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        In the beginning, the ten Elements formed the fabric of the universe, hand crafting every nuance to their liking. They began with just a spark and formed the very makings of life and death, wielding power like a sword. Thus, Ezer Kenegdo became. Through the Elements, Ezer Kenegdo and its people found life and breath. 

      
        To humans, they bonded, creating an element-gene serving as the bond of the human to the element and giving the human power over that element as it existed in nature.  

        An excerpt from The History of Ezer Kenegdo
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      The death of Brenn Redoix’s dreams came about in sidelong glances and quiet gossip and subtle changes to her textbooks over the past three years. Now the pomp and fanfare most people chose to ignore sent her heart racing and her best friend’s power grounding her into her seat before she could rise and careen out the door, eyes searching for the two people most important to her.

      Fog still kissed the ground when the discordant horn interrupted Lector Havi’s recitation of the revised History of Ezer Kenegdo. When the drums sounded in the following silence, Brenn’s heart rapidly picked up its pace in time with the formal march as the teacher released a sigh, pressing his thumb and forefinger along the bridge of his nose in irritation. He closed the book and pushed to stand, gesturing silently to the door.

      Brenn waited in her seat a beat, mostly because she couldn’t stand until Levi released her from his hold. She barely glanced at him when she felt the slight pressure of his gravity-bond ease as two of her friends stood. The scraping of the chairs along the floor added to the disharmony of the march, and she resisted the urge to wince at the noise grating on her nerves. She stood as well, noting numbly how Levi fell in beside her as the class exited the school building behind Lector Havi. Other classes also filed out through the halls with them, and she kept her eyes on Pia in front of her, taking each step as a familiar feeling of dread washed over her.

      A laugh somewhere ahead of her snapped her head up to the offender, but Brenn knew better than to say anything. To everyone else, it seemed, this was nothing more than a break in a dull day of classes, and to Lector Havi’s class especially, it broke up the monotony of their nonstop exam preparations. But to Brenn it signaled another march along a muddy street toward an eventual death knell.

      The march continued, and she dully noticed different people heading to the town square where these demonstrations took place. Levi walked close to her, but she paid him no mind, too caught up in looking around at the emptying government offices. Patrons at the library scowled as the librarian gently herded them out the door with a murmured apology, and he pulled the door closed, pulling out a key to lock it. All government-run businesses were required to close down in a show of support. Meanwhile, she noticed none of the cafe’s patrons appeared bothered by the call to the square, and she bitterly wished she could be so carefree as to simply ignore the drumbeats.

      “He didn’t pause this time.”

      “What?” She glanced askance at Levi, who marched next to her, his hands fisted at his sides.

      “Lector Havi.” He inclined his head to the taller electricity-bonded who led the way. “He didn’t even pause or flinch when he read the lies.”

      She hissed. “Don’t say that.”

      Levi shrugged, his eyes hard. “You know it’s true.”

      She heard it before she saw it as they drew closer to the square and people milled about on their way to the next announcement. Her heart skittered to a stop at the cry then raced on at breakneck speed even as Levi’s hand gripped her arm, his power anchoring her body to his side in a soothing pull. She continued to walk, focused on keeping herself upright to avoid leaning into him, and she saw even her stalwart teacher’s steps falter as the cry rang out louder than the drums.

      A child’s cry filled the air, a wail sending a chill down her spine as her eyes wildly surveyed the crowds, needing to know. In her head, the child’s cry was confirmation enough, but until she saw their faces, she wouldn’t be satisfied.

      They filed along into the square, heading to the platform raised beside the fountain. It was still a relatively new addition to the space, and every time she saw it, Brenn itched to burn it to the ground for all the pain and fear it represented. Her hands clenched, and heat flooded through her, enough to ward off Levi’s touch as he released her arm with a soft intake of breath. She didn’t bother with an apology; he knew what was happening. His release righted her softly bent posture, and as she came to a stop behind Pia, her gaze swept over and around the people nearby until it landed on the doors to Hal’s Good Eats where a familiar set of green eyes met hers.

      Brenn locked gazes with her mother and blinked rapidly as her throat closed up. She caught it when her mother made a swift, jerky movement with her head to one side, and she whipped her head in that direction, ignoring Levi’s muttered curse. There, among the men who worked with the post office stood her father, his soothing, tall presence causing her heart rate to slow back down even as the drums drew closer.

      A procession now made its way up the platform, and Brenn turned to watch it dutifully. Her stomach clenched with a combination of relief and guilt as the child’s cries rang out when the drums and horns stopped. The uniformed guards who mounted the steps behind the city’s representative dragged up a whimpering form, and relief bloomed further in her traitorous heart. She didn’t recognize the boy, so he wasn’t a sibling to one of her classmates or anyone she knew.

      It didn’t make it any better as he began to cry in earnest, tears streaming down his heart-shaped face, however. Brenn steeled herself for what was to come as a second pair of guards appeared to the side of the platform, flanking a couple with pale faces and slumped shoulders. His parents, she guessed.

      Diona Bonisiles, the representative from Devalt, stood at a wooden podium erected at the front of the platform and waited for the guards to pull the boy forward. His parents stood stock still on the ground below, clutching one another’s arms. Once the crying child settled between the guards, his tear-stained face staring out at the parents below him, Diona cleared her throat and held up a hand, hushing the mutters from the gathered crowd.

      Brenn took a moment to glance around as the woman began her well-rehearsed speech, having heard it over a dozen times before, and noted the large swaths of people moving in and out of the outskirts of the square. Her mother ducked back into the restaurant when a surge of flannel-clad workers approached and entered, all talking quietly to one another. It was only a bit past breakfast time as the sun peeked overhead, and the hush over the crowd felt pregnant with curiosity and speculation.

      “…and we will be sending him to the lab for testing after some unusual elemental activity was detected late last night. He will, of course, return to his family once the lab determines the reason for the disruption.”

      Levi’s hand, back on her arm, clenched, his blunt nails digging against her skin as his gravity-bond fluttered again, and she drew in a calming breath through her nose, releasing it audibly. His fingers relaxed slightly, and she heard him follow her lead with his own deep breath. They could do this.

      When Diona’s words concluded, the procession began its retreat, starting with the parents who were escorted back around the platform to say their goodbyes to their son. The boy stood on stage, alone but for the guards on either side who no longer held his arms. Diona had already dismissed everyone and turned to leave, but Brenn remained, riveted to the sight of this young boy—probably no older than 7—as something in him shifted.

      At the conclusion of each procession, the guards took the person into custody and disappeared into the squat stone holding building erected at the edge of town five years prior. It held those who either manifested a late element bond or appeared to have multiple element bonds. Everyone knew once a person entered the prison, for that’s what it was, they didn’t emerge again. Rumor had it guards took each captive through an underground tunnel system far from town, until they emerged again and made the trek to one of the so-called labs. Other rumor had it the guards deliberately walked captives out in the dead of night to disorient them and took them by winding roads to what amounted to a work camp. Whatever the case, Diona’s words fell flat on the crowd. Everyone knew no one returned after being taken.

      The boy on stage trembled, his face bleak. Brenn watched, fascinated, even as Lector Havi turned to lead them back to school. His entire body began to shake from some internal conflict until she felt the air around her thicken. This caught the attention of several people who had already begun to amble off, and some stopped in their tracks, their faces turned back to watch.

      The heaviness in the air felt charged, and she blinked as one of the boy’s hands seemed to pulse with energy. Electricity, she realized. He was an electricity-bonded. The guards came to full alert just a moment too late as the boy’s emotions overwhelmed him.

      A brief tang of metal was all the warning anyone had as a massive bolt of lightning crashed down into the ground before the platform, sizzling the grass to a blackened crisp. Shouts and cries erupted from those closest as they stumbled away from the boy’s ever-loosening grip on his element. Then in a twist, his other hand lifted ever-so-slightly, and Brenn sucked in a gasp, feeling Levi’s fingers flex on her arm as he, too, noticed the wind pick up.

      An electricity-bonded and an air-bonded.

      She wondered which pendant he wore to identify himself, which element came first and which surfaced last. It was an idle thought, squashed just as thoroughly as the wind the boy whipped up when one of the guards cuffed him on the back of the head, sending him sprawling. From behind, his mother screamed and rushed forward, only to be hauled back by another guard as the two still on the platform hauled the boy to his feet.

      One guard snapped his fingers and the earth beside the scorched ground lifted, shedding grass and pebbles, and then formed a pair of earthen cuffs in the shape of overlarge mittens over the boy’s hands.

      Brenn turned away from the scene. Lector Havi began walking back to school in earnest, and she and Levi fell in line with the rest of the class. She only wished classes could be canceled for the rest of the day. She had no interest in continuing to study for an exam she only half expected to pass.

      When they arrived back in the classroom and settled into their seats, Lector Havi looked down at his desk. The History of Ezer Kenegdo sat there, and he sighed before opening it back up and then looking out at the class.

      “Let’s continue where we left off, shall we?” Without waiting for a response, he picked up the book and began to read. “‘When the Elements saw how rapidly bonds spread among humanity, they removed some of their gifting, giving humans the ability to bond with only one element. As the multi-bonded began to dwindle, the Elements cut off bonds with some and reduced bonds with others…”

      A press of gravity weighted her in her seat, and she shot a sidelong glance at Levi. His lips pinched together in a thin line, and she could imagine what he was thinking. Lector Havi hadn’t flinched while reading the revision to the text. Maybe he’d finally accepted it as true.

      Brenn’s chin lifted as the pressure released. Everyone else could believe what the Electorate put out as fact, but she knew differently. Her fire-bond warmed her, spreading heat throughout her limbs and down into her fingers and toes.

      The Electorate said a person could have only one element bond that surfaced at birth. Everyone who displayed anything but the standard was taken into custody and never heard from again.

      Brenn would not be among those unfortunates. Even if she did have to stay long enough to take this one last test, she would finish the course and then find a way to take everyone she cared for and go somewhere they could live freely.

      Lector Havi’s voice droned on as he reread the chapter on diminishing element bonds and the research scientists had put into the element gene, but Brenn tuned him out. Her thoughts dwelled on the image of a trembling boy holding elements too large for his tiny body on that cursed platform.

      She vowed never to be put in the same position as icy cold determination flooded through her, chilling the warmth of her fire.
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      Her father found her after school. She’d avoided Levi’s knowing gaze and told him she’d see him tomorrow. His face fell, but he nodded when she darted out the door, not waiting to say goodbye to her friends Sibylle or Lunari. Brenn needed the solitude of her sacred space, and she needed it now.

      Images of the boy with his curly brown hair flooded her mind the entire way home as she ran through the streets, heedless of passers-by. Devalt wasn’t the largest city in Ezer Kenegdo, not by a long shot, but it sat on the border of Centrale Foraois and served as the largest border city. As she ran, she caught glimpses of one-level stone and wooden businesses all lined in tidy rows with vivid signs out front, until she came to the residential quarter. Her legs ate up the distance as she entered her road.

      Situated at the end of a tree-lined street, the Redoix house held the charm of a one-level cottage with its dark green shutters and door and gold doorknob. Brenn unlocked the door and entered, quickly unslinging her bag from her back and hanging it on the rack nearby. Sucking in a deep breath, she allowed the calm and comforting interior of home to soothe her.

      After the procession that morning, the day felt muddled and strange. Lector Havi continued drilling them with facts and history in preparation for the coming legitimacy exam, the final exam of their educational careers and the only one that truly mattered. They’d been preparing for it almost the entire year, as it was the culmination of their school lives and the launching point into adulthood, but Brenn felt stifled by the pressure to pass the exam and receive their legitimacy papers. At 19 years old, she was already an adult, but she’d already committed to taking the exam by simply remaining in school past her 17th birthday.

      She rolled her shoulders and looked around the empty entryway. Her parents wouldn’t be home until later, and she craved the silence of the woods where she could process another loss to their community. Brenn walked through the house to the kitchen and out the back door into the shaded backyard. She moved past the fire pit and the large barrels her father used to haul water from the stream that flowed deeper in the woods.

      A ring of different trees grew in a semicircle bordering the flat backyard, creating a privacy border her neighbors couldn’t easily see past, and the trees thickened leading to the stream. Brenn walked past the flowerbed her mother tended and straight through the two large oak trees directly opposite the back door. She angled off to the right of the stream and followed a well-worn path leading to two weeping willow trees.

      The trees formed an arch of wispy, trailing branches with rustling leaves in the light breeze, and she paused in between them to look up. The sunshine filtered through the green leaves, and Brenn soaked in its rays for a moment before pressing on to the place she’d claimed as her own.

      A solid sheet of metal marked her sanctuary with the words from a passage of a poem etched into it. She trailed her fingers along the thin top edge of the sign her friend Rhett gifted her. It was a reject from his father’s metal-working business, and he’d hauled it over to her and installed it in the ground. Now the rectangular sign with its slightly rounded edges and warped surface greeted her whenever she came out to work.

      She headed for a metal box situated next to a large oak tree. Painted in shades of green and brown to be less noticeable should someone stumble upon it, the box had a small lock on the side. She pulled a key from the pocket of her trousers and unlocked it, pulling it open to reveal her treasures.

      Brenn sighed as she looked at her work. She crouched down to see inside better and reached for a familiar glass plate on one of the shelves. She set it on top of the box and reached again for a bowl of broken colored glass pieces and set it next to the plate. Closing the box, she pushed to stand and looked down at the objects before her.

      The plate was more of a rectangular shaped, slightly warped mishmash of striped glass in different colors. She looked at the last one and sighed. Needing to do something with her hands to release just a fraction of her frustration, she picked out a few pieces of broken glass from her bowl in shades of light blue.

      Her hands warmed up from the fire-bond within her as she held the jagged edges of the glass together to create a thin stripe. Coaxing the heat through her skin and into the glass slowly, Brenn softened the glass, applying a little more heat to melt the edges and fusing them together. Her palms glowed slightly from her fire, and a light sheen of sweat gathered on her forehead. As the glass shards slowly fused together, she pushed more heat into them, not enough to melt the glass but enough that they waved slightly, creating a soft curve from her hands.

      Cursing softly, she laid the flimsy strip on the top of the box next to the mismatched plate. She pushed the two together. The edges of the new glass strip weren’t even and didn’t fully fit against the edge of the plate, but that was okay. Brenn placed her heated fingers over the join between them, warming the two and increasing her heat.

      As she worked, the little boy’s face swam before her, and her anger rose again, frustration boiling within her.

      “I knew I’d find you here.”

      She jerked upright in surprise and turned to see her father approaching her. Her thundering heart rate slowed as she realized who it was, and she turned back to the plate. A louder curse escaped her as she realized she’d almost melted the two pieces she was working with.

      A hand on her shoulder cooled her frustration with herself, and Brenn glanced up at him gratefully.

      “It’s not ruined. You just need to cool it off. You can do it.” Her father, Stone, nodded at the melting glass.

      Brenn squared her shoulders and focused. The heat suffusing her body dissipated as she called on ice to quench the flames of her anger. Her ice-bond activated, cold flowing through her body in a rush, and the red glow of her hands switched to a blue one as she ran icy fingertips over the melted glass, coaxing it to a solid state once more.

      Stone stayed with her as she finished her work. He’d been the one to help her find a spot for her work, knowing how important it was to Brenn to have her own space. When he’d first introduced her to this secluded spot with the metal box, she’d thrown herself into his arms.

      That was five years ago. Now, the space was her sanctuary and workspace where she could release her growing frustration with the broken system that was their government. As the glass solidified, she pulled some of the ice-bond away from her fingers until the plate cooled properly. Closing off her bond altogether, she picked up the now solid sheet of colored glass and held it up overhead, looking through the different colors into the canopy of leaves above as if it could answer the questions in her head.

      Where did the guards take the captive bondeds? Why did Diona always say they’d return when no one ever did? What were they doing to the people they took?

      The questions never had answers, and the plate with its stripes of colored glass only obscured her vision, much like the Electorate obscured the truth.

      “C’mon,” Stone said, draping an arm around her shoulders, “your mom has dinner started.”

      Brenn sighed and set the plate down. “Do you ever want to leave?”

      Her father tensed, his eyes narrowing on her. “And go where?”

      “I don’t know.” She searched his gaze for a moment and then decided to say it. “Wouldn’t you like to go back to Pridemos Nald? See your family?”

      Stone’s jaw twitched. “Brenn, it’s not the same as it was.” He sighed, running a hand through his dark hair, the same shade as hers. “My family thinks I’m dead. And I know you think Pridemos Nald accepts everyone as they are, and maybe they do.” He held up a hand when she opened her mouth to object. “Things have changed a lot since I lived there, and we can’t be sure any information we hear in town is true. Besides, you and your mom are citizens of Ezer Kenegdo, born and raised. There’s the truce, yes, but you don’t hear about people moving to Pridemos Nald because it just doesn’t happen.”

      She scowled and closed her mouth again. Stone put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed.

      “Come on, now. Let’s go see what your mom’s making for dinner, okay?”
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      The next day Brenn sat in a warm classroom on a blustery afternoon. She daydreamed as she listened to the Lector speaking about the history of the government’s laws and regulations. Under normal circumstances, Brenn would eat up every word. After yesterday’s procession, however, she was too anxious to concentrate. 

      “Now, someone explain the element bonding gene to me.” Lector Havi Bonisiles walked down the aisle, his eyes sweeping the classroom. 

      Brenn stared at him, watching the rather stout man’s twitching eyebrows as he waited for someone to volunteer. She hoped he didn’t call on her. She hated answering questions about bonding. 

      “Yes, Lunari?” Lector Havi called, waving to a blond girl sitting in the front row. Brenn didn’t know how he did it; Havi always knew who was raising a hand even if he had his back to the person. It couldn’t be his electricity-bond, but he must be hiding some trick up his sleeve. 

      Lunari Meir, the blonde in the front row, stood gracefully, shaking her hair out from the top of her brown shirt. Brenn sighed as she watched her friend, a kind, light-bonded who was always at the top of their class. 

      “Scientists discovered the element-gene in 106 ECT,” she stated in a melodious voice. “It is the single gene produced in those whom the Elements bonded with in 0 ECT. This gene produces an unusual connection between the human and the element’s presence in nature. It also allows the human to use that element in nature.” 

      Lector Havi paced to the front of the room, where Lunari remained standing and stopped in front of her. “And how has the gene developed?”

      Brenn zoned out as the questions and answers continued. It was all review material, after all. She knew she should pay attention, but she kept thinking about the exam. Only a few weeks remained before the proctors’ arrival. She’d been dreading it for months now, afraid of passing and of failing.

      Brenn felt a slight pull against her body and glanced to the left. Levi Devalt looked at her from the corner of his eyes, and she saw his smirk. Shaking her head, Brenn tried to concentrate on what Lunari was saying, but continued to feel the tug. She ignored her quirky best friend, who now kicked at her foot under the tables, but he stopped when they listened to Lunari’s next words. 

      “In 275 ECT, the number of impassive born increased. For years, scientists tried to determine the cause of this increase, but the numbers rose.” She paused and was quiet for a few seconds before continuing.

      Brenn tuned her out, knowing where this was going. She gazed out the window as the lecture continued, unwilling to listen once again to information she knew to be false. Her mind turned to the exam again, and she drummed her fingertips on the table. If only they could train instead of sit through yet another lecture. 

      Her body temperature rose as she began tapping her foot next. Brenn barely paid any attention to the conversation going on around her, instead replaying the nightmares she’d been having for weeks. She startled when Levi again tugged on her subtly and felt her body shift in his direction. As she glanced at him, she realized the fire burning within her had increased the surrounding temperature. She focused on releasing the heat.

      “How many elements does a person typically bond with?” Lector Havi asked.

      Brenn’s thoughts returned to the task at hand, and she listened as Lunari answered. 

      “A human can bond to only one element.” Her friend stood with her hands clasped neatly in front of her, the picture of the model student. “Though sources have claimed to bond to three elements, there was no evidence to verify such claims.” 

      Another pull caught Brenn’s attention, and she barely resisted looking at Levi. He pulled her again, and she gave him a quick glance. He winked at her, and she grinned at the amused look in his blue eyes. It was a rather wry expression. She shook her head and turned back to the lecture. 

      Lector Havi dismissed Lunari, and she sat back down with a grace Brenn envied. The class continued, and Havi touched on several of the new regulations before dismissing the class. It had been a long day, and he knew the students were tired of hearing the same material repeatedly. 

      Before they could pack up their things and leave, Lector Havi called, “Don’t forget to study for your exams.”

      Brenn and Levi groaned in unison. The reminder was one they’d heard every day for the last month. She understood why Havi said it; but it didn’t mean she liked it. Gathering her things, she followed her friend to the door after waving goodbye to Lunari.

      “Study, study, study,” Levi grumbled, walking around the side of the building to their path in the small forested area nearby. “Why can’t we do something fun? Like train?”

      “Because the exams are coming up,” Brenn recited in response to the question she heard every afternoon. She picked her way through the undergrowth toward their small spot. 

      “But we have to use elements and weapons for the exam, too.” Levi used the same argument as always. “And the legitimacy practical is hard!” 

      Brenn grew tired of walking in front and stepped aside to allow her friend to move ahead. “You know the written portion is more difficult. Besides, we train every day.” 

      Levi scowled at her. “We train for ourselves, but you know as well as I do, we can’t use these skills in the practical.” 

      “So, let’s train what we can use.” She rolled her eyes, slapping his shoulder half-heartedly. 

      The two took the last few steps needed to reach their small area of forest, and Brenn felt herself physically calm as she entered one of the few places she could truly be herself.

      Admiring her handiwork as they walked into the circle of cleared out forest, she grinned at the charred tree trunks that stood as sentinels guarding their sacred place. No one ever seemed to come to this part of the woods, so they’d built a little training area just for themselves years ago.

      “What are we going to practice today?” She bounced from foot to foot and swung her arms by her side to loosen up.

      Levi turned and faced her, and Brenn immediately found herself lifted high into the air. She laughed at the familiar sensation and opened her element bond to raise her inner temperature. The sudden heat caused her to rise even faster. 

      “Stop it, Brenn!” Levi stamped his foot far below her. She giggled at Levi’s expression of distaste. “You can’t just use me like that!” 

      A moment later, her body rocketed back to earth, and Brenn screamed in surprised delight. This was one of their favorite traditions. She fell swiftly back to the ground, and before she knew it, her body halted a foot from the ground. Brenn remained still and waited for her stomach to catch up with the rest of her. 

      “It’s not fair for you to always surprise me, Lee.” She sent out a sudden burst of heat at the gravity-bonded. 

      He jerked to the side, and Brenn laughed at him as he released his hold on her. She hadn’t even ignited anything yet, and Levi was already jumpy. Brenn pulled out the pair of training gloves she’d taken off in class and quickly slipped them on. Snapping her fingers produced a spark, which she quickly built into a small fireball. 

      Levi ran over to one tree on the outskirts of their small area. He pulled out a hidden latch on the charred trunk and opened a compartment they’d built years before. Designed to hold some of his favorite weapons, the storage space was long and narrow. Her seared mark in the trunk looked similar to the ones in the rest of their hideaway, keeping it secret.

      Levi extracted his longsword within moments. The blunted metal sword looked more imposing than it actually was; created for practice rather than battle.

      Heavy and dangerous, long swords dealt great damage to enemies, so long as the wielder kept an enemy at bay. Levi had trained on both the longsword and knives as a child. He preferred the distance of the longsword but carried knives for close combat. 

      Brenn expanded her fireball to cover her entire torso.

      It was time to duel.

      She and Levi circled slowly as Brenn waited for an opening. Another advantage of the sword was Levi’s ability with it to defend himself. It was broader than most, made of heavy metal that deflected most attacks of heat and fire; thus, it offset her attacks and provided a challenge.

      She found an opening and quickly took advantage of it, sending off a quick burst of flames.

      Levi slashed a downward arc with his sword, pushing the flames down to the ground with his gravity bond before they could reach him.

      “Cheater!” Brenn glared at him. Levi couldn’t use his bond during the practical because he was “officially” an impassive and had no elemental bond. “Try that again and see what happens!”

      “Give me something new and maybe I’ll play fair!” He hopped on the balls of his feet, circling to the left in tandem with her movements. His sword stayed up in a defensive position even as he grinned at her cheekily, his eyes sparking with challenge.

      Trying a different tactic, Brenn attempted something she’d been learning with her mom. She pulled the elemental power from within her and waited for the perfect moment. Levi stumbled on a twig, and Brenn instantly reacted. Planting her feet and facing him, she tore the fireball in half, throwing her arms to either side and casting the fire out in a whiplike arc that swiftly formed a tentative circle around the two combatants.

      Levi righted himself, saw Brenn’s movements, and charged. She couldn’t close the ring in time and pulled part of the fire back to blast toward her friend. He dropped to the ground and rolled, barely missing a patch of fire licking its way toward the center of their circle.

      Brenn smirked as she saw him drop and then stretched out her left hand, coaxing the fire  on the ground closer to Levi’s position. She stepped forward, shortening the distance between them to just a few paces.

      When he hopped to his feet, as spry as he was wiry, Levi realized his mistake. Brenn reached with her right hand and strengthened the fire on her right side. Now locked between two parallel lines of fire, they had little room to maneuver.

      Levi tensed and weighed his options. Brenn built the fires slightly higher with her hands on either side, waiting for him to react. 

      Within moments, Levi decided.

      Brenn watched as he crouched slightly and drew his sword to the side. It was a classic move, and Brenn shifted on the balls of her feet in anticipation. Then Levi did something that threw her off completely. 

      In one fluid motion, he shoved off the ground, hurling his sword at her head and sprinting toward her as fast as he could. Brenn reflexively ducked the broadsword in pure shock before she could think twice. As soon as she did, she realized what Levi intended but could do nothing about it. 

      His body slammed into her crouched one, and Brenn fell to the ground beneath her friend.

      A second later, the light from the fire caught the flash of metal as he placed his concealed knife against her throat. 

      “Give up?” he asked her, propping himself up on one arm to see into her eyes. 

      Brenn pursed her lips in annoyance and asked, “What was that?” He pressed the knife against her throat ever so slightly, and she swallowed before saying, “Yes, yes, you win!” 

      He released her, and she shoved him off.

      “Brat,” she muttered as he pushed up from the ground and then reached down to help her up. 

      They looked around and saw just how quickly Brenn’s fire had spread. “Oh no,” she said. Her mouth went dry at the sight before her.

      Controlling fire required constant concentration, which she’d lost when Levi pounced on her. Now it burned clear across the diameter of their circle, and she needed to stop it before it could move much further. The smoke would be noticeable from town if she let it burn too much longer.

      “Can you hold it down for me?” she asked Levi.

      He obliged by doing something she hadn’t seen him do before. 

      Brenn watched in amazement as her friend shifted the flow of oxygen from the fire to somewhere beyond its reach. Scrunching his face in concentration, Levi separated the oxygen from the fires using gravity and snuffed out the line of fire a bit at a time. Within five minutes, the entire left side was reduced to ashes. 

      When he was finished, Levi collapsed on the ground. “Okay,” he said, panting a bit. “That’s all I can do. You’re going to have to finish the rest.”

      Brenn turned to the fire on her right, her eyes watering from the ashes in the air. Closing in on the tree line, the fire danced dangerously close to a pine tree. She stood in front of the pine and concentrated, pulling her energy together.

      Carefully, she put her hands out and stepped into the heat, compacting the fire into a large ball. When the ball was about as wide as her chest, Brenn pulled it up between her hands and began dispersing the heat.

      Her head felt fuzzy, and her vision blurred. Brenn shook her head to clear it, her mother’s voice echoing in her mind: contain the fire, disperse the heat. She gathered another fireball and released the energy into the empty air, again and again. Her arms trembled with effort, and the heat against her chest seemed to thicken with each moment that passed, making it harder to breath.

      Brenn released the heat of another fireball and stopped, bending over to plant her hands on her knees as she heaved with exhaustion. She swiped the back of her gloved hand over her sweaty forehead as she surveyed the rest of the fire. The flames on the opposite end licked at a tall oak tree, so Brenn made a quick decision. 

      Going to her bag, she pulled out a large flask of water and poured it out. Before it hit the ground, the water became crystals of ice which Brenn sent to hover over the rest of the fire. Holding the ice steady in crystal form, she quickly used her fire-bond to melt the ice and cause the droplets of water to fall on the fire. Steam from the fire rose, and she took a deep breath before pushing the rest of the fire into a ball again. This she dispelled slowly, taking long breaths to keep her focus. 

      When she finished, Brenn fell to the ground and lay on her back. Levi sat up and crawled over to her, plopping down beside her.

      “You really need to stop burning things down,” Levi joked tiredly, rolling to his side to sit up. He looked down at her and shook his head mockingly.

      “I stopped it, didn’t I?” She groaned and sat up, wrinkling her nose at the charred scent in the air. Brenn tilted her head to gaze into the sky. “We should go. It’s almost dinner time.”
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      Brenn walked home from her impromptu training session with Levi, exhausted from using so much concentration to control her fire. She plodded along and joked tiredly with Levi about his unorthodox attack.

      “I guess if you have to be masqued, you might as well have a couple tricks up your sleeve.” She rolled her eyes as he smirked at her.

      Masqued was the term she’d made up when discussing element bonding with Levi one day. She used it to define an individual who had an element bond but lived as impassive.

      “I’ve got to stay one step ahead of you bondeds.” His smirk widened when she glared at him. “It’s not like I can use my one advantage in the exam. You said it yourself.”

      “Trust you to come up with a new trick at the last minute.” Brenn stopped as they made it to Levi’s road. “Are you coming to dinner?” She assumed he was, but after the way she’d run off yesterday, she knew he’d make it difficult on her.

      “Do you want me to?” The words were carefully casual, but she heard the underlying tension. “My dad’s coming home soon, you know.”

      She did know. Levi’s dad worked for Diona Bonisiles and spent a lot of time in the capital city of Mouers pushing legislation on her behalf. He’d be returning soon for the exams, however, alongside the proctors, and she knew Levi dreaded seeing him again.

      “Yeah. Come on.” She smiled at him, knowing her parents would wonder why he skipped dinner two nights in a row. “Besides, Mom will worry about you.”

      “I am her favorite child, after all.” He shoved her with his shoulder, and Brenn mock-glared at him. “All right, but let me drop this off first.” He slung his bag a little higher on his shoulder and took off down his road with a wave.

      Brenn watched him for a moment before continuing home. Her mind wandered as she walked, and she thought about the element classification system she’d adapted from the standard one taught in school.

      Under her system, Levi wasn’t just masqued, he was also latent. His element bond surfaced years after it was technically supposed to, and so she considered that a latent bond. If she hadn’t discovered his secret when they were kids, she might never have become such good friends with him, and he’d never have become a feature of their home. It was true; her parents considered Levi an honorary member of the family—practically a brother to her—and he regularly ate meals with them. In fact, there was really only one secret Brenn kept that Levi didn’t know, and it was only because it wasn’t her secret to tell.

      She hummed a tune on the stroll down her road, her eyes landing on her house as she drew closer. Entering the front door, Brenn found her father, Stone, sitting in the kitchen with a barrel of water he’d just hauled in from the stream out back.

      Stone was the classic example of a masqued. He waved his daughter over to the barrel, and she grinned at the sight of the icy block of stream water. 

      “Want to melt this down for me, honey?” he asked her, giving her a quick hug. Brenn grinned into his green eyes that matched her own, and Stone reached over to tousle her wavy black hair. 

      Reaching out, she let her hands heat and touched the top of the ice, idly watching as it melted. This was one of the earliest tricks she’d learned to control her element. Her mother was normally the one to return the ice to its watery state, but she had trained Brenn to melt ice as a toddler. It was a simple process of allowing her hands to control and project the heat inside her.

      Now that she was older, Brenn easily controlled her internal temperature and projected it outside of her body. It only took a few short minutes to melt the entire barrel.

      Afterwards, Stone lifted a pitcher from the ice chest and filled it with water before replacing it. He picked up another one and repeated the process. And then a third and a fourth until he had refilled all the empty pitchers. Then Stone put his hand over the water and turned it back into ice.

      This was one of her favorite things about her father. Originally from Pridemos Nald, he had left his town to marry her mother and moved to her hometown. It was an unusual arrangement, since people normally never crossed the boundaries between countries and even more rarely married someone from another country. But when he met Chrys, Stone had instantly fallen in love. 

      The ice-bonded had followed Chrys when she left home, and the couple married under false pretenses. He took on the identity of just another Ezer Kenegdo resident from a city on the western border. Stone also decided it would be safer to pretend to be an impassive. Brenn had always thought her parents’ story was one of the most romantic she’d ever heard because her father sacrificed so much to be with her mother, including the ability to practice his bond in public.    

      “How are you, baby girl?” Stone asked after he returned from putting the barrel in the cellar where they could get water from it for days. 

      Brenn walked over and leaned against her father’s chest. “Levi and I had a practice session again today.” She scowled. “He won.” 

      “That’s okay.” Stone rubbed her back. “You know you can take him cause you’re my daughter.” 

      She chuckled. “And Havi⁠—”

      “Lector Havi,” he corrected her. 

      Brenn pushed away from him and stuck her tongue out. “Lector Havi,” she said, emphasizing the title, “was talking about the legitimacy exams again. I just wish I knew someone who could tell me how hard they are.” 

      Stone leveled a gaze at his daughter. “I don’t think you’ll have a problem. You’ve done an excellent job so far, and Havi always has excellent reports on your progress. What are you worried about?” 

      Brenn sighed and sat down. “I just don’t know why I should bother. I don’t want to go into the government and have to deal with all that bureaucracy.”

      Now it was Stone’s turn to sigh. “Sweetheart, you know your mother and I just want what’s best for you. If you were to get into a position with the Electorate, you could change things. You could show them how things really are and get some of these laws revoked⁠—”

      “But, Daddy, they don’t want to change the laws!” Brenn exclaimed. “They changed the history books to say a person can’t bond to more than one element. And now it’s a crime to be someone like me. They wouldn’t listen to me; they’d take me away!” 

      “Not if you proved it to them.” He ran a hand through his dark hair in agitation. “And the law doesn’t make it a crime to have two elements; it simply states the government’s position on the subject. If you and others like you were to come forward and show that having two elements is possible, they’d have to change the law.”

      “What about all the people they keep taking away?” Brenn scowled, her mind drawing up images of the crying boy from the day before. “They say they’re coming back, but none of them ever do. If they’ve had this long to study them and prove they have two elements, shouldn’t they have already told us they were wrong about bonds?”

      Stone huffed out a breath. This was always the sticking point in their arguments. “I think we just need to give them more time. It’s hard to admit when you’re wrong, and if they’ve seen enough people to know it’s possible, maybe they’re trying to figure out how to share it with the rest of the country.” He held up a hand when she opened her mouth. “They’re only human, Brenn. They can make mistakes, too.”  

      “I don’t know; I just think there’s something strange going on.” Brenn stuck her lower lip out in a pout. 

      “You and Levi and your ridiculous conspiracy theories,” Stone grumbled, giving his daughter a mock glare.

      Brenn was torn. Her parents were the ones who wanted her to pursue this dream of being in the government, and they’d sacrificed so much already to get her into Devalt’s preparatory school. Even though she firmly believed the Electorate was only in it for their own greed and power, she wouldn’t push the point with her parents too much. They wanted her to make something of herself, and Brenn would finish school and get her legitimacy papers to do it. Besides, it was too late to back out now; she’d passed her last opportunity to drop out.

      She looked up with a smile she didn’t feel. “I guess I’m just nervous because the exam’s next month.”

      Stone walked over to her and kissed her on the top of her head. “You’ll be just fine, sweetheart. Just keep up the good work and do your best. You know we’ll be proud of you no matter how you do.” His eyes narrowed then. “Where is Levi, anyway? Your mom will be home soon for dinner.”

      “He should be on his way. He had to take some things home first.”

      With a nod, Stone walked out of the kitchen, and Brenn picked up her bag and took it down the hall to her room. As she walked back to the kitchen to wait for Levi, she thought about what her father had said. Somehow, she felt it wouldn’t be so easy to simply do her best on the test and move on with life. It was, after all, the legitimacy exam, the one exam that could make or break a person’s chances to ever be in the Electorate.
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      Morning dawned with cool, crisp air and a light fog along the road when Darrod Gunthaler left his house. Only his father was awake when he left, but he’d merely grunted a greeting as his son entered the kitchen to grab a piece of toast for breakfast. Darrod quickly scarfed down his meal and slipped his bag over his shoulders, eager to leave before his father could lay into him again.

      After the recent demonstration, Darrod wanted nothing to do with his family. His father had met him at the door after school and spent an hour discussing their plans again, but Darrod wanted nothing to do with his father’s plans. It meant nothing to him anymore. He’d spent the next few days avoiding alone time with him.

      He walked the quiet streets of Devalt, enjoying the eerie quality of the fog and the way it distorted visibility. It was of particular interest to him as he was a dark-bonded and used shadow in the same way. He sucked in a cool breath, filling his lungs with the autumn air and watching the few people out at this time of morning.

      When he entered the school building, he went straight to class and settled in his place at the back, always the first one there each morning. Lector Havi would arrive soon, but in the quiet, Darrod enjoyed the brief peace in which to consider the swirling thoughts in his head.

      His peace ended when the door opened and Lector Havi walked in followed by two strangers. They conversed quietly as they walked to the desk together, but Lector Havi stopped partway and nodded to Darrod.

      “Good morning, Darrod.” He pointed to his companions. “Since you’re here early, I’ll go ahead and introduce you to our guests, Hethan Genairs and his son Bennas.”

      They exchanged a brief greeting as Lector Havi set up his desk for the day. The other two stood awkwardly to the side while the teacher worked, until he looked up with a twinkle in his eyes.

      “I have an idea.”

      Darrod’s eyes narrowed when Lector Havi pinned him with a look. His teacher’s love of challenging his students was famous in the school, and he knew this look well. He released a grunt as the older man walked to the side of the class and grabbed two chairs. He carried them back to the corner where Darrod sat and placed them side-by-side.

      “Why don’t we really surprise the students? I doubt any of them will notice if Darrod hides you here.” He pointed to the two chairs. “And that way you’ll get the chance to observe them a bit before we get started.” He turned back to Darrod. “You don’t mind hiding them, do you?”

      Darrod nodded without a word.

      The other two settled into their seats swiftly, and he concentrated on drawing the dark-bond into being. Unlike other bonds, the dark-bond was a much easier one to control. Darrod simply needed to focus on areas of the room with an absence of light, which were plentiful in such a cluttered classroom.

      He drew shadows from under desks and inside cabinets and even from under Lector Havi’s formidable shadow. The process of creating darkness in a well-lit room could be mentally taxing, but thankfully the morning sun didn’t hit the windows on this side of the building.

      Layering the shadows over and around the two in the chairs was a bit more difficult than simply concealing himself in darkness. He’d been doing that all his life and could comfortably create illusions with darkness making his entire form disappear if he wanted to. To hide other people meant pushing the darkness away from him and forcing it to conform to the shape he desired, in this case falling like a curtain over the corner.

      Lector Havi sat taking notes while Darrod worked; thickening the darkness over the two worked as more of an optical illusion, creating a visual of a slightly smaller classroom than normal. When the teacher looked up from his desk, his eyes widened just enough to be gratifying to Darrod as he gave him an approving nod. His mouth opened and snapped closed again when the door to the classroom opened and students began to come inside. Lector Havi winked at him instead, and Darrod began taking out his supplies.

      He set his desk up and prepared for class without looking around as the chatter and conversation increased in volume. Darrod looked up after carefully placing his pen on top of his paper just so. He’d always been meticulous about how he set his desk, unlike some people in class, and he blamed his father for the rather strict organization he’d drilled into Darrod’s head as a child.

      Others nodded to him in greeting as they caught his eyes, but no one spoke to him. That suited Darrod just fine. He’d only lived in Devalt for five years now, and most of the other students knew each other from childhood, so finding friends had never been easy. He got along well enough with the others, but none of them were close friend material. Besides, his father would drive off anyone he brought home from school.

      His eyes narrowed on the one empty seat, and he sighed when Lector Havi stood up to address the class.

      “Good morning, class.” The teacher’s eyes swept over the students, briefly meeting Darrod’s dark ones with a slight smirk. “Today we have the great pleasure of⁠—”

      The door burst open, and Pia Dipasquale flew in on an unnatural gust of wind. “I’m sorry, Lector Havi,” the tiny air-bonded squeaked in her high-pitched voice. “My sister was sick, and my mom needed me to help her, and⁠—”

      “Pia!” Lector Havi’s deep voice cut her off before her typical rambling could continue and made the rest of the class sit up straighter. “Take your seat.” Pia plopped into her chair immediately.

      “Now, as I was saying,” Lector Havi continued solemnly, “we have the great pleasure of welcoming two guests to our class to speak about positions with the government that you all would be wise to consider.”

      The rest of the class looked around the small room in search of the mysterious visitors. Everyone noticed it at the same time. Darrod’s lips twitched at the accusing glares cast his direction when the class recognized his handiwork. He kept his eyes forward as Havi continued speaking.

      “We have the distinct pleasure of greeting Hethan Genairs and his son Bennas.” Havi waved an arm toward Darrod.

      Darrod dispersed the darkness he’d covered the guests in and enjoyed the surprise reflected in the eyes of his classmates. He prided himself on his element control, even if he didn’t like to think how he’d developed it or who had pushed him so far. As the darkness receded into the recesses of the room, Darrod rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck. Holding his element still for so long wasn’t exactly difficult, but it drained his energy somewhat.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Brenn scowled at the dark-bonded as he released his shadows. She felt stupid for having missed the obvious and wondered if this was something she could expect in the legitimacy exam, but the unveiling of their visitors wiped the thought from her mind.

      When the darkness dissipated, two figures emerged from the back of the room. Brenn’s eyes caught first on the large pendant around the neck of the older man. The symbol of air shone in polished silver. He strode forward and ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair, his clothes tailor-made with nary a wrinkle to be found. Despite his shrewd gaze, he walked with a barely disguised limp and stood next to Lector Havi with stooped shoulders and a stern gaze.

      The other man stood slightly taller than his father and kept his equally dark eyes facing forward as he followed. As Hethan moved ahead of his son, Brenn got a good look at Bennas. He had dark brown hair cropped short on his head. His face was not as severe as his father’s; it appeared Bennas had a sense of humor, if the smirk on his lips was any indication. He wore the same tailored clothes as his father and stepped so lightly he made no noise even in his black boots. Unlike his father, Bennas wore no visible pendant. 

      Hethan Genairs made his way to the front of the room and stood before the class. “As Lector Havi already said, I am Hethan Genairs.” He surveyed them through bushy eyebrows. “I am the lead negotiator for Ezer Kenegdo. My job is to meet with representatives from Pridemos Nald and Lirsae Silaepent and work on ensuring that peace is kept between our three countries.”

      Hethan explained the details of his job as the class sat silently. “As a negotiator, my position is very difficult. When tensions arise between our countries, I’m the one who goes to smooth things out. My job is to make sure the representatives from Pridemos Nald and Lirsae Silaepent sign the peace treaties every year.”

      “Why are the peace treaties necessary?” The question came from quiet Evie Kepling, an impassive whose father was the representative from Kepling. 

      Hethan looked at her momentarily with a surprised expression and then answered, “Because of the war, of course.” 

      During the Forest War, Pridemos Nald sent its army into Centrale Foraois to expand its territory, attempting to control the smaller section of forest in the north. Forced to defend itself from the onslaught, Ezer Kenegdo marched into the forest on the western side and dug trenches to prevent Pridemos Nald’s advance. At some point, Lirsae Silaepent became involved in the three-way battle for dominance as well. By the time all was said and done, even the religious factions joined sides and fought to gain control of Centrale Foraois. A truce forged somewhere deep in the forest and signed by the three countries’ leaders ended the interminable battles and sent the religious factions back to their own headquarters, leading the countries to an uneasy peace.

      “But the war ended in 207 ECT,” Evie argued. “We don’t need a peace treaty anymore.” 

      “It’s more than just about the war,” Bennas now said in a deep voice. “Keeping the peace is a tradition among the three countries since the war ended. It’s a ritual our countries continue to remember how important this peace and prosperity we enjoy is.” 

      When Evie offered no further comment, Hethan smiled, a strange sight on such a severe face, and clapped a hand on Bennas’s shoulder. “I suppose I should introduce my son now. Bennas here earned his legitimacy papers four years ago. He studied under Lector Kalall Devers in Trruin. Bennas is now working with me in Mouers, learning how to be a negotiator as well.” 

      Hethan pulled his son forward. “Tell them a little about yourself, Bennas.” 

      Bennas moved to the center of the room. “Like my father said, I’m training in negotiations, specifically in crisis and hostage situations. My team deploys when negotiations go sour, although there’s been no need for us to deploy for over 150 years. Peace treaty work is a fairly calm and boring career path, actually; that’s why most people choose other Electorate jobs.” 

      He paused and looked thoughtful for a moment, until Hethan nudged him. “On a lighter note, I’m twenty-three years old. I’m an air-bonded, and I enjoy studying creation theories and military tactics in my spare time.” 

      “By the way, ladies,” Hethan added with a wink, “he’s single.” 

      “And not looking.” Bennas cut his father off with a dark look.

      After a moment of tense silence, Lector Havi stepped forward and asked, “Does anyone have questions for Hethan or Bennas?”

      Grigori Travers, a fire-bonded in the back row, raised his hand. “How long did it take you to get into government work after you received your legitimacy papers?”

      “I’m kind of a special case.” Bennas scratched the back of his neck, looking sheepish. “My father’s so well-known in the Electorate I was guaranteed a position in negotiation as long as I passed the exam.” 

      “Was it hard?” Pia asked from the second row, eyes lighting up dreamily. At his confused expression, she clarified, “The legitimacy exam.” 

      “Oh,” he said, “it wasn’t too bad. Some parts of it were harder than others, but I had one of the highest scores in my class, so I found it to be much easier than most of my peers.” 

      “Did anyone in your class fail?” Rhett Fabrizio, the earth-bonded asked. 

      Bennas looked thoughtful for a minute, his brows knitted together in thought. “I think only one person might have failed, but I really can’t remember.” 

      “I should point out,” Hethan interjected, “only ten percent of students typically fail the exam, so you shouldn’t worry.” 

      In a class of fourteen students, this wasn’t comforting news. Brenn watched as the rest of the class looked around the room, mentally calculating their odds. 

      Hethan tried to control the damage he’d done by saying, “But I should also let you in on a little secret.” He waited until all eyes returned to the front of the room. “Typically, the highest fail rates are not in the cities. They’re actually in the countrysides, so like I said, you all should be just fine.”

      Lector Havi held up a hand to grab their attention. “I’m sure we’ve imposed on your time long enough.” He nodded at Hethan and Bennas. Turning back to the class, he mentioned, “Hethan is here for the annual negotiation with Pridemos Nald, and I’m sure he has quite a bit to prepare. Thank you for being with us today.” 

      The class applauded politely as the two men shook hands with Lector Havi. A few minutes later, Hethan and Bennas exited the building, and Havi began class in earnest.

      He strolled through the room, hands behind his back. “We’ll begin by reviewing the six written exam topics. Following that, we’ll have a week of intense combat training for the practical exam. Let’s start with some history.”
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      By the end of the day, Brenn was more than ready to fall over with exhaustion. She went with a few of her classmates to grab a bite at one of the bakeries in town and enjoyed the chance to let loose with her friends. Opportunities for relaxing together felt fewer and farther between with the exam looming so closely now.
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