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To the grandma that I never had,
Who I wish I'd better known.
And the family that is missing her
For making me their own.
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How did you know it was him, sir? the young sergeant whispered, eyes still fixed on the door in front of them. What gave him away?
Instinct, Lieutenant Jeffries replied, allowing himself a brief smile. Don't get me wrong, every last Legacy brat is guilty of their own crimes. But this one... something about him just screamed that he was up to no good, that he'd
Team two is in position, the communications officer reported, eyes scanning an encrypted channel on his neural net interface. Ready to move on your mark, sir.
Jeffries nodded to himself, checking his time display. Right on schedule, he thought. Right then, he growled, time to end this. He readied his weapon and activated the global override key, forcing the door open as he yelled, Department of Ordinances, freeze! His men poured through the door behind him, spreading out through the warehouse quickly and efficiently. No place to hide now, you cocky little
Sir! One of the men from the east team came running up, saluting smartly.
Got him already, did you? Jeffries chuckled, holstering his weapon. I can't say that I'm not a little jealous, but
You're going to want to see this, sir, the officer remained rigidly at attention, an apprehensive look on his face.
Jeffries scowled, nodding for the man to lead the way. Their footsteps echoed as they passed through the large, mostly empty warehouse. Dim, pinkish light filtered in through the windows, high on the walls. Just the glow from the barrier, though. There hasn't been power here for the last ten hours, Jeffries considered. I had this whole sector locked down within minutes of that last tip, just as soon as my men were positioned to catch him if he ran.
They entered a small room, obviously a recent construction, nestled into a corner of the building. Jeffries eyed the heavy walls and his scowl deepened. This wasn't looking good at all. We found it right over here, sir, the officer said apologetically. He pointed out a system of softly glowing tubes and focusing apparatuses, all directed toward a single point on the floor.
A wormhole platform, Jeffries spat. He stalked closer, and saw a cleanly sliced cord trailing off toward a destroyed interface panel. Damn it, he cursed, kicking the platform in frustration. He had power ported straight in from outside. He's always one step ahead of us!
Sir, over here! Jeffries glanced up as one of his sergeants waved him over from outside the room.
I want this place locked down, Jeffries snarled. It looks like he's continuing his experiments into untraceable wormhole technology. Go over everything, every last detail. Sooner or later, he has to make a mistake. The men and women around him nodded seriously and got to work. Jeffries sighed and strode from the room. What is it, officer?
We found a recording, sir, the young man smiled, pulling up a neural net display and playing the pre-recorded footage.
Jeffries frowned and took control of the playback. He panned the angle down and was rewarded with a shot straight through the door.
Got you. He smiled, fixing his eyes on the disheveled young man rushing around within the room.
A portal formed on the platform and the man leaped to it, pausing for a moment and lifting one arm in the air before he stepped out of sight. The wormhole shut down behind him.
Wait a second... Jeffries squinted at the display. It had almost looked like... Play that back! He reversed the vid, pausing and zooming in just as his quarry mounted the platform. Son of a... the little shit is mocking us! The still image of a young man floated in the air before him, arm raised in a cocky salute. He knew we would find that, and he didn't care.
What now, sir? the sergeant asked nervously.
Jeffries scowled again, checking his time display. Now I go to make my report. The Chancellor will want to know about this. It's gonna be another one of those nights. You all sweep this place clean. If he even sneezed funny while he was here, I want to be right there with a box of tissues the next time he shows his face.
Yes sir! the man saluted, but Jeffries could tell there was something else. He rolled a hand impatiently, and the young officer gulped. Sir, if you don't mind my asking... are you sure he was responsible for the Jules triple homicide last week? And the Doe killing before that?
It had his mark all over it. Jeffries nodded reassuringly. And I have my sources. Don't worry, son, he patted the sergeant on the shoulder, grinning. We'll get him.
Jeffries left the building, pausing to gaze up at the stars that glittered through the gentle glow of the Sanctuary shield. He took a deep breath of the crisp night air, sighing as he exhaled. No matter how close it seemed they were getting, they were always just a step or two behind.
He couldn't blame Kirsten. She was scared silly, jumping at shadows. He's probably toying with her, Jeffries thought, spitting in disgust. Feeding her information just to watch us squirm.
He looked out over Sanctuary, his city. The soft glow of the shield was met by the riotous lights from the entertainment district. He could just make out the beat from some dance club. Jeffries smiled. They're really getting into the swing of it, gearing up for Founders' Day. If they knew what kind of danger they were in... He let his eyes drift upward, toward the space station resting somewhere above them, atop the Hughes' family elevator. His smile faded as he remembered what the Chancellor had told him in private while reinstating his rank and position. This rogue Legacy has to be stopped before he can destroy us all. Jeffries clenched his fist. No matter the cost.
He shook his head, shivering as a chill wind blew down from the Barrier Mountains. He whispered into the night, Where are you, Ezra Hawkins?
Where are you, Ezra Hawkins? Ciela de Leon hissed, ducking behind a tree as a bolt of lightning crackled past. She bit down a cry of shock. It's not like you haven't been under fire from a team of thunder-struck before, the wry little voice in her head pointed out. Things have just gotten so much more exciting since you met up with Mat and the others.
Shut up, Ciela growled to herself. She took a deep breath, stretching her water-seer senses out, feeling for the other elementalists in the little valley. Only two of them. She scowled. And still no sign of the blighted fire-kissed who wandered off while Sarah and I were asleep. Her eyes flew open as a volley of brilliant energy arced into the sky above her.
Need me to slow down?! A woman's voice laughed from above. A shadow passed over Ciela head as a wind-scarred danced through the air mere feet above the treetops. Or is it that Lightning told you not to hit a strucking thing? Ciela smiled. Sounds like Sarah's having a good time.
Staying low to the ground, Ciela eased her way forward, reaching the edge of the wood and ducking behind a large stone. She breathed a prayer of thanks to Water for her tireless body. Just one of the perks of being a seer. A gust of wind blew back her hood, and one of the lightning elementalists cried out in panic. Ciela reached out again, trying to get a feel for the Children of Lightning as another salvo of thunderbolts forked through the air, met with mocking laughter as Sarah soared off. She felt the whisper of life from the two thunder-struck, only a few dozen yards away.
Wait... where's the blighted seer?! Ciela heard one of the thunder-struck curse. Better move, she thought as the hairs on the back of her neck rose.
Ciela pushed off as a stroke of lightning fell from the heavens, flattening her hiding place a breath behind her. Cloak snapping, she bobbed and wove, dodging bolt after bolt of electricity, her face set as she focused her all-blue eyes on the two elementalists. She heard their life songs peak in terror. Any second now...
Ciela slid to a stop, dancing back as a pulse of energy erupted from one of the thunder-struck. A semi-sphere of sparkling light bathed the ground before her, and the other elementalist let out a choked cry of pain. She almost felt sorry for him, remembering the first time she'd stumbled into the debilitating attack that every blighted thunder-struck in the whole mountain range seemed to use. Luckily, she'd had friends around to back her up.
Speaking of friends... Ciela glanced up as the dome dissipated. With a whoop of pure exhilaration, Sarah descended on the two elementalists in a torrent of wind and fury. Sarah! she called out, dashing forward. Don't kill them, they've been
Tracking our movements by following the death sparks, Sarah finished for her. I know. God, this is what, the third pair to find us now? I'd swear Fire was just having some fun at our expense.
No kidding, Ciela's internal voice grumbled in agreement. Sarah, really, she said, ignoring it. You shouldn't say things like about the Elements.
Seriously, though, she told us to 'find the crescent moon amidst the bloody stones.' And that it was somewhere in this direction, and we'd find a friend there. Could that have been a little more vague?
Privately, Ciela agreed. Water certainly wouldn't have been that circumspect, with all this cloak and dagger talk about getting away from prying ears. Aloud, she answered, The Elements move in mysterious ways. Perhaps there was a reason why she couldn't speak candidly.
Probably because she has as much sense as her strucking elementalists, Sarah grumbled. Did you find him yet?
Ciela sighed, feeling for Ezra again. There! She pointed to a nearby ridge. I don't know how he got up there, but he's definitely that way, and he's... Ciela frowned, listening to the tone of the young fire-kissed's life song. Oh, thundering hell, he's pleased with himself.
This just gets better and better, Sarah muttered darkly. Without warning, the wind-scarred woman reached out and grabbed Ciela around the waist. Hold on.
Ciela fought down a yelp of surprise as Sarah pushed off the ground, the wind whipping up into a cyclone and launching them toward the canyon wall. She clamped her eyes shut. It's no different than being on a skyship, there's nothing to worry about, she tried to rationalize to herself as they barreled toward where she'd sensed Ezra doing... whatever it was that Ezra Hawkins did. Probably being an idiot, Ciela thought to herself, trying very hard not to think about the ground blurring past far beneath their feet.
Moments later they touched down on the ridge. Ciela breathed a sigh of relief, as Sarah asked, Okay, which way now?
Ciela pointed toward where she felt Ezra, then frowned. I think... it feels like there's someone else... no, two of them, and one is definitely a thunder-struck, judging by the way he's shielding himself from my senses. She shot a glance at Sarah. Ezra's walking into a trap.
Of course he is, Sarah growled under her breath, gathering the wind around her. Ciela nodded and took off at a sprint, her water-seer muscles singing with exhilaration.
They rounded a bend and Ciela spotted a cavern in the rocks ahead, its mouth curved and narrow. He's in there! she called, darting in through the opening, Sarah close on her heels. Ezra! It's a trap, get out while you...
Ciela slid to a stop, all-blue eyes going wide as she spotted Ezra. He held a flame over his head like a torch and appeared completely unconcerned. No, worse. She ground her teeth as the song of his water conveyed full-blown excitement. I'm going to kill him.
Sarah, Ciela, we found it! the fire-kissed exclaimed, gesturing to the cave around them. A tiny tongue of flame escaped his lips. When I saw the color of the canyon walls, I just knew that this had to be the place, so I took a little walk and
Ezra! Sarah snapped, settling to the ground. We were just attacked by thunder-struck while trying to find you. Don't you think that, maybe, you should let someone know before you strucking wander off?!
Ciela nodded in agreement, scanning the little cave. It looks like it extends further back... could someone be waiting back there? But then why let us get so far in?
Ezra's face fell. Oh, he said softly. Oh, I didn't think... I just got so excited, and the mouth of the cave, it was... He licked his lips, the corners of his mouth tugging upward. You both saw it, right? The crescent moon?
Ezra Hawkins, we were just ambushed in the valley, and unless I am very much mistaken, there's another thunder-struck around. Ciela scowled at him. Get to the point.
Ezra laughed aloud, grinning like a maniac. This is it, this is the place! I'm not exactly sure what we're supposed to be doing here, but
Ciela had a breath of warning. That was it. She began to spin as the air suddenly sparkled... and a jolt of pain hit her, clamping down on her muscles like a vice. I know why you're here, a quiet voice echoed from behind them. A sinking feeling of dread settled over Ciela as a Son of Lightning stepped out from around a corner, an almost apologetic smile on his face. Tiny flickers of lightning danced between his fingertips. You're here to die.
Miss O'Donnell, I really don't think we should be in here, Liza Crawford whispered for the eighth time.
She's doing the best she can, and she's been very helpful so far, Kirsten O'Donnell calmly reminded herself, eyes flickering to the masking overlay status. Much like the simple cosmetic overlays for removing skin blemishes, the program would obscure facial features. Using one like this was, of course, completely illegal. Which made it perfect for a little breaking and entering. Just a bit longer, Liza, she reassured the other woman. There's a surprising amount of encryption on this, especially considering that it should contain the evidence they alluded to.
Yes, but... Liza bit her lip and glanced around, obviously nervous. It's just, this is my family we're talking about. I didn't think... when you said that we'd be helping Mr. Hawkins and the others, I thought it would just be...
Your family published the article that all but named him as the responsible party, Kirsten said as she ran the next algorithm. Her friend in department IT had ensured her that this would help recover any password she might have forgotten. She may have neglected to mention that it wasn't going to be her passwords they were recovering. I just want to figure out where they got that information from, that's all.
Liza shifted from foot to foot. Well, I mean
It's not like we're taking anything, Kirsten continued doggedly. We just want to know the truth.
A-and I understand that, the tall woman glanced around again, wringing her hands. But it still just feels like we're doing something wrong. I'm sure if we just asked my father, he'd be more than willing
To sell us out to whoever gave him the information? Kirsten cut Liza off. The program failed again. Damn it.
You could give him a little more credit, Liza mumbled under her breath.
Kirsten sighed. To be honest, she was fairly certain that Mr. Crawford would protect them, if only for his daughter's sake. There are only a few families powerful enough to lean on the Crawford Legacy like this, Kirsten thought to herself as the program reported another failed attempt. I know that under normal circumstances the Crawfords would be more than willing to cooperate, but... She glanced at her private neural net display, grimacing at the hateful article that named Ezra Hawkins as the prime suspect in several homicides. Galois Doe's name stood out conspicuously at the top of that list. These are anything but normal circumstances.
I trust your father, Liza, Kirsten said, keying in a new check digit sequence. But I know how some of the other Legacy houses can be. Anyone powerful enough to make him publish something with no obvious proof could cause him a good bit of trouble, right?
Liza paused, considering this. I suppose that's true...
And since we both know he would gladly tell us anyway, it's not like we're doing anything bad.
When you put it like that...
Kirsten gave a tight smile. So since there's no problem, please keep watching the door while I finish.
Oh, yes, Liza glanced around, flustered. Right, sorry.
Kirsten laughed under her breath. The girl really was a perfect match for Ezra, even if neither of them realized it. But now isn't the time for that. She shook her head and focused on the task at hand. She was going to save the Hawkins Legacy, and no encrypted database was going to get in the way of that. As if responding to her resolve, the program came back with a successful run. Yes, Kirsten nodded sharply. I'm in, now to find where they kept the files relating to yesterday's article. It should be
Um, Miss O'Donnell? Liza whispered from the doorway.
Not now. I just got in, Kirsten answered tersely. So many files, how in the Founders' names did they keep track of all this?
Kirsten, I think that someone may be coming down the hall. The fear in Liza's voice was palpable.
I thought you said everyone was off until midnight. Kirsten glanced back, eyes narrowing. We should have at least another ten minutes.
I don't know why... Liza began, then fell silent. The sound of jaunty whistling came drifting down the hallway. Oh no, it's Mr. Mainary. Liza lifted her hands to her mouth, the picture of a proper Legacy daughter.
Well, Kirsten considered, aside from being dressed as burglar. Explain.
I thought everyone would be out at the staff party, what with Founders' Day approaching and all. And we looped the security feed just like we were supposed to, so no one should know that we're here, the woman babbled. Kirsten resisted the urge to snap at her. She's doing her best, she reminded herself. He's been with our family for years, Liza continued, tone turning to panic. And he's always taken his duties very seriously. I don't think that I can
You'll just have to deal with him, Kirsten cut her off, turning back to the display. I'll need to copy everything and sort it out later. Keep the door closed and maybe he won't check in here.
Kirsten began transferring the data and frowned. Shouldn't the door be sliding shut?
Um, Ms. O'Donnell? Liza's timid voice faltered. You see, I don't, um, exactly know how to put the mechanism back together, now that we've, um...
Kirsten slowly turned back to the other woman. Liza, are you telling me that you only know how to trick the door monitors one way? And that we've left every single door on the way here open? Calm down, Kirsten told herself. You need to think now, not get exasperated.
I only read about the trick, I never thought I'd actually have to use it! Liza protested. A-and it looked so easy, that, well, I thought that closing them again would be a simple matter of just removing the coin, but, um, it seems like the door may actually be stuck, and I
Hey now, what's going on over there? An elderly man's voice drifted in from outside the office. Is someone in there?
Liza squeaked in fear. Kirsten scanned the status of the copy. Just a few more files. Deal with him, I just need a couple more seconds.
R-right, deal with him, Liza whimpered, taking a stance before the door. P-please, she called out to the security guard. Kirsten's eyes went wide. What is she thinking? Please don't come in here, um, sir.
Hey, this building's closed for the night! the man in the hallway shouted. That's the server room! What do you think you're doing in there?!
N-nothing! Liza yelled back, her voice cracking. Please, we don't want any
Kirsten spun just in time to see a portly man in a guard's uniform come through the door, a stunner in his hands. No, no, no, she though furiously. If we're caught like this, it'll all be for nothing. Sir, she began, tone placating. I don't think you fully understand
Oh, I understand enough, missy. He leveled the stun pistol on her, aim steady. Now you just step away from there, and we'll all go have a nice long talk with Mr. Crawford about this. Come on now.
Kirsten glanced at the file transfer. Done, she thought, shutting down the connection. Now we just have to find a way out.
This is Mainary, the guard said, clearly speaking into a secured channel. I'm down in data storage, and I found a couple
Please don't! Liza yelled, taking a step forward. The man turned his weapon on her.
That was probably a mistake.
In a blur of motion, Liza deflected the pistol away and dealt a lightning fast blow to the side of his head. He crumpled to the ground.
Oh no, Liza shook her head in disbelief. Oh, I'm so, so sorry, Mr. Mainary. The woman bowed to the man's unconscious form. I really didn't mean to... I mean, it was just...
No time, Kirsten ran past, grabbing Liza and dragging her out the door and down the hallway. We got what we came for, let's go.
But don't you think we should make sure that he's all right first? Liza glanced back the way they'd come.
He'll be fine, which is more than I can say for us if we're still here when they send someone down to check on him.
Oh, Liza swallowed hard, shaking her head. Right.
Good, Kirsten nodded as they cleared the last door, checking that the camera units were still being rerouted by the program she'd found hidden in Ezra's research material, along with notes about avoiding her. As if a looped video feed program could have fooled me, she thought wryly, while silently thanking him for making it so easily adaptable. Now... where did we hide our clothes?
==
A quick change, an untraceable hijacked wormhole, two bars and a couple of drinks later found Kirsten and Liza headed back to the Hawkins estate. They had to keep up appearances, after all, especially when they had made certain that anyone who might be curious knew they were going to be hanging out down in the entertainment district for some girl time. At least the celebratory mood of Sanctuary leading up to Founders' Day served as a decent cover.
They reached the port station and caught a wormhole back home. Just as they reached the Hawkins estate, Kirsten's net connection chimed with a private call. She glanced at the ID. Lieutenant Jeffries, she thought, bile rising in her throat. Perfect. Kirsten waved Liza to a stop, took several deep breaths, and plastered a flirtatious smile on her face. Hello? she answered in a singsong voice, trying to sound tipsy, seething inside. Who is this?
Oh, Kirsten. The man's eyes quickly took in her make-up and outfit, a lecherous smile spreading over his lips. You're looking great tonight.
Jeffries! she exclaimed, fighting not to scowl at Liza, who was busy suppressing a bout of giggles. I didn't expect to hear from you until tomorrow, at least. She glanced around, as if checking for any nearby listeners. Did you... did you get him?
The DOLT officer's face went somber. I'm afraid not. He was ready for us. He gave her a reassuring smile, and Kirsten struggled not to roll her eyes. But don't worry, we're closing in on him. Soon, I promise you.
I don't think this line is secure, she whispered. I'll have to talk to you later, I think I may have discovered something. It's probably time to use the space station diversion, Kirsten thought to herself. That should keep him tied up for at least a month.
Right, Jeffries nodded conspiratorially. I just wanted to thank you for being so brave through all of this. Don't worry, we'll catch that Legacy bastard if it's the last thing
Someone's coming, Kirsten breathed, looking away from the screen. I'll have to talk to you later. She quickly hung up and glared at Liza. You could have gotten me out of that, you know.
Liza seemed oddly immune to her icy tone. But it's always so funny seeing how you handle him, Liza's eyes sparkled in the darkness. It just gets more amusing every time. Probably the alcohol, Kirsten noted, for future reference.
Did you make any progress on that data? Kirsten asked, ignoring the other woman's amusement. It is your family's data structure, after all.
Actually, yes, Liza shared a data view with her, accessing one of the files. It's a little strange though... it wasn't kept in the normal findings directory. There was just this one message, from a Mr. Branduer.
What? Kirsten's head snapped up. Let me see that.
Liza transferred the document over, and Kirsten inspected it critically. It wasn't a forgery, and there was no proof here, not even any hearsay. It was just instructions on what to print and when to print it. Which meant...
I don't... I don't understand. Liza furrowed her brow, reading the message. Why would we print something like this just because someone told us to do it?
Because Branduer is one of the Chancellor's aliases, Kirsten said softly, thinking back to the Chancellor's odd behavior just before Ezra vanished. This isn't some other family trying to discredit the Hawkins Legacy, it's the Chancellor himself. The door to the house slid open as her net connection interfaced with it. Why would the Chancellor try to pin a handful of grunt murders on Ezra Hawkins? What does he have to gain from it?
That explains why father was so agitated, these past few days, Liza mused to herself.
Understandable, considering that
Ah, Ms. O'Donnell, excellent. A man's cultured voice echoed through the entryway.
Kirsten's head snapped around, startled. Why is someone... Her eyes went wide as they came to rest on the speaker: a grandfatherly man with dark gray eyes. She fought to regain her composure as her mind whirred with instant recognition and dire implications.
What a pleasant surprise, she said, putting on the most dazzling smile she could muster. How are you this evening, Mr. Chancellor?
Ezra Hawkins fought against the current running through his body. Of course the red in the rocks means they're layered with iron, he thought savagely to himself. It's conducting the electricity, making it even easier for him to hold us. I was so focused on finding this place, I didn't even think to feel for anyone else around me!
This is the will of Lightning, the thunder-struck said, voice grave. Ezra bit his lip and reached for the heat in the cave, focusing. Maybe I can call up enough fire to daze him. Without burning the rest of us to death. In an enclosed space. Against someone I can't actually see. Ezra gulped. Okay, so fire might not be the best option here. I'm truly sorry that it had to come to
The ground rumbled, and Ezra nearly fell over. What? He spun around, fire springing to life in his hand. We're free? He stared at the mouth of the cave, where the Son of Lightning must have been standing. There's nothing there... just solid rock. The ground rumbled beneath them once, and then was silent. The death spark, Ezra whispered, staring at the smooth stone floor as he let the fire go.
Ciela stepped up beside him, eyes fixed on the empty spot. How did he Her head snapped up and she whirled, faster than Ezra could follow. Someone's here.
Well met, lady seer, a deep voice rumbled from deeper in the cave.
I know that voice, Ezra realized with a start, quickly rekindling the flame and holding it aloft as he turned. A huge form loomed out from the shadows, a spire of stone gleaming on his forehead. Ciela sucked in a breath, sliding back a step, but Ezra grinned and extended his free hand. Gaav! he exclaimed. Very nice timing.
I have been tracking these three Children of Lightning for several days now, the big earth-crowned shrugged a massive shoulder, reaching out to grip Ezra's hand. What has happened to the little scientist from the Forbidden City? Before me stands a warrior of Fire. And... His eyes drifted to Sarah, and the smile faded as the flickering flame illuminated her scars. Ah, you have had some adventures, I see. He turned back to Ezra. I imagine you have found your answer regarding the Elements, yes?
Ezra nodded, swallowing hard as his eyes darted to Sarah. He shivered, remembering their escape from the water-seer assassin, the mountainside just beyond Sanctuary, and Wind's gift to Sarah.
Remembering Mat. Remembering Gal.
Yes, he answered, voice hushed. He shook his head, swallowing down his emotions. Yes, we've... a lot of things have happened.
Gaav looked them over, his expression unreadable. Walk with me, warriors of the Forbidden City. He strode from the cave, striking up a conversation with Sarah about their journeys. Ezra listened quietly as they spoke of the team's flight from Sanctuary and their adventures to win the trust of the Besmirched. Their meetings with Valerie Estavon, Nathaniel Brightstone, and the First Breath of the Eye.
Is that really the demon Gaav? Ciela whispered, sidling up to Ezra. He glanced over and saw her all-blue eyes were wide and fixed on the earth-crowned's back.
Well, Ezra replied in kind. I don't know about the demon part, but yes, his name is certainly Gaav. We met him almost a year ago, at the same time that we ran into Ariella. He gave the water-seer a questioning look. Why? Do you know something about him?
Well... Ciela licked her lips. It's said that he single-handedly ousted the bandits of the southern plains. Three wind-scarred and a rogue fire-kissed, along with dozens of soldiers. He once buried a Beloved baron for a day and a night over a villager's pig. He apparently stormed into the town, tore apart the fire-kissed's manor, and dragged the man outside with his bare hands.
Wow. Ezra gave the earth-crowned a look of renewed respect. I didn't realize
There's more. He's interfered directly with over ten licensed assassinations and thirty healings by senior water-seers. He once handed a death sentence to a fellow earth-crowned. She gave Ezra a significant look. That's never been done before. Ciela cast fearful eyes back at the man, who was laughing at something Sarah had said about Silverfall. He's... well, he's kind of a
Demon? Gaav called back to them. Ezra and Ciela froze in place. It's all right, the big elementalist laughed. I've been called worse. And the earth-crowned had betrayed his trust with the people and Earth. Still, it was with a heavy heart that I brought him to justice. He was my friend. Gaav sighed. And you haven't even told the first story, little seer.
Ezra heard Ciela gulp as she cowered back from the huge elementalist. No, she didn't cower. She set her feet. She's getting ready to fight, Ezra realized. I need to do something, I should, um... What was the first story? he blurted out.
Gaav chuckled, and Ciela relaxed a bit. The story of my hometown, Port Arlone, on the Great Gulf.
Something about that is familiar. Arlone, Ezra muttered. I know I've heard that name before...
It was the name of a city that was completely wiped out. Sarah took a half step back from Gaav. By an earth-crowned. She glanced at Ezra. Mr. Blair makes sure that everyone's aware of that one. It was the only mission we've ever had against one of them that came to a fight. Everyone knows that story. But... that was twenty years ago. You couldn't possibly mean...
Gaav nodded his head slowly. Indeed. I suspected as much when I first saw your craft outside the town of Southedge. Arlone was my home, I was born and raised there, and by the age of sixteen I had realized that it was a rotten place.
There were rumors of a slave trade centered in Arlone, Ciela whispered. But nothing that ever drew the attention of the local fire-kissed.
Oh, Gaav let out a sad laugh. Oh, it had his attention, make no mistake. But who would call for help when everyone was a part of it? Who would speak for the people that were murdered and enslaved when theirs was the only port for over a thousand miles. He shook his head. There was nothing right there, nothing just. It was just people with power using it on people without. The big elementalist clenched his fists, knuckles cracking.
Ezra steadied himself as the ground shook for a moment. He exchanged a wary look with Sarah. What... Ezra cleared his throat. What did you do?
I was young and arrogant, and I did what I believed needed to be done. I went to the authorities and sought justice for those who had been wronged. And I was imprisoned for it, sentenced to death by hanging. He smiled ruefully, reaching up to touch the shard of stone protruding from his forehead. Earth came to me that night. I have been his ever since. My home... it is also his now.
Ezra began to ask exactly what that meant, but was silenced by a sharp look from Sarah, as if she knew what he was about to say. I was just going to ask for a little clarification, Ezra grumped to himself. It's not like we aren't already on the topic.
Three nights after Port Arlone, Gaav continued. I was attacked by demons from the Forbidden City. We fought. One escaped. He chuckled again, sketching a shallow bow to Ezra. It was not until years later that I learned they were men like me, seeking justice.
Um... thank you... I think, Ezra scratched his head. I'm starting to remember why I didn't like chatting with Gaav.
And so, little seer, the earth-crowned addressed Ciela, I can make you this pledge. All I have done has been in the pursuit of not only justice, but of rightness. I have at times been rash, and at times been brutal. But I have never turned my back on those in need. Such is the command of Earth.
Ciela stared at him for a tense moment, then inclined her head. Gaav returned the shallow bow.
Well, that's actually great, Sarah said, glancing between Ezra and Ciela. Because we're in need of some help right now.
The earth-crowned's craggy face split in a grin. Of course you are, Lady Sarah of the Forbidden City. But first, tell me, where is Matthew Matanane? Did he not join you in your flight from home?
Mat, um, Ezra shifted from foot to foot. Mat betrayed us, he thought. No, Mat was forced to betray us. Mat...
Mat was taken, Ciela said, her voice brittle. By the Children of Lightning.
He was turned? Gaav intoned.
Ezra nodded.
Then he is now a part of Lightning's madness.
Ezra blinked. Wait, you already know about that? About Lightning and his, um... plan? How did you find out?
I have ears to listen, do I not? Although, in the future, I would recommend that you build your castles on the earth, to avoid this kind of thing. Gaav chuckled again. Why else would I be up in these snow bitten lands? I hunt the paths of Lightning's chosen, and I break them.
Paths of Lightning's... the light rail! You're up here destroying their means of transportation! The big man nodded, expression amused. That's great! Ezra laughed. I was just saying that we should get some earth-crowned up here to handle that. Um, but... actually, we were told to find someone. Back in the cave, that is. Were we... supposed to find you?
Who told you I would be there? Gaav gave Ezra an appraising look.
Well... we were exactly told that in so many words... and I mean, you probably haven't met her or anything, and it wasn't necessarily you we were looking for
Thundering hell, Sarah said in exasperation. It was Fire.
I see, the earth-crowned mused, expression serious. And did she tell you anything else?
Ciela cleared her throat. She told us to 'find the crescent moon amidst the bloody stones, and speak with a friend there about getting away from prying ears.' Does that mean anything to you?
I am afraid it does not, my friends, Gaav practically shouted. Why is he talking so loud? Ezra wondered as he rubbed at an ear. I apologize for wasting your
Gaav's hand shot out, parallel to the ground. In a swift motion, he drove it toward the earth. And suddenly Ezra was falling. Bands of rock caught his feet, pulling him down. He heard Sarah and Ciela gasp, obviously startled, even as the earth closed in around his head. Just like the thunder-struck, Ezra thought fleetingly.
And then there was no light, no sound. Only endless, suffocating earth.
And Miss Crawford, a pleasure to see you as well. The Chancellor smiled back at the big woman, who sketched a hasty curtsy. Thank the Founders for her upbringing, Kirsten silently rejoiced. If that had been Ezra, he'd be spilling everything he knew right now.
I'm afraid you've caught us at the end of our night, Mr. Chancellor, Kirsten said brightly. I need to figure out why he's here and what he's up to. This is too big a coincidence. Did they find out that we've been covering for Ezra? Or about the break-in at the Crawford building? But I'd happy to help in any way I can.
I just wanted to check up on you. To make certain you were holding up all right, in light of recent events. The Chancellor's smile didn't quite reach his eyes as he fixed Kirsten with a piercing stare. I know how trying a betrayal of trust can be.
He's on to me. Kirsten bit down a flutter of panic as she returned his smile wholeheartedly. That's very thoughtful of you, sir. Can I get you anything while you're here?
The elderly man held her gaze for several moments before inclining his head. I'm afraid I've taken up enough of your time already. His eyes flickered to something in his private neural net display.
From all around the house, agents appeared. They all wore black suits, dark glasses that probably had threat assessment protocols built in to them obscuring their eyes. They've bugged the house. Kirsten sucked in a breath, eyes going wide. Inwardly, however, she breathed a sigh of relief. It's going to take days to find all of the remote listening and viewing devices they must have planted. But that doesn't matter. The fact that he's let me see them at all means he doesn't think that I'm a threat.
I'm terribly sorry about all this, Kirsten. The Chancellor patted her arm as he walked by. I'm afraid we had a rather embarrassing encounter with your former employer earlier tonight, and I just wanted to make certain that he wasn't still using his facilities here.
I understand completely, Mr. Chancellor. Even though he clearly hasn't been back here. Kirsten stopped herself from scowling. Or contacted me in any way to let me know what exactly is going on. And of course, I'll forward you any new information I find on the whereabouts of Mr. Hawkins.
I appreciate all of your hard work on this case. The Chancellor followed his men out the door, then paused, looking back, his expression intrigued. You know that I always have the best interests of the people of Sanctuary at heart, don't you?
Where's he going with this? Of course, Mr. Chancellor. That has never even been a question.
He nodded thoughtfully. Good, good. I couldn't help but overhear a bit of your conversation just as you were entering the door. Shit shit shit, Kirsten began wracking her brain. What did he hear? That the message was sent from one of his aliases? No, we were too far away. That only leaves
Liza, dear, what was your father agitated about?
Liza froze. Kirsten willed her to say something, anything. She watched as the Chancellor's eyes grew more serious, more intent, more knowing. I have to get her out of this, I'll say... The wedding! Kirsten blurted out.
Liza make a choking sound.
The Chancellor looked taken aback. Wedding? he asked, raising an eyebrow.
Yes, the wedding. The lie began to spin itself. Before Mr. Hawkins disappeared, he and Miss Crawford were courting, as I'm sure you know. They really... grew close during all of their trips to the gym and other activities. Stop stretching, stick to the basics, make it believable. Just like we learned in training. I was instructed to carry out the necessary preparations for an engagement. Which is why Liza and I have been spending so much time together. Bring it back to her father, keep it simple. But of course, with the new evidence linking him to those murders... well, we've had to call it off. Which is why her father was agitated. I'll need to bring Mr. Crawford in on this. Holding the details of Liza's involvement as collateral should be enough to keep him compliant. She beamed at the Chancellor. You know how those Legacy families can be about climbing the social ladder and all. Which is why we were out drinking, naturally.
Liza fainted. Kirsten stared at her. Honestly, does the woman have no subtlety at all?
She's a bit of a delicate creature, sir. You understand how it can be. I'll take care of her.
Yes, of course, the Chancellor mused, clearing his throat and glancing away from Liza's prone form. His eyes turned thoughtful. You say that Mr. Hawkins left instructions to arrange a union with the Crawford house?
Kirsten blinked at the question. Yes, sir. She frowned. What's he getting at?
And Mr. Hawkins left you in full legal control of his estate?
He did, sir, Kirsten replied, her stomach dropping as she realized what the Chancellor was implying. He's going to marry Ezra off by proxy, then pronounce him deceased or incapable, and leave the Hawkins data banks in the hands of the Crawfords, who he can lean on.
Perfect. The corners of the Chancellor's lips ticked up in a tiny smile. Proceed with the wedding as planned. In fact, make it a Founders' Day event. He barked out a laugh as he turned to go. Well done, Ms. O'Donnell. The door slid shut behind him.
Kirsten stood alone for several moments, trying to piece together some kind of a plan to salvage the situation. Nothing came to mind. Finally she sighed, glancing down at Liza's unconscious form. Step one, get her somewhere that hasn't been bugged. She rolled up her sleeves and got to work, promising herself that, one day, she would have some nice, inconspicuous hired muscle around to do things like this.
==
Liza woke with a start, breathing hard. Oh, Kirsten, she said, sitting up and rubbing her head. I just had the most terrifying dream. The Chancellor was waiting for us and you said something about me getting married to Mr. Hawkins and... She trailed off, face going pale.
Kirsten continued to sip her tea, staring at the wormhole generator in the middle of the room. Liza gulped. It wasn't a dream, was it? she whispered. But, well, at least you said that nothing would happen, so
The Chancellor is forcing the wedding, Kirsten cut her off, never looking away from the generator's platform.
What? Liza squeaked, hands flying to her mouth. But, I can't, I mean, we can't... what are we going to do?
It doesn't make any sense, Kirsten mused.
It really doesn't, Liza agreed. I mean, we hardly knew each other, and while I'm certain that Mr. Hawkins is a fine man, I couldn't just
None of it makes any sense, Kirsten repeated, ignoring the other woman. He's being too aggressive, like there's something bigger going on here.
What do you mean? Liza asked, voice bordering on hysterical. I mean, we're talking about the last heir of the most powerful Legacy house, gone without a trace. Then marrying him off without his consent while he isn't even here. What could possibly be more important than this?
He was trying to force the Legacy into the public's hands. Kirsten stood and began pacing. Think about it. Ezra's been gone for what, three months? Nearly four? In that time he's been framed for crimes ranging from vandalism to murder and there have never been any witnesses. The single most antagonistic DOLT officer in all of Sanctuary has been reinstated, despite criminal incompetency, and was then given a special task force. Now, the Chancellor wants us to marry Ezra off by proxy, forcing a wedding in a handful of weeks to get the Hawkins Legacy firmly under his control. And the whole time they've been telling me, personally, to let them know if Ezra ever contacts me. Kirsten turned back to the generator. It all just feels... rushed. Like they're under some kind of outside pressure. But who could pressure the Chancellor? It doesn't make any sense.
I think that you're missing the point here, Liza insisted. I mean, I was all right with helping to keep Mr. Hawkins hidden, especially when that horrible DOLT officer was involved, but marriage is such a She jumped to her feet, slapping a hand over her mouth. Oh no, she squeaked. They bugged the house, didn't they? We shouldn't be talking about this. Oh, oh, it's already too late, isn't it, I've just
We're in the research lab in the middle of the Hawkins Legacy's private estate, Liza, Kirsten pulled up a logging program on a public terminal, showing that no one had been in the room in the past twelve hours. There isn't a more secure room in all of Sanctuary. She frowned. Well, except perhaps for the Chancellor's private study.
Liza visibly relaxed, letting out a long sigh. I just wish I could talk to Mr. Matanane or Miss Hughes about all of this. She shook her head. I still can't believe that Miss Doe and Mr. Walker are gone.
Kirsten perked up at this. Wait... Walker was the name of one of Ezra's supposed victims. Did you know him?
Oh, not very well. He would just stop by the gym from time to time while we were there and spar with Miss Doe or Mr. Matanane. I always wanted to ask if it was painful getting all those tattoos the old fashioned way, but I never worked up the courage.
Tattoos, tattoos... there's something there. He was part of the Guild of Sundry, Kirsten whispered, the pieces clicking together. Yes, he came here with Sarah Hughes to work out the contract. She frowned. In fact, they said that Sarah died in the hospital from massive blood loss. She was part of the Guild too. And you say that the others, people who you know were associated with the Guild have vanished as well?
Um, Liza gulped, glancing around. Well, at least, I haven't seen them, but they may still be
Kirsten waved her to silence, pulling up the article again. Here, Ezra's list of supposed victims, do you know any of the others?
Liza studied the list for several moments, then shook her head. I'm sorry, Ms. O'Donnell.
It's a start, though, Kirsten said, tone firm. Which brings up something else... Founders' Day is just a few weeks away, but I haven't heard anything about a Guild of Sundry event for the year.
There hasn't been anything in the news, Liza frowned. Which is odd. Normally they'll begin with small pranks leading up to Founders' Day.
It's like they've gone underground. And if the Chancellor is framing Ezra for their murders... he's at war. Kirsten threw her head back and laughed. The Chancellor is at war with the Guild of Sundry!
I don't understand how that's a good thing, Ms. O'Donnell.
Kirsten flashed a fierce smile. It means he's desperate. It means that we have a chance to figure out what's going on!
Liza stared at her for a few moments, then sighed and shook her head. Oh Mr. Hawkins, what have you gotten us into?
This is it. Ciela squeezed her eyes shut, fighting to retain her composure. This is how we're going to die, crushed under the earth by the demon Gaav before we ever got a chance to make a difference. I'm sorry, Mat, sorry I couldn't
Light glorious, blessed light poured around her as the earth gave way to empty space. Ciela sucked in the most delicious breath of air she had ever tasted, her body catching its balance with ease.
That, Ezra coughed beside her, shakily rising from his knees, was unexpected.
Agreed, Sarah croaked, wiping at her eyes and glaring around the cavern.
I'm really sorry about that, a solemn voice intoned from the direction of the light. Ciela whirled, centering her weight and preparing for a fight, even as her mind warned, But I didn't feel anyone. She saw a... well, a rather plain looking man. Brown hair and a neatly trimmed beard, dressed in simple clothing, he smiled at them and gestured to a small table behind him, just in front of a hearth. Please, won't you come and have a drink with me?
Ciela stared at the man whose water she couldn't hear. Who are you?
Joseph, he answered, pulling out a chair and offering it to her. I think we may have a few things to talk about.
Are we dead? Sarah asked as they stepped toward the table, her voice completely serious.
Joseph laughed richly. I imagine it would seem a little bit like that, wouldn't it? The merriment faded from his face, leaving a kind of resolved sadness behind. No, I'm afraid there's still more to do yet. He glanced down and added, almost to himself, Always more to do.
Ciela took a seat, still feeling that the whole situation was just too surreal. A tea party, in the middle of a subterranean cavern, next to a merry fireplace. I must have hit my head or something... or maybe I'm still asleep! That would be great. Maybe we never got attacked, and Ezra never wandered off, and
A woman stepped out of the fire. Ciela jumped to her feet, biting down a scream. Calm down, she ordered herself. Fire. She nodded to the dark woman with the flickering hair.
Ah. Ciela glanced over and saw Ezra lean back in his chair. His life's song fluted happily. So, you're Earth then, he addressed Joseph, grinning. It's a pleasure to meet you.
Yours are normally a little more jumpy, Joseph, or Earth, Ciela supposed, commented to Fire as he reached for the teapot.
I was rushed, Fire said, musical accent playing with the words. She sat next to the other Element and smiled at Ezra. But he turned out passionate enough for my taste.
You are Earth, though. Right? Ezra leaned forward, eyes gleaming.
Ezra, Ciela hissed, lowering herself to the seat. We're having tea with two Elements, now is not the time to let Ezra go off on some tangent. Be polite.
It's all right, Earth said, waving his hand. I was Joseph first, but yes, I have been Earth for a long, long time now.
Ciela could practically hear the wheels in Ezra's head spinning as he digested this information. We need to keep this on track. She opened her mouth to speak, but was cut off by Sarah, who had apparently reached the same conclusion. Why did you bring us here?
Because my brother has gone mad, Earth answered, sweeping his gaze around the table and meeting each of their eyes. And it seems as though you are our best bet at stopping him.
Why don't you just do it? Ciela almost couldn't believe the question had come out of her mouth. Oh, I had forgotten how you get around the Elements! The little voice in her head trilled in delight. You may have an issue with authority figures. Ciela gulped.
Because we know what happens when we take these matters into our own hands. Fire's face fell as she glanced down to her hands. The last time that we went to war with each other directly... it left a mark, a scar. And for other reasons.
What do you mean, it left a scar? Ezra asked, absently pouring himself a cup of tea. Like, it diminished your power, or it changed the way that the world works, or
Ezra, Sarah interrupted him. She's talking about the blight line.
Oh. The fire-kissed sat back in his chair, eyes wide.
'And Fire did come forth against him. But mighty Lightning cast her away, driving her across the land. And the line of blight was carved across the face of the world, that all may look on it and know the truth.' Ciela quoted, voice hushed.
Lightning's take on it, six hundred years after it happened, Fire snapped, eyes flashing. Ciela felt the temperature of the air around her skyrocket. I was trying to protect those people.
Now isn't the time, Earth said, resting a hand on the other Element's arm.
Why all the secrecy? Ciela tried to change the subject, shooting a nervous glance at Fire. Gaav's method of getting us here seemed... a bit extreme.
Earth and Fire exchanged a look. Fire cleared her throat and said, Wind may be the oldest of us, but he has a tendency to be... She gestured helplessly, eyes imploring.
A sadistic pain in the ass? Sarah finished for her.
The Element grinned, bowing her head to the wind-scarred. Yes, exactly. We can't be entirely certain about where he falls in all this, so the less he knows, the better.
This has something to do with the Pact of the Elements, doesn't it? Ciela glanced between them. You're afraid this will violate it, somehow.
Earth fixed her with a piercing stare. And what do you know of the Pact, little seer?
Ciela sat back in her chair. Everyone's staring at me now, she realized, clearing her throat. Well, it was the agreement with the Forbidden City that ended the War of the Elements. You promised not to directly involve yourselves in the affairs of mankind, and they promised to stay out of the rest of the world.
Those were just words, Fire commented. The real Pact was something more. Something deeper.
I don't understand, Ezra said, eyes searching. What else is there?
Earth grimaced down at his cup. We Elements cannot be killed. We are as immortal as the planet. But if the physical form we take suffers enough damage, our conscious mind will retreat for a time. This is what happened to Lightning. He glanced toward Fire, who looked away. Our brother had abused his power, forcing people to worship him, killing those who wouldn't. He would have simply started again when he awoke.
What did you do? Ciela whispered.
The four of us combined our power into the Pact. Fire sighed. We'd never done anything like that before. We bound Lightning, limited what he could do. The Pact is a literal thing, you understand. It is a part of him, put there by us, and kept in place by our will.
It wasn't the neatest solution, Earth continued, squaring his jaw. But it had to be done. And it worked.
Yeah, Sarah snorted derisively. It's really working just great.
Ciela cast a furtive glance at the scarred woman. Sarah, I don't
It would have, if it wasn't for you, Fire snapped. Ciela flinched back from the Element's tone as the room grew uncomfortably warm again. Five hundred years, and everything was fine. Then suddenly those poor scientists and inventors come out armed to the teeth. We pitied you, showed mercy, and how did you repay us?
Vanhi, Earth warned. Fire glared at him for a moment before sitting back and crossing her arms. Earth gave her a lingering look before turning to the rest of the table. There were... unforeseen complications.
He can do whatever you do. Ezra's voice was soft, thoughtful. Ciela cast a questioning look at him. The fire-kissed glanced up from his tea. That's what happened when you bound him, right?
Earth sat completely still for a moment, then barked out a laugh. Clever. I can see why Wind finds you entertaining.
The elementalists. Ciela met Ezra's eyes, understanding what he was getting at. You created the earth-crowned and fire-kissed, all of them, to let people fight off the Forbidden City. Because you had promised not to interfere directly.
And because it was the most we could do, Fire finished, shaking her flickering mane. We had learned that by exercising our power, we gave Lightning permission to exercise his. If any two of us took action it weakened the Pact.
And Wind doesn't strike me as the type to show restraint for hundreds of years, Sarah commented, voice dry.
Earth rubbed his forehead. No, our elder brother has long since disregarded any restrictions. Fear that the rest of us would move against him is all that stays his hand in any way.
So, if you move against Lightning directly, you'll free him to move against the world directly. Ciela shivered at the thought. A thousand years of being shackled... no wonder he's mad.
And that's why we need your help. Earth stood, glancing from Ezra to Sarah. We need you to bring Sanctuary into this. You can stop him, take the threat of the space station away, buy us time to work out a better solution.
Of course, they have all kinds of magic at their disposal. Ciela breathed a sigh of relief. They'll be able to do something, naturally.
Then why, the little voice in her head whispered, haven't they done something already?
Ezra cleared his throat. That, um... that may not go exactly the way you're imagining. He gave an apologetic shrug. See... the Chancellor already knows about Lightning's plan to bring down the space station... and, well...
Wait, they already know? Fire interrupted, her expression incredulous. What are you waiting for, then? Why haven't you already disconnected the space station?
He wants to kill the planet, Ezra admitted, shoulders slumping. Ciela heard a strange note in the song of his life. Almost like sadness. His family was some kind of military power at the Founding, and he still considers us to be at war with you. Not just with the Elements, with everyone outside. He told me that since the planet turned its back on us, it was high time we turned our back on it. Not sadness, Ciela realized. Resignation. Sweet Mother, he doesn't think we can do it. It's just been one thing after another, and now with Mat...
Mat. Ciela squeezed her eyes shut. Isn't... isn't there anything you can do? She heard the pain in her own voice, but didn't care. You're not giving up, Ezra Hawkins. I won't let you. There must be some other way, something
Why do you think we came out here? Sarah shook her head. We came to find help. We're on our own.
Ciela looked back and forth between the two elementalists. She turned to Earth, hoping to find something that could help, that could give them hope. He was looking at Fire, expression grim. What do you think, Vanhi? the Element asked. The general's descendants?
Water warned us that we would regret not killing him. Fire shivered. Seems that she was right, in the end.
Perhaps, Earth allowed. But this isn't the time for old memories of ancient enemies. The cavern around them lurched, and Ciela barely managed to stay in her chair. Ezra and Sarah weren't so lucky.
What was that for? Ezra asked, climbing to his feet. Did we just stop? Have... have we been moving this entire time?
This is where we're leaving you, chosen mine, Fire said, rising gracefully.
What? Ciela closed her eyes, focusing... there! In the distance, she could just make out the steady hum of a forest, little melodies of smaller creatures flitting through it. Her eyes flew open, locking on Earth. We're not in the mountains anymore. Where have you taken us?
I'm afraid there really wasn't much you three could do, way out there. Earth gave her an apologetic smile. I've moved you somewhere a little more vital.
Your friend has been busy, Fire continued. The one Lightning took, Matthew. Ciela flinched at the name. Focus, she thought at herself. We'll find a way to help him. We have to. Secret meetings with the Beloved in rooms lined with meteoric iron and devoid of any open flame to hide their words from us.
What does this have to do with Mat? Sarah asked, glaring at Fire. He isn't in control of himself, he can't
We know, Earth assured her gently. But he's just appeared on the blight line, a few miles out from Eastpoint. We brought you closer because we know that you need your device. His lips ticked up into a grin. Which is brilliant, by the way. Wormholes were just science fiction back in our day. It's nice to see that you've kept busy these past thousand years.
Um, thank you. Ezra shifted nervously, running a hand through his short hair and blushing. I mean, it just took... wait, you mean we're at Eastpoint?
About a day's walk out, Fire supplied. Originally, we had hoped that you could take back the device and bring Sanctuary into play, but I suppose we'll have to fall back on the contingency plan.
Oh, Ciela said, realizing what the Element meant. The earth-crowned, like Gaav. You have them destroying the rails that the Children of Lightning use!
That's right. Fire smiled at her. Deprive them of their modes of transportation and take away their access to wormholes, and we can limit Lightning's ability to act. It's only a stalling tactic, but until we can think of something better, it's all we have.
I didn't even feel the acceleration... Ezra was scanning the cave, a calculating look in his eyes. Probably because he's actually calculating something, Ciela thought wearily. Leave it to Ezra Hawkins to get snapped out of a depression by some puzzle. Moving something this size that far... you must have been using the rotation of the Earth or... wait, Eastpoint! Ezra whirled, beaming around at them. We can get the First Breath to call The Eye into this! They can help us get the wormhole controller back. No, more than that, Mr. Blair said that they might be able to mitigate the damage if the space station were to actually fall. We can do it. We can save everyone. Ciela met his eyes, knowing what he was thinking. Wait for us, Mat. We'll save you too, I promise.
I've arranged for a guide to show you the way to the city. May the Mother watch over you. Earth waved a hand and Ciela spun as sudden light poured into the cavern. Shielding her eyes, she turned back to find the table and chairs, the fireplace, and the Elements gone.
Dramatic, Sarah muttered, laughing under her breath. I'm a little surprised that you didn't have a gazillion questions to ask, Hawkins. I figured we'd have to drag you away from there.
Ezra gave the cave a long look, then shook his head. There are bigger things going on. Right now, we need to get to Eastpoint. He turned and flashed a fierce grin at Ciela. It's time to save the day.
Ciela smiled in return. He said something about a guide. As long as it isn't someone like Gaav, she thought, shuddering as the memory of being pulled into the earth came back to her. Turning, she squinted down the path. I think there's someone right down there. See? There's a woman on those rocks.
Definitely an earth-crowned, Ezra observed.
A woman earth-crowned, Sarah mused, a smile toying with her lips. Just don't make this one wet herself, okay Ezra?
That was one time, Ezra complained as they approached the stranger. And I have a lot more control now.
Ciela rolled her eyes and called out to the elementalist before them. Hail, earthen lady. I believe you were expecting us?
The small woman turned, her jet black hair a perfect match for the glistening stone adorning her forehead. Her elfin face lit up when she saw them, dark eyes sparkling mischievously. Ciela heard Sarah suck in a breath as Ezra came to a full stop. Yes, the mysterious earth-crowned purred. Yes, I believe I was. It's been a while, Ezzy. Did you miss me?
No, I said the pink ones. Kirsten dismissed a florist with a flick of her wrist, closing the communication window as she scanned a list on her private terminal. Honestly, you'd think they would have more pride in serving as the public face for the Engelmann Legacy. Especially given the honor of providing the floral arrangements for a wedding between the Crawford and Hawkins families. She shook her head, turning back to where Liza was being fitted for a dress.
I really don't think I'm comfortable with this, Miss O'Donnell, Liza complained, glancing down at the three women who swarmed around her, needles dancing. Are you certain that this ouch! Oh, I'm so sorry, I didn't mean to move. Is this really necessary?
Nothing but the best for the future Mrs. Hawkins, Kirsten said demurely. And that will teach you to laugh when I have to deal with Jeffries. And the quality of this shop is second to none.
Yes, but, Liza blushed, trying to cover her legs as one of the women removed a piece of the skirt. Do they have to make the dress on me?
Part of the experience. Kirsten gave her a sharp smile, opening a communication channel to one of her buyers. The man's dour face appeared in her neural network interface. I need a status report on the cake, she said, eyes already scanning to the next item on her list.
My apologies, Miss O'Donnell. Some of the items you requested were outside my normal area of expertise.
Kirsten's eyes widened for a moment as the corners of her mouth tugged upward. He found it. God, but it's nice to work with professionals. I trust you found everything according to my specifications? she asked, careful to keep her tone level.
It's all in this package, ma'am. The man inclined his head slightly as Kirsten received his data transmission. Kirsten cut the connection without another word, making sure to keep her expression neutral. This is it, she thought, accessing the contents of the package in a private data session. She glanced over the list their vendor had provided, checked the details of three specific cakes, and allowed herself a tight smile as the information on the disappearance of Galois Doe displayed on screen.
She'd had to call in nearly every favor she'd accumulated in school and then some to get her old classmates from the Sanctuary Operations division involved, but it had been worth it. Within a matter of hours, they'd dug through all of the missing persons data for the past several months, extrapolated likely connections and given a rundown of probable causes. The results were disturbing, but not unexpected.
According to her sources, over the past few months a surprisingly large number of people had simply vanished. No one was really looking for them: they were only grunts, after all. In a few rare cases someone had taken an interest in the circumstances surrounding an isolated disappearance, but the results were always the same: the investigators were very sorry, but there had been an accident. And in almost every case, the accident had left the body mangled beyond recognition, to the point where medical scientists had been called in to make the ID.
And every time, it's the Chancellor's personal medical team. Kirsten clenched her teeth as she scanned the report. The same set of scientists who were responsible for Sarah Hughes just after she and Ezra appeared in the University park.
But what really bothered Kirsten was the fact that every single missing person fit the profile of a Guild of Sundry member. Sanctuary isn't big enough for something like this to go unnoticed for long. She shook her head, scowling. The Chancellor's at war with the Guild, and for some reason he's acting too quickly. He should be whittling away at their base of power, finding more lucrative opportunities for the kinds of people who join the Guild, bleed them slowly. Just killing them doesn't make any sense; it's too sudden. Kirsten sighed, rubbing at her temples. The rushed pace did seem to fit with what was happening to the Hawkins Legacy, but she just couldn't
Sorry! Liza cried out as something crashed against the wall. Kirsten shot her a warning look and went back to the data her informant had gathered.
Galois Doe, age twenty two, officially declared the first victim of Ezra Hawkins. Sarah Hughes had heroically tried to stop Ezra, but in the end Miss Hughes had died from injuries she sustained.
Or at least that was how the story went. Kirsten frowned at the information, or more precisely, the familiar lack thereof. No body, no crime scene, no weapon, no witnesses, no motive. Just like Ezra's other supposed victims. Kirsten sighed and pulled up her private notes on the matter.
Matthew Matanane had vanished at around the same time, much to the distress of his family. The investigation was apparently ongoing, but according to Kirsten's sources no one was actually doing anything. Sebastian Walker, the man with the tattoos, hadn't been seen since the time of Miss Doe's disappearance. Kirsten grimaced. Something was going on here, and Ezra was in the middle of it.
That should be enough for today, a harried looking woman said.
Thank you for all your hard work on this. Kirsten shut down her private display and turned to the dress shop's proprietress with a smile. I know that Miss Crawford can be... she glanced around at the general state of disarray Liza had left the shop in, trying to find the right word. Difficult, she settled on. Please bill everything to the Hawkins Legacy.
The store owner brightened considerably at this and assured Kirsten that it would be no problem at all, that they were thrilled to be a part of this momentous occasion.
Liza emerged from the back room, changed into her usual long skirt and conservative blouse, looking embarrassed. The big woman pulled out a book an actual, paper book and promptly began reading. Kirsten rolled her eyes and ushered Liza out the door.
She paused for a moment, glancing over her shoulder toward the University district. Something tickled her memory. We're going for a little walk, Liza, she said, turning them away from the portal station and toward the park.
Shouldn't we be heading back to the estate? Liza asked, glancing up from her book, clearly still flustered from the dress ordeal. I'm very sorry, but I really don't think I can manage much more excitement today, Ms. O'Donnell.
This will be fast, Kirsten promised. There probably isn't anything there. Besides, it should be a romantic spot for you.
Liza looked confused but nodded, following along, nose buried in her book. They reached the University plaza and took their time navigating the paths, past the port station and the little clearing where Liza and Ezra had had their first date had taken place. If you could even call it that, Kirsten thought bitterly, remembering Galois Doe's interruption.
Kirsten came to a stop in front of the Conservatorium of Culture and frowned up at the building. This is where it all began, she murmured. We should take a look inside. Liza hurried behind her, looking worried as she shut her book and stashed it in her purse.
The museum staff welcomed both women graciously. Which is only proper, considering how much money the Hawkins Legacy is donating to them after the incident last year. Kirsten smiled and nodded and got by without too much fuss. She pulled up a picture of the damages that Ezra had caused and carefully found his trail. Everything had been cleaned up, obviously, but Kirsten was sure there was something here, something that they'd missed.
What are we looking for? Liza whispered, glancing around at the exhibits.
The beginning, Kirsten replied, retracing Ezra's steps from the exit back through the museum. They passed the ancient game archives and the rise and fall of internet culture, skirted the science fiction displays and a reconstruction of the archaic board game, and finally reached the exhibit on superheroes.
Kirsten scanned the room, trying to make sense of it. She pulled up the pictures from the damages report and carefully compared everything. Something caught her attention, and she zeroed in on the one piece of ancient art that hadn't been touched, either by Ezra or by the museum staff in the past year.
The phone booth.
Now why would this still be in the same place? she mused, pacing up to the antique artifact, eying it intensely.
Oh, I know that, Liza answered cheerfully. Kirsten turned, arching an eyebrow as she gestured for the other woman to continue. Well, Liza looked down at her feet, suddenly bashful. You see, it's a sort of homage to the first real superhero, so the curators decided that this exhibit should always remain as it was, in honor of the genre's place in history. She shrugged her shoulders. We did an article about it several years ago.
Kirsten thought for a moment, examining the exhibits. That doesn't make sense, she decided at last. If they wanted to honor it, they would have put it somewhere that really stood out. Instead, it's just back in a corner, out of the way, almost out of sight. And look, the door to the booth is facing a wall, where no one can easily see it. In fact... Kirsten squinted her eyes toward the ceiling, opening a program in her neural interface and sweeping the room. The cameras aren't even pointing at it, which is ridiculous, unless they don't care about it or are trying Her eyes went wide with realization. Unless you were trying to hide someone going in or out.
Liza began to say something but Kirsten quickly motioned her to silence. She walked around the exhibit, scanned the room once more, and ducked under the handrail.
Miss O'Donnell! Liza squeaked, rushing over. You're supposed to stay on this side of the railing! We're going to get in trouble, I just know it...
I just need to see something, Kirsten said, jiggling the door handle. It opened. It opened easily. As if the door was kept in good repair and used often. Kirsten pulled up one of Ezra's programs for setting wormhole connections, and her display immediately confirmed that this was the end point of a static wormhole. This is where he came out, she whispered. Which means that there are answers on the other end. If we can just figure out how-
Miss O'Donnell, are you back here? One of the administrators who had met them at the door called out, his voice echoing through the exhibit halls. Liza made a strangled noise, eyes darting around the room. Kirsten calmly slid the door shut and ducked back to the outside of the railing, hurrying Liza along and away from the booth. Oh, there you are, the man said, grinning broadly. I just thought that you might be interested in seeing how we're-
No time, I'm afraid, Kirsten flashed him a dazzling smile as she linked arms with Liza, steering the other woman toward the exit. I'm afraid that Miss Crawford has had a trying day, and we should get her home just as soon as possible. Liza whimpered in agreement, appearing to be on the verge of passing out.
Oh, of course, right this way, the man said, concern plain in his voice. Do you need anything, my dear? Water? A place to lie down?
Don't worry, she's in the best of hands, Kirsten assured him, her mind racing. There must be some way to trace that wormhole. And if we can do that, we'll find... something. It has to be connected to all this, it just has to!
They made out of the Conservatorium without incident, reached the plaza port station, and took a wormhole home.
Liza had just gotten her breathing under control as they started up the walkway to the Hawkins estate. So, you say that there's some kind of wormhole connection in that phone booth? I just don't see who could have
Lieutenant Jeffries stepped out from behind a bush, his expression grim. Liza screamed, stumbling back. Kirsten caught her and kept her upright, trying to work out what the DOLT officer was doing there.
Miss O'Donnell, he said, tone terse. We need to talk.
Blight and thunder, Sarah whispered.
Gal, Ezra breathed. How is this possible? Some part of his mind that wasn't stunned demanded as Galois Doe hopped down from her perch on the boulder and ran toward him. She... she's dead. Ariella and that thunder-struck, they never would have let her escape, how could she be
Gal practically tackled him in a full body hug, and suddenly it didn't matter how she was alive. Gal was alive. With a whoop of joy, Ezra hugged her back as fiercely as he could.
She kissed him, hard and passionately, and Ezra returned it with everything he had. Gal! his arms reported, holding her close. Gal! his lips agreed, tasting her hungrily. Gal! his mind sang, and Ezra felt a knot within him loosen, something he'd hardly known he had been holding. Gal was alive, and back with him.
There, she panted, breaking the kiss. That's exactly how I want you to greet me from now on. Ezra laughed aloud, flickering flames dancing from between his lips, and pulled her into another kiss. She melted into him, and his heart skipped a beat. Gal was back.
She pulled away, smiling her mischievous smile up at him. God, how I've missed that smile. Any more, and I'll break into a sweat, she teased. You're awfully warm. I guess that's to be expected, though. She put on a stern expression. But don't you dare ever kiss another girl again, even if she is an Element.
Ezra chuckled, grinning from ear to ear as he scratched his head. Technically, I think it happened a long time ago. During the, um, he cleared his throat, mood sobering. The Millennial Legacy accident. It was Fire who pushed me to safety. I've seen her; I'm sure of it.
Gal stared at him for a moment, then gave a slow nod.
Gal? Sarah whispered, stepping forward. Is it... is it really you?
Of course it's me, Sarah. Gal looked the blonde woman over, her eyes compassionate. Wind really did a number on you, didn't he?
That's right, Ezra realized. She wouldn't know about Sarah being a wind-scarred, or the Chancellor, or Mat, or... or anything.
Sarah rushed forward, the wind practically lifting her off her feet, and she embraced Gal tightly. Oh, Gal. I can't believe... She released the smaller woman, blinking back tears.
Sarah slapped her. She slapped Gal so hard that Ezra almost felt the impact. He took an unconscious step forward, reaching out a hand. What is she
Gal waved him off, stumbling back and clutching her cheek. Don't you ever do that to me again! Sarah snarled, her features twisted in rage. If you ever... A pitiful sob escaped her throat, as her expression softened to something between joy and pain. Don't... please, don't ever ask me to do something like that again.
I guess I deserved that, Gal said, straightening, tears in the corners of her eyes. I'm so, so sorry, Sarah. I just didn't see any other way. She swallowed hard, then bowed to Ezra's teammate. Please forgive me.
Sarah took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She regained some of her composure and gave Gal an icy stare. Don't think you're getting out of it that easy, Doe. Gal winced, but Sarah tempered her tone with a smile. I'm still glad you're back.
Ahem, Ciela cleared her throat.
Oh, right, Ciela! Ezra gestured her over. Sorry, um, Gal, this is Ciela. She's a water-seer! He beamed at Gal, who rolled her eyes.
It's an honor to meet you, lady seer. Gal bowed her head in respect, the obsidian shard on her brow glinting in the late afternoon light.
And you, earthen lady, Ciela responded, mirroring her movements.
Ezra looked at her in confusion. What is she talking about, earthen... oh, I get why Gal rolled her eyes! Obviously Ciela's a water-seer. He felt his cheeks flush as he glanced at the earth-crowned. It's not like she needed me to... wait... the earth-crowned... Gal is... You're an earth-crowned! he blurted out.
Ciela glared at him. Sarah burst out laughing. By the Elements! Gal exclaimed in mock surprise, reaching up to touch the small spike of shiny black stone that protruded from her forehead. He's right! She turned wide eyes to Ciela, her voice full of feigned awe. I am an earth-crowned!
The water-seer's lips twitched in the beginnings of a smile. And here you keep telling me he's some kind of genius, she commented to Sarah, who was gasping for breath behind them.
Well, I was a little distracted... I mean, she was dead, and now... He looked between the three women helplessly. It's Gal!
It certainly is, Gal nodded, looping an arm through his and pulling him along. Who is also an earth-crowned, and responsible for getting you all down to Eastpoint on the double.
Ezra let himself be led down the path. But his curiosity, which had taken a back seat to everything else for the last few minutes, finally got the better of him. How did you get away? And when did you become an earth-crowned?
Damn it, Gal cursed. Where's Blair when you need to win an easy bet? She turned back to Sarah. You're my witness, all right? Less than five minutes after I come back from the dead, and he's asking questions. Ezra blushed again, a bashful smile creeping on to his face, and Gal laughed. It's all the same story, actually. You've heard the nursery rhyme, right? She cleared her throat, then, in a singsong voice:
The earth-crowned are drawn
From the noble and strong
From those who protect
And will right any wrong
Ezra nodded, the wheels in his head turning and churning out thoughts. Earth was watching the whole thing. And he stepped in before they could get to you.
Gal winced, releasing Ezra's arm. Almost right. They actually did get me. The water-seer, she... Gal took a deep breath. The mouth of the cave collapsed in the blast, just like we had it rigged to do. And the seer was furious. She said she was going to enjoy finding out what my life was worth. That she was going to take her time about it. Even started in on me while the thunder-struck was blasting through the rubble. She shot a nervous glance back at Ciela, who was gracefully trailing at the rear of the group. Ezra looked back and met the seer's unnerving stare. Gal shivered. When she touched me, and took control of my body... it was terrifying. No, more than terrifying. It was like... she could have done whatever she wanted, and we both knew it. I was helpless. I've never been so scared in my entire life.
Ezra put an arm around her shoulder, pulling her close. He thought back to when Ariella had caught him. I was just a bug, pinned by her power. He gulped, the hairs on the back of his neck rising. Having that kind of control over other people... what does it do your mind? He resisted the urge to glance back at Ciela again.
So anyway, Gal continued, they knocked me out before leaving to chase you, and I woke up somewhere else. Earth was there. He asked me if I would swear to protect the innocent and seek justice to the best of my ability. I said I would. He told me it would be painful, she smiled. I told him that anything worth doing is. And so I was crowned. I've been wandering around out here ever since, going where Earth directs me sometimes, but mostly just trying to help people. She shrugged. Business as usual.
Ezra nodded, his mind whirring. So, Earth chooses people who will put the good of others before their own personal good. And Fire picks the passionate, Water picks healers who are willing to kill. He peeked at Sarah out of the corner of his eye. And Wind seems to choose anyone who entertains him. Who does Lightning pick? he mused aloud.
Gal gave him a sharp look, and nodded. I've wondered the same thing. Most of them come from his church, so I would assume devout followers, but some of the thunder-struck they're fighting up north... they're different. Smarter, tougher, not as crazy.
We ran into a few of them, Sarah volunteered. They didn't have the wild look in their eyes, but they also seemed pretty damned loyal to Lightning.
I told you, Ciela said quietly, her voice bitter. He gets in their heads and changes them. Water said they were all just extensions of his will now. There's no saving them. Any of them.
Mat, Ezra thought, knowing where the water-seer's thoughts had gone. We'll get him back, Ciela. Don't worry.
==
A few hours after sunset, they stopped and set up camp. Well, as much of a camp as they could set up, given that they hadn't exactly stopped to pick up their supplies before running into Gaav.
You're staying in sight this time, Hawkins, Sarah grumbled as she stalked to the edge of the little clearing they'd found to take first watch. I am not chasing you down again.
It all worked out in the end. Ezra grinned, his mind still humming, Gal's alive, as he willed the fire to die down a little.
The fact remains, Ciela said haughtily. That everything would have gone a good deal more smoothly if you had just been where you were supposed to be.
Ezra sighed as he lay down on the hard ground and stared up at the stars. His emotions were still buzzing, but after a long day of hiking, near-death experiences, speaking with immortal beings, and having friends brought back from the dead, his body was crying out for rest.
At least, until Gal sauntered up to him with a blanket. A blanket... and not much else, he realized, eyes going wide as she let it fall to the ground. So, Ezzy, Gal purred, her face hidden in the shadows cast by the flickering campfire. Want to feel the earth move?
Liza, why don't you wait inside, Kirsten said under her breath, making it clear that it was not a request.
Um, yes. Sorry, Liza apologized as she timidly walked past Lieutenant Jeffries. Oh, and it was very nice to see you again, Mr. Jeffries. She curtseyed quickly and fled inside.
The DOLT officer glared after the retreating woman. Thought that brute would never leave. Did you know she and Hawkins ambushed me and one of my men right before he disappeared? He scratched his chin, obviously deep in thought. Or whatever passes for thought in his head. She's in on it, somehow. I'm sure of it.
All right, Kirsten thought to herself. I just need to play the part of being flustered and overworked, then let him know that I don't have time for him right now. Of course she's in on it, she hissed, glancing around and resisting the urge to roll her eyes. Which was par for the course, at least around Jeffries and Liza. I really need to make some friends who I can take seriously. Why do you think I'm working so closely with her? This is my best chance to get close to
That's not important right now, Jeffries interrupted her, grabbing her arm and practically pulling her into the hedges. Listen, you need to stop looking into these disappearances.
Kirsten froze. How does he know about that? The only way he could have found out was if...
It dawned on her. Her informants, they were passing the information along. How far up did it go? Damn it, she thought, furious at herself for not considering that the information wouldn't be secure. What else do I have to work with? Ezra never had the kind of connections I would need to set up an information network. Liza, maybe? Her father? No, the Crawford Legacy doesn't have the pull to get what I need...
Kirsten, did you hear me? Jeffries's voice was urgent, his eyes darting around as he licked his lips. I shouldn't even be telling you any of this, we were instructed to just watch and see what happens. But... I mean... The man blushed, at a loss for words. Which was fine with Kirsten. She was too busy thinking to pay him any more attention.
Someone instructed him to keep an eye on me, which means this goes all the way to the top. Kirsten shook her head, reprimanding herself again for not being cautious enough. That answers that, she muttered darkly.
What? Answers what?
Oh, whether... I can trust my sources to report to the right people, Kirsten gave him a winning smile. Well, it was probably more sickly than anything, but it was the best she could muster, at the moment. I guess that means that they're loyal enough for my purposes.
You mean... Jeffries squinted at her, working it out. You were... testing them?
I had to make certain that they weren't leaking information back to Mr. Hawkins, she said, voice pitched low as she leaned in conspiratorially. You know how he can be. But it sounds like they're all acting in good faith and keeping the Chancellor apprised of the situation. Come on, take the bait, confirm my suspicions.
Oh, Jeffries let out a sigh of relief. Oh, thank god. I was really worried there, for a minute. He laughed, rubbing his face. When the Chancellor told... Yes. His eyes went wide for a moment, and he cleared his throat. I-I mean, when I was told to put you under special surveillance, I thought that maybe you had been feeding us bad intel this whole time.
Never, she whispered. Going to have to lay it on thick after all, if he's even considering that. Lieutenant Jeffries, look at me. She arched her back ever-so-slightly, thrusting her chin into the air and doing her best to look on the verge of tears.
He stared at her, something akin to wonder in his eyes. Find the weak spot, and exploit it, just like they taught us. I'm not one of them, do you understand? I never will be, and I'm proud of that. She felt the beginnings of a teardrop forming in her eye. Good, that will make the right impact while keeping him at a hands-off distance. I can't believe that you would think I was even capable of betraying the city's trust in me. Kirsten let her voice crack for just an instant as she dropped it to a whisper, allowing the tear to glisten its way down her cheek. Don't you trust me?
Of course! he practically yelled. Too easy. Of course, I never doubted... well, I mean, maybe I did, but it's just the pressures of the job, and, and I mean, I'm paid to be suspicious. I mean, of people! Other people, not that I'm suspicious or anything
She cut him off with a hopeful look, letting her hand rest lightly on his arm. Please, I just need to know that you're on my side.
He straightened up, clasping her hand tightly in his. Always, Kirsten. We'll get through this, don't you worry.
Kirsten took her hand back and made a show of wiping at her eyes. I had better get back inside, to figure out how I'm going to turn this situation around, or Liza may start to wonder what's taking so long. Just... maybe play along, and lay low for a little while. And stop bothering me. Just until I can get her to drop her guard.
You can count on me, Jeffries grinned, taking a step back and saluting. I will do everything I can to support you, Miss O'Donnell.
No, but really, she gave him an earnest look. I don't want them to know about, gag, us.
The DOLT officer visibly puffed up with pride at this. You won't even know I'm here. And with that, he turned and left.
Kirsten waited until he was out of sight, then quickly brought up her private terminal and began canceling meetings with her informants. Not all of them, that would be suspicious. But enough to not attract attention. She stepped inside the manor, the door whooshing closed behind her, her mind spinning out plans and scenarios in tempo with her heels clicking on the marble floor.
What was that all about, Miss O'Donnell, Liza asked, wringing her hands. He seemed rather upset. He didn't find out that we...
Nothing like that. Kirsten waved away the other woman's concerns, thankful that she'd managed to nullify the listening devices in the main hall. Honestly, is a little competency too much to ask for? Apparently my informants are no good, they've all been compromised. Or at least, enough of them that it doesn't make a difference. We'll have to
She was interrupted by a heavy knock on the door. The house dutifully announced that they had a visitor. Probably Jeffries, that idiot. She whirled and stormed to the door. I'll just tell him to go away and that will be the end of
The door slid open to reveal a tall man, his icy blue eyes scornful beneath his platinum hair. Behind him stood a fair haired young woman of fifteen. Kirsten was well acquainted with these two. It was her business to be.
Mr. Hughes, she began, to what do we
Skip the pleasantries, grunt, he said with disdain. Contact your master, we have business to discuss.
I'm sorry, she bristled at his tone. But I'm afraid that Mr. Hawkins is currently
And I don't care what line of rubbish you feed the media. He brushed past her, glancing around with a look of mild disapproval. We all know that the Chancellor's dogs keep very close tabs on their owners. After all, he turned his cold, piercing stare on her. It's the closest you'll ever get to being part of a legacy of your own.
It's nice to see you, Liza, the girl said, her tone reserved.
Yes, it's been a while, Natalie. Liza clearly forced her smile, eyes darting between the head of the Hughes family and his daughter. And Mr. Hughes, it is a pleasure, as usual.
The man flashed Liza a tight-lipped smile. Please, call me Seamus. After all, we're like family now, what with you marrying into a real Legacy. His tone dripped sarcasm. Your father must be thrilled.
E-excuse me? Liza took a step back, her cheeks flushing. Natalie had the decency to look embarrassed.
Sir, Kirsten's voice went cold. I will have to ask you to keep a civil tongue while in this house.
Please. Seamus Hughes stepped to a small table, running his finger over the surface and frowning at it. His daughter shifted from foot to foot, eyes downcast. We all know that there are the Legacies who keep Sanctuary running. He glanced toward Liza again, dismissively. And those who talk about it.
Liza's eyes went wide as she looked to Kirsten for support. I... I...
Enough of this banter. The man turned back to Kirsten, his eyes flashing in annoyance. I don't care what game your master is playing. I have a matter of some urgency to discuss with Ezra Hawkins.
Kirsten narrowed her eyes. Why would the head of the Hughes Legacy suddenly visit the Hawkins estate and demand to see Ezra? They've been rivals for years. She glanced at the girl, who was watching her from beneath a veil of hair. And why bring along his heir? No, more importantly, why does she seem so interested in my answer? Sir, she said slowly, her eyes fixed on the youngest Hughes. I'm afraid that, as I've told you
He'll know where she is, please! Natalie quickly covered her mouth as her father shot her a silencing glare, but the pieces were already coming together in Kirsten's head.
He'll know where she is... They must be talking about Sarah Hughes, that's the only connection to Ezra. Your sister? she asked aloud, directing the question to Natalie. Sarah?
The girl glanced at her father and remained silent, but that was enough.
I was told that she died of complications before they could stabilize her, Kirsten ventured. Seamus scowled at her. But you don't believe that. That's why you're here. Her mind raced with the possibilities. What about the others? There was no evidence, not even a body. This means something, I'm sure of it.
We're done here. Contact me when Mr. Hawkins is ready to talk, Mr. Hughes snapped. Natalie, come. He turned to the door.
House, please lock the front door, Kirsten said as she pulled up her calendar. And hold any calls; I will be otherwise occupied. With a flick of her finger, she cleared her schedule for the next few hours.
What do you think you're doing, you worthless grunt? Seamus Hughes roared, storming toward her. Unlock this door immediately, or I'll
I'm sorry, Mr. Hughes. She met his glare and squared her shoulders. But I did give you the opportunity to be polite. Liza? Kirsten allowed a predatory smile to grace her lips. Take them.
Stupid fire-kissed, Ciela thought, turning over for the hundredth time. Between making the campfire flare up to three times its size and then not even bothering to keep it going once he... was done, I'm going to go ahead and say that this is the worst night ever. She clenched her teeth to keep them from chattering. I mean, here we are, out in the middle of nowhere, and Ezra somehow ends up with a bunk mate. She shivered, then willed her blood to circulate faster. And she's the only one with a blanket. Stupid fire-kissed.
Her ears perked up as the gravel crunched behind her. Ciela reached out her senses and scowled. And she's not even asleep now. Which means Ezra has the blanket to himself. Bastard.
I know you're awake, Gal said, her voice quiet. The earth tells me every time you roll over.
I can see how that would make it hard to sleep, Ciela grumped, refusing to open her eyes.
The woman behind her sighed and dropped to the ground. Look, maybe we got off on the wrong foot. Let's start over, okay? Hi, I'm Gal.
Ciela let out a breath and rolled over, sitting up so her eyes were level with the earth-crowned. Why do you care if we're friends? she asked. I saw how you looked at me back on the trail. It wasn't a friendly look.
Gal shrugged a shoulder. I've had some... bad experiences with water-seers. And I was excited. How would you feel if you met up with old friends, friends who thought you were dead? I had no idea who I was meeting, just that I was supposed to be there. Earth is... a little vague about things.
He seemed talkative enough to me, Ciela grumbled, rolling her shoulder as she focused on a knot in her back. Stupid rocky ground.
The ground Ciela had been sleeping on flattened, the bumps and dips evening out. She blinked down at it, then met Gal's knowing look. He's very cryptic about this stuff, the other woman said, absently drawing her finger through the ground, playing with it like a pool of water. If a pool was actually made of hard clay. He just kind of leaves signs out, and if we're looking for them, we know where to go. She shivered and glanced around. Sarah's on watch duty, you want to go take a walk?
Not really, Ciela stared up at the stars through the leaves above them. I just want to get some sleep.
Then why don't you?
Ciela glared at the other woman halfheartedly. The ground is uncomfortable, and it's cold.
Right, Gal nodded. So, it's about Mat.
Ciela nearly attacked her right there. It felt like the words had punched her in the stomach. She squeezed her eyes shut, clenching her fists, pushing down the sob that threatened to tear its way from her throat. What right does she have to-
Do you want to talk about it? Gal's voice was infinitely soft and gentle.
Ciela took a deep breath and let it out. She opened her eyes and gave a tight smile. A walk may be nice, after all, she whispered, her voice hoarse. The earth-crowned nodded, rising easily from where she sat. Ciela stood, graceful as only a water-seer could be, and together they set out, nodding to Sarah as they walked past.
They just walked in silence for several minutes, taking in the soft sounds of the sleeping forest. A creek burbled somewhere off in the darkness and the wind sighed through the trees around them. So, Gal finally said. You two were...?
Ciela shook her head, then paused. Maybe we were... something. Her voice felt fragile in the quiet dark of the forest. Like it's a hidden thing, afraid to step out into the light. She cleared her throat. Mat and I... we went through a lot together in a very short amount of time. It was... I don't know.
Shared trials build bonds, Gal said, her voice unexpectedly reflective. Did you know that, if it wasn't for you, I would have thought I was alone out here?
Ciela gave the other woman a questioning look, at once confused and somewhat grateful to get off the topic of Mat.
They were talking about it in a tavern that I passed through. Said that the Besmirched were finally going to war, something about them tearing up a Beloved outpost. And they said that some big shot pilgrim was involved in all of it, her and her three henchmen: a fire-kissed scholar who had killed some Beloved baron, a wind-scarred pirate who had single-handedly robbed half the skystream, and a mercenary who had trained in the sword with Earth and learned medicine at the knee of Water herself. She chuckled, shaking her head. I had to get their descriptions five times before I realized it was Ezra, Sarah, and Mat.
That story may have been blown a little bit out of proportion. Ciela gave a wry laugh.
Word was Nathaniel Brightstone was too terrified to keep you in holding, once he heard about your connections with the High Seer Ariella. Gal began walking again, her tone still teasing.
Oh yes, Ciela said, rolling her eyes as she trotted to keep pace with the crowned girl. Because we're on such good terms. Especially after Eastpoint.
Do I sense a bit of sarcasm there, lady seer? Gal's eyes twinkled mischievously in the darkness. People were saying that you were her own personal apprentice, and after the events at the church in Silverfall...
Ha! Oh, I think lady Ariella would be happy to see me, if only so she could strangle me herself. She put on her most serene expression, mimicking the High Seer's cadence. I'm afraid your life has been measured and found... wanting. She grinned at Gal, who stumbled back a step before catching herself on a tree. Are you all right? Ciela asked, concerned. She was acting just fine a moment ago... did something happen?
Oh thank god, Gal breathed. Her hands were shaking as she leaned heavily on the tree. I was afraid that... ha, that was actually a very good impression of her, you know. She stood up, shaking her head as she worked to get her breathing back under control.
What? I mean, thank you, I think...
Oh, Gal grinned at her. I'm sorry. It's just, you were always related to the High Seer in some way, every time I heard anything about you. And after what she did to me... and then, knowing that she's been after Ezra ever since he gave her those scars...
Ezra did that? Ciela stared at the other woman in disbelief.
Gal nodded as she continued, Well, you can see how I wouldn't exactly trust you around them, what with you being a water-seer and all.
Wait. Ciela came a to a halt, trying to take the measure of the smiling earth-crowned before her. She quirked an eyebrow. Gal, did you lead me out here tonight to kill me?
Only if you'd really been associated with Ariella, Gal stated, happily unrepentant. Sarah's usually pretty good at picking up on things, but Mat and Ezra are idiots. I had to be sure. Her voice dropped, going cold and fierce. They're my friends. I won't lose them again.
Good, Ciela said, nodding sharply. And we'll get Mat back, too. I won't have it any other way.
Gal let out a merry peal of laughter, her dark blue eyes sparkling. Oh, I'm glad I didn't have to kill you. We're going to have so much fun together, you and I. Now, all we need is a nice bonding experience...
Ciela snorted, then gave the other woman a stern look. As if you could have taken me. And besides, I
Ciela felt something brush against her senses as several animals darted away. That was all the warning she got. Her body sang as she dove forward with superhuman speed, knocking the earth-crowned to the forest floor as a beam of hellish light cut through the air behind her. The ground shifted, softening the fall and letting both women roll easily to their feet. Ciela tensed to run toward their assailants, but Gal stopped her with a firm hand on her shoulder.
Wait, the crowned woman said, her eyes closed in concentration. Ciela felt a flutter of panic as the beam traced toward them, cutting trees in half without slowing. We're going to die if we don't move, what in the name of the Elements is she
The beam vanished. No, Ciela realized. It was blocked. She stared at the wall of stone that stood in the path of the terrible cutting light. But... it cut through everything... how could you?
I'm having to keep the earth rotating to prevent the beam from burning straight through. Gal barked out a harsh laugh, her voice strained. A Sanctuary team with weaponized lasers... what are they thinking? Way too risky to use in real combat, except maybe against a new wind-scarred. The ones who can't make lenses with the air, that is. She winced as her wall of rock began to glow a sullen red. Then again, with a big enough battery, I guess they could melt right through an earth-crowned's defenses after all.
Um, how long... Don't say anything, you idiot! Are you trying to distract her?
Gal glanced over and grinned. Oh, I can hold this one for at least another minute, and probably raise a new wall before it drops. That gives you plenty of time to take care of them.
Ciela stared at the little elementalist in disbelief. Well, she certainly doesn't demand much.
Oh, they'll be busy. Gal's grin broadened. Ciela gulped, glancing at the cherry-colored wall that was radiating heat like a bed of coals. Don't worry, the crowned woman continued, I'll make sure you're fast enough.
I know I'm fast enough, Ciela snapped. But I don't exactly relish the thought of getting cut in half by the... what did you call them? Lasers?.
It's not the lasers you need to worry about, Gal pointed out cheerily. It's the shield. It takes away your powers.
Ciela shivered and nodded, watching as fat drips of molten stone began to roll down the now orange wall. I've run into one before.
Good. Then you shouldn't be surprised. Just get them out of the skiff in case my attack doesn't drop it. Gal cursed under her breath and raised a second wall between them and the deadly beam. Ready?
Ready? What are you
With a martial yell, Gal stepped forward and punched. The stone wall leaped forward, crushing the foliage with impunity as it raced toward the source of the laser. Ciela blinked at the impressive display of power. What exactly did she need me here for anyway, if she could
Her water-seer balance caught her as the earth shifted under her feet, and suddenly Ciela was flying. She tried to scream as the forest raced past in a blur of mottled grays and greens. She felt a strange, tingling sensation, and her balance failed. Ciela fell backward letting out a gasp as she was crushed to the platform, held in place by the sheer acceleration. Sweet Mother save me! Her thoughts trilled, just as another part of her mind snarled, I'm going to kill her!
Without warning, her flying platform came to a halt and Ciela tumbled forward, landing awkwardly on something hard. She heard cursing around her, and looked up to find five men struggling to control the strange contraption she had landed in. They all turned to stare her.
Get her! one of the men cried, lunging forward. He lost his balance as the wildly careening ship slammed into a tree. The man cursed as he went over the side, arms wheeling. Ciela heard him give a startled yelp that was cut off almost before it began, and then nothing but silence.
Get them out of the skiff. Get them out of the skiff. Ciela's mind replayed Gal's words relentlessly. Skiff, skiff... she must mean the ship! With a scream of genuine terror, she lashed out at the next closest man, who rolled with the punch, rebounding off the giant stone embedded in the ship's bow. Or at least, she imagined that he would have rebounded if it hadn't latched on to him. He cried out as his body sank into the rock, reaching desperately for one of his fellows and pulling the second man along with him. Both were gone, absorbed into the stone, in a matter of seconds.
Two left... I'm going to be sick. Ciela grabbed the edge of the flying ship as it twisted and bobbed like a fish on a hook. She glanced up in time to see the man not at the controls pull out a blocky device. Just like the one Mat had, her mind warned. Something bumped against her free hand, and she scooped it up and hurled it at the man's face in desperation.
He didn't even flinch. With calm deliberation, he sighted on the object and shot it out of the air. Ciela cowered as the weapon roared... and a tingling sensation washed over her body. Her water-seer senses flooded through her in an instant, the feeling of life suddenly filling her with inexplicable joy. She and the man both glanced down at the broken object, which looked suspiciously like the thing Mat had used in Theron. As one, they looked up, and Ciela met his gaze with a smile.
The blocky device barked again, but it didn't really matter. Ciela flowed over the seat, hardly noticing the way that the ship bucked and turned beneath her, effortlessly evading the tiny projectiles. She caught the man by the wrist and willed his body to freeze as her other hand flashed out to the pilot's neck, stilling him as well. In one smooth motion, she kicked off of the ship, pulling her captives with her as her body arced gracefully through the air, landing in an easy crouch.
The ground erupted in a mass of waving tendrils the moment she touched down. With a cry of surprise Ciela vaulted away, catching a low-hanging branch, but not before the earth had claimed her two captives. They screamed as their bodies were pulled down into the ground. Ciela watched in horror as they went silent.
Ha! Gal laughed as she ran up. The skiff had stopped twisting and turning, the rock tearing away from it and sinking into the earth as well. Mother, she was fighting that thing the whole time. And then she buried them all like it was nothing. Ciela gulped. That's terrifying. I knew you could do it! And that flip at the end? That was strucking beautiful!
Earthen lady, Ciela responded, her voice cool. Did you just throw me at our assailants? Oh yes, the little voice in her head chimed in. Make the earth-crowned angry, that's probably a smart move.
Gal grinned from ear to ear. I warned you first.
Ciela tried to get mad, to yell and rant and scream... but she was just so happy to be alive that it didn't seem all that important. I'll need your promise to never do that again. She scowled at the other woman, but couldn't hold it for more than a second.
Done. Gal nodded her head sharply, holding out a hand which Ciela shook with a grin. Oh, almost forgot. Gal snapped her fingers, then placed a palm on the earth. The heads of five men popped up, covered in dirt. There, your skiff's transceiver should still be functional. Gal winked at them. I'm sure someone will be by to dig you up. Ciela almost laughed as they just stared at her and Gal incredulously.
The earth elementalist caught Ciela's arm, looped it through her own, and began walking them back toward camp. Like I was saying, lady seer, the little earth-crowned beamed up at Ciela. All we really needed was a good bonding experience.
That should be good enough, take off the hoods.
Kirsten watched as Liza pulled the black cloths from over the two Hughes' heads. Seamus blinked around at the dim warehouse, a scowl etched into his features. Natalie shivered and cringed away from Liza, who looked miserable.
What do you want from us? Mr. Hughes demanded, meeting Kirsten's gaze. Good, she thought with a smirk. He's come to terms with the fact that they're at our mercy. That should make things easier. She most definitely did not think about how she was going to get out of this later. Probably because it had just begun sinking in that she'd kidnapped the head of one of the most powerful houses in Sanctuary without any orders from her employer or the higher ups in the government. Which meant that all of the blame fell on her. Which is obviously why I'm not thinking about it, Kirsten reminded herself, suppressing a shiver.
I want to know how you're involved with all of this, she said, figuring that a direct approach was probably best. The disappearances, the Chancellor, framing Mr. Hawkins, everything.
Seamus Hughes stared at her for several seconds. Measuring me up, no doubt, Kirsten thought. He's probably surprised that we managed to put everything toget
What are you talking about?
Kirsten grimaced. So, it's going to be like that, is it? Mr. Hughes, why don't you take a look around you. She waved a hand at the empty warehouse. This building is owned by the Engelmann Legacy, and as you know it's their off season for flower synthesizing. There are no connections between their house and the Hawkins, which means that no one is going to look here for any reason for a long, long time. You're quite effectively cut off from whatever support you have in the outside world, so why don't you take a few moments to consider your answer before I
Seamus began to chuckle, interrupting her. You've got a lot of nerve, I'll give you that. But you're out of your depth here, grunt. Do you know what's going to happen to you when we get out of here? His voice went cold and hard. Because I don't. The Legacy houses don't let people know about things like this, they just make them go away. Kirsten perked up. Legacy houses? How are they involved in all this? You've crossed a line, Miss O'Donnell, and I'll see that you
Not the Chancellor? Kirsten said, thinking aloud. Is the Chancellor just a third party? But then why would he force that article about Ezra?
What?
The Legacy houses, you said. Kirsten looked him in the eye, trying to discern the truth. But not the Chancellor. Does that mean that the Legacy houses are involved in this war with the Guild?
Seamus just stared at her like she was speaking another language. The Guild? You mean, the Guild of Sundry?
You don't know what I'm talking about, Kirsten stated, knowing it to be true. She began pacing the room. But then why would you come to us about anything? You have no stake in this... She cast a frustrated glance at Liza, then paused, considering. Unless... unless it was because Sarah Hughes was involved with Ezra in some way. You were looking for her... why? She fixed Natalie Hughes with her most piercing look.
The young woman averted her eyes, trying to fidget away. She shot a glance toward her father for support, but Kirsten had made sure that the two wouldn't be able to make eye contact. Keep them from offering each other moral support, weaken their resolve, work on the strongest of the group so the others have time to break down. Her mind ticked through the lessons she'd learned in school for the best way to cut to the truth. It probably hadn't been meant as advice for interrogating some of the most powerful people in Sanctuary, but it did seem effective.
Sarah's body was too mutilated to release, so it was cremated on the spot, Kirsten continued, pulling up the report as she stalked toward the girl. Your responses were described as 'distant, but heartbroken.' Perfectly natural. She glanced down at Natalie. It says here you cried.
Natalie! Mr. Hughes snapped. Don't say a word!
They're hiding something, and she knows what it is. Kirsten knelt in front of the bound girl, who refused to meet her eyes. It must have been hard, losing your big sister like that. Kirsten pitched her voice low, keeping it soft and compassionate. I can understand not wanting to believe that she's gone.
Natalie! Seamus warned again. Kirsten gestured to Liza, keeping her attention focused on the little girl.
I'm very sorry, Mr. Hughes, sir, Liza said. But I'm going to have to ask you to please be a little more quiet. Kirsten made a mental note to teach Liza that sometimes force was a reasonable and correct solution in an interrogation.
I lost my parents when I was about your age, did you know that? Kirsten laid a gentle, consoling hand on Natalie's knee. It can be hard to come to terms with something like that, when someone who's always been there is taken away so suddenly.
Shut up, Natalie muttered under her breath. Got you.
You think of all the things you could have done together. Kirsten pressed her advantage for all it was worth. All the things you'll never get to do. You see reminders of them everywhere.
Shut up! Natalie hissed, whipping her head around to glare at Kirsten.
Natalie, be silent! Mr. Hughes commanded. But the girl was too far gone now, and Kirsten knew it.
It can be so, so hard, she said gently. And coming to terms with something like that can hurt more than
It wasn't Sarah! Natalie screamed, voice raw, harsh, and hateful.
Kirsten cocked her head to the side, careful to keep her tone inquisitive and interested. How could you know that?
Because we
Not another word! Mr. Hughes roared. Natalie paled and she shut her mouth.
Because we... what? Kirsten mused, rising from where she knelt and looking down at the Hughes girl. That implies that you have some kind of proof... Kirsten turned, pacing until she stood in front of Seamus Hughes, tapping her chin gently with a finger. But if you know that she's alive, or at least that the ashes weren't hers, why wouldn't you come forward? Call out the medical facility, demand the records?
The man stared at her obstinately. Kirsten gave him a shallow nod. Unless you couldn't demand more investigation... which would imply that it was above your head. Which means... that the Chancellor's pushing you around as well. She smiled as his eyes widened ever-so-slightly before he caught himself and went back to glowering. You can't investigate officially, because the Chancellor is on the other side, so instead you start tracking down your daughter's acquaintances to try and get to the bottom of it. But they've all vanished. So, what do you do next?
Please, Natalie pleaded, tears running down her face. Please, I just want to know that my sister's all right.
Kirsten stared at her for several moments. You assume that I have some way of knowing what has become of Sarah. Of course, because I'm the best link you have to Ezra, and she was last seen with him, appearing in the middle of Sanctuary out of a wormhole that couldn't have possibly been there, because there was no port station.
Covered in blood, Mr. Hughes growled, his icy glare hardening with rage.
Indeed, Kirsten's eyes narrowed. But that still doesn't explain how you know those ashes weren't Sarah. You must have some very convincing evidence to warrant storming into the Hawkins estate. Evidence that I would very much like to see, she added to herself. Even the Chancellor wouldn't be entirely immune if you came forward with something like that, unless you had gotten it in some...
Kirsten sucked in a breath, her face lighting up with a delighted smile as she met Seamus's eyes. He began shaking his head, his face going pale.
What is it? Liza asked timidly.
Oh, Mr. Hughes, Kirsten chuckled, queuing a recording program. You have been very, very bad, haven't you? She threw her head back and laughed. The only way you could possibly know that would be to perform a genetic analysis on a sample, isn't it? But that's illegal, she chided him. Genetic research has been outlawed for hundreds of years; how would you even know where to start?
He scowled, his lips a tight, thin line.
Hmm, Kirsten mused, pulling up a data access layer in her net connection. What was it, seven hundred years ago? Seven hundred fifty? Stop me when I'm getting warm. She accessed the marriage license database, scanning for the Hughes family name. Ah, here it is. Ignacious Hughes marries the Kaake family heiress. But they'd fallen on some difficult times, hadn't they?
You've made your point, the man growled.
It was rather callous of the other Legacy families. I've always thought that, at least. I need to get an actual confession, or he'll just turn this around and bury us the moment he's free. To use the Kaake family's genetic algorithms in developing the bloodline encryption that guards your research, and then outlawing that very research to ensure their own safety. How long have you been passing down the databanks, waiting for the prohibition to be lifted? I imagine any number of your family members may have dabbled a bit, here and there, when they found some free time. You are scientists, after all. But secret genetic research? Can you honestly trust something like that?
Anger flared in the man's eyes, then his shoulders slumped. The research is good, he spat. We tested the samples against the ones we keep on file. It was not my daughter.
Kirsten nodded. Secret genetic research? Can you honestly trust something like that? Kirsten's voice echoed through the air as she played back her recording. The research is good, Seamus Hughes answered. Kirsten gave him a meaningful look. He glared at her in return. Of course he knew what I was doing, she thought. And he also knew there was little he could do about it.
Well, Mr. Hughes, you're in luck. Kirsten walked around behind him, keying the release sequence into the restraints. It just so happens that I am also interested in getting the truth of this matter out in the open. She smiled at his confused expression. And it would appear that the Chancellor has quite a bit to answer for.
Eastpoint, Ezra thought, taking a deep breath and getting a feel for the city. How did I ever miss the presence of so many fire-kissed? He smiled to himself, noticing the slight pull of the Besmirched on his senses. And of course, the constant brush of the nuclear reactor core they'd recovered from Silverfall.
I've never actually been inside Eastpoint, Gal murmured, gazing around at the myriad shops and stalls that lined every street in unabashed awe. There are so many people.
My first time here was a little daunting as well, Ciela confided to her.
Ezra frowned. Those two had been giggling at private jokes and giving each other knowing looks since the night before. Something happened back at the campsite while I was asleep. Ezra shook his head sullenly. And they won't tell me what it was.
Focus, Hawkins. Sarah slapped the back of his head as she stalked past. We're here for a reason.
Ezra nodded absently as he rubbed his head. Mat's here. His voice was quiet, resolved. Somewhere in the city, and he's working against us.
Right, Gal chimed in. And if I were Mat, where would I go to deal the most damage to our cause?
The Eye, Ezra said, already convinced. He'll approach the First Breath, and ask him to withdraw his support of our cause. Without the wind-scarred at our disposal, there's no way we can stop the station from falling, if worse comes to worst.
Wait, The Eye? Gal glanced around the group. You had some dealings with those mobsters? With the First Breath himself?
Mat saved his life, Ciela said simply. It's a long story, really.
Yeah, Ezra grinned. Mr. Blair has some kind of connection with them, so he pointed us in this direction. But it never would have worked out without Ciela and her books.
Like I said, Ciela shot Gal a look and gave a long-suffering sigh. It's a long story. Gal nodded consolingly. Sarah almost managed to mask a quick laugh behind a cough, and the three women started off through the city at a brisk pace.
Seriously, what happened last night? Ezra called after them, trotting to keep up. I'm just curious is all!
Suffer! Gal turned, skipping backwards along the road that was quickly clearing for the four elementalists. It'll encourage you to get up your stamina! Maybe then you won't fall asleep before the fun stuff gets started! She winked at him, laughing merrily as Ezra's cheeks flushed a deep crimson. Oh yeah, Ezra thought, hanging his head. I had forgotten about the teasing...
==
Don't listen to him! Ezra yelled, throwing the doors wide open. He looked around the room triumphantly... and did a double take. Wait... where's...
The First Breath and Kiril looked up from where they sat. Ah, but I'm afraid that I need to hear what he has to say, the big wind-scarred chuckled, taking a sip of the dark drink in front of him. After all, sending out one of my lads to spy wouldn't be of much use if they did not then report back, yes?
But... they said you were in a meeting... and I thought... Ezra trailed off as Sarah smacked him upside the head again.
It is a pleasure to see you again, First Breath. Ciela dropped into a deep curtsey, and the huge wind-scarred graced her with a warm smile.
Ah, my sons and daughters, you are always welcome here. Come! He gestured to the seats around the table. Sit, sit. He beamed at the group. Oh? And who is this? A crowned lady, is it? He fixed Ezra with a stern look. I can't say I approve of your choice in company, lad.
Oh, sorry, Ezra quickly stood and gestured to Gal. Um, sir, this is Gal. She's a friend.
The leader of the Eye made a show of rubbing a scar that ran along his chin, counter to the graceful pattern of Wind's markings. The last earth-crowned I met gave me this, little one. Have you come to finish the job?
Gal laughed, pulling out a chair and plopping into it. Not unless you start breaking any laws. I'd probably have to take you down, if it came to it. She flashed her most disarming smile, dimples and all. That's just not fair, Ezra thought, shaking his head.
Ha! The First Breath threw his head back. I like this one! You hear that, Kiril? The big wind-scarred shook a finger at the slight elementalist across from him. No breaking the law around the Lady Gal. Kiril inclined his head, not even cracking a smile.
He's no fun, is he? Gal stage whispered to Sarah, who chuckled a little.
You should meet his sister, she replied. I think you two would get along famously. Sarah laughed again. You should have seen the way she pinned Mat back when we first met... She trailed off, face falling as she shot a glance toward Ciela. Never mind, she finished quickly, pouring herself a glass of wine.
You're, uh, probably wondering what happened with Mat, Ezra said, swallowing hard as his hands clenched into fists.
Ah, my children, the First Breath sighed, shaking his massive head. Not everything goes as we plan in this world. But we take what the Mother has given us, and we dance to the tune of Elements, and we make the best of it.
It wasn't the tune of the Elements, Ciela said softly, her eyes fixed on the table. Just Lightning.
I am sorry for your loss, my daughter, the elementalist intoned, grief evident in his voice. If I could bring him back
He's not gone, Ciela hissed, standing suddenly. Lightning may have changed him, may have tried to take him away from us, but we're going to get him back. With that, she stalked from the room, slamming the door behind her. Gal took a look around the table, then quietly excused herself to follow.
So, my son is with the enemy. The big man ran a hand through his stormy gray hair. It is worse, in a way, no?
Have you ever heard of one of them breaking free? Sarah asked, her eyes downcast, tone hopeless.
Never, my daughter. The First Breath shook his head, shoulders slumped. Not in the lifetime of my father or his father before him. The Children of Lightning have always been unfailingly loyal to their creator. They live to spread belief in him, and turn their hands to his purpose in all things.
Actually, Ezra said. That's why we're here. Mat is in Eastpoint, right now. He frowned, glancing around the room. I'm a little surprised that he hasn't come to see you, all things considered.
Indeed. The First Breath scratched his chin. He would be working against you now, would he not? Perhaps he does not believe that I would be swayed by the arguments of a thunder-struck. And he would be right, the big man said with a grimace. He shook his head, waving a hand. Let us speak no more of this. There is something here that should be of interest to you, my young fire-kissed. He motioned to Kiril, who cleared his throat.
As you requested, First Breath, I investigated the fire-kissed activities in and around the town of Blessing. That's the Beloved capital, Ezra realized with a start. Kiril continued. I came across something of some importance. The solemn wind-scarred slid a piece of paper across the table. I copied those orders from a missive sent out by Nathaniel Brightstone himself. They detail the seizure of a vast quantity of supplies from Beloved held cities, along with shipment patterns.
They say an army marches on its stomach, the First Breath mused.
As you say, sir. They appear to be heading toward a remote region within their own territory. Kiril shrugged a shoulder. I tried to uncover why, but there is literally nothing interesting about their target. Hardly even a village nearby, much less anything of value.
Wait, Ezra glanced between the two wind elementalists, his stomach sinking. Are you saying that Nathaniel Brightstone is going to war? Within his own territory?
It would appear so, my son, the First Breath gave him a curious look. Why?
Do you... Ezra's voice caught and he cleared his throat. Please let it be something else. Do you know where they're marching to?
Kiril nodded, pulling up a map and spreading it over the table. He tapped a finger on a barren location, a few hundred miles north of the blight line. Ezra glanced at the other landmarks, quickly calculating coordinates in his head. But he already knew where the Beloved were heading. He swallowed hard, eyes darting to Sarah.
That's Sanctuary.
The door flew open, making Ciela jump. Stupid, she thought to herself, wiping at her eyes. I should have been paying attention. I can feel all of them, for the Mother's sake.
Sarah came storming out, pacing the floor angrily. How did they figure out where it was? I don't even know where the struck it is! She glared at Ezra the moment he cleared the doorway. This is your fault, somehow.
They could have found it any number of ways, Ezra muttered, waving her off. He had a pensive look on his face, like he was thinking hard. Lightning must know where it is, or Mat found coordinates nearby. But it doesn't matter how they know; we have to do something about this.
Hey, slow down, Gal said, rising from the seat beside Ciela and casting back a consoling smile. At least one of them feels some compassion, Ciela thought bitterly. Not that she had anything against Sarah and Ezra, of course. But between Ezra's constant blighted curiosity and Sarah's normal state of pent up rage, they didn't exactly create a very supportive environment. And Mother knows I could use some support.
That's very honest of you, the sarcastic little voice in her head sneered.
Ciela scowled at herself. This was no time to break down. She tuned back in to the conversation just as Gal yelled, What?! What do you mean the Beloved are marching on Sanctuary?
Pretty much exactly that, Sarah spat, glaring at Ezra. Which probably didn't make any sense, but Ciela had learned that it was actually pretty therapeutic. Besides, he'll deserve it eventually.
So, this is your home, this Sanctuary? The First Breath stepped from the room, Kiril close behind. It is the home of Blair as well?
Yes, Sarah answered, biting off the word.
We know that Mat met with the Beloved sometime in the last two weeks, Ezra said aloud, rubbing a hand through his hair. He must have struck some kind of a deal with them to help off-set the heat from the space station's re-entry.
That's a good thing, isn't it? Kiril asked. Ciela jumped at the sound of his voice. Elements, but he's quiet. I almost forgot he was here.
Well... it means that it won't be a global catastrophe. Ezra paused for a moment. And if they're going that far, they'll probably moderate the speed of descent as well, so the impact should only destroy everything for a few hundred miles or so.
Ciela saw the First Breath raise his eyebrows. And this is when they are being careful? A few hundred miles of destruction?
Sarah nodded. If they just pulled it down, it could destroy the planet. Slowly, maybe, but surely.
I believe they were planning to ask for your help with making sure that did not happen, sir, Ciela said, glancing from face to face. Ezra nodded.
So that's why Blair sent you to The Eye, Gal blew out a breath. I thought he'd finally just gone off the deep end.
The First Breath looked at the earth-crowned closely. Ah, another one of the old devil's lasses. Of course. Kiril, he barked without turning away. How many of us are in the city.
Three hundred and twenty nine, sir, counting those we could pull from the skystream within the hour, the young wind-scarred answered immediately. So many, Ciela thought, surprised.
Make it so, the leader of The Eye commanded. Kiril inclined his head and strode from the room. We will be ready to aid you, my children. And besides, he grinned broadly. I will not leave our fate in the hands of mad men, yes?
Ezra let out an explosive sigh. Thank you, sir, really. I just... I didn't know how to ask.
It is nothing, my lad. Ciela hid a grin as the big wind-scarred slapped Ezra on the back, nearly knocking him over. We all do our best, so that
First Breath! A wind-scarred came barreling into the room, the air swirling around him. Sir, there are messengers out front!
What do they want, my boy?
Um, the wind-scarred licked his lips, glancing around the room.
Spit it out, lad, the First Breath said. These are my family, I have no secrets from them.
Yes sir, the elementalist responded, straightening. Sir, Val sends word that she must politely decline your invitation. She will, however, be free to meet tomorrow at a neutral location.
Oh? The big wind-scarred loomed up, the air in the room going unnaturally still. Ciela gulped. It's so easy to forget how dangerous he is. And what does the little minx have to do that is more important than meeting with the First Breath of The Eye?
T-there was an envoy from the church, the messenger stammered, obviously terrified. At least a dozen Sons and Daughters of Lightning, sir.
What? Ezra turned to him. They're with Val now? Was Mat with them?
I-I don't know. The wind-scarred glanced around, obviously confused. They were already inside when I got there.
We need to get over there, now, Ciela said, turning down the hallway.
Wait, lady seer! the messenger called out before she had taken more than two steps.
Ciela met his gaze, and the other elementalist visibly wilted under her all-blue stare. Yes? she asked, voice quiet.
Um, the messenger shot a glance back at the First Breath, then blurted out. There was a message from the Temple of Life, addressed to you. They've, um... there are several seers waiting, and they, well...
What do they want? Ciela prompted. Honestly, you'd think that Ariella herself had
The High Seer requests your immediate presence, lady seer.
Ciela felt the blood drain from her face. Blight and thunder, she whispered.
==
So, here I am, Ciela thought, glancing around at the little stone room in the Eastpoint Temple of Life, grinding her teeth in frustration.
She had been terrified at first. Especially when she'd seen that Ariella had sent no fewer than five water-seers to collect her. Sure, she had told the others to just go on without her, that she would catch up, but the long walk to the Temple of Life under such heavy guard hadn't exactly been calming. By the time they'd arrived at the Temple, she had been certain that Ariella was going to kill her.
But that was at least three hours ago. Honestly, Ciela thought, I understand that she's trying to make a point, but if she'd wanted me scared she should have done something by now. She paced back and forth, muttering under her breath, and was just about to pound on the door when it swung open.
Ciela de Leon found herself standing face to face with High Seer Ariella, the Left Hand of Water. A woman so powerful in her craft that she had become the youngest High Seer in over three hundred years. A woman so subtle in her machinations that fire-kissed sitting in their own fortress would panic at her name. A woman who was decidedly not happy.
Oh yes, the snide little voice chuckled. She clearly needed to play mind games to intimidate you, didn't she? Ciela was too busy remembering how she had hit the High Seer in the face during their last meeting, and regretting it intensely.
Ah, seer de Leon, the High Seer inclined her head, her voice serene. As always, Ciela thought, trying to fight down the urge to flee before the blood lust that lurked just below the other water-seer's calm exterior. It is a pleasure to see you again. I had thought you might not return.
I, um... Ciela cursed herself as her voice cracked in fear. I would like to apologize, High Seer. She squeezed her eyes shut and bowed her head deeply. I was rash in my actions, and should have attempted to explain the situation before doing... what I did. You mean punching her in her smug face, Ciela's inner voice supplied. Shut up, she thought at it, horrified.
We all make mistakes, my daughter. Ciela's eyes flew open, shocked. I trust you have had time to reflect on the situation in your absence.
Y-yes lady seer, of course! Am I hearing this right? She's... she's not killing me. Why isn't she killing me?
I am glad. Ariella motioned her out of the room with a graceful gesture. This way, my daughter. It is already past time.
Past time? Ciela asked, still trying to come to terms with her not-so-imminent-demise.
For your test, of course. To determine your potential as a water-seer. I have high hopes for you. Ariella smiled at her and opened a door a little further down the hall. Wait, High Seer Ariella smiled at me? Something isn't right here.
Ciela cautiously stepped into the room and found herself on a balcony above what looked like an arena. Around her sat five elderly water-seers with parchment, quills, and ink laid out before them. Late afternoon light was streaming through the open ceiling overhead, illuminating about a dozen armed mercenaries on the arena floor. I... I don't understand. Ciela glanced back at Ariella for an explanation.
It is quite simple, my daughter. Ariella gently guided her forward, to the edge of the balcony. We simply need to test your various abilities in both life and death. She smiled, as if at a private joke. I probably shouldn't have to tell you this, but killing any of the examination subjects will result in an immediate failure.
Ciela glanced down at the mercenaries, frowning. None of their bodies sang with the song of an elementalist. There has to be a catch... What happens if I fail?
There is only one failure in matters of life, Ariella intoned. The final failure.
Ciela gulped, looking back at the men in the pit. Oh, certainly they looked dangerous, but compared to a water-seer they all just felt... clumsy. Just have to keep them alive, got it. That's it then? Just fight them but don't kill anyone? she asked, trying to get the measure of her opponents. I'll need to be fast, disable them as quickly as possible. That should be easy enough.
Yes, my daughter. That is all. Ariella placed a hand on Ciela's shoulder. Oh, and one more thing.
Ciela turned to the other seer and gasped in pain as something hit her in the stomach. She looked down in horror to see blood flowing freely around the High Seer's hand, which was driven into her body up to the knuckles. Her eyes came up and locked on Ariella's merciless, all-blue orbs. The High Seer smiled her cruel smile. I look forward to seeing you perform, daughter.
S-she... she stabbed me! Ciela stared down at the High Seer's hand in horror as her body was lifted from the ground. With a flick of the wrist, Ariella sent her flying into the arena, blood trailing in her wake. She hit the ground and instinctively tried to roll, only to let out a strangled scream of anguish as her stomach muscles contracted around the wound.
Mother, but it hurts! Ciela clutched at her midsection, curling into the fetal position on the packed dirt floor. I have to stop the bleeding before I
She felt the attack before it came. Clenching her teeth, Ciela pushed off hard with her hands and feet, sliding away as a spear impaled the ground behind her. That was a cheap shot, part of her raged as her water-seer senses screamed another warning. She ducked just in time, feeling the wind as a massive ax passed just over her head. The movement sent a jolt of pain tearing through her core, and Ciela stumbled.
A third man lunged at her, the tip of his spear gleaming in the dying light. Ciela snarled at him, one hand shooting out to bat the weapon aside, drawing a line of fire across her hand as the blade split her flesh. They're trying to kill me, she realized as the mercenary dropped to a knee, revealing a second man with a crossbow already leveled on her.
Wind and Lightning, she spat, jerking her head to the side as the weapon twanged. She wasn't quite fast enough. Another lance of pain shot through her as the arrow lodged itself in her shoulder, throwing her off balance yet again.
Two men with swords and shields closed on her. Ciela took a shallow breath, catching herself and turning her stumble into a beautiful kick. She leaped into it, slicing through the air at the first man's head.
Her foot rattled against his partner's shield.
Ciela nearly blacked out as she rebounded, the jarring impact sending fresh waves of agony burning through her core. Her vision blurred as her body hit the ground again. She blinked away tears just in time to see one of the men swing his sword down at her with brutal efficiency.
I can't dodge it. The thought seemed to slow time, bringing everything into perfect, crystalline focus. She saw the second man, stepping to cover his comrade, moving in a tight, practiced formation. She heard the click as a second crossbow bolt was readied, the gentle hiss of a controlled breath as another archer took aim, the scratch of a quill on parchment. She felt the blood pulse out of her stomach wound. The bitch stabbed me with her strucking hand! Another lesser shot of pain streaked through her palm where it had just been cut. She squinted up at the soldier, intent on cursing him, his family, the High Seer, the strucking test, and the blighted sun glinting off his armor.
And she saw the answer. Her hand blurred as it swept up, fingers closing around the hard steel of the blade. She felt the edge bite into her skin, and willed the water within her to let it go no further. She grimaced as the force of the blow ran down her arm, hitting the arrow wound with a flash of pain. But she stopped it.
Looking up, Ciela was rewarded with the sight of the man's eyes going wide. His partner stepped around, bringing his own weapon to bear. Under normal circumstances, that would be the end of it. Ciela smiled. But these circumstances are anything but normal. She felt the blood, the tissue, the skin, even the bones in her arm, heard the water within her singing out, adding its voice to the melody of life.
And she asked it to move.
With blinding speed and irresistible force, her arm was pulled to the side, fingers still locked on the sword. The man on the other end was pulled right along with it and sent crashing into his comrade. They went down in a mess of hard armor and tangled limbs, and suddenly the sword was hers.
Without pausing to think, she whipped her arm back, throwing the sword toward the archer she had heard lining up his shot. The blade caught him in the leg, skewering his thigh and sweeping it out from under him. He went down, dropping the crossbow as he attempted to break his fall.
Ciela's muscles screamed in torturous pain and she felt a bone in her wrist snap. My body can't take moving that fast, she noted, once again returning her focus to the gut wound Ariella had given her. Lightning take the woman, as if a fight for my life wasn't hard enough. The bleeding quickly fell under control, and Ciela worked her way to her feet, glancing around.
The mercenaries had moved to surround her, advancing cautiously. I guess I gave them something to worry about, she thought with a wince. Not like I have too many tricks left up my sleeve after that. Unless...
She paused, eyes drifting up to the balcony where the assembled water-seers were watching intently, scratching down notes. The High Seer's face was unreadable. None of them made a move to stop the fight. I'm on my own then.
Her mind raced through possibilities. If I could just harden my whole body, maybe I could take their next attack while still healing my wounds. She hissed out a breath in frustration. No, without blood flow around the damaged area, I could never heal it fast enough. Gritting her teeth, she pulled the arrow out from her shoulder. Her eyes shut for a moment in pain, and she felt a sudden wave of fear from the mercenaries.
Her eyes flew open. Because I pulled out the arrow? I suppose I could use it to take one or two of them down, but I'm not going to be able to do much, injured like this, so why-
Think clearly, you idiot, her internal voice snapped. Ciela began to snarl a response, then froze. She had felt them. Clearly, more than she could right now. Eyes darting around the circle, she spotted three more archers taking their positions, crossbows raised. One shut his eyes for a moment to focus.
Because I'm relying on my eyesight, she realized. Gulping down her fear, Ciela let her eyes drift closed, concentrating on the music of life around her, on healing her wounds, on anticipating the strikes.
They all came at once, from every side, bright tones of intent and death focused on her and her alone. She felt the first arrow bite the skin at her temple.
And she stopped it cold.
Each and every blow tasted her blood and crashed to a halt, stopped by a pinpoint of unyielding skin. She remained like that, standing perfectly still and holding the weapons in place for several seconds as her body finished knitting itself together. Then she opened her eyes.
Ciela de Leon, the youngest water-seer in all the Temples, smiled at the terrified men around her. She nodded a tiny salute to them. And she moved.
They never had a chance. Her arms and legs swept through the air in a furious blur, ripping weapons from hands and cracking armor with each graceful motion.
The arrow she had pulled from her shoulder was sent flickering past a swordsman's ear, and one of the archers went down, clutching his throat, blood pooling through his fingers. She bent aside from a spear thrust, catching the haft of the weapon and kicking the mercenary away, sending him flying into the wall of the arena. In the same fluid movement, she threw the weapon, catching a second archer in the gut and tossing him backward.
She twisted and leapt into the air, effortlessly evading two slashes, landing on one foot and planting her hand on the nearest man's face. He stiffened as her awareness expanded into his body, and suddenly he was pulled from his feet. She swung him around as if he weighed nothing at all, smashing his legs into another mercenary's skull before flinging him toward the last archer.
And then there were none. Exhaustion hit her like a hammer, but Ciela forced herself to stay upright. She lifted her chin and cast a defiant glare up at Ariella. The High Seer still had that thundering serene look on her face, hiding any reaction. How can she still manage to look smug after that? Ciela raged. I just took her best and threw it back in her-
Is there a question, my daughter? Ariella asked, voice level.
I... no, lady seer, Ciela answered, confused.
Then I suggest you get back to work. Ariella gestured to the men all around the arena. Those wounds aren't going to heal themselves.
With a start, Ciela looked around. Her eyes fell on the man with an arrow in his throat as he slumped forward, head lolling to the side. Sweet Mother help me, she prayed desperately, leaping to save the lives of the men who had tried to kill her.
==
Rain pelted Ciela's face as she watched the High Seer lower the lifeless corpse of the mountain lion to the cold stone. Save him, the Left Hand of Water demanded.
I... I did. Ciela looked around, eyes searching for her brother. I know I saved him. I brought him back, years ago...
Save him, the High Seer repeated, and Ciela saw Mat lying at her feet, his face twisted in pain.
Mat! she gasped, falling to her knees and reaching for him. But she couldn't feel his life, couldn't ask the wounds to heal or the damage to repair. No! she screamed, tears mixing with the rain as she pounded the ground in frustration and rage. Mat, I'll save you, don't go!
There is only one failure in matters of life. Ciela looked up at Ariella, lightning tearing its way down from the sky, leaving the water-seer a black silhouette against the dark night. The final failure.
Mat! Ciela cried, sitting up, the sheets tangled around her. She struggled to catch her breath, trying to get her bearings.
Easy there, lady seer, a kind voice said. Ciela spotted a man carefully tending to a patient in a nearby bed. I'll be with you in just a moment.
Ciela settled down, nodding as she sat back. I'm still in the Temple of Life. Another thought struck her. Did I save them all? she blurted out.
The man turned, chuckling. Candlelight revealed the all-blue eyes of a water-seer. Indeed you did, young seer. A most impressive display of healing, if I do say so myself.
She let out a sigh of relief before even registering the compliment. Thank you, sir. Ciela smiled at him, then squinted her eyes. You... you were one of the judges, correct?
His face wrinkled with smile lines as he inclined his head. It is my privilege as the master of this Temple to sit in on every examination. Although, I have to say, I have never witnessed such a handicap. The High Seer has a great deal of faith in your abilities.
Ciela swallowed down her first response about what the High Seer had faith in. I survived, that's enough, no need to make things any worse. Especially not in front of a Temple master. Handicap? she asked, trying to steer the conversation away from Ariella. What do you mean?
Oh, normally it's something simple, like being blindfolded or having your wrists bound behind your back. The elderly seer waved his hand. But a serious injury to your core? And against such a well-trained group of fighters? He shook his head in wonder. The High Seer must have something special in store for you.
Oh, I'm sure she has something in store for me, Ciela muttered, swinging her legs off the bed. Am I free to go? Or does the High Seer wish to speak with me?
The master water-seer smiled down at her. No, the Left Hand of Water left almost immediately after your test. She has urgent business to the east, and was lingering only to administer your test personally. I had thought to tend to any injuries you still had, but, he nodded to the bed. All you needed was a few hours rest. Ah, he smiled wistfully. To be young again.
Thank you for your concern, master seer, Ciela bowed to the man as she rose.
It was no trouble at all. Literally, he grinned at her. I spent the whole time tending to the ill here.
Ciela glanced around the room. How long did I sleep?
Some three hours, young seer.
Three hours? she exclaimed, glancing at the beds. They were nearly all occupied. Is there some epidemic?
Would that it were that simple. The seer shook his head. All of these suffer from maladies of the mind. Alas, it is beyond our skill to heal such things.
Ciela nodded her head, really seeing the patients for the first time. Many were tied down, several muttering incoherent syllables under their breath. May I...?
The other seer gave her a curious look and stepped aside, gesturing to a nearby bed. Ciela stepped up to it, looking down at the man. Master Windon told me that the mind is beyond the skill of even the most talented water-seer.
She frowned, watching the man's eyes flicker back and forth, as if he were hoping to catch sight of something in the shadows. What is he feeling in there? Hesitantly, Ciela placed a hand on either side of the sick man's head. He struggled against her for a moment, then just stared at her, lips moving but no sound coming out.
He's in so much pain. Ciela gasped, fighting the urge to pull away. Sweet Mother, it's so... complex. She felt lost just trying to touch the man's mind.
Did you honestly think you could help him? the little voice in her head whispered. Did you think that a few hours spent with Mat could teach you more than a thousand years of
Hush, Ciela thought to herself, trying to remember the diagrams from Mat's magical book. Maybe... he did say that it was possible... Reaching inside herself, Ciela felt her own mind, felt the endless connections and pathways, far beyond her understanding, yes, but natural. I wonder... if my mind is working correctly, maybe I can just try to imitate that, feel for the differences... She bit her lip, concentrating. Maybe... just maybe...
The man cried out and Ciela fell away from him, her head spinning. How long was I in there? She reached a shaking hand up to her forehead, wiping away a thin sheen of sweat.
She glanced up and met the man's eyes. It was like a fog had cleared from them. They're gone, he whispered, his tone one of awe. I can't... I can't hear them anymore.
Ciela could only stare at him as the man lay back, drifting off into a peaceful sleep.
How? The master seer took a step forward, resting a hand on the sick man's brow. In the name of Water and Fire, how did you do that? I was just about to pull you back, you were focused on him for so long... that was the most... He shook his head, turning to meet Ciela's eyes. Then, with almost exaggerated care, he reached out and took her hand, bringing it to his lips reverently. You are always welcome here, sister, he said, voice quiet, almost stunned. I shall eagerly look forward to your next visit.
Thank you, master seer, Ciela dipped into a graceful curtsey, fighting not to grin. A seer should be reserved and respectful. I shall look forward to your company.
Jonus! Finally! Ezra craned his neck over the five Besmirched blocking their way, flagging down the old fire-kissed warrior just as the man stepped from Val's throne room. Tell them that we need to get in there, right now!
Jonus gave Ezra a weary grin and shook his head. Sorry, kid. Val gave me some thundering specific orders. Ezra's eyes went wide. Aren't the Children of Lightning right on the other side of that door? The man froze, glancing back at the door, then muttered under his breath, Strucking hell, can't even talk right with these blighted thunder-struck around.
Oh, I like him, Gal said, her eyes glinting mischievously. There's a man who can speak his strucking mind.
Ha! the old Besmirched barked. An earth-crowned with a sense of blighted humor! Where'd you find this one, kid?
Um, Ezra paused, considering. It's actually a really long story. But we really do need to get in there right now, before they leave. This is a matter of life and death, Jonus.
Calm the struck down, kid, the elementalist cursed, stepping past the guards and taking Ezra by the arm. Nothing you can do here, so just leave it alone.
Jonus, please, Sarah pleaded. Please, our friend is in there. The one we went after. They've... they've changed him. You have to let us through.
Jonus stared at Sarah for a long time, then shook his head. Mother knows I'd like to help, but my hands are tied here. Besides Val telling me to make certain they weren't disturbed, the strucking Sons and Daughters look like they're ready to start a war over what you all did in Theron. He glanced over, meeting Ezra's eyes. They're holding Val personally responsible for your actions, as the leader of the Besmirched.
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