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    Preface




    SHE HAD NEVER BEFORE CONSIDERED DEATH, not in the sense that she did now. She had seen death: eyes fell flat as life left them, bodies went limp, never to move again, and blood poured from wounds that were unable to be mended as she watched helplessly. A countless number of deaths played over and over again, in memories she couldn’t bear to think about. Now, in this moment, she had a new sense of what it meant to die. A sense of death being a finality. An ending. Where the pages stopped turning because the story was over.




    With the last months spent preparing to face this darkness, it was improbable that the end of her story would be a happy one. She had considered death, maybe even accepted it, at times even wished for it. But no matter how many times she had thought it over, no matter the circumstances, it didn’t matter to her now.




    She could feel sadness, grief, anger, and denial all swirling around her in shades of gray. Yet, at that precise moment, the blackest hour, she found her hope. Why she found a reason to hope at that particular instant, she wasn’t sure.




    She was dying, hanging onto life by just a thread. Friends crouched around her, trying to understand, trying to find a way to mend the bloody mass that was her body as they carefully tried not to think the words—the words that meant no hope was left. As they tried to find a solution, the words they didn’t want to accept still floated in the back of their minds. She could hear it. Weak and injured—bleeding onto the stone beneath her—she could still hear everything. Her gift, her curse, gave her the proof she needed to know she was dying, because they all knew it too.




    She found peace, all the way to her soul, in the fact that she would no longer have to worry about living without the man she loved. Her heart would never be shredded in that unbearably painful way again. She may have already lost him, but as long as he lived on, that pain was bearable.




    Even as she took all of this in, all the reasons she should give up as her own heart was giving up on her, she still hoped.


  




  

    1. Strange




    HOVERING SOMEWHERE BETWEEN her conscious and subconscious, Phoebe could still see the dream—the dream she was so desperately clinging to—but it was no longer in focus. She felt the weight of her limbs spread out over the bed and the pillow beneath her head. But she could also still feel the peace from the dream she had been having. It was so beautiful: a great stone palace adorned with beautiful flowers, a waterfall in the distance. This was a dream she’d had before, several hundred times before. The vision before her never changed, and the serenity it conveyed was always strong.




    Then there was the presence. She assumed it was human, because of the cool hand holding hers, yet there was something different about this person, something she couldn’t understand. Even so, she never bothered to look over to see who it was. She always just stared, entranced at the scene before her. However, the more she tried to hold on to the details—the exact sound of the waterfall, every flower cascading down the stone wall, the cool temperature of the hand in hers—the more it slipped away, bringing her back to reality as she squinted into the light that shone directly into her eyes.




    “Phoebe!” her mother called.




    It was nine o’clock in the morning; it had to be. The prism in her window was situated perfectly so that at nine o’clock the sun would reflect off of it and fill her room with hundreds of rainbows to wake her up. Slowly, sensation spread into the rest of her body, replacing the absolute peace of her dream, and she sat up.




    One could call her room average—a bed, a desk, a dresser, and a closet—nothing fancy. It was decorated in shades of her favorite color, blue. Phoebe’s mother always said that her daughter’s favorite color choice never surprised her although she never really explained why that was. But while all the other kindergarten girls were choosing pinks and purples to color with, Phoebe always chose blue, every shade of blue.




    “Phoebe!” her mother called again.




    Phoebe sighed and pushed the blankets off, then stretched and stood up. If she didn’t get up, her mother would be up the stairs in less than ten minutes, complaining about the hours of the day whiling away while she slept.




    “Be down in a minute, Mom!” she called back.




    She padded to her closet, pulled out some clothes, and headed for the bathroom. Phoebe hurried through her shower, knowing that her mother would probably go mad if she took too much longer to get downstairs. Her mother was never one to sit and be idle. One would never know it from watching her, but Phoebe’s mother, Elizabeth, had a pattern to the erratic behavior that filled her days.




    Her philosophy was simply to live life to the fullest with no regrets. Elizabeth had probably picked up and mastered every hobby on the planet, and yet every day she seemed to unearth a new project. Phoebe wasn’t sure why she didn’t just get a job. She asked her about it once, and her response was that time was limited so they had to cram everything they could into it. Phoebe was endlessly carted off to dance, music, art, drama, and every other imaginable class in their town and the five surrounding it.




    Her mother had a passion for life, and Phoebe couldn’t find fault with her for that. Her father was much the same, although more reserved. While her mother filled her with culture, her father filled her with knowledge from his extensive library and seemingly limitless answers to any questions she had.




    Phoebe never complained about her parents’ eccentric behaviors. Because of them, she did very well in school and just about anything else she set her mind to. She had even been accepted to Harvard for the fall. She was extremely excited about that—her parents, not so much. Phoebe was sure it was because it meant she would be moving out. She’d seen pictures of the on-campus housing and was excited to meet others who would be living in her dorm.




    Her parents, though quirky, were usually happy, but the mood had changed considerably in the past week. To an outsider, it would appear as if nothing was wrong. Phoebe knew better. She had long ago given up trying to explain how she could sense emotions so accurately, because there simply was no explanation available, but while her mother and father continued their façade of happiness, Phoebe felt the sadness in the air and the sense of doom coming down on the house.




    Today was the same; the weight of emotions was so oppressive that Phoebe had to work extra hard to maintain her normal breathing pattern. She briefly noticed that the radio had been turned off. As she dressed after her shower, she evaluated the feelings in the air. Her mother could be heard bustling around in the kitchen, but her heart was breaking into a million pieces.




    Phoebe finished combing out her hair and considered her reflection in the mirror. Nothing spectacular. Dark brown, wavy hair framed her face and flowed down her back. Her face was average—high cheekbones, rounded jaw, slim nose and neck, average-sized lips and ears, a light tan on her skin. Definitely not beauty queen material, but not unbearable either, just ordinary. Her only notable features were her brilliant blue eyes that contrasted with the brown of her hair. There was nothing wrong with being ordinary, but she’d always wanted to be more. She didn’t care about being extraordinary in the way of beauty; she just wanted to do something important, to make a difference. She sighed and quickly pulled up her hair in a knot as her mother yelled for her once again.




    A glint of silver caught Phoebe’s eye as she was about to walk out, and she remembered she hadn’t put on her necklace. She let go of the door handle and turned back to the sink where it sat. As she fastened the clasp around the back of her neck, she thought she saw the charm flash. That was strange. She twisted the charm to inspect it more closely, but it looked the same as it always had. She decided it must’ve been the sun reflecting off the surface, or perhaps the relentless sadness in the house was beginning to wear so heavily on her that she was starting to hallucinate.




    Once finished, she trudged down the stairs and headed into the kitchen. The sadness was stronger and definitely centered around her mother. Phoebe had once tried to describe to her parents this sixth sense that allowed her to feel other people’s emotions, and they had told her to trust whatever she thought was the truth. And the truth was…she could sense other’s emotions, maybe even better than they could themselves. It had made her pre-school classmates uncomfortable, and she became an outcast—to the point that she had to postpone Kindergarten for a year because of what her teacher noted as “immature social skills.” She’d gotten used to this ability to sense others’ emotions and became a great mediator by the time she got to high school, but overall, most of the time it was simply annoying. She hated intercepting everyone’s emotions all the time. In school she would often find herself gazing at a guy that some other girl had a crush on, or even the other way around, which was even more embarrassing. She felt every twinge of anger and every annoyance, no matter how insignificant.




    Phoebe knew her mom was upset about the coming month when she would be leaving the nest for college, and then there was her birthday the next day. Her mother always got emotional when it came to birthdays, as if they were something to be mourned, not celebrated. Today was June thirtieth; Phoebe’s mother had obviously not forgotten. For Phoebe, her eager anticipation of her nineteenth birthday had been almost unbearable. She couldn’t understand why this particular birthday was the one she had been looking forward to the most, but it was.




    For some reason, this birthday seemed more important than her new car and even more important than turning eighteen last year. She knew something was going to happen; she just couldn’t figure out what it was. It was like knowing you had to be somewhere for a very important meeting but not remembering what the meeting was supposed to be about or what to bring. She walked into the kitchen and smelled bacon and eggs, her favorite breakfast. Her mother turned away from the sink, a pleasant smile placed firmly on her face. Anyone else would have been fooled, but not Phoebe.




    “Good morning, Mom,” she said as she kissed her mother on the cheek before she settled into her chair.




    She really didn’t deserve for her mom to prepare all her meals for her. Sooner or later Phoebe was going to have to learn to cook. She was sure her mom was secretly hoping that if she didn’t teach her that skill it would bring her daughter home more often from college.




    “Nice to see you out of bed,” her mother replied, laughing softly as she sat down at the table with Phoebe. This was their morning routine. Even with her mother’s gentle laughter, there was still something off about her voice. It didn’t quite match her usual carefree cheeriness.




    “So, what are you going to do today?” Phoebe asked as she ate.




    Her mother smiled warmly. “I haven’t decided yet. I think I’m going to do some writing. What are you planning?”




    Phoebe considered as she took a bite of eggs. Her mother’s cooking was perfect, as always. “Probably the usual—go down to the beach, meet up with Kate and Carmen later.” Phoebe could feel a calmness emanating from her mother, and she couldn’t understand that. “You seem relieved about that,” Phoebe added.




    Her mother carefully composed her features. She had never questioned Phoebe’s sixth sense, but her daughter wasn’t a mind reader, so Elizabeth still had some form of defense from her intuitiveness. “Well, yes, I was hoping you would stick close to home today. I want you to be home in time for supper.”




    Phoebe’s forehead furrowed in confusion at this request. They only lived two blocks from the beach, and she usually made it home for supper. Although, recently she had been staying out later with her friends, so she could understand why her mother would think she might not be home in time. “Is there something going on?” Phoebe asked, suddenly suspicious of things like surprise parties and other nonsense.




    A fresh wave of sadness from her mother changed her mind immediately. “Well, sort of. Your father and I have some things to go over with you. If you could be home by five o’clock, we would really appreciate it.”




    Her mother had not emphasized a specific time to be home in years; she usually trusted Phoebe’s judgment. And she’d never let her mother down. She wasn’t one for parties and things like that. But Phoebe felt her mother’s urgency, her need for Phoebe to understand that this was important.




    “Five o’clock,” Phoebe repeated, committing it to memory. “Is this about anything specific?” she asked, wondering about all the mystery.




    There were usually no secrets in their house.




    Her mother shifted uneasily in her chair. “Yes, but I really can’t discuss it without your father. I promise it’s nothing you’re thinking of.” Another wave of sadness pressed down more heavily on Phoebe’s chest.




    She couldn’t think of anything that could be causing her mother such distress, other than her impending move and her birthday the next day, but her mom had said that it wasn’t anything Phoebe would think of, so those couldn’t be it, right?




    Phoebe finished the last bite of her breakfast and took her plate to the sink. She washed it slowly, trying to find some hidden meaning behind her mother’s words, but she was mystified. She would just have to put it out of her mind for the time being. Her mother moved from the table and began straightening things here and there. Phoebe felt a wave of emotions muddled together from her mother as she moved through the room. Her mother got to a row of toddler pictures and stopped. The sadness crushed Phoebe with its weight.




    “Mom, what’s wrong?” she asked. Phoebe almost choked on the air she forced out of her lungs.




    Elizabeth turned quickly, her pleasant smile firmly fixed into place once again. “Nothing, my dear. You’re just getting so much older, and I know you’re leaving soon.” Her voice cracked at the last word, though her smile still remained while she absentmindedly rubbed her right arm where Phoebe knew a tattoo marked her. Phoebe had never understood the mark. It looked like an ordinary grizzly bear, lying on its side like it was sleeping, but there was also a ring tattooed around each of her mother’s wrists, something silly she said she’d done on a whim.




    “You should probably get going; I know you like to get to the beach early,” Elizabeth said, never breaking her calm façade.




    Phoebe watched her for a moment more. Her emotions were carefully reined in, and Phoebe couldn’t sense anything to cause alarm, so she agreed. “I’ll have my phone if you need anything,” she said, reminding herself to grab it off the charger. “I won’t be far.”




    Her mother nodded silently, and Phoebe walked over to give her a hug. Her mother kissed her on the cheek again and sent her out of the kitchen. Phoebe couldn’t tell if her mom couldn’t speak, or just didn’t want to. She ran upstairs to get her cell phone and grab her bag that carried her wallet and notebook. She slung the bag over her shoulder and made her way back downstairs. Phoebe passed by the key rack—she wouldn’t need her car today as it was too nice out—and opened the front door.




    “Love you, Mom!” she called before stepping out the door.




    “Love you too, baby,” her mother called back.




    *




    It was only a fifteen-minute walk to the beach. In no time at all, Phoebe was sitting on a wooden lounge chair as she wrote in her journal and stared out at the activity on the beach. It was her favorite place to be. The sound of the waves was more soothing than any other sound in the world, save maybe the rain. She even trekked out here every day that she could during the many long, cold winter months.




    She pulled out her journal to record her thoughts from that morning and the evening before. It was something she did every morning. She was almost obsessive in a way, wanting to document every moment of her life. Before getting started, she flipped back a few pages in her journal and read the entry from a few mornings earlier:




    What does it mean to live forever? To be immortal can have several connotations. There are those who can live on through words, stories, and actions. They continually entertain us, inspire us, make us laugh and cry, perhaps even scare us, and, at times, contemplate the meaning of our own, seemingly insignificant lives. Yet how often are we asked to consider the possibility of an unending life? Maybe not one that continues because of the endurance of important or notable deeds or even inspiring words, but a life that simply never ends.




    She looked up at the shouts of a group of boys nearby as they played with a Frisbee, and watched them. She didn’t really watch the whole group, just one boy in particular. Phoebe had seen him so many times at this beach that it was easy to pick him out from the others. He was a little over six feet tall, average build, shortly cropped brown hair, dark eyes, and a tanned complexion that told her he obviously spent a lot of time in the sun. Her skin wasn’t white, but it wasn’t that dark, either.




    He was reasonably attractive, maybe even dateable material for someone else. But that wasn’t why she watched him. There was no boy that had ever caught her attention in the way this one did. She had been on dates many times, but she had never given any of those boys a second thought. They held no interest for her. Not to mention that after a date with her next door neighbor two years ago, she wasn’t sure she ever wanted to be near another male again; she didn’t want to think about that right now—or ever.




    But this boy fascinated her. She could feel his every emotion almost as if it were her own, like they had some sort of connection. Phoebe felt protective of him, like she would have felt for a sibling if she had one.




    Today his head was not in the game. He was unfocused and kept dropping passes. He was uneasy. Phoebe continued to watch the boy inconspicuously between scribbling lines in her journal. She watched the other boys tease him for being so out of it. Phoebe had a burning desire to talk to him. She’d had this desire for quite a long while, but for some reason she couldn’t justify it in her mind.




    What was she going to say? Hey, I watch you a lot and I know everything you feel, and I was just wondering if you were okay with that. If that didn’t get her arrested, it would be a miracle.




    She had so far been smart enough not to mention her special ability to any of her friends, because she was sure that would have caused a fair amount of gossip. Although, she wondered, if she was carrying a secret like this, how many others were as well? Could there be more people out there like her? What purpose did this gift have? She had to hope there was something to give it meaning.




    Phoebe watched the boy for a while longer. His friends gave up on passing the Frisbee to him, and he stood off to the side. Her phone buzzed, and she hastened to answer it. She glanced at the caller ID.




    “Hey, Kate,” she greeted as she flipped open the phone.




    “Hey, you want to hang out around the shops today? I don’t really feel like anything else,” Kate replied.




    The shops would be perfect since they were only a block away and Phoebe had promised her mother she wouldn’t go far. “Yeah, sure. You going to pick up Carmen on your way?” She, Kate, and Carmen had been friends since kindergarten.




    “Yeah, I’ll grab her. Meet you in twenty!”




    “Okay,” Phoebe said and snapped the phone shut. There was no need to ask her where to go; they always met at the same spot.




    Phoebe finished writing her last thought in her journal and stuffed everything in her bag, then got up off the wooden chair and started toward the sidewalk. As she walked, something hit her calf.




    She turned to see that the Frisbee had bounced off her leg and was now lying on the sand beside her feet. A quick glance as she turned revealed that the boy she’d been watching was headed in her direction to gather it up. With anxiety building, she thought quickly. Should she stay and talk to him? Or should she just walk away? Conflict played within her, and she wondered why this was such a big deal. It was just a person coming to retrieve a Frisbee.




    Phoebe leaned down to pick up the Frisbee and heard his footsteps getting closer, so she turned and waited. Time seemed to move forward in slow motion as the boy jogged over to her. She noticed that his face was shaped much like hers with nearly the same hair color. His eyes were dark, though, a dark, earthy brown. He smiled as he got closer, and a wave of déjà vu hit her like a ton of bricks.




    She knew him! There was no doubt about that. Yet, just as she had forgotten why her nineteenth birthday was so significant, she couldn’t remember how she knew this boy.




    “Hey, sorry about that. Lousy aim,” the boy said as he arrived in front of her.




    Phoebe felt a wave of embarrassment, but she couldn’t tell if it was his or hers. She felt she must have looked like an idiot as she stood there staring at him. “No problem. No harm done,” she replied and smiled.


  




  

    2. Story




    CONFUSION. PHOEBE FELT IT and saw it in the boy’s eyes as he stood directly in front of her. Then she noticed something else, something that completely diverted her attention from his face and emotions altogether. There, dangling around his neck, was a charm exactly like hers.




    “Your necklace,” she gasped, pointing to it. “Where did you get it?”




    He looked down as if he had forgotten he was wearing it. “My mother gave it to me several years ago. Why?” he asked innocently.




    Phoebe’s brain was frozen in shock. “Because I have one exactly like it, and my mother gave me mine as well. She said it was a symbol of the power inside of me, but I never did figure out what that meant.”




    She knew she was talking way too much; who cared about this seemingly ordinary piece of jewelry? She reached up and pulled her own necklace out. As it lifted free of her shirt, she saw…No, she thought, it was just a glint from the sun. Charms don’t glow.




    The boy’s eyes narrowed, suddenly suspicious. “That’s exactly what my mother said.”




    Phoebe realized she was leaning forward, toward him. She was on the edge of something clicking into place, something she was missing. She just needed the other piece of the puzzle and couldn’t find it. She felt his emotions—he was intrigued—but at this moment, she very much wanted to know his thoughts. Feeling impatience seep into her awareness, she glanced around him to see his friends calling out, waving him back to the game, in addition to catcalling and nodding in her direction. Boys could be so obtuse.




    “You should probably get back to your game,” Phoebe finally said, although she hated to leave him. He was the missing piece to her puzzle. She just didn’t know what the right fit of the piece was.




    If she could find the right question, the other pieces would fall into place, but she needed time to think about it. “What’s your name?” she asked. Maybe something as simple as a name would do it.




    “Ethan Smith,” he replied, still staring at her charm, which Phoebe held aloft in her hand. “And yours?”




    The name sounded familiar. Ethan, Ethan, Ethan…Dim memories seemed to appear, but they were so vague that she couldn’t get a hold of them.




    “Phoebe Johnson. Will you be here tomorrow?” she asked, hoping she would have an answer by then.




    “Yes.” His brow furrowed in concentration.




    “Hopefully I’ll see you then.” She didn’t want to give him a definite “I will see you tomorrow.” Then he might have thought he had a crazy stalker on his hands, which probably wasn’t that far of a leap at that point.




    Ethan took the Frisbee and started to jog toward his friends. Phoebe stood still for a few minutes longer before remembering she was supposed to meet Kate and Carmen. She put Ethan out of her head for now; she would have plenty of time to think about him later.




    *




    Phoebe walked back to her front door after the long day out. When Kate had said she didn’t feel like doing anything, that meant anything other than spending an outrageous amount of money on a new summer and fall wardrobe. Now that Phoebe was away from the three-way mirrors, her mind was already wandering back to Ethan. She tried to hold off until after dinner, but she couldn’t.




    The necklace was the biggest puzzle piece. The charms were exactly the same. She had never before seen one anywhere that even resembled hers. That was one reason she liked it so much. The charm consisted of four strange symbols interlocked around a stone that changed colors. These colors shifted from silver, red, green, and blue.




    She realized she had been standing at the door with her hand on the knob for almost five minutes when she felt a wave of curiosity pressing against her mind. She looked up and saw her neighbor peering over the hedge hesitantly. He was obviously wondering if she had lost the ability to move.




    She waved at him and smiled before turning the knob, vowing to set aside her thoughts until after dinner. As soon as she walked in the house, the tension from her mother and father was enough to make her twitchy and nervous. Curious, she walked toward the living room, and the feeling intensified with every step. It made her skin crawl. She had reached the living room when she realized she didn’t smell any food cooking. Hadn’t her mom said they were having dinner? Phoebe’s father sat on the couch, examining the mantle on the other side of the room, while her mother methodically twisted her wedding band around her finger.




    As they each realized Phoebe had returned home, the tension left the room and was replaced by oppressive sadness. Its weight pressed down on her, making her chest tighten. There was a small book bag at her father’s feet. The first thought that crossed Phoebe’s mind was divorce, but that was impossible. There weren’t two more happily married people anywhere. Phoebe wondered if she had missed a report of a war or something, which was the only reason she could think of that her father would leave. Her stomach clenched nervously, and her heartbeat quickened.




    “Mom, Dad, what’s going on?” Phoebe asked. “Are you leaving or something, Dad?”




    Her father didn’t turn to look at her. “No.” Phoebe’s relief flooded out the feelings of sadness for a few moments as her stomach unclenched. Then he continued. “You are.” Her heart flopped and then raced; blood rushed in her ears, and she felt like she had been punched in the stomach.




    She frantically searched her mind for an explanation. Were they so angry with her for leaving in the fall that they were making her leave now? No. That didn’t even make any sense. Her mother and father had helped her fill out every college application meticulously, even ones that meant going across the country or even over to Europe.




    “Please don’t kick me out. I’m sorry for whatever I did,” Phoebe pleaded desperately, scared, suddenly aware she wasn’t ready to leave them.




    She didn’t know what she had done wrong, but she would fix it. Her father turned to look at her; his gaze alone held almost as much sadness as his actual emotions, and she understood why he had been looking away. It was heartbreaking.




    “No, dear,” he said, “we’re not kicking you out, not out on the street at least. Where you’re going you’ll be well taken care of. It’s just time.”




    The sadness. It made sense now, sort of. Her father spoke as if these had been long-standing plans, something her parents had been dreading.




    “Time? Time for what? Mom?” Phoebe asked, turning to her.




    Sadness radiated from every pore of Elizabeth’s small figure. She walked over to Phoebe and put her arms tightly around her. “I can’t explain everything to you now; there isn’t time. You will be leaving soon, six o’clock to be precise. We probably won’t see you again for a very long time. Dorian and Cassius will explain everything to you. I am so proud of you.” Her voice was a whisper by the time she finished talking.




    “Mom…I…” Phoebe’s brain froze for the second time that day. She knew she had questions, but her mind was completely blank. She couldn’t even hug her mother back correctly because she was so lost.




    Her father’s stern voice took over where her mother’s and hers had failed. “Phoebe, there’s no time now. We’ll explain what we can when the others arrive shortly.”




    Mom seemed to regain her voice. “Now, you have your charm?”




    Phoebe pointed to it numbly.




    “And the stories, you remember the stories?” her mother continued.




    Childhood bedtime stories? Phoebe wondered. “Yes, Mom, but I…”




    “I’ve written them all down and put them in your sack anyway, just in case you forgot some of the details. They’ll be important soon, I expect,” her mother said while picking invisible specks of dust off of Phoebe’s shirt.




    Phoebe’s brain was still focusing on her father’s comment. “Others?” she asked weakly.




    As if in answer to her question, there was loud knocking at the front door. Her father rose from his chair and headed to the door. Phoebe couldn’t move.




    “Who’s there?” she heard her father ask.




    A deep, gravelly voice sounded from the other side of the door, but Phoebe couldn’t decipher what was being said.




    She couldn’t believe that this could be real. But judging from the depth and sincerity of the emotions swirling around her, she couldn’t believe it wasn’t real, either. The door opened slowly. A rustle of fabric. Happiness.




    “My dear brother, Richard, it’s good to see you again,” her father said.




    “And you, my brother. It has been a long wait,” the deep voice answered.




    “Helena, again, it has been too long. You’re still looking as elegant as you ever have,” Phoebe’s father added as she heard light pats indicating that the adults were embracing one another.




    Shuffling footsteps. Squeals of delight. The reappearance of the sadness. Phoebe’s brain was functioning in small bursts, just enough to take in necessary information and nothing more. Four figures strode into the room. One was her father, and she recognized the boy from the beach—Ethan. He was as bewildered as she was. His expression was blank, but his confusion was strong. A slight blond woman accompanied Phoebe’s mother. Her mother was small, but this woman had to be no more than five feet tall and was thinner than any woman Phoebe had ever seen.




    Then Phoebe turned to Richard. He was tall and powerfully built, much like her father. Both men’s hair was the exact same shade of brown, and they had the same square jaw line and deep-set eyes. Despite their imposing physique, the laugh lines on their faces gave an impression of gentleness and patience.




    Phoebe’s gaze landed on Ethan, and as her eyes met his, the charm around his neck flashed. There was no mistake this time. She had seen it, and judging by the look on his face, hers had done exactly the same thing. Phoebe realized the room had been quiet as all four adults waited for Ethan or Phoebe to speak. Phoebe was waiting for someone to yell “April fools” even though it was long past the first of April.




    Slowly, as the minutes ticked on, her brain finally unbound from its protective shell, and she was able to formulate thoughts again.




    “What is going on?” she asked as politely as possible. She had thought about adding some expletives to strengthen her question, but it probably would have just slowed things down as she’d then receive a lecture on manners, propriety, and proper behavior in front of guests.




    “The time has come,” Phoebe’s father said kindly. “Some of this information you may recognize, but probably not most. We don’t have much time left. We will give all the information we can, and you may ask questions until it’s time for you to leave. First of all, Phoebe, this is Richard and Helena Smith and their son, Ethan.”




    Phoebe nodded. His emotion was serious, businesslike. This was important and in no way a joke. He waved his hand to Richard, and her attention turned toward him.




    Richard took a deep breath and thought over what he was going to say before speaking. “I know this won’t be easy to hear, and for that you must know we are truly sorry. It seemed the best way was to tell you now, immediately before you have to leave.” Richard glanced around at the three other adults before continuing. “There are several Realms of Existence; we are in what is known as the Realm of Non-Magic. There is also the Realm of Magic, along with several others, some known, and still more we believe have yet to be discovered. We are originally from the Realm of Magic. We crossed over to this realm to protect you from the dangers there until you were old enough to return and begin your training. This day and time were agreed upon for your return to the Realm of Magic.”




    Richard paused briefly, his eyes looking down in sadness. “Unfortunately, we will not be able to accompany you there; we cannot return yet. However, you must understand that you have to go. The king and queen in power there have destroyed too much of our world already.” He shook his head slowly. “If there was another way…” He sighed. “We wouldn’t want to place this burden on anyone, let alone our own children, but you’re the last hope that they have.”




    Richard was apparently done with his story. Phoebe desperately hoped that his emotions would betray him, that he would give some sign of humor or sarcasm, but he was serious, sad, his emotions betraying nothing. She could argue with words, but not with emotion, not when it was that powerful.




    Even if she would have known that people truly believed things like this, they would have been last on her list of what had been bringing sadness into her house for over a week now.




    Then she had a crazy moment of her own, and she gave in to this way of thinking. She wondered if it was really so hard to believe. Had she not spent all this time wondering how she was able to read others’ emotions? Was this the answer?




    “Why do we have to go?” Ethan beat her to the question.




    Helena spoke up this time, placing her tiny, china-doll-like arms around her son. “My son, you both have the power to master a certain Element. Yours is Earth, and Phoebe’s is Water. Dorian is Master of Wind, and the king and queen are Masters of Metal and Fire. They have taken over the Realm of Magic and enslaved all the people there, and you two are the key to bringing them down.”




    “Why can’t you go back?” He beat Phoebe again; his brain must have been working better than hers, although his emotions vibrated with angry disbelief.




    “Because we’ll die. We were cursed before we left, and remaining here where the magic can’t affect us keeps us alive. Only the destruction of those who cursed us removes their magic,” Helena explained.




    Phoebe had to get a question in. “No one thought some advance warning was in order here?”




    Richard’s expression softened. “You have to understand, the less you knew until it was time, the better. Even here, you never know who could be watching. If you knew and let even the slightest thing slip, everything we’ve done to protect you here would have been wasted.”




    “We wanted you to live a normal life and be happy for as long as you could. We didn’t want you to have to bear this burden until it was necessary,” Elizabeth added, her voice breaking. Phoebe could feel a hint of despair from her.




    Her mother was silently pleading with her eyes for Phoebe to understand. But how could she? An hour, really? An hour? That’s all the warning they thought was necessary? A day, maybe, or a week. Possibly a month would have been a good timeline, Phoebe thought. That was assuming she was even going along with this story. She couldn’t accept that everything she’d worked for her whole life was going on hold.




    Phoebe thought about whether or not she would go back and change her life if she could, and the answer was no. Her mother had given her a great blessing, an unburdened, carefree existence for as long as possible, and she had filled it with every bit of life, love, and happiness that she could. Her father had given her knowledge, the knowledge to appreciate these blessings, the knowledge that would keep her strong and give her hope. They had been preparing her; she just hadn’t seen it, not that anyone could have. This was all pure speculation, anyway.




    Her father glanced at the mantle clock and hoisted the book bag into his arms. Phoebe didn’t look at the clock. She would not count down the last minutes that she would have with her family. But she would see them again; whatever lay ahead of her, she was determined of that. Because she wasn’t really going anywhere. Once this was over, she would take her mother and father to the nearest hospital to make sure they hadn’t eaten something funny this morning.




    Still, the pressure of the sadness that filled her from all four parents in the room hurt her heart and battled with her logic. Where had this gift come from? Another realm was crazy, but the overwhelming sadness had to come from somewhere.




    Phoebe’s mother and father stepped closer. Her mother couldn’t speak; she only hugged her tightly.




    “School? My friends?” Phoebe asked quickly, feeling a pang at each one.




    She had worked so hard to get into Harvard; now all that would be wasted. Would she ever see her friends again? Shaking her head just slightly, she cleared her head. Yes, of course she would see them again, because she wasn’t going anywhere.




    “We’ll take care of it,” her mother whispered.




    Phoebe nodded, wondering if they were going to use alien abduction or something else equally as strange. How else would you explain that your daughter who’d never been away for more than an overnight stay had suddenly disappeared?




    “And my gift?” Phoebe wasn’t going to give in to their game, but if this whole made-up mumbo jumbo somehow played into this gift of hers, she wanted to at least hear their take on it.




    “It’s going to be a lot…stronger,” her father said softly, he too losing his voice.




    Phoebe nodded. She would figure out what that meant later. “I love you, but Mom, Dad,” she said, exchanging glances with both of them, “you can’t possibly believe…”




    Her mother dissolved into tears, and sadness radiated from her father.




    “It’s time,” Helena whispered.




    Phoebe turned to see a silver mist swirling in the middle of the room. It wasn’t solid, but it wasn’t just fog either. It was something else entirely. It was a smoke and mirrors trick; that’s what it was. She lived in a world where magic didn’t exist and science proved it impossible.




    But then something shifted inside her, like the faintest click of recognition. She’d generally characterized such twinges as déjà vu, but this felt like more than a forgotten dream. Something was waiting for her in that mist, or on the other side of it, at least. It was as if something was calling her home. Phoebe absentmindedly squeezed her mother’s hand one last time and focused instead on the pull of distant memories. She hugged her father and took the sack from his hand, still dazed and lost in thought. Slinging the book bag over her shoulder, Phoebe stepped forward to the mist to wait for Ethan. She knew he would come; he was resigned to his fate now, and a moment later he joined her.




    “You should hold hands when you go through, just in case,” Richard said in a ghost of the deep tone with which he had spoken earlier.




    Phoebe held out her hand, and Ethan took it lightly; his hands were sweating. Phoebe took one last fleeting look behind her, feeling her mother’s and father’s sadness and love one last time, and then she closed her eyes and stepped forward. She didn’t even need prodding—something was pulling her forward. It felt like half of her heart was beating on the other side of the mist, and she was going to meet up with her long forgotten past. Either that or she’d open her eyes and find she’d simply walked to the other side of the room.


  




  

    3. Portal




    PHOEBE COULDN’T TELL how far or how fast she and Ethan had traveled through the silvery mist. She didn’t even know if they had moved beyond their first step. Her eyes were still closed, so she couldn’t see anything; her head felt detached from the rest of her body, so if her legs were moving, she couldn’t tell. She didn’t know if she had gone numb or if it was just that all her attention was focused on something else. She was leaning toward option number two, although she was sure it was a mixture of both.




    Her brain—which had been iced over from the shock only moments before—was now moving at lightning speed. Phoebe connected pieces of the conversation that her previously sluggish brain had stored away until she was ready to process them. Several things seemed to connect fairly quickly. First was the fact that her father and Richard had referred to each other as “brother.” Phoebe could only think of two reasons for such a term: either they were actually bothers, or it was simply a term of endearment.




    If the two men were indeed brothers, by blood, then that meant that Ethan—whose hand was still gripping hers rather tightly—was her cousin. Phoebe wondered if that was why he had seemed so familiar and why she could feel his emotions so strongly. As they fell through the mist, his emotions ranged from shock to disbelief, mirroring her own.




    “Oh!” she exclaimed as she stopped abruptly.




    It was now clear that she had been moving, because something solid had just stopped her. That was it, end of story; she had hit the wall on the opposite side of the room, and it was time to end this game and get her parents to the nearest psych ward. Taking a deep breath, she slowly opened her eyes.




    There was nothing in front of her but the dense silvery mist. She turned to Ethan and found that he was staring straight ahead with a blank face. She then realized that she was feeling absolutely no emotion from him. Perhaps he was shocked beyond all conscious thought.




    “You okay?” Phoebe asked cautiously.




    After a few seconds, Ethan blinked and turned to her. Phoebe felt several emotions come and go quickly as he tried to decide if he was all right or not. If she hadn’t been so concerned, the look on his face would have been comical.




    “Ethan?” she tried again, wondering if he was in need of shock treatment or something.




    Finally, he let out a long breath, and his emotions settled on flustered and vulnerable. “Yeah, I’m all right…I mean, I guess. I dunno. Is this…normal?”




    Phoebe choked on a laugh. “Not unless The Matrix was nonfiction.”




    A smile appeared on his face as he realized she was just as lost as he was. “What do we do now?”




    Phoebe turned her attention back to the situation at hand. According to everything she had ever read, portals transported instantaneously. The fact that she was even seriously considering how portals operated made her head hurt, but she finally understood why her parents had been happy and skeptical when they had found her reading science fiction and fantasy—happy because it stretched her imagination, and skeptical because it probably wasn’t at all accurate to anything they had known from their previous life.




    Their previous imagined life. Phoebe had to quit thinking in terms of this being real.




    Glancing around, she saw there was nothing but the silvery fog surrounding her and Ethan. It still didn’t look solid, but they were definitely standing on something. Phoebe stretched out her hand in front of her and watched as it flattened against something invisible. She continued to move her hand through the air to her left and behind. There were solid barriers all around.




    “Is there anything to your right?” she asked Ethan after determining that there was no other way to move.




    Ethan, who had watched Phoebe quietly, stretched out his hand to the right to feel around. He took a couple of tentative steps.




    “No, this way is clear.”




    “Then we go that way.”




    He nodded and swallowed with difficulty. He started tentatively down the only open path. Phoebe didn’t rush him. She was in no hurry to get to the other end of the rainbow, either.




    After a few minutes, Phoebe felt his impatience, and since they met no further obstacles, he started striding along quite confidently ahead of her. She was just beginning to wonder how much further they were going to have to walk when Ethan abruptly disappeared downward. Phoebe registered that he still had a hold of her hand right before she was also pulled down. She filled her lungs with air in preparation to scream only to realize that it wasn’t necessary.




    They were dropping like stones, but they were falling through nothingness. Then, remembering that something solid could come out of anywhere in this mist, Phoebe screamed anyway. Not that screaming ever really helped anything, unless someone was trapped and they thought someone was close enough to help. But what was anyone going to do for her? Phoebe doubted she’d be brave enough to try to catch someone who was falling this fast.




    After about half an hour, she was bored and wondering if they were doomed to free-fall for the rest of their lives. She tried to focus on something else but was distracted by Ethan’s constant shift of emotions.




    Any minute now you’re going to wake up and realize you’re dreaming, Ethan thought to himself. Phoebe found it strange that his emotions had turned so verbal all of a sudden. It’s just a dream. Or a hallucination. At least there’s medication for hallucinations. Of course, I may be locked away somewhere. Although, right now I would prefer the padded room. I wonder if she really believes any of this. She’s way too calm. So, either she believes it, she thinks it’s a dream, or she’s gone completely crazy too.




    Oh, now he was questioning her sanity? Phoebe was perfectly sane, just free falling in a chasm of doom. Good times.




    Or, if I’m dreaming, then she’s just a figment of my imagination, in which case it doesn’t matter what she’s thinking because she isn’t real. How odd. I don’t even remember going to bed. Maybe Mom and Dad drugged me. Strange thing for them to do. Then again they never have been normal.




    Phoebe could tell that Ethan was going to try to rationalize this to himself in any way he could. If she was smart, she’d be doing the same.




    Then all her thoughts came to a sudden halt—had she just heard what he was thinking? Or had she imagined what she thought he would be thinking? Did that even make any sense? Was she the one going crazy?




    Okay, whatever this is, dream, hallucination, drugs, it’s getting really boring. What is the point of falling through all this mist anyway? OUCH! She’s going to break my hand!




    Upon hearing his thoughts, her hand had tightened on his, gripping too tightly. If the situation had been reversed, she didn’t think he would have blamed her. Under normal circumstances, hearing someone’s thoughts was generally cause for alarm.




    Hmmm, I wonder what’s wrong with her. She looks a little freaked. Not that I blame her. Wow, is it just me or can I see better? That’s weird; I can see every strand of her hair. This is insane. And smell, I can smell fresh rainwater from her skin. I don’t think dreams have senses, do they? Isn’t that why people pinch themselves to see if they’re dreaming? Whoa, are we slowing down?




    Phoebe was now positive that Ethan’s thoughts and emotions were somehow inside her head because his thoughts carried the same tone as his voice did, and he was right—she could see better too. Not just better, but everything. Every strand of hair, every swirl of silver mist. Everything was sharper, more defined. Colors were brighter, richer, and more multihued. Her sense of smell was better too, and her skin did smell like fresh rainwater. His smelled like freshly dug earth and honeysuckle. And hearing, did he mention hearing? Every rustle of fabric, every movement, was easily discernible.




    And it did feel as if something was starting to cushion their fall.




    Newly refocused, Phoebe’s eyes could see something in the distance. A mile below there was an opening in the silver mist to a large tunnel lined with stones and lit with torches. Two men stood there waiting. One paced agitatedly and another was still, all except for his hands, which twisted nervously. She was amazed by how many details she could make out from such a long distance away.




    The noisy thoughts in her head increased with various tones and pitches, and Phoebe was sure she was hearing more than one person’s thoughts as they fell further. Either that or she really was going completely crazy. Her father had said her gift was going to get stronger; was this what he meant? She should have asked.




    There are people down there. Okay, maybe this isn’t a dream. But how is this possible?




    Phoebe could tell by the tone that those were definitely Ethan’s thoughts. Two other voices mixed in with his and became louder by the second.




    I wonder where they are. They should have been here five minutes ago. The voice was nervous, slightly bored.




    Where are they? If they are returned in anything less than perfect condition…so help me…I’ll…One more minute and I am going after her, I mean them, myself. This voice was anxious, worried, and impatient—and so familiar that Phoebe felt a jolt in her stomach from the brief thought. These thoughts were smooth and soft like wind whispering though the trees of a silent forest. She tried to hear more of his thoughts—entranced by their very sound—but Ethan’s loud thoughts overpowered them.




    Let’s be rational here. If this is a dream, it wouldn’t feel this real, right? And a hallucination would feel too real, and I wouldn’t be able to think rationally and consider that it might be a hallucination. And if I had been drugged, I would hope that my brain could come up with something more interesting than this for entertainment. So that only leaves me with one option. This is really happening.




    They were only a hundred yards from the tunnel and moving as slowly as if they were walking down stairs rather than falling through nothing. The voices were getting louder, and it now was impossible to discern one from the collective. It just sounded like a lot of loud babble, and Phoebe’s own thoughts were lost in the mix. By the time her feet touched the ground and she surveyed the two men in front of her, it was very difficult for her to concentrate at all.




    On top of that, every sound filtering through her overly sensitive ears added to the confusion. Every footstep echoed, every twist of the nervous man’s hands scraped, every step of the pacing man’s boots squeaked. Phoebe forced all her attention away from the noise so she could concentrate on her surroundings.




    Her clear vision made it seem as if her eyes had been clouded and not properly focused until now. She took in every aspect of the men. The one who had been pacing stopped, his expression softening into relief. He was about six-four with silver-streaked black hair. It wasn’t a silver that made him look old, more like a polished silver that Phoebe wanted to touch to see if it felt like hair or metal. His hair was arranged in casual disarray and the longest strands hung in his eyes. Phoebe guessed he was only a year or two older than her, if that. His eyes were gray, though closer to silver, like mercury.




    That stopped her for a fraction of a second. She had never before seen gray eyes that bright. Or had she?




    The silver eyes seemed to pull her forward a couple of steps before the man blinked and turned away. His face was hard, hiding any emotion, his jaw squared; it looked like it was permanently clenched from anxiety or anger. He had an average build, but underneath his dark-colored clothes, Phoebe could see the many defining lines of a muscular frame.




    His skin was even-toned, with just a hint of bronze color. Gracing his neck was a dark pink, deep-looking scar. It looked like someone had once tried to slit his throat and done a very poor job of it. Phoebe’s eyes swept him one last time and took in the fact that he had several weapons strapped to him and that he wore a necklace with a charm exactly like hers.




    “Where have you been?” he demanded.




    Phoebe flinched at the harshness in his voice. She had been expecting the soft, smooth voice from the thoughts she had heard moments ago. She didn’t like his expression or his voice. Not because she was intimidated by either, but because neither one belonged there. Phoebe knew this face, but it was all wrong.




    “We got a bit stuck for a moment,” she replied when it seemed Ethan would be unable to speak any time soon. “But we’re here now. Who are you?”




    Phoebe couldn’t help but be surprised at her own voice. It wasn’t at all how she remembered it. At the sound of it, the man’s expression softened, and his sterling eyes focused back on her. Her mind was so clouded, though; she couldn’t tell what his thoughts or emotions were. It was taking all of her concentration to keep the noise pushed back.




    Within a few seconds, his hard expression returned. “Dorian Kavan,” he answered roughly. “We must get moving; this place is not entirely secure.”




    He then turned and started walking down the passageway. The moment he turned his eyes away, all the confusion in Phoebe’s mind came back. Dorian snapped his fingers at his companion, who jumped and turned to follow him.




    Phoebe turned to glance at Ethan, who shrugged, and then followed behind the two men. As they walked, her head become increasingly filled with voices and emotions.




    “Where are we going?” It seemed Ethan had finally found his voice, which was a good because Phoebe couldn’t even form a question through the chaos in her mind.




    She could just hear Dorian’s reply over the roaring in her head. “To the Haven and the Annexus. Cassius is waiting for us.”




    “Are you the Master of Wind our parents told us about?” Ethan continued questioning.




    “Yes.”




    “And who is Cassius?”




    “He is the Guardian of the Haven and the High Advisor of the Annexus.”




    “What are the Haven and the Annexus?”




    “The Haven is one of the safe hiding places we have, one of five small communities of free people left in this world. Cassius protects us from the outside world, as do the other Guardians at their safe places. The Annexus is where everyone trains to use their powers and learns combat training. When humans reach the age of nineteen, they are all sent here to train, just like you will begin doing in a few days.”




    “All this is true then?”




    “If by that you are wondering if magic really exists, you have powers, you are a Master of an Element, and you’re going to help us save our world, then yes, it is true. This is your world too. Just because you lived in another world for sixteen years does not make this place any less your home.”




    “Sixteen years?” Ethan asked, confusion evident in his voice.




    “You and Phoebe were born here and lived here until you were three; that’s when we sent you into a better protected hiding place until you became of age.”




    Phoebe just barely followed this conversation. In between each question she wondered if her brain could actually explode from overload. With the excess of voices and emotions and new information, her head felt like it was five times its normal size and was thumping quite uncomfortably.




    A few minutes later, she saw that they were coming to the end of the tunnel. A bridge crossed over a river that split into two smaller streams, flowing past either side of the bridge’s origin. At the other end, the bridge split with a path leading to each side of the river. The bridge and river resembled two Y’s crossed over one another.




    The group took the path that lead to the right side of the river. By the time Phoebe stepped off the bridge, the noise in her head had reached its height, but it was immediately pushed back as she looked around at the Haven.




    Her breath caught at the scene before her. It looked like they were standing in the middle of a carved out mountain. Directly opposite from them, she could see that the river was fed by a beautiful waterfall and large lake. The distance from the passageway mouth to the waterfall looked to be about a mile. On the left side of the mountain there were homes and shops carved out of rock. At least she thought it was rock, but it was ivory in color and as smooth as polished marble.




    Torrents of flowers had forced their way through the rock and cascaded down the mountain, adorning the many levels of balconies. There seemed to be enough space to house hundreds of families.




    Further down the river, a large, ornate bridge crossed over the river from the right side to the left. The river split the Haven into two halves, and no path connected both sides except that bridge, which was carved out of the same strange ivory-colored stone. On the right side, carved as well, was—there was no other word for it—a palace. It had to be the largest palace Phoebe had ever seen, even in books. It took up the entire right side of the mountain and had so many towers and balconies that she couldn’t even begin to count them.




    Just like the opposite side, arrays of flowers had managed to push themselves through the rock and hung beautifully on the walls. There were trees and a large grassy area surrounding the lake, but the rest of the ground was cobbled, with stones laid down in no particular pattern. The sun blazed through the open top of the mountain. It was the most incredible place Phoebe had ever seen.




    Turning her attention from the architecture, she finally realized that they were parting quite a large crowd who were all staring at them in awe. Phoebe immediately felt uncomfortable.




    Upon closer examination of this crowd, she saw that not everyone there was human, at least not like any human she had ever seen. Several were only as tall as her knee or even shorter. Many were half her height. Several had pointed ears, wings, or differently-colored hair or eyes. Many were abnormally large or small animals. Regardless of who or what all these eyes belonged to, it was disconcerting to have them all looking in her direction. Heat crept up in her cheeks, and she tried to focus on following Dorian. Just then a small boy, five or six years old by the look of him, darted out of the crowd and brought Phoebe up short.


  




  

    4. Introductions




    THE LITTLE BOY that had suddenly dashed out of the crowd gazed up at Phoebe curiously as she knelt down to his level. Dorian turned upon realizing Phoebe had stopped, and he stepped quickly back to her to scold the boy. She held a hand up to stop him; after all, this boy had done nothing to warrant such a reaction.




    “Hi, have you lost your mom?” Phoebe asked the boy quietly.




    He shook his head and continued to gaze at her. He reached out and gently grasped the charm on her necklace. She felt a surge of the need to protect resonating from Dorian, and she saw him shift forward out of the corner of her eye. Again, she held her hand up, indicating for him to wait. The boy had still done nothing wrong.




    The boy removed his hand from her charm, and she looked down. The stone had turned gold. Phoebe had never seen it turn that color before. She looked back up and peered into the boy’s rich, hazelnut-colored eyes.




    “Your name is Phoebe,” he said. It wasn’t a question.




    She had no idea how he knew her name. “Yes, what’s your name?”




    He didn’t answer, just continued to gaze at her for a minute before turning and disappearing back into the crowd. As she stood up, she realized that most of those around her were united in feeling curiosity. It seemed they were as confused by the boy as Phoebe was. She felt Dorian’s molten silver eyes on her, waiting for her to be ready to move again. She straightened up and turned to face him. Once again the flow of voices and emotions became unintelligible. Phoebe couldn’t tell what Dorian was thinking or feeling, but his eyes looked troubled, concerned.




    “Are you okay?” he asked, reaching out slightly. His voice was softer, and he sounded genuinely concerned. The soft flow of his voice triggered something in Phoebe’s memory, but the precise recollection remained elusive.




    “I’m fine,” Phoebe replied, lying only slightly. Physically, she was fine, except for the throbbing headache that was beginning to form. But mentally and emotionally, she was pretty much a wreck.




    Dorian briefly studied her face. She felt unusually flushed as he did this, but she kept her features as smooth as she could manage. Either she succeeded in looking casual or he decided not to push the issue in front of everyone, because after a moment longer he turned and continued into the beautiful, marble palace. As Phoebe had expected, the inside was just as breathtakingly beautiful as the outside. It was hard to imagine this place as a training academy.




    They walked through the cavernous entrance hall, which had several hallways leading off of it, and took the corridor directly opposite the front doors. Then they continued through to an even larger room that stretched up nine floors high. The ceiling was domed and made of glass, and every floor around the perimeter had a balcony overlooking the hall.




    In the center of this hall was a pool of water. The pool was nothing more than a depression in the floor; it had no barriers to keep someone from falling in accidentally. In fact, if Phoebe hadn’t been walking right by it, she might not have noticed it at all from another spot in the room.




    Silently, Ethan and Phoebe followed Dorian and his companion as he led them up an elaborate staircase. They climbed up eight floors, and Phoebe was appreciative of her mother’s desire to stay physically fit and her constant nagging of Phoebe to do the same, otherwise she never would have made it. Then Dorian diverted from the stairs and continued on through a maze of hallways. The marble floor was covered in a thick rug that muffled their footsteps.




    Finally, Dorian opened a door and disappeared behind it as he held it open for the rest of them. Phoebe entered slowly and looked around. Gigantic bookshelves lined the walls; they contained books of every size, shape, and color. In the far right corner was a very large, red silk pillow with a huge snow tiger dozing on it. Phoebe’s footsteps faltered, and she didn’t walk any further into the room upon seeing the sleeping animal.




    In the far left corner stood a wooden desk with several rolls of parchment and a number of open books stacked haphazardly. An opening across the back wall led out to a balcony with beautifully carved wooden doors hanging open on either side. Phoebe’s eyes, however, were drawn to the center of the room and the rather large dais there. It was padded in red silk. Everything here was large, elaborate, and exquisitely beautiful. That alone was intimidating.




    A strange man sat cross legged in the middle of the dais with at least a hundred small pillows piled around him. His hands rested gently on his knees. His long, brown hair was streaked with dull gray, and he wore square spectacles. His eyes were closed and his face relaxed; he looked like he was mediating. Phoebe heard the door shut as Ethan and Dorian stepped up on either side of her.




    “Ah, I see they have arrived on time and in one piece, which is more than anyone could have hoped for. It seems your worry was quite needless, Dorian.”




    “You were right again, Cassius, as always. I apologize for my lack of faith.” Dorian’s voice had regained its coldness.




    Cassius spoke in an amused tone. “No need for apologies, my young friend. I would be a fool and a liar to say that I did not have my share of doubts as well.”




    For the first time, Dorian’s companion spoke. “May I take your bags, young Masters? I am sure your shoulders would welcome the rest.”




    Phoebe eyed him warily, as did Ethan. The man was short and portly with greasy looking blond hair and a pointed face that made him look like he was sneering all the time. Not exactly a face one would trust under normal circumstances. He held his hands out expectantly, waiting for them to hand over their bags. Phoebe’s wasn’t that heavy, so it wasn’t taxing her to hold it.




    Dorian noticed their hesitation. “I’m sorry, you have not been introduced. Ethan, Phoebe, this is Sebastian. He has served me loyally for many years.”




    “You are too kind, Master,” Sebastian said as he bowed to him.




    Phoebe reluctantly handed over her book bag but kept her shoulder bag. Ethan hesitated before handing his bag over. However, since it didn’t seem that Sebastian was going anywhere, it really wasn’t a big deal, at least not compared to the deafening noise and rainbow of emotions in Phoebe’s head. She could feel herself fidgeting, but she couldn’t stop it. Sebastian took their bags and stood near the back of the room by the doors leading to the hallway.




    “You have questions?” Cassius asked after their attention was turned back to him.




    “Umm, yes, sir,” Phoebe said, struggling against the noise.




    “There is no need to be formal, and if there were, it is I who should be calling you ‘miss,’” Cassius said, still not opening his eyes.




    “Oh, right. Well, our parents didn’t get to tell us much before we left, so…” she continued on, barely able to hear his words.




    “You want to know the whole story.”




    Annoyed by him finishing her sentence and the deafening noise in her head, she stayed silent until Cassius decided he was good and ready to tell the story.




    “As I know your parents told you, a king and queen are in power here, and they’re doing horrible things. This was not always so; there used to be a time of peace here in our world. Then there was a prophecy made about five extraordinary individuals to be born. Here in our world, time passes just as it does in yours, seven days a week, twelve months a year, etcetera. But instead of the four seasons being summer, fall, winter, and spring, our four seasons are Fire, Earth, Water, and Wind. Here, our four seasons each celebrate one element in particular, and each is ninety-one days long.




    “But there is one day, between the Fire and Earth seasons, one day that stands on its own. It is the one day of the year when all the Elements are united and strong. This is a sacred day. It is, some say, the day of creation for our world. None except the five from the prophecy have had occasion to celebrate their birth on that day. You would know this day as July first. It was said that each person born on this day would have great power and the ability to master an Element, which has never been done in our history. We have those who are very skilled, but none who can call them to their full strength at any given moment.”




    The room was deathly silent for a few seconds, although it felt like much longer.




    “And that’s us? I mean, Phoebe and I are two of these people you’re talking about?” Ethan asked. Phoebe was glad someone was able to think, because she sure couldn’t.




    “Yes, tomorrow is your birthday, is it not?” Cassius answered.




    “Yes, but—”




    “Tomorrow is also the Celebration of the Elements.”




    “But, if there are only four Elements, where does this fifth person come in?” Ethan asked.




    “The fifth Element was taken by greed and made to obey the will of its Master. We have many uses for Metal here, but it is not native to this world,” Cassius explained.




    “Where do we fit into all this?” Phoebe asked, finally able to form a question over the roaring in her head. She wasn’t sure if this question had already been asked, but if it was she hadn’t heard the answer.




    “You are the last two Masters of the Elements. Dorian is the Master of Wind. Esmeralda, now the queen, who gave herself over to the evil of Petrozan, the king, is Master of Fire. Petrozan was the one who stole the secrets to the Metal Element. He has made himself very powerful by doing this. Aside from that, they have very powerful talents and are fierce warriors who were trained by our finest elves. Together they pose a threat that we cannot overcome without you.” Cassius sat quite serenely as he explained this to them.




    Phoebe couldn’t take it anymore. Her fidgeting had gone from barely noticeable to all out annoying, but she couldn’t stop. Her head felt like it was going to explode. She had a very sharp pain developing over her eyes, like someone was stabbing her brain over and over again. She rubbed her forehead furiously, hoping that it would relieve some of the pressure. It helped, but only slightly. When she looked up, she saw that Cassius had finally opened his sparkling blue eyes and was gazing curiously at her. Dorian had stepped toward her, his hand extended.




    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Phoebe said apologetically. “It’s just all this noise. I can’t think.”




    “What noise?” Ethan asked.




    “Leave us.”




    Phoebe looked up at Cassius, who had now risen to his feet and was stepping off the dais. She turned to leave.




    “Not you, Phoebe; you stay. Sebastian, take Ethan to his room. Dorian, wait outside for Phoebe.” They both bowed to him, Sebastian so absurdly low that his nose was within a foot and a half of the floor.




    As Ethan walked out the door, Phoebe felt her heart beat faster. He was the only connection to anything “normal” that she had left at this point. Any sense of everything she had known her whole life was leaving with him.




    All three men left the room, and Cassius walked toward her, staring at her all the while. Then he began to circle as he surveyed her through unblinking eyes.




    “Close your eyes,” he said as he stopped behind her.




    Close her eyes? What good would that do? Cassius seemed nice enough, but what did she really know about him? Was he going to attack her from behind the second she was off guard? There was also a huge, man-eating tiger in the room that could crush her skull with one swipe of its paw. If only she could read this man’s thoughts…




    “You are quite safe here,” Cassius said as if he had read her mind.




    Reluctantly, she closed her eyes, but put all of her other sharpened senses on alert.




    “Now, I want you to clear your mind,” Cassius said.




    “Why?” She had no idea how to do it, but it would be impossible anyway. She could barely even hear what he was saying.




    “You’ll find your mind to be your greatest weapon, and it will help if it’s not clouded by the mundane,” Cassius explained.




    “I don’t think I can.”




    “One never knows what they are capable of until they try. Those too afraid will never be more than a speck of dust through the reaches of time.”




    “I’m not afraid. I just…can’t!” Phoebe said, offended. Who was he to say she was afraid? He didn’t even know her.




    “You must try. Find yourself amid the others,” Cassius persisted.




    Phoebe sighed. Apparently he wasn’t going to let her leave until she did as he said. She tried to concentrate but only heard a loud babble of voices. She thought harder, trying to focus only on her own thoughts and to will the others to be silenced. Slowly, she homed in on one voice at a time, silencing it, and little by little the deafening roar of voices became quieter.




    She wasn’t sure how long it took, but finally she was only able to hear herself. Her head felt like it had shrunk back to its normal size.




    A voice came from far away. “Now, I want you to concentrate on just me, and see if you can hear what I am thinking.”




    It took her a moment to realize that it was Cassius speaking. She focused her attention solely on him, and she felt like some part of her was leaving her body behind as she sought out his mind. Then she heard his voice again, ringing clearly through her mind.




    The tiger’s name is Maya. The tiger’s name is Maya. The tiger’s name is Maya.




    “Maya, I know that name,” Phoebe said. She opened her eyes and searched her memory for why the name was already familiar to her.




    The tiger in the corner stirred for the first time, lifting her head to look at Phoebe. Just like Cassius, she did not seem to need to blink. Cassius had stopped circling Phoebe and now surveyed her through his square spectacles.




    “You have an incredibly rare and powerful talent. There have been very few in history who have had such a gift.” Cassius looked at her with an odd expression that she couldn’t quite place.




    “What does that mean? I thought we were brought here to be Masters of some sort,” she asked, confused.




    “In our world, every person is born to an Element. Some may also have one or more talents. Each person is given the opportunity to train with the elves to develop their Elements and talents, if they have them. As Masters of the Elements, you were born with at least one talent, but there may be others. Only time or desperate need will reveal them.”




    “What is my talent?”




    “You are a Truth Seeker,” Cassius said, not at all looking like he expected Phoebe to know what that was or how exceptional it was supposed to be. “Mouths can spit out lies, but a mind never lies. Only a Truth Seeker can find the truth no matter how hard others may hide behind words and appearances.”




    “So, I can read minds?” she asked, thinking of psychics.




    “You can read thoughts, emotions, and memories. You have access to others’ greatest fears, and that in itself is a powerful weapon. You will need to learn to use it to your advantage. I have come across this talent only once before, but I believe I can help you, if you are willing to allow me to.”




    Cassius stood expectantly, clearly waiting to hear if she would accept his help or not. She nodded her head slowly, still thinking it over.




    “You will have lessons once a week with me.” He paused as he considered his next statement. “I advise you not to shout about your talent. You should tell Ethan, but no one else unless you have complete trust in them. I also advise you to keep your mind clear and focused on your own thoughts. Truth Seeking can be a powerful weapon when needed, but you should not invade others’ minds for your own pleasure.”




    Cassius turned from Phoebe and went back to sit on the dais. “Dorian will now take you to your room.”




    Dismissed, she turned and exited the room. For the first time since she’d arrived, the only thoughts in her head were her own. If nothing else, she experienced a small relief from that.




    Dorian stood outside holding her bag. His demeanor hadn’t changed much. Now that she understood her talent, she was sure that if she wanted to, she could figure out what he was thinking, but she was trying to keep voices out at the moment, not open the doorway to let them all flood back in.




    “This way to your room,” Dorian said, wasting no time. “You will be sharing with two others who will be training with you.”




    Phoebe nodded and followed him through the maze of stairwells and passageways that led to the room she would be staying in.




    As distracted as she was by a hundred other things, she couldn’t help but watch the man in front of her. He was so familiar, and yet not at the same time. The scent trailing behind him was so unique that she couldn’t connect it to anything in particular, but it triggered something in her memory. Something pleasant. However, there was nothing pleasant about this man. His expression was so hard and cold, it looked like a stone carving. She wanted to reach out and smooth the harsh lines; that look didn’t belong on this face.




    He stopped abruptly as they arrived at the room and opened the door.




    Directly in front of Phoebe was a sitting room with a small fireplace. Inside, there were two couches and four chairs, along with a beautiful coffee table in the middle of the room. Off the right was a bedroom with three full-sized beds, each with four wooden posts elaborately carved with flowers and ivy. The bedclothes were made of tightly stitched cotton and colored with rich reds, blues, greens, and every other color imaginable. A door led off the bedroom into what she assumed was a bathroom. Everything in this place was so detailed and beautiful.




    All the wood was carved into intricate patterns. Every fabric had rich colors. Even the fireplace was not lacking in detail. Each stone around the hearth had pictures of animals carved into it. They looked incredibly realistic. The ceiling was also carved into a pattern of ivy and colored to match. Phoebe wondered how the ivory stone could be colored to look green. Or was it carved jade?




    “Ethan’s room is across the hall. Gnomes and dwarves will come up soon to bring you food and clothing. I expect your roommates will be back by sundown so you can get acquainted. I suggest you rest for the celebration tomorrow. The day after that you will be taken to receive your companion.” Dorian then bowed himself out and left Phoebe alone in the room.




    She took the bed nearest to the sitting room, the only one with no decorations on the wall above the headboard, and put her bags down on it. She then headed to check out the bathroom where she was sure she’d be awed by the beauty. She was not disappointed. The sink was chiseled out of ivory stone with carvings of water creatures and waves decorating every inch.




    The shower was equally ornate. The curtain hanging around it was a rich blue. A large wardrobe, stunningly patterned, of course, stood against the back wall. It put the walk-in closet back at her house to shame. The toilet was also carved and beautiful. She wondered where all the water came from—there were taps and a shower nozzle, but no other plumbing to be seen. She supposed the time would come when she would figure it out. Making her way back to her bed, she sat down with a heavy sigh. The mattress was incredibly comfortable. Although, she had expected nothing less; this place was almost too perfect.




    She wanted to go talk with Ethan, but the noise in her head was coming back, so she lay back to once again clear her mind. It wouldn’t do any good to go talk to him if she couldn’t follow the conversation.




    Closing her eyes as a single tear leaked out, Phoebe was lonely and scared.


  




  

    5. Lack of Information




    THE IVY PATTERN that was crafted into the ceiling of Ethan’s room was so intricate it looked like it could have been real. He knew that with his previous eyes, this would have been nothing more than a nice picture. But with these eyes, he could see every line, every curve. If there had been a breeze in the room, he was almost positive the leaves above him would flutter. It helped to focus on this pattern, to turn his attention away from the millions of questions in the back of his mind that he had no answer for. He sighed in frustration. Lying back on this comfortable bed was not helping his resolve to stay angry about the information he’d been given, or more appropriately, the information he hadn’t been given.




    Was it really so difficult to give the whole story at once? Or was information going to be dispersed a little at a time until everything made sense? Right now, nothing was even close to making sense. Ethan was still trying to decide whether he was dreaming or not. It would probably be the longest dream in history, but he could handle that.




    He had received a very short explanation from his parents, but that was before he believed any of this, and he didn’t remember much of what they had said. He hadn’t really received any more of an explanation from Dorian or Cassius, either, and Phoebe seemed just as clueless as he was. Of course, that might have changed by now, seeing as how she was able to stay behind and possibly ask more questions.




    There were a few facts that Ethan seemed to have straight, even if nothing else made sense. One was that he was a Master of an Element, Earth. Whatever that meant. It seemed to be a big deal. However, since no one had bothered to explain its importance, he wasn’t really sure. They had said that no one had been a Master of an Element before, aside from the four others, of course. But Ethan still didn’t know what that meant. He had no idea what being a Master of an Element entailed. It sounded like power of some kind. That was slightly thrilling. If he had to be thrown into an alternate reality, it would only be fitting for him to have some sort of supernatural abilities. And from what he had seen of Phoebe’s power, it was going to be exciting.




    If nothing else, the sharpened senses were great: to be able to see everything, and that really did mean everything; to hear even the smallest breath of wind or the pitter patter of tiny animals. His sense of smell was incredible too, and thankfully, he hadn’t come across anything appalling yet. That alone had proved to him that he wasn’t in reality anymore—well, at least that he wasn’t in his previous world anymore. Apparently he had lived here for a few years before being shipped off to Earth, but he didn’t remember any of it. Man, this is turning into a bad science fiction dream. Or would this qualify as fantasy? He wasn’t sure…he’d never been into that.




    Another fact that was slowly permeating his brain was that there was evil here that he was supposed to help destroy. At least that’s what it sounded like. Ethan wasn’t sure what they expected him to do since they had failed to give him any more than basic information. Aside from his super senses, he didn’t feel any different. If he contained some great power, it was hiding well. At least Phoebe had seemed like she had been a little different. She had been complaining about some noise that no one else had heard. It had seemed important to Cassius, though. In addition, she had shown some kind of power when they’d been walking into the Annexus. Ethan would have to ask her about that.




    He heard a soft knock at the door. Sighing heavily, he got up and opened it. There was Phoebe, looking timid. She reminded him of someone he knew, with her hair pulled up in a messy ponytail and her piercing blue eyes. She had a casual elegance about her that made her even more intriguing, but it was her eyes most of all that drew him to her. He had seen them before. He couldn’t remember where, but they were familiar all the same. Although, with the limited history he had been given, perhaps it was just a stray memory.




    “Can I come in?” she asked meekly.




    “Yes, of course,” he answered, standing aside to let her enter.




    She was the only connection he had to anything that made sense.




    She walked in, looked around the room, and made her way to the sitting room and sat down on a chair near the fireplace. There was no fire burning; there wasn’t a need as it was plenty warm enough without one. Ethan sat in the chair opposite her and realized that she was clearly waiting for him to speak. He wasn’t sure what she wanted to talk about, so he guessed.




    “So, what did Cassius say?” He was hoping she had some more information that she could share with him.




    “He said that I have a talent called Truth Seeking.”




    “What is that?” Ethan asked, his interest piqued.




    “That basically means that I can read minds, thoughts, emotions, memories, that kind of thing.”




    Ethan’s guard went up immediately. Is she reading my mind? Then he wondered if he was being paranoid—even if she did read his mind, there wasn’t much to be found there at the moment.




    “Are you…are you reading my mind…right now?” he asked, morbidly curious.




    “No, I’m not using it right now. He said it’s best if I only use it when necessary. He also said that I should tell you about it but not anyone else.”




    “Well, I won’t tell anyone, if that’s what you mean.”




    She nodded. Then she looked like she was considering something carefully. “I have used it, before, on you. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t even know what it was then.”




    Ethan was confused. “What do you mean?”




    She looked embarrassed. “Back at…home.” Ethan didn’t miss the hesitation at the word home. Where was that? “I used to be able to read your emotions really well, when you were on the beach. And then when we were traveling here, I could hear your thoughts. And I assure you, I am not crazy.” She smiled slightly at that.




    It was his turn to be embarrassed, although he had no reason to. Usually people didn’t have to worry about their thoughts being broken into. But Phoebe had said she wasn’t using it on purpose then, so that was good.




    Ethan smiled back at her. “Sorry, just considering every possibility.”




    “Don’t worry. I thought I was going crazy when I started to hear you in my head. It was really weird.” She shifted in her seat and crossed her legs.




    She stared off into space, gazing out the open window that was situated beside the fireplace. She was obviously thinking hard, trying to connect all the dots, just as he was.




    “Do you think your dad and mine are really brothers?” she asked after a while.




    Ethan was taken aback by the question. He hadn’t even thought about that. But when his father and Phoebe’s had greeted each other, they had called one another “brother.” Why else would you call someone that?




    “Dunno. Unless that’s what they call each other here,” Ethan pondered.




    “Well, if they are, that would make us cousins.”




    He hadn’t even thought of that, either. If they were related, that might at least explain why she had seemed so familiar. Not only did it seem they were related, but they had probably known each other when they were smaller. It would make sense.




    “I guess we should probably ask Dorian or Cassius; they would probably know.”




    “That’s true. It’s funny, isn’t it?” she asked, looking at him with a strange expression on her face. Cynicism? She continued on when he said nothing, not being able to find anything funny about their current situation. “Three hours ago, I knew everything about my life and myself, and now, everyone else seems to know more about it.”




    Ethan nodded, totally understanding what she was talking about. Three hours ago he would have said his favorite color was green, he liked his mother’s cooking, and he enjoyed hanging out with his friends. His plans for the evening had consisted of going to a bonfire and maybe catching a movie. Now he didn’t even know if he would see his mother or any of his friends again. He didn’t even know what they ate around here.




    Even in his wildest dreams, he would never have thought to add a side trip to another realm on his list of activities. He couldn’t even think about his parents right now, or his friends; it was already making him sick. Not to mention his job, or his first semester of college. What was going to happen with all of that? Everything that he had ever known had just been erased.




    “So, what’s supposed to happen to us?” Ethan asked. He desperately hoped that her mind reading thing had given her some insight into the matter.




    “Well, Cassius said something about training. I’m guessing that means learning how to use our powers and talents. And I guess we’re supposed to train with the elves for combat,” Phoebe said.




    “When is that supposed to start?”




    “I have no idea.”




    “It would be nice if they gave us some information,” he said, feeling angry yet again with everyone for not being more considerate.




    “I expect we’ll find out everything soon enough. I’m still half expecting to wake up and find I was just dreaming all this,” Phoebe said thoughtfully.




    “Me too. Still, I wish I could’ve seen one of my powers. You’ve seen at least two of yours,” he added.




    “What do you mean? I’ve only had the one, the Truth Seeker thing,” Phoebe replied. She looked at Ethan like he was half crazy.




    “Don’t you remember? When we were outside and the boy stopped you?” he said. Phoebe continued to look at him, puzzled. “You blocked Dorian to keep him away from the boy?”




    “Yeah, I stopped him with my arm. Since when is that a power?” Phoebe asked sarcastically.




    “No, you had, like, this shimmering blue shield go up between you and Dorian. He couldn’t move through it. You did it twice. You didn’t notice?” Ethan watched as her look changed from cynical to shocked in a matter of seconds.




    She really hadn’t realized she’d done anything. That was surprising. Ethan found the shimmering blue shield much more attention drawing than the small boy, although Dorian had seemed particularly ruffled by him. Ethan didn’t know why. He wasn’t doing any harm.




    “No, I was concentrating on the boy.” Phoebe pulled out her necklace absentmindedly and looked at it again, then looked at Ethan’s as it dangled around his neck. “Has your stone ever turned gold?”




    “No. I mean, it changes colors, but never gold. Why?”




    “Because when he took his hand away from my necklace, the stone had turned gold.”




    Perhaps the boy was more interesting than Ethan had given him credit for. He didn’t know if there was any significance to the fact that the stone had changed, but the fact that it had never done it before seemed to be important. He shook it off, figuring that if it was important, somebody would have said something. Maybe.




    Nobody had exactly been helpful. Ethan couldn’t really bring himself to be upset with Cassius, though; the man was too easy going for that. And Phoebe had no idea what was going on, either. Dorian had at least answered all his questions thus far; Ethan was grateful for that. Since Dorian didn’t know how much had been explained, Ethan couldn’t expect him to fill in the blanks unless he asked the right questions.




    Ethan supposed the people he was most annoyed with were his parents. It was hard to think that, though. They had never given him any reason to be upset with them before. Sure, they had their rules and boundaries and such things like that, but they were never unkind about it. He always respected them for that. His father always said respect was a two-way street, and he always treated Ethan that way.




    Ethan didn’t think anyone could have found it in their power to dislike his mother. For one, she was so tiny that people were afraid to touch her for fear of breaking something. He smiled at that memory; those people had never seen his mother during her daily training sessions in the basement. She was absolutely lethal. But she was also one of the kindest people anyone could ever meet; she would give everything she had and more if someone needed it.




    Ethan wished his parents would have forewarned him of this. Being thrown into the middle of it was not his ideal way of receiving information. On the other hand, he might have been concerned for their mental stability if they had tried to explain it sooner. He guessed he was just going to have to grin and bear it. He would figure everything out soon enough.




    Ethan realized that he had been sitting in silence for nearly a minute, and just as he was opening his mouth to reply to Phoebe, the door to his room burst open and two boys walked in. Two identical boys. They were no older than Ethan was; he was positive of that. Sebastian had said his two roommates would start training with him in a few days, so he figured this was them. They both had medium-length, dark honey blond hair, forest green eyes, and they were both the same height and build. The only visible differences between the two of them were their clothes and the tattoos situated between their wrists and elbows on their right arms. Ethan recognized these tattoos at once. They weren’t exactly like the ones his parents had—the animals were different—but they were in the same spot on their arm, and they both had accompanying rings around their wrists.




    Upon realizing they had guests, both boys’ faces lit up, and they flashed friendly smiles. They stepped into the sitting room, and Ethan stood up to meet them. Phoebe looked slightly intimidated, or awestruck, or something else. Whatever it was, it had frozen her in her seat.




    “Hello,” the first boy said, sticking out his hand. “You must be our new roommate. They said you would be coming today, big day as it is. I’m Evan Ward, and this is Jared,” he said, indicating his brother. Ethan shook his hand as he turned his attention to Phoebe. She seemed to shrink back into her seat. “Hello, nice to meet you!”




    The boy turned his hand to her, and she flushed but shook it lightly.




    “I’m Ethan and this is Phoebe. It’s nice to meet you too!” Ethan said, introducing them, as Phoebe seemed to have lost her voice.




    Both boys turned their eyes toward Ethan. They both looked shocked. It was almost comical.




    “You mean the Ethan and Phoebe? The Masters of Earth and Water? I mean, we knew you were coming today, but we missed the arrival. I never would have thought you would have turned up in our room!” The second boy, Jared, had still not said anything.




    Phoebe seemed to find her voice again. “Well, that’s what everyone keeps telling us, but really, we’re nothing special.”




    Evan laughed. “Are you kidding me? Nothing special? I’m thinking about asking for an autograph right now! Two Masters, right in our room. One of them our roommate! I haven’t even seen Dorian up close! Wow.”




    Phoebe blushed again, and Ethan felt highly uncomfortable. Jared took his turn to shake each of their hands. He shook hands with Phoebe first and then turned to Ethan.




    “You two are very powerful,” he said.




    He and Evan settled down into chairs in the sitting room. Evan sat on the couch situated next to Phoebe’s chair, and Jared sat in the one next to Ethan.




    “How do you know?” he asked.




    “That’s his talent,” Evan explained. He was clearly more outgoing than his twin. “He’s a Sensor; he can tell what someone’s talents and level are by touch. He’s also part of the First Order of the Earth Element.”




    “Does that mean you know what our talents are?” Phoebe asked Jared.




    Good question. “Normally I would be able to, yes, but the two of you have so many that I can’t tell specifically. I can only tell you that you have a lot of power.” He sounded intimidated.




    That was slightly disappointing. “What are your powers?” Ethan asked. Evan was smiling happily, clearly nonchalant about the newcomers’ presence, like they were just other normal people in the room.




    “I am in the First Order of the Water Element, and am also going to be training with the elves. I’m hoping that Jared here will join me. It might be something we can actually have in common. Aside from being twins, we don’t really have much else to share over tea and biscuits,” Evan said, laughing. Apparently he was also the more good natured of the two.




    “First Order?” Phoebe asked.




    Evan looked confused as to why she didn’t know what he was talking about, but explained anyway. “There are three levels to Elemental powers. First Order is strongest. We have the most control and strength of power. Second Order is a little less powerful, and Third Order is last. Each Element has all three levels. The Order you get placed in is chance, but it does seem to help to have parents who are in First and Second Order. Not that there is anything wrong with Third, of course.”




    “So, we’ll be in First Order?” Ethan asked. If they were supposed to have some great power, it would only make sense.




    Jared spoke up this time. “Probably, although you two will be higher up than any of us. As Masters, your powers are much stronger.”




    “Yeah, like five times stronger. You’re going to put all of us to shame!” Evan said as he jokingly grimaced in horror. Phoebe chuckled.




    “How long have you been here training, then?” Ethan asked.




    “Oh, we haven’t started training yet. That starts three days from now. We traveled here from another safe place last season so we could start our training on time,” Jared said, finally looking as though he was loosening up.




    “You mean there’s more than one safe place?” Phoebe asked.




    Ethan wondered why she didn’t know that. Hadn’t he asked Dorian that earlier? Perhaps that had been when the noise had started in her head.




    “Yeah, there are five. The Haven, however, is the safest because Cassius is here to protect it. The Annexus and the Pool of Companions are here, and that makes it the most important place to keep safe. Cassius is the most powerful of the Guardians,” Evan explained.




    “Why come so early if you don’t start training for a few more days?” Ethan asked.




    “Well, it’s never that safe to travel across long distances, but it’s the most dangerous during the Season of Fire; that’s when Esmeralda is the most powerful. We came early so we didn’t have to travel then,” Jared continued.




    “What is the Pool of Companions?” Phoebe asked.




    “Didn’t your parents explain any of this to you?” Evan asked in disbelief.




    “No, they thought it was best to leave us in the dark,” Ethan said bitterly.




    He tried not to be angry with them. They had done a good thing, but it was still irritating. At least now he seemed to be getting somewhere, and he found that comforting.




    Evan held up his arm to show the mark on his arm that looked like a bear. He rubbed his hand over it, and the mark turned blue while what looked like a tiny, white bear crawled out of his arm. As it emerged, it grew larger and larger until Ethan realized that it was a polar bear cub. The cub squealed with delight at being released and nuzzled its owner.




    “This is my companion. His name is Bree. We only just received our companions a little while after we arrived, which is why he’s still a cub. The pool that you walk by in the second entrance hall is the Pool of Companions. It’s where every person receives their companion.”




    The bear had been sniffing at Phoebe’s hands and crawled into her lap. She looked slightly taken aback, but when the bear nuzzled her hand, she relented and patted his head a few times.
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