

“I’m up for that,” Donovan
laughed, siding with the twin. “Although we need her awake for the
plan.”

Priyam stopped walking/dancing. “What plan?”

“Nothing.” Donovan did a poor job
on covering his slip. He tried to escape but
there was no place to hide from her.

“Too late. Spill it.” Priyam
cornered him.

“Kapetan thinks the mark’s
enhancing Synthia’s ‘peculiar’ personality.” Veter checked his
surroundings. “He thinks the fire wasn’t Gaia’s fault.”

“Yeah I thought so too,” Priyam
added. “Is that why he’s been so nice to the she-devil?"

“Aye.” Floyd moonwalked. “He
thought she might feel relaxed and act upon her mark, only, right
now… we have a bigger problem.”

“Bigger than Synthia?” Priyam
laughed at the irony.

“Much bigger.” Floyd pointed at
the far left of the rave. There where ten men in hoodies. Their
faces partially covered by the hood.

“Darklings.” Donovan grimaced. “We
have to go tell Edan.”

Veter waved towards Edan, Gaia and Synthia, who were
on their way to the join the group. “Kapetan, we have a problem.”
Edan turned and saw the Darklings. “Do you think this was the
Azazel’s plan you talked about?” He spoke low enough to prevent
Synthia from hearing. Not that she would. That girl was in her own
world at the moment.

“Wouldn’t know.” Edan calculated
the outcome. “This could potentially end up with hundreds of human
casualties but I don’t see the point beyond that.”

“What do we do?” Willow
asked.

“We need to speed up,” Edan said.
“They can’t take Gaia.”

“Take me?” Gaia managed to hear.
Why would they take me?

“Kill you.” Edan changed his
choice of words. “They can’t kill Gaia.”

“We can’t leave now,” Gaia held
Edan’s hand. “They’ll kill all of these people.” She couldn’t bear
to leave all those humans in danger.

Edan stared at Gaia for a moment. “Then we finish
them. Fast.”

“How?” Willow looked at the crowd.
It would be impossible to save them all. “This place is filled with
humans, if we start a fight in here the casualty level will be the
same as if we leave.”

“We’ll just have to do it
quietly.” Floyd passed his hand over the small ponytails at the
back of his blond Mohawk. “Watch and learn.”

 


The DJ turned up the beat and the crowd danced and
jumped, allowing Floyd to walk smoothly towards the two Darklings.
He grabbed an ashtray from a table and threw it at the first
Darkling’s face. The second Darkling turned and was pounded in the
face by Floyd’s hand landing the beast on the floor. Floyd pinned
the darkling against the floor by pressing his knee on the
Darkling’s neck, took out a small dagger from his boot and threw it
at the first Darklings’ heart. Pink caught the dead Darkling and
sat him on the nearest chair in order to conceal him from the
crowd. She took the knife back and threw it to Floyd who caught it
and used it to stab the second Darkling. He sat the second darkling
on a couch and placed a beer in his hand.

Willow slapped his head. “What the hell are you
doing?”

“Props?”

“I still can’t believe Nana called
him smarty.” Pink scratched her head.

“Eight to go,” Edan pointed at the
rest. “Divide. Hunter, go with Gaia.”

“Where are you going?” Donovan
stopped him.

“I need to make sure Synthia has
nothing to do with this.” Edan turned to Synthia. Unlike the rest,
her face was filled with excitement instead of alertness. She was
only interested in the dancing guy with the baseball cap. “She
seems awfully used to looking at a Darkling’s face.”

Following the strategy, they all walked deeper into
the crowd. Gaia snuck into the section of palm trees making sure
she was seen by three Darklings. Taking the bait, one of them made
a sign and they all walked towards her.

The Darkling got close to Gaia. Hunter came around
from a tree and pushed the Darkling against its trunk. He took out
his knife and stabbed it. The second Darkling attacked Hunter from
the behind. It grabbed him by the neck and pulled him. Hunter
grabbed the Darkling’s forearm with both hands. He jumped, taking
him down.

Four Darklings attacked Edan, whose position in the
crowd made them too visible to kill. There it was, the same dizzy
feeling he got every time he was near enough to Synthia. His eyes
blurred; his mind became foggy. He knew he had a mission to stay
near Synthia, but instead, his body moved, guiding the Darklings
away from the crowd.

Finally free of Edan, Synthia ran to the other side
of the rave to find Jinn waiting for her. “You gave him my note.”
She flicked her synthetic hair.

“I did.”

“And FYI, your master’s blood is
getting more useless by the minute.”

“It’s not the blood.” Jinn looked
at Edan from afar. “He’s just too strong. His body keeps trying to
fight the shield.”

“Whatevs!” Synthia pulled Jinn
from his cloak. “Is the creepy old man going to make my beauty
permanent?”

“Not yet,” Jinn slurred his
words.

“When?” She began to lose her
patience. As little as she had.

“When he says so.” He slapped her
hands away.

“I don’t like this,” Synthia
cried, stomping on the floor with her foot.

“Of course you don’t.” Jinn fixed
his cloak. “My king is not yours to command.”

“I did everything he asked,” she
yelled, losing it with Jinn. “I want more.” Synthia took out
Pratt’s rock. “I found this. Would I get more if I give this to
you?”

“Where did you get this?” He
snatched it from her hands.

“In Gaia’s things. I got it this
afternoon when she disappeared to who knows where.”

“No wonder the boy’s tracking
abilities diminished.” Jinn clenched his jaw. “Leave before they
find you were gone.” Jinn turned around leaving Synthia alone on
the beach. As much as she screamed at him, he didn’t
stop.

 


Jinn walked for an hour into the darkness. He
reached a dead tree and turned down a dark alley.

“My king, I found it. The reason
why the tracker boy missed so many beasts,” Jinn called Azazel. The
man walked out of the shadows and Jinn knelt offering him the rock.
“You think it’s him, my king?”

Azazel licked the red dot inside the Algiz rune.
“It’s his blood.”

“How?” Jinn’s breathing increased.
“We haven’t heard of him since the banishment.”

“Now we have.” Azazel placed his
hand against the trunk of a living tree. The tree turned black as
its life was absorbed by Azazel.

“Why now? What is it that he
wants?”

“Same thing he always wants.”
Azazel dropped the rock next to the dead tree. “He wants to take
Hereu’s place.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Jinn yelled.
“He will fail!”

“Without question.” A grin
crept on Azazel’s thin lips. “He already
failed, many years ago. After all, that’s why I banished him from
Ifreann.”

“Do you want me to stop him, my
king?”

“No.”

“Should we alert Hereu?”

“Don’t engage either of them.”
Azazel stepped on the rock breaking it into pieces. “As for this…”
He crushed Pratt’s rock with his fingers. The rune dissolved into
dust. “He made it this far, I’m intrigued to see what he has
planned.”


Chapter 27

Xilitla

“YOU’VE GOT TO be kidding me,”
Priyam gasped. Her eyes turned watery as she held Gaia’s hand. “I’m
in Eleventh heaven.”

“Like it?”

“Like it?!” Priyam pointed at the
view. “Look at it! It’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever
seen.”

Dozens of white columns, arcs and thousands of
stairs, bridges and open sections that floated twenty feet from the
ground, were part of a big castle in the middle of the jungle.

The Pools castle was as far as enchanted can go. The
white castle was surrounded by waterfalls, small lakes, and
millions of wild plants. Priyam was right, it looked as if they’d
crossed into a magical land of elves.

“Can we really stay in here?”
Priyam passed her hand over one of the white columns.

“Only for tonight. We’ll leave
tomorrow morning.” Edan sat on the stairs. “You can go crazy
now.”

“Yes!” Priyam and Gaia sprinted up
the stairs. If the view was incredible from the ground, up there
was nearly indescribable. Gaia and Priyam sat on the platform,
their legs hanging from the ledge.

“You feel that?” Priyam asked. A
sense of peace and tranquility filled the air. With the smell of
fresh rain, the sound the wind made when crashing with the tunnels,
and pillars and the soft rays of light warming up their skin, it
was perfect.

“I do.”

“One day you’ll take care of all
this,” Priyam said lying down. She lifted her hands to the sky.
“One day you will make someone feel this calmness.”

“Maybe…”

“It’s okay if you doubt it, cuz
I’ll be sure for you.” Priyam smiled at her friend. “Excited about
getting to Terra?

“More like terrified,” Gaia
admitted. “Edan keeps telling me I’ll be alright, but come
on.”

“What? I don’t see anything wrong
with you.”

“How could you not?” Gaia let out
a deep sigh. “I fall every two seconds, I’m terrible at math, I
blush over everything, I don’t remember a quarter of my life, and
I’m pretty sure I will end up burning the castle at least
once.”

“True to everything.” Priyam
laughed. “If I was them, I wouldn’t want a perfect queen. I would
love someone as kind, weird and real as you.”

Gaia smiled. She had no idea how she could’ve
managed to live through the journey without Priyam. Just like she
was back at the Children’s home, Priyam was the compass of her
random life.

“Oi, Snowflake!” Floyd climbed up
the floating island Priyam and Gaia were
sitting on.

“I’ll go find something to eat.”
Gaia stood and wielded a branch to carry her down to the
grass.

Smooth as a ninja, he sat twirling a small throwing
dagger around his fingers. “Wanna go venture into the wild and find
some poisonous fruit?”

“Deal.”

“I see something green,” they
heard Veter’s voice coming from the jungle.

“I’m done,” Pink screamed at him
defeated. “I’m not playing with you anymore.”

“Why not?”

“Everything is green!”

“But you can’t guess which one I’m
looking at,” said the Viking with pride.

Priyam and Floyd burst out laughing. “You should
stop teaching him human games, Snowflake, or else Pink will knock
you down with her darts,” said Floyd with tears in his eyes.

“I can’t, it’s too much fun.”
Priyam crossed her hands. “And Floyd… I don’t cry over
everything.”

“You don’t cry at all.” Floyd put
away the small throwing knife. “Why would you say that?”

“You keep calling me
Snowflake.”

“Lassie.” Floyd intertwined his
fingers and leaned against one of the pillars. “I don’t call you
Snowflake because you’re a cry-baby.”

Priyam raised her eyebrow. “I’m not white
either.”

“I can see that.” Floyd laughed
out loud.

“Then?”

“Hit a two-thousand-mile target,
and I might tell you.”

“Two-thousand?!” She frowned at
the fact that she might never know the reason why.
“Seriously?”

“Aye.” Floyd took out a rope and a
thick knife from his boot.

“You’re going to get stabbed one
day.”

“Why would I wanna stab myself?”
Floyd tied one end of the rope on the knife’s handle and threw it
towards a tree. The blade pierced the tree keeping the rope. “I
have you for that.”

“It was one time,
geez.”

Floyd chuckled and tied the other end on a column tightening the rope. “Now let’s find
poisonous stuff.” Floyd helped Priyam get up and prepared himself
to go down the rope.

“Nice stairs.”

“You know me, style all the way,”
he winked. “Just… don’t tell Willow about the tree.” He hugged
Priyam and slid down the rope.

 


That night, Gaia roamed around the grounds. There
was no light except the moonlight. She crossed one of the many
bridges of the castle and found a gorgeous lake. Gaia sat down and
wielded a giant ball of water. The bubble levitated from the river
and Gaia morphed it into a spinning spiral. She closed her eyes and
exploded the spinning spiral into dozens of small bubbles. As the
water bubbles fell, Gaia wielded them into bloomed roses that
glided all around her and the lake. Suddenly, she felt her match.
Edan was close.

“Not bad,” she heard him
complimenting her.

“What are you doing awake?” She
opened her eyes without losing the wield.

“I could ask you the same
thing.”

“I can’t sleep.”

Edan sat down next to Gaia. He dipped his bare feet
inside the lake. “You shouldn’t be nervous about Terra.”

“I’m not that nervous
anymore.”

“What’s going on then?”

“I keep thinking that… you were
right,” she whispered the latest. “About the whole… you know…
‘let’s wait until Resurgence’ thing.”

“I’m sorry,” he choked. “What did
you say?” Edan stared at her. He was completely surprised. “I think
I fell asleep without knowing it because I swear I just
hallucinated.”

“I’m serious.” Gaia stopped the
wield and the water flowers fell to the ground. “You were right
about wanting us to wait.”

Edan pressed his lips. He tried to read the
situation but that was as unexpected as it could get. “What made
you change your mind?”

“My incredible maturity…” she
said. He didn’t buy it. “Your neck. How I hurt you. I always saw
you like this immortal fireproof badass but there are other things
that can cause you harm… Me out of control, for example,” she told
him. “I just don’t want to risk it.” Edan smiled. His green eyes
wrinkled with happiness. “What’s that smile about?”

“I don’t know if you notice it,”
Edan pulled her closer. “Each day that passes, you talk more and
more like Nature.”

“As in super elegant? I
know.”

“Wise.” Edan kissed her. A small
electric shock passed from his lips to her skin tickling both
Gaia’s and his lips. Losing themselves within
Nature and the smell of blooming flowers, he pulled her even
closer. So close it was unbearable. Gaia held his neck and felt the
scar. It was both of them who stopped at the same time. “This is
going to be tough.”

“You think?” She laughed and
turned her attention to the lake. “I love it here.”

“Then you will love
Terra.”

“It looks like this?”

“Sort of. Better.” Edan passed his
palm through the soft grass. “The places close to the doors tend to
look like Terra.”

“Why?”

“Nature can’t be contained by a
barrier,” he explained. “The world was meant to be beautiful.” He
opened the lotus locket from Gaia’s neck. “It’s getting late, let’s
go to rest.”

 


* * *

In the morning, Synthia poured what was left of the
dropper into Hunter’s drink before he returned from the bathroom.
She checked a watch she stole from Floyd, it was almost time. She
threw the dropper as far as she could and snuck between the
pillars.

Synthia could see Edan and the rest preparing
breakfast.

For a split second she thought of taking Edan with
her but if she was going to get rid of her scar then she wouldn’t
need him. She would have dozens of men at her feet. Her eyes stuck
on Gaia. How she hated her and everything she represented. Gaia
helped Pink with the food, she was so happy. It was very pleasing
for Synthia to know that that smile would be gone in no time.

Checking the watch one last time, Synthia needed to
go before they knew she was missing. And she did. She ran, leaving
everyone to their own fate.

 


* * *

Gaia woke up with the smell of breakfast. She was
sleeping in a vine hammock she'd made and apparently, it was harder
to get down than to get up on them. Gaia tried to stretch her leg
but every time she did, the hammock moved, promising her a painful
fall.

“Need some help?” Priyam
yawned.

“Please.” Gaia stretched her arms
and held her friend from the shoulders.

“I can’t believe you’re this
clumsy.” Priyam carried her down.

“This has nothing to do with
that.” Gaia fixed her clothes as soon as she touched the floor.
“How the hell did you do it?”

“What can I say, agility is my
superpower.”

Gaia snorted. “Since when?”

“Now now, let’s get you some food.
The Door is an hour away and Edan wants to leave before
noon.”

Gaia followed Priyam to the eating area. Luckily,
the twins managed to smuggle bags of bacon or else the breakfast
would’ve been fruits and veggies. Unlucky for anyone who overslept…
everyone wanted the bacon.

Gaia felt her heart breaking at the sight of an
almost empty table. “No bacon?”

“Please… as if bacon survives long
among these animals.” Willow took a bite of her mango.

“Sorry Princeza, we were going to
wake you up when I helped Priyam out of her hammock, but she said
you needed rest.” Veter passed Gaia a banana.

“Agility is your superpower?” Gaia took the banana and glared at
Priyam.

“I might’ve
exaggerated.”

“Morning.” Edan hugged Gaia with
one arm and kissed her forehead. “Here, I saved you some.” He
passed her a plate of bacon and eggs.

Marry me... her still-sleepy brain thought.
“Thank you.”

 


Then, it happened. A chillingly cold hissing sounded
over the sky. Pink jumped, covering Floyd. A Draak shrieked
slapping Pink, slicing a cut on her jaw.

Willow pointed at the Draak; the roots of a tree
came out of the ground and wrapped around the Draak’s thick foot
preventing him from moving. Edan turned his hand on fire and held
the root. The blue fire twirled around the roots until it reached
the Draak burning it. Floyd unfolded a sword and cut off the
beast’s head.

Donovan ran to Pink. He took her face between his
hands assessing the cut. “Are you alright?”

“Aye, it was only a graze,” she
said, standing up.

“Ya tosser!” Floyd pushed his twin
on the shoulders. “You could’ve seriously hurt
yourself.”

“And let you be the only one with
a warrior scar?” She laughed. “Never.”

Donovan sent Icarus to check out what had happened.
“How could we not hear it? Did the Draak get lucky?” he asked
Edan.

“Most likely. Or else, Hunter
would have sensed it coming.” Edan studied their surroundings. It
was too quiet. “Where is Hunter?”

“Fireball.” Priyam ran out of the
pillars. “You need to come right now. I think Hunter’s not feeling
well.”

Priyam guided Edan to where Hunter was, his limp
body resting on the stairs. “Hunter!” Edan
picked the teen up. His face was yellowish, his eyes appeared
lost.

“Edan, on his hands.” Willow bent
down. She took the glass of water Hunter had. She smelled it, and
her face turned instantly paper-white.

“Willow? What is it?” Donovan
asked over her visceral reaction.

“Run!” Willow’s voice cracked in
terror. “Run!” Her scream was too late. The screeches from dozens
of dark beasts were heard a few yards away from them.
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Terra

GAIA RAN. The piercing sound and her own breathing
were the only things she could hear. She could feel the branches
slapping her face and her arms. Her feet hurt whenever she stepped
on uneven ground and her chest begged her to take a break. She
couldn’t. They needed to reach the door, a door that seemed
unreachable.

Gaia perceived a group of beasts getting closer to
them. From the way they moved across the rocks and fallen logs,
Gaia could tell what kind of beast they were. Skuggors… We’re twenty miles away, a Skuggor runs
over fifty miles an hour… she calculated according to what
Hunter had taught her. There’s no way we can make it.

Without thinking twice, Gaia stopped and turned
around. She lifted both of her hands wide.

Edan felt Gaia’s decision to stop. “What are you
doing?”

“They are too close, we won’t make
it.” Gaia wielded the trees’ branches to grow. They intertwined
with each other creating a thick, tall barricade.

A group of spiky thorns twirled around the trees
creating a thicker barrier. Not being the one who wielded the
thorns, Gaia turned to find Willow next to her mimicking her
movements. “Great idea.” She smiled at Gaia. With both of them
working on the trees the wall was done in no time.

“Straps.” Edan threw Gaia a pair
of leather straps. She curled the leather around her forearm and
lifted her arms, folding them over her head.

The forest was covered in darkness. Gaia lifted her
gaze and saw a group of at least fifty condors flying above. Eight
of them dipped, picking up the group by their arms. Veter glided in
front of the line with Hunter in his arms.

“Another Draak.” Pink released one
of her arms from the condor’s grasp. She took out a metallic
cylinder from her back pocket and threw it towards the beast. “Hold
on tight!” The cylinder hit against the Draak’s bones and exploded,
sending pieces of the beast all over the jungle.

“Did you just use one of my bloody
grenades!?” Floyd wiggled. “I told you they’re hard to
get.”

Pink offered her forearm back to the condor. “Stop
wiggling or you’ll fall, you knob.”

“Pink.” Donovan was being carried
by another condor on her left. “By any chance do you have more
grenades?”

“No.” She smiled at her twin
brother who kept glaring at her. “I have other explosives but they
aren’t heavy enough to reach as far as that one did,
why?”

“Because we’re going to need
them.” He turned his head facing two more Draaks.

One of the Draaks got close. Too close. It jabbed
its tail killing the condor that was carrying Pink. She fell down
toward the jungle when another condor caught her midair.

“They’re getting us! How far?”
asked Donovan.

“Ten miles!” said Edan, who was at
the very front of the line next to Willow and Shui.

“I have an idea!” Priyam screamed
from the other side of the group. “G, tell my bird to get closer to
Pink.”

Gaia called the condor to take Priyam closer.
“What’re you going to do?”

“Pink, pass me the explosives you
have left.” She stretched her hand to grab it. “I can tie it to an
arrow and shoot.”

“How are you going to do that?”
asked Pink. “You need both hands for that.”

“That’s the second part of the
plan.” Priyam took the explosives. “G, I need you to tell birdy to
release me and then catch me after I shoot.”

“That’s not a plan, you idiot!”
Gaia growled at her crazy friend. “That’s suicide.”

“Trust me.” Priyam untied her
crossbow. “I did the numbers.”

“Damn it!” Gaia knew Priyam’s math
was always right. “If you die I swear I’ll kill you!” Priyam
laughed at the irony.

The condor dropped Priyam. She fell through the air.
Her dark hair floated all over as she removed her hair tie which
she used to wrap the explosive to the arrow. She aimed at the Draak
with her crossbow, her hands were shaking from the free fall and
the wind currents hitting her body. She tightened up her arms and
shot.

“Now!” Gaia told the condor to get
Priyam but she was going too fast for the condor to reach
her.

“Priyam!” Gaia panicked. Veter
flew towards her but he was too far away.

BOOM! The arrow hit the Draak. The shock wave from
the explosion gave the condor the extra push it needed to reach
Priyam. It took her by one arm, dislocating her shoulder. Priyam
screamed in pain.

The rest of the condors attacked the remaining Draak
slowing it down. It wasn’t long before the Draak killed them all.
Obeying orders, Shui’s and Donovan’s condor dropped them to a safer
zone first, followed by Pink and Floyd.

Priyam was about to land when her dislocated arm
slipped from the condor’s claws. “Priy!” Gaia screamed as she
watched her best friend falling.

As soon as Floyd’s feet touched the ground, he sprinted in the direction where Priyam was
falling. “Sis, stairway.”

Pink threw a bunch of knives she had tied to her
thigh. The knives stuck in a tree, one on top of the other. Floyd
used them as a ladder to reach Priyam.

Floyd intercepted Priyam. He hugged her to cushion
her body with his, and they both fell into a weeded net Willow
managed to wield.

Without getting down from the net, Floyd took Priyam
by the arm. “Sorry in advance,” he grinned, and pushed her shoulder
back to its place. Priyam panted with pain. “How are you feeling,
Snowflake?” he asked out of breath.

“How do you think?” She nudged
him. Her long black hair floated with the wind. “The putting it in
was worse than the snapping of it out.”

“Be mad all you want.” He jumped
from the net and lifted his arms to carry her. “Falling with a
crossbow next to an explosion, that was awesome.”

Once out of the net, she tapped him on the shoulder.
“You’re so weird,” she whispered with a smile.

“Priy!” Gaia jumped to hug Priyam.
“What did I say about not dying!?”

“I’m alive, aren’t I?”

“Barely.” Gaia pushed her friend
back into the arms of Floyd. “Don’t take your eyes off of this
irrational girl.”

“Not planning to.”

“Hold steady.” Out of the blue,
Willow took out a crystal dagger and stuck its pointy end in
Priyam’s back shoulder.

“What the fuck!” Priyam gasped
with pain as Willow pointed her palm towards the wound.

“Relax, Priyam.” Shui calmed her
down. “Willow is giving you an earth mark so you can cross the
barrier to Terra.”

“Geez, a little warning wouldn’t
hurt.” Priyam squeezed her hands as the drawing of a branch with a
stunning lilac magnolia tattooed on her skin.

“Twins.” Willow called them and
did the same thing she did with Priyam,
leaving Pink and Floyd with a branch of a flame tree tattooed on
their right forearm. “Done.”

“Ripper!” Floyd passed his hand
over the mark.

“Need to go. We are half a mile
away.” Hunter was very weak but at least he was finally
awake.

Pink took out a metal bar that expanded when she
flicked it. She attached the bar with a curved sword creating some
sort of crazy scythe. “Let’s go then.”

Gaia sighed with relief. Hunter is okay. She
was running with a body that was breaking from exhaustion, but
she’d never felt better. Hunter was okay.

“The door is in that hole.” Edan
pointed out a few yards from where they were. “Reach
it.”

“And then?” Gaia asked, running
next to him.

“Jump,” said Edan before stopping
cold.

“Crap.” Gaia cried. Dozens of
beasts were waiting for them before the door.

“Veter,” Edan placed himself in
front of Gaia, “wind.”

“Whenever Blondie and Princeza are
ready.” He turned his palm forward. Willow and Gaia curled hard
tendrils from everyone’s feet to their shoulders.

Willow held the root tendril that crossed over her
chest. “All yours.” Veter swung his arms in a hugging motion.
Soaring through the forest, four sturdy wind currents whirled from
every angle clashing in the middle where the beasts where standing.
Most of the Trackers flew away, while some of the Crawlers, and all
of the Skuggors, managed to hold their ground.

Gaia sensed the wind weakening. She took out her
Wakizashi and turned it on fire. Lowering the tendril, she raced
against one of the Skuggors. The beast swung
one of its three scorpion’s tails. Gaia cut it in half. She stabbed
the blade at the end of the tail, using it to jump on top of the
beast.

Soul memory. Gaia felt it. Hunter was
right. Even if her mind or her body hadn’t memorized the
techniques, her instincts were reacting to movements they
recognized from before. All her movements were natural. She felt
how her other reincarnations used the elements just like she was
doing now. It was like breathing. Instead of doubting, she let her
instincts decide how to fight.

Gaia landed on top of the Skuggor. She wielded the
earth to swallow it down, two seconds before she wielded a bubble
of water around a Tracker.

Pink took out a dagger from the back of her vest’s
knife holster. She spun around chopping off one of the tails from a
Skuggor. She threw the dagger at a Crawler who was about to hurt
Shui, caught the Skuggor’s tail and used it to stab the beast with
it.

Floyd took out his sister’s dagger from the Tracker,
slashing the throat of a Crawler in one hit.

Donovan slid down cutting the legs off the Skuggor.
“Willow!” He moved away before she smashed the giant spider with a
pointed rock. Edan used the rock to propel himself against a Draak.
With the help of Veter’s wind, he landed on the bone dragon. Edan gripped one of its ribs and turned on
fire. He clenched his jaw; his fire was strong but the beast was
exceptionally resilient. With a roar, Edan sent the fire with all
his strength burning the beast to death.

He fell from the remains. Gaia caught him with a
rolling branch that dropped him close to her. “Edan, there’re too
many.” They both watched in horror as eight Draaks flew directly
for all of them. Edan took her hand.

SWISH! A halo of bright red fire exploded in the sky
igniting most of the dragons. The fire consumed as the burning
remains fell towards the group. “Don’t just stand there,” Klog Mor
laughed.

“Mor!” Gaia hugged her.

“We won’t have much time.” Klog
Mor left her fire wielding by itself. “Azazel knows how difficult
it will be to get you once you cross over the barrier.”

Edan and the rest fought everything in their way.
Gaia turned herself on fire burning a Skuggor into ashes. The ashes
floated in front of her. For a moment Gaia was distracted by the
vision. She was back in the middle of the burnt town. Ashes fell
like snow covering everything in their way. Not now, not
now. The same as the rest of her dreams, Gaia saw Azazel
staring at her from afar.

“Gaia!” she heard Shui screaming
in the distance. The ashes kept falling in slow motion. She tried
to attack Azazel’s vision but an explosion of ashes bent her body
from the stomach and made her fly backwards.

A Crawler had punched Gaia’s stomach with its tail
sending her flying. Her back crashed on the trunk of a tree.
Gravity pulled her down. She hit her head on
the ground as she saw Hunter fighting a Tracker. His movements were
slow, unfocused. He’s still drugged.

Gaia stumbled up to help him. The pain woke her a
little bit from her illusion. She saw Azazel
walking towards her.

Gaia couldn’t tell if it was because of her vision
or because she hit her head but everything was blurry and made no
sense to her.

She looked up but it was too late. The tail of the
Crawler was about to crush her. That time, unlike the past one, the spikes from its tail were facing her.

Seconds before hitting her, Azazel grabbed the
Crawler’s tail. His black symbols turned red as he absorbed the
snake’s life. He dropped the tail from the dead monster.

He’s real.

Gaia tried to move but her body was still dizzy from
the punch on her stomach. Her skin crawled with goosebumps as
Azazel held her up, his strong hands grasping her by the arms. She
opened her eyes, glared right at him. There was no way she would
let him take her life in cowardice.

He curled his lip in a disturbing smirk, whispering
a phrase into Gaia’s ear that left her blank cold.

“What… did you say?” her body
trembled in shock.

Then, a small pair of hands grabbed her from her
shirt. Hunter snatched her away from Azazel’s hands and pushed her
down the hole.

 


As Gaia fell down the door she saw in horror how
Azazel smiled at her. The smell of iron made her break the eye
contact and turn to her bloody hands. She searched for her wound
but that blood wasn’t hers… it was Hunter’s.
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The Grave Under the
Tree

GAIA FELT THE BARRIER snapping against her skin. She
felt the energy. Excessive amounts of life and adrenaline crawled
all over her body, waking up each one of her cells. She imagined it
was the feeling most skydivers were searching for; an instant of
pure life.

She crash-landed on soft grass. Her stomach hurt
like hell. Disoriented, she looked around trying to find Hunter.
She twisted her body but no matter how hard she tried, her eyes
couldn’t see anything but flashes and blurry images. She felt a
couple of hands holding her. Strangers treating her wounds.
“Hunter?!” Her throat burned painfully. The pain brought her back
to reality. She turned her head and saw Hunter lying on the
floor.

“Stop helping me!” She slapped at
the hands of a teen with bright brown eyes and pastel rainbow hair.
“Help the boy! Help the boy!” she cried.

“Stay still, Lady Gaia,” said the
girl with the rainbow hair.

That wasn’t happening. Gaia scratched the teen’s arm
and crawled towards Hunter.

His pale skin looked even whiter against the bright
red blood. “Don’t worry, Hunter. I’m right here.” She tried to
cauterize his wound but there were too many, too deep. Hunter
coughed, more blood came out.

“HELP!” she cried in desperation.
Gaia placed both of her hands on his chest wound and pressed,
trying to keep him from bleeding. “Don’t move! Somebody, please
help!”

Hunter smiled. He lifted one of his hands and placed
it on Gaia’s wet cheek. “Safe,” he managed to speak out loud for
the first time.

“No!” Gaia placed her hand on top
of his and felt how it slowly slipped to the floor as his life left
his body. “No. Don’t leave me! Hunter please, don’t leave me,” she
sobbed as she clung to his body. The sky slowly turned black with
clouds. Rain poured down.

A pair of hands held Gaia trying to separate her
from Hunter. “No!” she jerked and turned on fire burning whoever
was holding her.

Still on fire, she fell against the dirt crawling
next to Hunter. Feeling like she was suspended in time, everything
moved in slow motion. The rain turned the dirt into mud underneath
her hands. She screamed her lungs out as the water drenched her
clothes and hair without putting out her fire.

A pair of strong familiar arms held her. “Let go
Gaia.” Edan pulled her ignited body towards him. “I’m sorry, Gaia…
he’s gone.” His hand covered Gaia’s eyes and helped her to let go
of the boy.

“What the hell happened!?” Gaia
wept. “How could he get that hurt?”

“His body had a toxin that
prevented him from being able to have the wound closed and the
bleeding stopped. It also numbed his senses,” he hugged her
tightly. “He wasn’t able to defend himself.”

“I don’t understand.” Gaia pushed
herself away from Edan’s chest. She dried her tears. “What
toxin?”

“He was drugged with it back at
Xilitla,” Edan held her hand, trying to pull her back to
him.

“No.” Gaia shook her head. “Why?
Someone wanted him dead?”

“Someone wanted him numb, unable
to sense anyone coming closer.”

“Azazel?” She spat the name with
hate. “How? How could He get close enough to numb him without
having Hunter sensing him?”

Edan lowered his gaze. He couldn’t tell if it would
be a good time to let her know. Then again, when would any time be
good for that type of news. “Because he didn’t do it.”

“I don’t understand.” Yet deep
down she did. All those times Synthia took Hunter something to
drink, all those times she used to disappear, all that emptiness
she lived by.

“I’m sorry.” Edan tried to hold
her but she moved away.

“Where’s Synthia? Where IS
Synthia?” she screamed. Her tears and pain morphed into anger.
“Where the fuck is she?”

“Donovan saw her running away
before the fight even started,” he said. “He never made the
connection until it was too late.”

“No, No!” Gaia trembled. Her body
was crawling with bottled-up energy. All those months where she had
several opportunities to get her away from her loved ones. All
those times she knew Synthia was putting them in danger yet she
tried to look on the bright side, the better way.

“Please Red,
try to stay calm.”

“Stay calm?!” she growled at her
match. “I let her stay. I chose not to kill her over and over
again!”

“Because you are kind and pure.”
He tried to get closer yet she moved away again. “There was no way
you could’ve known, none of us did.”

“You did.” She pointed at his
drenched chest. “Priyam did. Everyone!”

“Stop!” Edan raised his tone,
afraid she was going to lose it. “We didn’t like her, that’s true,
the mark was enhancing her, yes, but no one could’ve seen this
coming. Not you, not me, not even Mor.”

“Oh, no… Hunter defended her. He
said he would live with the consequences of letting her live.” Gaia held her stomach. She was repulsed by the
thought. Her anger turned into hate. “Where is she? I’m going to
kill her!”

“She’s gone!” Edan stood in her
way.

“Where?!”

“I’m sorry, Gaia.” Donovan shook
his head. “No one knows. She never made it to Terra.”

Gaia walked towards the door they came from. “Where
are you going?” Edan grabbed her by the wrist.

“Earth.”

“Gaia! Stop this right now.” He
was terrified she would do something stupid. “You are behaving
recklessly!”

“Recklessly?! Aren’t you angry?”
Gaia pushed him. “Don’t you care?”

“Don’t confuse my ability to think
clearly with indifference towards the death of someone I saw as my
family.” His tone was so cold it made Gaia pause.

“Then do something!”

“I will, when we can all think
clearly.” He picked Gaia up and tossed her over his
shoulder.

“Let me go!” Gaia twisted and
turned her body on fire. She was furious. She felt as though if she
didn’t do anything about it now she would explode by pure
anger.

Edan held her tightly absorbing her fire and
shutting it down. “Willow!” Edan called.

Willow ran towards Gaia. She made a small cut on her
arm and placed a paste covering it with a dark-green leaf. Almost
instantly, Gaia’s body stopped fighting Edan, and slowly her body
went limp.

“Veter, take care of Hunter,” he
asked his crying friend.

 


Heartbroken, Edan carried Gaia to bed. He made sure
the leaf was in the right place. He leaned his forehead against
hers and closed his eyes. A small tear fell from his eyelashes to
her cheek. “I’m sorry.” He kissed her lips and lay next to her
bringing her closer to him.

He hugged her, not sure if it was to make her feel
safe or so he could feel it.

Gaia woke up and fell asleep over and over again
throughout the night, each time thankful she was buried in Edan’s
arms or else she would lose it again. Confused and foggy, every
time Gaia woke up, she felt for a split second as if everything was
right, at least until the memory of Hunter’s empty eyes crawled
back into her mind.

Trying to shake the image, Gaia nuzzled her face
against Edan’s chest. He held her tight. “I’m here,” he whispered,
each time softer and warmer than the last one.

 


* * *

The next morning, Gaia stood still before crossing
the doorway. She couldn’t move past that ledge, as if staying in
the room would mean Hunter was still alive. She grasped the
doorframe as tightly as she could until it hurt. A thorn pierced
her skin and a thread of blood trailed down the Five Fold symbol on
her wrist. She needed physical pain, begging the blood on her hand
would distract her from the burning emptiness she felt inside.

“G?” Priyam called her from
downstairs, a place that was only a few feet away but seemed far
away from Gaia’s reach.

“I can’t,” she whispered between
sobs while staring at the line between the room and the
outside.

“Yes, you can.” Priyam offered her
hand so Gaia could hold onto it. “I’ll be right next to
you.”

Gaia lifted her head and saw her best friend with
crying eyes and her shaky hand still reaching out to her. Feeling
like she was ripping her soul, she took Priyam’s hand, let go of
the doorframe and followed her to the forest where everyone was
gathering.

In front of them was Edan, Donovan, Veter and Floyd
carrying a wooden bed with Hunter’s body.

As they walked through a forest, small white petals
fell from the trees giving the place the feeling of serenity and
peace.

Eva, a girl in her mid-twenties with watery
chocolate-brown eyes walked beside Gaia and Priyam. With her
over-the-knees boots, leggings, oversized top with a colorful vest
and the same leather wrist gauntlets Hunter used to wear, it was
clear she was born and raised in Moonstrand. “When a child’s born
here in Moonstrand, the baby’s mother plants a tree in their name,”
she explained to Gaia. “That child is responsible for taking care
of the tree until the day he or she dies. On the day of their
death, that child will be buried underneath the tree.” Eva pointed
at an Oak tree. “That was Hunter’s tree.”

“You knew him?” Gaia asked
her.

“Since Mor found him. I was lucky
to know him.”

 


Edan and the rest leaned down and placed Hunter on
the ground in front of the Oak tree. The tree was still young but
it had character. It was big and unlike the other trees, this one
grew with knots and twists making it look unique, wild, and
beautiful… just like Hunter was.

Gaia knelt next to his body. He looked so peaceful,
as if he was sleeping. Only he wasn’t. She passed her hand softly
over his cold cheek and remembered the first time she saw him,
close up and with loneliness in his pitch
black eyes. She saw herself in him, he was an abandoned child in so
much need of love. He was the most lovable of them, and he died the
same way he lived, protecting others.

She positioned her hand on the grass next to her and
a white cyclamen grew between her fingers. She
took the flower, placed it on his chest and moved his hands on top
of the stem.

“That flower?” Priyam recognized
it from Gaia’s room.

“Yes, it’s just like the one
Hunter gave me in Huntsville.”

“It’s time,” Eva
announced.

Gaia combed Hunter’s messy hair and kissed his
forehead. “Goodbye and thank you.” With Edan’s help, she stood
up.

Edan and Gaia joined the group and the rest of the
villagers by standing in multiple layers of circles surrounding
Hunter’s body and the Oak tree. They all held hands and began to
hum and sing a heartbreaking melody. As they sang, the Oak’s roots
came out of the dirt and curled around Hunter’s body, cradling it
inside the ground and underneath the Oak. Once he was buried, a
bunch of white cyclamens grew around the trunk
of the tree.

“Anon, Hunter.” the villagers
began chanting.

 


* * *

Gaia placed caressed one of the cyclamens around Hunter’s Oak. She closed her eyes asking
the tree to take care Hunter. In there, alone, the forest seemed to
calm her down.

“Don’t cry, my child.” Klog Mor
smiled at Gaia. “He’s once more one with Nature.”

“Is it true? You’re the one who
found him?” Gaia caressed one of the roots.

“Yes. Many years ago when Hunter
was a toddler. I found him and took him as my own.”

“You know…” Gaia whispered. “He
spoke. Before he…” she stopped. She couldn’t say the word out loud. “He… talked to me. He said
‘safe’.”

“And you are.” Klog Mor took
Gaia’s hand. “We all are.”

“What I’m I going to do?” she
cried. “I miss him so much.”

“Remember Gaia, the body dies, but
not the memories. Not the soul,” Klog Mor tapped Gaia’s
heart with her finger. “Whenever you feel lost…” she glanced at
Hunter’s tree. “I find it’s best to rely on Nature. After all, who
knows what It has to show us.” She squeezed Gaia’s arm.

“Come, you need to
rest.”


Chapter
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The Soul Within The Tree

GAIA…

Gaia woke up to the whisper of her name only to find
herself alone in the room. “Priy?” she called yet there was no one
around.

She looked at the dark sky; three days had passed
since the funeral. Gaia… The whispers banished and morphed
into a powerful pull, as if someone or something outside the forest
called her.

She stood up, put on the leggings, oversized top and
fitted vest that was left for her and walked outside the room.

 


The first time she walked into Moonstrand, she
obviously didn’t notice, and part of her didn’t even care about it,
but now that she was better and walking around the forest city, she
realized it was beyond majestic.

The forest was full of trees from different types of
weather and countries; small, big, thick and thin, pines, palms,
lemon trees, Japanese cherries, and more. It was the perfect mix of
everything. There were hundreds of different types of flowers
decorating the grass and wild animals that weren’t afraid to sit
next to anyone who was relaxing. Among the trees were hammocks,
incredible paintings made by brushes, sticks, leaves, fingers or
even entire hands. Gaia finally understood why it was called The
Forest of Color.

And if the place was gorgeous in daylight, at night
it was indescribable, as thousands of fireflies flew all over the
forest lighting it up like fairies in an enchanted forest.

Right in the middle, there was a crystalline river
that divided the city in half, from the beginning of the forest to
the far end where the biggest tree stood. The same place where the
pull felt stronger.

Gaia sat at the edge of the river watching the
enormous tree. Over 500 foot tall and 200 foot wide, it was by far
the tallest, thickest chestnut tree she’d ever seen in her life.
She took a deep breath. She loved how the place smelled like
freshly cut grass after the rain with a hint of succulent perfumes
from all the trees and flowers.

“It’s called Big Rakau,” said a
deep voice behind her.

Gaia turned and saw a tall, smiling elder man. “That
tree?”

After nodding, the elder man sat next to Gaia and
dipped his bare feet into the river. His sky-blue eyes contrasted
beautifully with his white hair and beard. “Mr. Butcher, at your
service.”

“I thought Moonstrand was a
vegetarian city.”

“Good answer.” Pleased, Mr. Butcher grinned. “I was a butcher back in
Emberdale. Moved here, the nickname followed me.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Gaia.” She
extended her hand and shook his, before returning her attention to
the gorgeous tree.

“Stunning, isn’t it?”

“Very.”

“Trivia of the day: What does Big
Rakau mean?” His bushy eyebrows lifted with curiosity.

Gaia twisted her frown trying to find the answer yet
she couldn’t come up with anything. From all the talks she’d had
with Hunter, not once did he mentioned the Big Rakau… or maybe he
did and she couldn’t understand what he meant when he signaled
about it.

“It means big tree, you know,” Mr.
Butcher answered.

“You Terrians are very literal
sometimes.” She giggled. First time she felt
that relaxing feeling since Hunter’s passing. “Funny thing is, I feel as if it calls me.”

“Of course it calls you, the Big
Rakau is within your destiny.”

My destiny? She was about to ask when a bunch
of floating flowers caught her attention. No… those aren’t real
flowers, they are paintings. “Wow,” Gaia sighed. The flowers
were drawn on the trunk of a thick redwood making them look like
they were floating. “Why are the trees painted?”

“Moonstranders love painting them,
although the best ones, like that giraffe and those flowers, are
from Monky.”

Gaia stared at the giraffe; it was painted on the
trunk of a tall palm tree. It looked incredibly real. “A monkey
drew that?”

“Her name’s Arrate.” He leaned
closer. “But no one can pronounce that, so, we call her Monky.
You’ll recognize her, she’s a tiny woman with big character and is
always covered in paint.”

Suddenly, Icarus landed on Mr. Butcher’s shoulder.
“Hello, George! Haven’t seen you in a while.” He petted Icarus. The
sugar glider barked to Gaia who happened to be confused over
Icarus’ misplaced name.

“Everyone in the group is
screaming? How angry?” Gaia asked her furry friend and it growled.
“That angry? Not good…”

“You better go then, young lady.”
Mr. Butcher passed Icarus to Gaia. “Hey friend, tell George he lost
the bet for me.”

Icarus squeaked as Gaia stood up. “Oh… Mr.
Butcher?”

“Yes, darling?”

“Why is the Big Rakau within my
destiny?”

“That’s for you to find out.” Mr.
Butcher winked at Gaia before returning his attention to the big
tree humming a song.

 


Gaia strolled through the colorful forest.
“Icarus…Who’s George?” she asked. Icarus held onto Gaia’s shoulder
and squeaked. “He was talking about Donovan, but he calls everyone
George?” He nodded. “He calls you George too.” The sugar glider
barked and passed his paw over his face. “No sorry, little guy” She
laughed. “You don’t look like a George. You look like a proud
Icarus.”

Suddenly, Gaia stopped cold a few feet away from
Hunter’s Oak tree. Her body shivered bringing all those unpleasant
feelings back. His pale face smudged with blood, his last and only
spoken words and his empty stare. Damn, how it hurt.

Noticing Gaia’s change, Icarus nuzzled her neck to
cheer her up. “I know, I just miss him.” She walked closer to the
tree. The beautiful cyclamens decorating the roots and sunlight
passing through the bright-green leafs. Gaia lifted her hand
towards the Oak tree. “To think he’s underneath here,” she
whispered as she passed her palm over the rough trunk.

FLASH! As soon as her skin touched the tree, Gaia
felt a warm white light blinding her.

 


Gaia opened her eyes and saw she was in
the woods. The image was bright and saturated with brilliant
colors. It was as if she was looking at a 3D Hollywood movie. The
trees, the smell and the ceilings of the bungalows up the hill were
a big giveaway of where she was. The first camp.

“Are you done?” she
heard her own voice speaking ahead of her. Surprised, Gaia lifted
her gaze and found she was right in front of a clear vision of
herself walking towards her. Wow… That’s me! she thought.
That’s how I walk? No wonder why Edan keeps bugging me about
it.

“Please say yes,”
Gaia laughed in her vision. “I’m dying to see Priyam’s face once
she opens it.”

I remember this… It’s the
time I got Priyam a carved R2D2 for her birthday… but the
one who carved it was…

With a knot of nerves on her stomach,
Gaia turned to the same direction her vision was staring at and saw
Hunter, smiling right at her.



Gaia snatched her hand away from the tree. She was
panting. “What on earth…”

“What did you see?” asked Klog
Mor. Gaia had no idea when Klog Mor arrived, but she was now
smiling at her, seated on the floor with Icarus resting on her dyed
maxi skirt.

“Hunter.” Gaia breathed, still
shaking from the shock of seeing Hunter alive and smiling. She
dried her sweaty hands against the fabric of her leggings. “It felt
so real. It was as if he was right there next to me…. What was
that?”

“It was Hunter.” Klog Mor
patted the Oak tree. “This tree holds his essence, his memories.
All of them do.” She opened her hands, signaling the rest of the
trees in that forest. “Each tree has memories stored, every rock
and every flower.”

“How’s that possible?”

Klog Mor grinned. “Just because people don’t hear,
doesn’t mean Nature has nothing to say.”

Gaia sat a few inches away from Hunter’s tree. “Can
you see them too? When you touch the trees?”

Klog Mor shook her head. “Only three Terrians are
known to have this gift. You, Hans and Azazel.”

Gaia’s skin crawled at the sound of his name. Her
mother, her people, Molly and now Hunter. How many would he
take away from her? “Why Him?” she tried hard not to hiss.

“Aside from your reincarnations,
he’s the best earth wielder known in Terrian history. No matter the
path he chose.”

“So I’ve heard,” she mumbled under
her breath before looking at her palm. “What happens if I touch it
again?”

“You’ll never know unless you try
again.”

Without hesitation, Gaia touched the tree once
more.

 


There he was. Right in front of her as
if he never left. Hunter’s lips were smiling while his hands
skillfully carved the ‘Star Wars’ figurine. “It’s looking
incredible,” Gaia cheered. “You’re a genius!”

“Thanks.”
Hunter signaled and Gaia felt it. His emotions. She felt how
pleased he was to be praised by her, to be recognized, to have her
near. He was thrilled to find a family, to be part of something so
important.

The tree wasn’t sharing Hunter’s
memories but his feelings too. And Hunter’s were incredible. He was
truly happy.

Gaia stared at the wild teen. His
intense black eyes and messy hair. She wanted to stay there as long
as she could, but unfortunately, she felt a pull.

 


Gaia moved her hand away from the tree’s trunk and
noticed Klog Mor’s hand on her shoulder. “I’m afraid your time with
Hunter’s Oak has come to an end.” She passed Icarus to Gaia’s
shoulder. “I believe you’re needed in the common room.”

Gaia knew Klog Mor was right yet she couldn’t leave,
not after finding Hunter again.

“Don’t worry.” Klog Mor grinned
and gave her a little push. “Tree isn’t going anywhere.” Gaia
hesitated. Besides the tree, there’d been something bothering her.
Deeply. As always, Klog Mor felt something was odd with Gaia. “Is
something else bothering you?”

“It’s nothing.” Gaia rubbed her
neck playing dumb. There was no way she could talk about that. Not
to anyone. Not until she knew what it meant. “Some stupid little
thing I heard.”

“Beware, my child, sometimes the
little things tend to haunt us the most.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.” She
sprinted towards the common room before Klog Mor could see more
than Gaia wanted her to notice.

Haunting… Boy, if she’d learnt something recently was how it felt to have her
thoughts constantly haunting her.

 


Moments later, Gaia reached the center of the
village. A place where all houses, balconies, and bridges hung on
top of the trees covered in flowers and weeds. In the middle was
the second biggest tree of the forest, holding a large two-floored
room. The common room.

Gaia took Icarus and left him on one of the First
Tree’s branches. Even among all those other trees it was incredibly
easy to set it apart from the rest. After all, the First Tree was
the only tree with more than three different flowers, engraved
symbols on its trunk and with its leaves floating above the
branches. “Good to see you made it here, Booby.”

“Are you crazy?!” Gaia heard
Willow screaming from inside the common room. Icarus was right…
they were furious. “We just buried one of our own and now you want
her to die, too?”

“Nice vote of confidence,” said
Donovan.

Intrigued, Gaia climbed the weeded stairs up to the
room. Just like the outside, the place was decorated with different
kinds of flowers, vines, and precious rocks. There was a round
table full of big bright fruit and flower arrangements that made
the room smell like the first day of spring.

In there she found Eva standing next to a smiling
teen with multicolored hair, Edan and The Six. Willow was furiously
arguing with Edan. “No offense, but come on! You all know how hard
it was. Terrians die in there, and I’m not talking about regular
Terrians, but full-on eight-year-training Terrian warriors,” she
yelled at him.

“Edan’s right, she needs the
symbols to claim her place,” said Eva. The way she stood and talked
among them made Gaia assume she was someone important.

“Then let her train more!” Willow
slammed her hand on the table.

“We don’t have the time.” Donovan
tried to make her understand the reality of their
situation.

The teen with the rainbow hair placed her hands on
the table, her smiling face staring straight at Willow. “She’s
Mother Nature, she’ll manage.” Then, Gaia recognized her. She was
the girl that helped her the moment she’d crossed the barrier.

“Manage? Edan, do something. You
know she can die,” Willow pleaded.

“I know she can.” Edan rubbed his
face. He was tired, angry, sad, and emotionally drained; emotions
he could not let others see. “Nonetheless, she needs to pass
them.”

“Pass what?” Gaia spoke for the
first time. With the argument so intense, and the absence of Hunter
to let them know someone was spying on them, none of them had
noticed her come in. The team looked at Edan for an escape
route.

“The four temples,” said Eva, and
Gaia understood. Crap…Ever since Pratt told her about the
temples, all she’d heard about was how dangerous and deadly they
were.

“Gaia, meet Eva,” Edan introduced
her. “She’s Moonstrand’s chief.”

Eva bowed her head, and her brunette and light-green
hair fell over her shoulder. “Pleased to officially meet you, Lady
Gaia.”

“Pleased to meet you, too; and
Gaia is fine.” She walked to the table.

“This is Kirana, my second in
command.” Eva introduced the girl with the long rainbow hair and
Gaia stretched her hand towards her.

“Oh, wow! Hi.” Excited, Kirana
grinned from ear to ear and shook Gaia’s hand. “I’m so sorry for…
you know. I had to. Orders.”

“I understand.” Gaia smiled back.
“Now, what about the temples?”

“Nothing. That’s something you
shouldn’t be doing now,” Willow jumped in.

“She needs the approval of the
parliament,” Shui reminded them.

“And she’ll get it. She’s been
training for it.” Edan strode out of the room. “We leave
tomorrow.”

“Edan.” Gaia took him by the
hand.

“Go to bed and get some sleep,
tomorrow we’ll have a long journey.” He hugged her and kissed the
top of her head.

“Journey to where?”

“Nádúr Noc,” he grinned. “It’s
time our princess returns home.”

 


* * *

Gaia couldn’t sleep. Her body shivered, restless.
She opened her eyes and saw Edan’s empty hammock next to hers. As
quiet as she could, Gaia climbed down from her hammock and walked
around the hanging bridges. She crossed her arms, holding her
biceps and watched Edan talking with Kirana and Eva. Knowing him,
it must be about plans and preparations for their journey.

Gaia bit her lower lip. She wanted to run downstairs
and tell him. She wanted to ask, and yet she couldn’t do either.
How could she?

 


She squeezed her hands so tightly she almost dug her
nails into her arms. Not even her daze, her
pain, her confusion, or Hunter’s death kept her mind off of
Azazel’s last words to her… Rise, my queen.
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