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Prologue

 

            I had a dream – that was not at all a dream. I had read those words before. The poetry of Lord Byron – some English class – the ninth grade. He was one of the few writers we read who wrote before the Erosion – so often, for us, it seemed that nothing pre-Erosion mattered. The seas were rising; the lands were vanishing into the waves. Sand grew wet and scattered; the earth succumbed to the swamp and the darkness. How were we supposed to care about the lives of those who had lived back when the world was a mass of great continents, when we did not have to worry about the ever-shrinking ground beneath our feet.

            But the lines of that poem stayed with me for a long time after I learned them. I had a dream, that was not all a dream. For last night I too had a dream, and although the splendid phantasmagoria, the surreal sense of flying, the echoes in my ears all told me that I was dreaming, there was something within my dream so strong, so clear, that it was more real still than my waking days. My dream was strong enough to eradicate anything that was not my dream at all. The world didn't exist. My waking life didn't exist. High school, Aeros Academy, the popular girls, test grades – how petty they all seemed, how vague! As if it were of those things I had dreamed – and now, now at last, I was awake. 

            Where were we? I looked around and my eyes were shining. This place, so glorious in its splendor, alive with the shine of pure white fire – it was unlike anything I had ever seen before. Even the most beautiful vistas of Aeros – its high mountains, its dark seas – could not compare to this splendor. Yet it did not frighten me. I was not afraid, nor intimidated, by the awe-inspiring grandeur of this place. It was my home. I belonged here. Of this I was sure. I commanded these golden flames; they lapped and licked at my command. I owned them. I looked around – the clouds were mine, the earth beneath my feet was mine, the flames were mine: and I knew in my heart the truth of the matter. I was Queen of this realm. It belonged to me. 

            But I was not alone. A man was at my side, his flesh sweet-smelling with fire and a hint of sweat, the warm smell of action and vigor. His skin glistened in the firelight; he wore no shirt, and his olive-dark stomach rippled with tense muscles – like the tensing of a lion's body before the kill. His hair was long and dark; his blue eyes were penetrating. I could feel his skin against mine, the warmth and the smell of his skin against mine, and in ecstasy I knew he was with me – in a sense deeper than the greatest depth of magic. He and I were one, fused together the way the flames of the firelight fused together – two tongues of the same eternal fire. We were dressed in fine rainment – in the clothing of great kings and queens. Our bodies were weighed down with glimmering gemstones – red, orange, yellow, green – and fine golden silk caressed our skin. Where is this place? The part of me that remained Mac, that remained myself, was confused.

            But a still-greater part of me knew exactly where I was. I was home – sitting upon my throne, with my love at my side. Vesta's throne. I could feel a shiver run through my body. This was where I belonged. This is where I had always belonged. All my life up to this point had been a vague and frenzied search for this moment of eternal, perfect bliss. I could feel my love's lips against my shoulder, nuzzling my neck.

            “The Great Goddess Vesta,” a servant was bowing at my feet, so low that I could not make out his face. He touched the earth with his forehead. “I have come to do the Ritual Honors. I have come to bathe and prepare you for the ritual.”

            “What sort of preparation?” My love smiled – a cocky, familiar smile that spread slowly and rapturously across his face. Chance? 

            “Fine scented oils,” the servant said, bowing low once again. “A massage.”            

            “A massage?” There was a twinkle in my love's eye. “Why, do you think to deprive me of the chance to touch these proud, these agonizingly beautiful shoulders?” He put his hands upon my shoulder blades, his fingers finding my tension, seeking my release. “No, my good man, you are dismissed. These particular honors I wish to do myself.”

            “As you wish, Lord Mars.” The servant shuffled away, leaving me alone with him. I moaned softly as I leaned back into his hands, letting him knead my skin into ecstasy. I turned my head to face him, and in his eyes I saw the shining power of love. This man loved me – he wanted me – his desire so intense it seemed to radiate like beams of light from his eyes. I wanted to sink into his desire, to let it wash over me like a warm bath. How could I resist this joy, this feeling of absolute pleasure that came over me the moment his fingers touched my smooth, bared skin.

            “You are my love,” he murmured softly, “my one, my only. The two of us – twin flames. We are destined...” And here he kissed my shoulder. “To be together for always. We are destined to be united, the two of us. I shall never let you go.”

            I laughed, shooting him a flirtatious smile. “And if I ran away?”

            “Then I would spend eternity finding you again,” he said, his smile belying a strange gravity to his words. Although we joked, I had no doubt that he meant every word.

            “Fear not,” I whispered back, sinking into his kiss. His lips were sweet and spicy at once, like cinnamon. “My love for you shall not allow us to be divided. Neither time nor place shall ever divide us. We are one, and destiny has decreed it. We are to be together for eternity. For we know the ancient magic, and its ways are great. Only together can we command the power of the Flame. Only together can we command the world – the great power of life. Destruction and rebirth – the sacred power of fire.”

            Chance pulled me in for another kiss, this time rougher, more savage. His desire was stronger now. He looked up and pulled my hand over to a basin of fire, over which a clear glass bowl was being heated. No matter how hot the fire grew, I knew, it would not burn us; the bowl would not shatter. We had command over it. And in the bowl I saw five gemstones, each burning more brightly than the last, composed of five different colors – each glowing brightly, as if a storm were brewing beneath the smooth surfaces of the gem. I touched each of the stones in turn, feeling their warmth against my skin. “If you ever lose me,” I said, smiling. “If ever fate should separate us – then fear not. These five stones will lead you back to me. Always.”

            Chance looked at the stones, feeling them in his hand, turning each one over in turn. “I know your ways, my love,” he said. “I know how it amuses you to transform rocks – mere stones – into things of great beauty. You hold a pebble in your hand and it becomes an amethyst, or else a garnet, a sapphire, an emerald, topaz – all splendid creations, but none so beautiful as you. But today, my love, you have outdone yourself. These stones are brighter than even the sun itself. Look – they are shaped like the full moon, whose pale whiteness fades in comparison to your dark beauty.”

            First I picked up the emerald. Green flames burst from its core. “All stones have power,” I said. “This is the power of vision – its magic will provide those who hold it with the second sight. The holder of this stone will have the power of clairvoyance, the power to ward off trouble before it comes. But it has another power, too.” I smiled seductively. “The power to enhance love, to create joy.”

            Chance kissed me and pressed the stone to my breast. “Then you must wear it always.”

            I picked up the second stone, a glimmering red garnet. “The color of my heart's blood,” I said, Vesta's power coursing through me. “It is the symbol of my love. When you are afflicted with pain, with anger or sadness, this stone will offer you relief. When we meet, this stone will you possess, for our meeting, like the stone, will destroy any sadness. A stone of protection and affection.”

            I picked up the next stone, a shining amethyst. “This one,” I said, “will forge dreams. It will provide courage. And the fourth stone...” here I picked up a night-blue sapphire, “can heal wounds, and bring peace.” Chance played with all these stones in turn.

            “But the last one,” I said, “is the most powerful stone of all.” I picked up the topaz, glimmering with faint gold. “And it is the most dangerous. This stone provides to the wearer a very great strength: the power to become invisible to the human eye. And, for those mortals who wear it – the power of immortality. The ability to defeat death itself.”

            “You have outdone yourself, my love,” breathed Chance. “These are truly exquisite creations. You are the cleverest and best of divinities, my darling. Yet I fear...” his face darkened. “These stones, so beautiful, yet magical – all creatures in the world will want them. Human,  non-humans. Mortal, immortal. They may seek to steal them from you, from us.” He held me close, enveloping me in his arms. I inhaled his soft, sweet musk. “My Queen, my goddess...I can only hope...” He sighed heavily. “That I never have to use these stones to find you. That we are never separated. But if we are – if we must enter the Mortal Realm, into mortal bodies, I hope that then they shall prove worthy of those who possess us – and possess them.”

            As he finished speaking, he leaned in to kiss me once again, and I sighed with pleasure as I vanished into his kiss.






 

Chapter 1

 

 

            “Mac?” A voice from far away – not soft and caressing, as my dream-voice had been, but laughing and jocular. “Ma-ac? Are you sleeping?”

            “What?” I murmured, my eyes still closed. “No – go away – five more minutes...”

            “Ma-ac?” The voice came again, laughing as it did so. A man's voice. Familiar. Arrogant. Cocksure. A voice that made me melt.

            “Chance?” I opened my eyes, leaning up on my elbows. “What happened?”

            Chance was standing relaxed, beside me, his brilliant blue eyes staring into mine. On his lips I could discern a playful, jocular smile. “Really,” he said. “Unbelievable. I tell you to meditate for five seconds and you fall asleep on me.”

            This wasn't the Chance of my dreams – clothed in flame and beauty. But he was as handsome as ever, and a sudden blush sprang to my face. “But...where am I?” The dream had been a heavy one, and I still staggered to make sense of the waking world. Had it really been Chance who had held me so close, who had pressed his skin, his lips, his tongue against my body? Had it really been Chance who had taken those stones, which still glittered like small suns in my memory?

            “You're doing it!” Chance grinned. “Well done, Mac!”

            “Doing what?”

            And then I remembered. My stomach dropped; my mouth fell open. I looked down. I was currently suspended in mid-air – at least five hundred feet above the ocean. Flying. 

            “No...” My heart started to flutter and throb as I began to panic. “No, what the...”

            I was falling, plummeting faster and faster towards the dark, freezing-looking seas below. “What the – help!”

            Instantly Chance's arms were around me, wrapping me tightly. I could smell him again, and he smelled as he had done in my dream – that hot cinnamon smell of desire. I stopped falling, and we remained in the air.

            “Focus, Mac,” Chance cried. “You were doing it – you just lost your confidence, that's all. You were flying. You were in the air. Listen, you can do this, I promise you. You're doing this. Right here, right now. Here.”

            “Because you're holding me up!” I couldn't help crying. “That's why. That's how I'm able to do this.” Terror seized me in a vice-grip. I looked down, and saw the ocean far beneath my feet. This isn't possible....people can't fly...this is a dream...a trick....

            “Confidence, Mac!” Chance said, his voice strong and hard. “Don't look down, Mac. Look at me.”

            “I can't!” I started kicking against Chance's grip, my heart pounding with panic. “Let me down!”

            “Look at me!”

            I looked up at him in shock. “Chance, this is...”

            Something in his eyes stopped me from speaking. His brilliant blue eyes, gazing into mine. Enough to send me into a trance. “Think about it, Mac...” His voice was softer, now. “If you can fly – it means that you might be the Goddess. That you might be the one – the one I'm meant to be with. That we can be...together...” He began to pull away slowly, gently, still staring into my eyes. “You have to trust me. I'll be the one to catch you, I promise. But you have to do this for yourself. You have to find the goddess within.”

            “Chance...” I whispered, as his fingers slipped away from mine. I was no longer holding onto him, I noted – but I was floating of my own accord, suspended in mid-air. I kicked my legs, but there was no resistance. I wasn't falling. I was simply letting the sky carry me aloft. “Chance – I'm flying!”

            “You are, my darling!” Chance's face broadened into a smile. “My goddess, my Mac! I always knew you could do it.”

            I wasn't quite ready to let go of my nervousness just yet, but I was able to manage a small smile as I looked around. All of Aeros was laid out at our feet, so small from this great height. So beautiful. The cliffs that had once seemed so large and impenetrable – where Chance had rescued me from the mysterious mountain people – were so tiny from this angle. It had only been a some Saturdays ago, but it felt like an eternity. With school, with work, with life at the Cutter Imperial Hotel, it had been difficult to find time to spend alone with Chance, especially since I'd found out who – or rather what  - he was. But at last we were able to spend time together, to feel that electric spark that connected us reignite once again as our bodies touched.

            Chance floated alongside me, his shoulders against mine. He grabbed my hand, pulling me into him, and I could feel sparks of desire in my blood, coursing through me like adrenaline. How I longed for him to pull me closer into him, to press his lips against mine, to kiss me as he had kissed me in my dream, sending me into throes of ecstasy. I could see it in his eyes – he wanted it as much as I did. His eyes had the same burning, passionate gleam I had seen in my dream. He wanted me; he wanted to kiss me. He wanted to touch me.

            But he didn't. Instead he pulled me down with him, flying towards the very top of the cliff where he had rescued me last. Gravity began to catch up with us, and as we approached the cliff our measured floatation became a frenzied fall, and at last we fell onto the soft, sweet grass in a heap, Chance's strong, muscular body on top of mine. I couldn't help but laugh. How extraordinary it was, I thought, to be on safe ground – safe, sound, earth; I laughed with relief. Chance's laugh echoed my own, and on his face I could see pure joy. 

            Would I ever have expected this, I wondered? After all, only a few weeks ago, I thought the glowering, brooding Chance was an arrogant pillock, thinking himself too good to lower himself to smile at a friend or lover. He had never smiled, then – only smirked in that cocksure way of his. But now on Chance's face I could see pure, unrestrained happiness, a sincere smile that, I knew, represented the purest part of ecstasy.

            His face grew more serious, but the look of joy on his face remained. “I can't tell you how happy I am, my goddess,” he whispered, holding me tight. “To have you back in my arms at last.” He pulled me into him, his hand behind my neck. He lifted my head towards his, our lips meeting in a passionate kiss. At the touch of his lips I felt a new wave of fire coursing through me, a desire so strong that I felt as if I were shaking. I kissed him back, violently, my arms twining around the back of his neck. His hands were on the buttons of my shirt; I was fumbling with his clothing, my body and soul both frenzied with the desire to feel his naked chest against my hands.

            And then I realized that I was soaked.

            Chance and I looked up and laughed. It had started pouring rain – claps of thunder sounded out from the heights of the sky. The beautiful sunny day we had been experiencing only moments before had vanished; the sky was dark-black with clouds, the rain pouring forth in torrents.

            “We didn't even notice!” Chance laughed, pulling me to my feet. “Come on, I know a place.” He grabbed my hand and ran with me across the side of the cliff, both of us breathless with exhaustion and desire. We stopped, panting, at the mouth of a cave; Chance pulled me inside, pressing me up against its stone walls, kissing me again – even more passionately this time. He encircled my waist with his arms, and I could feel his fingers adapt to the contours of my skin. He brought me in for another kiss, and then another, each kiss more joyous, more ecstatic than the last.

            I had always wanted it to be like this. From the first time I had met Chance Cutter, I had wanted this. I might have pretended otherwise – pretended to dislike him, even to despise him – but deep down, I knew, I had wanted nothing more than to feel his hot lips on mine, feel his hands fumbling expertly with the folds of my skirt. He had been afraid – I knew that. Afraid to hurt me as he had hurt Jana. He had held back. But I had convinced him – I had set us both free, free to fall in love at last. Until we couldn't help it any longer. We had no choice but to give in to our desires.

            But something stopped me from going further. Something from my dream. That love I'd experienced in my vision – Mars and Vesta united on their thrones. Was that dream meant for me? I knew Chance was Mars – that much was clear. But did Chance love me the way Mars loved Vesta? Or was there someone else out there, some other girl, who represented his true destiny. How could I risk loving him, knowing that there was a chance that some other girl was meant to be his Queen?

            I stopped suddenly, gazing into his glimmering blue eyes. “Why does it hurt?” I whispered. “When we're so close – why does it hurt to be together?”

            Chance furrowed his brow. “Does it hurt?” he asked, his fingers stroking my neck gently. “For you to be with me?”

            I nodded silently. “Yes,” I said at last, looking down. “I'm afraid. I want so much to be with you – to fully love you – but something stops me. I feel like I can't – no, that I shouldn't. We can't...not yet. Not until we're sure that I'm...who you think I am.” I wanted the tears that had sprung at the corners of my eyes to vanish. “If you still have some doubt about me being Vesta...I don't want to...” Go all the way? How could I – when we were still so unsure?

            “You're so beautiful,” Chance sighed, tracing my face with his fingers. His eyes were filled with pain – his gaze earnest and heartfelt. This was not the ironic, jocular Chance I had known at school. “It's just that I don't want to lose you. I love you – you, Mac – whether or not you're Vesta. Others have died trying to prove that they're her – and I was sure with them, too. How can I let you take that chance, when taking that chance might mean losing you? And I couldn't live with that.”

            “And if I'm not Vesta?” I couldn't resist asking.

            Chance held me tighter still. “I'd rather tear my own heart out than keep up this search – this pain...” There were tears in his eyes, too. “I want to be with you. Vesta – she...you...I don't know. We had this love: an eternal love. And I know my destiny is to find her, to restore the lands in a way that only the united power of Fire can accomplish. But when she...you...I don't know...when Vesta left me, it left a cleft in my heart even centuries have not healed. If you are Vesta – then...how can I get over your leaving me once before? And if you're not...I could start over...”

            “A clean slate,” I said. “Like all the embodiments here on Aeros Island?” I shook my head. “But none of us are clean slates. None of us on this island are new to this earth. Look, Chance – I had this vision. When we were flying. I don't know what happened – when you thought I fell asleep. I saw you, Chance. I saw us. We were in this place, this beautiful place, with fire everywhere. And we were in love, and we were happy, and there were these gemstones...”

            Chance's eyes flew wide open. “Gemstones?” He turned to me, his expression serious. “Describe them.”

            “They were shaped like the moon...” I thought back to the vision. “And inside there were these flames....there was an amethyst, and a sapphire, and an emerald...a garnet...and a topaz.”

            “The Fire Stones,” said Chance softly. “She created them. Vesta did. To bring me back to her. Her Embodiment, whoever she is, should be able to find them – that's part of the Embodiment's test, to prove that she is Vesta. If you had that vision, Vesta's memories, surely it must mean...”

            “I don't know, Chance,” I said. “I felt like I was Vesta in that dream – but it could be a mistake. An illusion. Maybe I wanted so badly to be Vesta that I dreamed I was in her place...” I shook my head. “But I can't live with not knowing who I am. I have to figure out my identity – I have to go through with it. Not just for your sake, Chance, but for mine.”

 






 

Chapter 2

 

            Another kiss – and then another. We spent hours kissing in that secluded cave, as the shouts of thunder and the wailing of the wind raged around us. It was cold; the rain poured down in floods. But it didn't matter. Where we were – we were safe. Warm. I could feel Chance's strong arms around me, the rippling of his taut, tanned forearms as they held my waist, pressing my flesh. I could feel the softness of his skin, the roughnness of the stubble on his chin, the combination of tenderness and danger that made him so irresistible to me. How had this one man affected me so much? When I was near him, it was like I was no longer myself, like I no longer had any control over who or what I was. Another identity seemed to be tugging at my heart, at my soul – the identity of Vesta, love of the god Mars. When I was with Chance, everything else seemed to disappear – my old life, my status as Mackenzie Evers, girl-next-door: I felt different. Special. As if I could really be the goddess he thought I was. His lips were so hot on mine; I could feel my blood scorch with the fullness of his passion. I tangled my fingers in his dark, wavy hair, wanting to pull him tighter still closer to me. Our clothes were wet – soaked, even – from the rain, and the moisture from our clothes mingled with the heat and the sweat of our passion, so that we lay together, entangled, our clothes still on but largely rumpled and rearranged, in perfect silence. Chance stroked my hair, his lips against my forehead. I felt so small in his arms, I thought – he could encircle me so easily.

            “When we're like this,” he sighed, “It makes me want to protect you. Normally, when we're together – you don't need any protecting. I've never met a girl as much my match as you are, Mac, my goddess. Equals – twins of fire. But right now, with me, I suddenly want to wrap my arms around you and shield you from the world.”

            I laughed darkly. “I don't need much shielding.”

            “You don't know what's out there, Mac. A lot of danger. A lot of things you'd never even know to dream. Things so beautiful that the greatest artists and poets couldn't even begin to imagine them. And things so terrible...” his voice trailed off. “I want to protect you from that.”

            “But if seeing those terrible things means seeing the beautiful ones as well?” I looked up at Chance. “Isn't it worth it – taking that risk?”

            “Only you can decide that,” said Chance, kissing me sweetly. “But now, my love, the sun is almost setting – and I promised my father I'd help him set up with the banquet tonight.” He laughed. “A mundane role for Mars, no doubt. But he's been at me since I've been back about not doing enough for the hotel...”

            Once more Chance's arms were around me, and once more we flew. This time he didn't need to support me; I was able to navigate the fog and clouds of my own free will, holding Chance's hand for pleasure rather than protection. The rain had stopped, and the splendor of sunset was spread out before us. We swam through the sky, beams of orange and pink, purple and yellow light surrounding us in a miasma of beauty, the clouds like great heavy gemstones in the sky. The air was balmy and warm, now, and in the aftermath of the rain a rainbow spread itself across the sky. 

            “Look, Mac!” Chance flew us through the rainbow; colors surrounding us on every side. “I told you – beautiful things.”

            I flew through the heart of the rainbow, watching the splendid light refract upon the ocean waves. This was true happiness, I felt – more than anything I had ever experienced before. Only a few days ago I had been a normal girl, living in a normal world. Now I knew that things would never be normal again.

            Chance dropped me off at last at the cottage I shared with my mother. A far less palatial residence than Chance's rooms at the Cutter Imperial Hotel, but a charming bungalow it was nonetheless, with panoramic views of the sea. My mother was at work again – her job as Events Director at the Hotel seemed to require round-the-clock attendance at the Hotel – but I didn't mind the time alone. It gave me a chance to sit and reflect on what had happened – and to look over the Book of Vesta.

            Yet somehow my mind could not concentrate upon the words of the book. They seemed to blur and fade before my eyes; my head began to throb. I couldn't stop myself from looking out the window, watching the misty evening unfold before my eyes. I had seen this view many times before – the white sands stretching out towards the ocean, the dark waves rolling with their white foaming crests, but somehow the view seemed more powerful this time. Almost as if it were calling to me. Something within me felt a painful longing – the ocean seemed to be singing to me, a siren song luring me out. Something was waiting for me there, I felt, a shiver going through my spine. Something was waiting for me – there was a reason that my heart had begun to flutter, that my throat had gone tight and breathless.

            I looked down at the Book of Vesta, then back again at the ocean. With a sigh, I snapped the book shut, carrying it with me as I bounded out the door, following this strange feeling to the ocean's edge. I walked along the sand, feeling the moist earth caressing my bare feet, letting my intuition guide me as I let the cool ocean spray massage my skin.

            At last I stopped. This was a familiar place – a lush tropical garden on the ocean's edge I had been to once before. With Varun. I sighed as I recalled his tanned skin, his long and luxuriant blond hair. As hard as I tried, I couldn't forget the sweet, easy romance we had shared: our first date, when he had kissed me beneath the milky moon and held me gently in his arms. I knew now that we could never have the fire, the passion, that I shared with Chance, but I regretted how things had ended between the two of us. After all, Varun was a kind, gentle, romantic boyfriend – he had been all those things with me – and I hated to hurt him.

            But how could I resist Chance? How could any girl? Varun had told me that his first love, Jana, had left him for Chance many years before; now I knew why. With his luxuriant dark hair and dangerous good looks, Chance radiated passion. Even thinking of him now, as I looked out over the ocean, I felt my skin begin to tingle at the memory of our kisses.

            I took out the Book of Vesta from my satchel. I had to get reading, I told myself – I'd never be able to figure out if I was Vesta or not if I didn't get started on my research. But as I placed the book's spine on the ground, I saw to my surprise that it was opening of its own accord.

            “What the...”

            I looked down in shock. On a smooth, blank, creamy page, an image was being drawn – as if it were appearing from the depths of the book itself. Dark lines of ink were appearing on the page. It was a language I could not make out – I could not read either the alphabet or the words themselves, but the drawing beneath the letters was unmistakable. It was a map – a map I recognized immediately as a guide to the Aeros coastline. An indent in the map showed a small cove – in the cove, a cave. My heart began to pound as a circle appeared around the cave. Was this where I was meant to go? My heart was racing – somewhere, in the back of my mind, an image came to me: a cave surrounded by jagged rocks, the memory of placing a stone...

            I had to go. I had to find the cave for myself. I rose to my feet and began running, running along the beach, feeling my legs kick into the sand, faster and faster until my skin was pink with exhaustion. I had run track at my old school, but this was different – I was more graceful, more agile, than I had ever been before. Something new was acting within me; I had unlocked some power I didn't know I had. Swim team practice and wrestling had certainly given me more stamina, I knew, but this energy that I felt within myself was different. Stronger. I was running as fast as the breeze on my back, easily crossing the miles that separated me from the cove.

            At last I reached the cove, and noted to my surprise that it looked just as it had done in my mind. Was it a memory? The water frothed high and dangerous; a chill came over me as I saw the jagged, sharp rocks – like sharks' teeth – that surrounded the cove. There was no way to run – the only way to get to the cave at the cove's center was to climb over the rocks, avoiding slicing my feet on their acute edges. I hesitated for a moment: this looked far more dangerous than I had expected. But as I looked down at the Book of Vesta in my satchel, I renewed my resolve. If I really was Vesta, then I had to listen to the instructions in this book – they were meant for me. And if Vesta had written this book, then it was my destiny to follow its instructions.

            I wrapped my fingers around a set of vines, deftly avoiding the slippery moss on the rocks as I gingerly stepped from rock to rock, making my way towards the cave. I tried not to look down at the whirlpool below, or to think of what creatures might lurk in that primordial deep. From time to time I saw something ripple beneath the surface of the water. Something dark.

            Fins.

            I swallowed hard. So there were sharks in these waters. I'd been warned that parts of Aeros Island were dangerous; now I knew for sure. I closed my eyes as I inched my way towards the cave, willing myself to overcome that sense of fear that had by now left an ashen taste in my mouth. I heard a voice in my head – an echo from my subconscious. Come. Be brave. Do not fear. This is your path. It was the same voice I had heard weeks earlier in the Aeros woods.

            The tide was low – it would be possible for me to enter the cave – but from the way the sun was hanging in the sky I knew it would not be long before a high tide washed me away. I'd have to keep faith, to act fast. My heart pounding, I ran into the cave, embracing the pitch darkness within. There was something in this cave, I felt. Something Vesta had wanted me to find.

            My eyes adjusted to the darkness. In the back of the cave I could make out a strange glow, like a purple flame. I could feel its heat even from the mouth of the cave, radiating towards me, enticing me, drawing me in.

            “What are you?” I muttered, coming closer.

            The flame grew brighter, and I gasped. It was not a fire at all, but rather the glare of a particularly bright amethyst stone, shaped like a moon, its glow so bright that it resembled a burning flame. I flashed back to my dream. Yes, this was one of the stones – the stones of Vesta. The one that would bring courage, the gift of sight.

            My hands were shaking as I placed the stone into my pocket. 

            And then I heard the roar.

            “No!” 

            I had taken too long in the cave; the tide had begun to rise. A rushing wave of water swept into the cave, knocking me breathless with its force. Seaweed and salt filled my nostrils; in vain I clutched at the cave walls, looking for vines, for seaweed, for anything to hold me fast. But it was too late. My fingers relaxed their grip; the waves had me, now, captured me in their grasp, and were pulling me out into the cove.

            My eyes squinted in the water, salt stinging my face. But I could make out the shapes coming towards me. Their teeth were jagged; their skin rough. These were sharks.






 

 

Chapter 3

 

            I twisted my way through the waves, my heart pounding louder than the ocean roar. There was no way I could outstrip these sharks. They were agile, hungry, born to kill. Their teeth snapped at me as I furiously scrambled to the surface, gasping for breath as I looked around me in desperation. It was too far from the rocks; even if I made it to them I'd never be able to climb them, but would rather be thrust back down, falling from the slippery moss into the water. The sharks circled closer, their yellowing eyes hungry for a meal. For me. 

            The stone. I felt in my pocket for the smooth, round stone. It gave off heat, and I clutched it tightly. It was supposed to bring the possessor courage and protection, was it not? Well, I didn't feel particularly courageous at that moment, but I figured it was my best bet.

            The stone seemed to give off a strange, purple light – a glow that seeped through the water like ink. For a moment, the shark backed off, closing its mouth. I breathed a sigh of relief. But out of the corner of my eye, I saw two more sharks approaching, each larger than the last. I shuddered. There was no way I was going to be able to repel all three. I started flailing about in the water, trying to remember my swim team training, but paralyzed by fear...

            And then I saw it next to me – the flash of a trident, blinding me with its brightness. Blood filled the water – my own? In a panic I looked about.

            But it was the shark who bled, not me. And atop the shark, his muscular thighs digging into his side, was a figure I knew well, riding the back of the shark, commanding it in a tongue I could not understand.

            Varun.

            His hair was soaked and matted; he wore no shirt and his chest glistened in the moonlight. “You will return to where you came from!” Varun was shouting to the shark, his trident stained with blood. “You will let her be.” The shark reared up with a roar, plunging Varun into the water.

            “By my power as the Water God, let her be!”

            The shark, however, did not feel particularly inclined to listen. Yet I looked up in shock to see at least ten more glistening tridents in the water. An army of mermen had encircled the sharks, their gazes menacing. They were looking at Varun, awaiting his command.

            The shark stopped thrashing, and Varun dismounted, his trident still in hand, his expression dark. The shark seemed to bow low, turning on its fins and swimming away, followed by his companions. Varun turned to the merman, giving them a careful salute. One by one, the men responded in kind to his gesture, and then vanished into the darkness of the water.

            I stared at Varun in shock. His eyes were brilliantly blazing; his hair was like spun gold. My mind was hazy; I'd swallowed a lot of water, and there was no room in my lungs for air. I began to grow dizzy, losing consciousness as I thrashed about in the water, gasping for air. This is an Immortal, too, I thought vaguely, as my eyes began to close. This wasn't the Varun I knew from high school, jocular and easy-going. This was the Water King, Poseidon, coming in all his power, commanding the waves. This was the true self of Varun.

            Mac. The voice seemed to be coming from within my own mind. Breathe into me. We need to get you air. His arms were tight around me as I lost consciousness. It's the only way to stay alive.

            My lips parted; his lips were against mine. He pressed my chest, expelling the water, and then began to breath fresh, sweet air into my mouth. My lungs expanded; consciousness returned to me. The waves and surf came over us intermittently with the lapping of the tide; we were both soaked and exhausted. I clung to Varun hazily, his mouth like a lifeline – the source of air of life.

            “I have you, Mac,” Varun was holding onto me tightly. “You're safe, don't worry. Relax. The shark won't come after you again. He knows that this area is my dominion – if he harms any of my creatures or friends, he will have to answer to me.” His voice was strong and dominant – the voice of a true ruler.

            “Varun...” was all I was able to say. My mind was still in such a haze; adrenaline was coursing through me. All of this was so surreal...like a dream, I thought. Like a memory from a past I could not quite recall: Varun's mouth on mine, his arms around me.

            “Mac...” he placed his lips against mine again, but this time it was no attempt at rescue. I could feel the heat of his kiss.

            I pulled away. “Varun, no...” My voice trailed off. “I can't. Not like this. You know I'm with...”

            “Don't think, Mac,” Varun pulled me closer. “Just feel me against you. Feel what I know you feel – in your heart.”

            I sat up, trying to create distance between the two of us. I couldn't feel him like this – his smooth, wet skin, his salty sea-taste. “I'm with Chance, Varun. We're together now.”

            He sighed. “Because you think you're Vesta.”

            “I am Vesta...”

            “So you feel it?” He grabbed my shoulders. “You must be able to feel it!” Now he was frightening me – his intensity dark and foreboding.

            “Please, Varun,” I looked away, a crimson flush coming over my face. “Just get me out of the cove – I'll make it back to the hotel on my own.”

            “You have to remember...” he was pulling at my clothes; I could feel the frenzy of his heartbeat. “Remember how we were. How you were with me. You could breathe underwater – you could...we did...Vesta...together, in the waves, you have to remember...” He was covering me with kisses; I backed up.

            “I have to go!” I cried.

He pulled me back to him, his voice urgent. “You have to remember. Didn’t being in the waters with me just now trigger any memories? Maybe you’ll remember this.” He kissed me with a hunger that left me breathless. I closed my eyes and then shoved him back. “Stop it, Varun. Thank you for saving my life but I can’t do this. How could you kiss me like that when I’m with Chance now? I trusted you!”

            “And I trusted you,” his eyes grew dark. “You were with me – before you left me for Chance. And once, Vesta, we were together, centuries and centuries ago...”

            “Listen to me, Varun,” I said, growing angry, “if you don't get me to the shore right now, I swear I'll never talk to you again.”

            He stopped, looking abashed. My words had taken him aback. He changed his tone. His voice was lower, now – more caressing. “Mac, please don't be mad at me,” he whispered, taking my hand. “I can only try…”

            I said nothing. Varun's intensity, his surety, was making me uncomfortable. What did he remember that I didn't? I remembered what I knew about Poseidon and Vesta – their forbidden love? If I was Vesta – had I experienced that, too, with Chance? And, if so, then why didn't I remember it?

            I took Varun's hand and allowed him to swim me to the safer part of the shore. I kissed him awkwardly on the cheek. “Thanks again for saving me,” I muttered. “But that's all. I can't promise you anything else.”

            We were standing on the beach – not far from the garden where we had first kissed. He was staring at me, his eyes sad but serious. I wanted to avoid that intense imploring look and that nagging feeling that I should have remembered something important. 

            “Vesta,” he said softly, taking a step towards me.

            “Sorry, I can’t.  You’re the God of Water, and I’m of fire…” I turned and ran, away from Varun and away from the confusing conflicting feelings I had for him right then.

            How could Varun think I wanted him? I loved Chance – I knew I loved Chance, with a passion that made me insatiable for his touch, his taste. Yet Varun was telling me that once I had abandoned Chance for him – an old affection that still burned bright in his heart.

            How could I have done that?

            The question lingered in my mind as I made my way home.






 

Chapter 4

 

            The rest of the weekend passed me by in something of a haze. I spent that Saturday and Sunday sleeping – resting. I needed some time to quiet my heart. When my eyes closed, I saw before me the same visions that had so entranced me that Saturday morning...visions of the beautiful Vesta and her proud, cold beauty, of Mars in all his splendor and power, visions of those five glimmering gemstones that burned brighter in the palm of my hand than the stars in the night sky. When my eyes closed, I felt his lips on mine once again, his hot and cinnamon taste; I felt my blood prickle and burn with longing for Chance. And yet I could not get Varun out of my head. Why – why was he so insistent? His intensity frightened and repelled me – but I could not forget it. His dark-blue eyes seemed to know some secret that I did not. I could never imagine leaving Chance for Varun – but once, Vesta had done it; once she had escaped the love of Mars and run instead into Neptune's arms. How could I have done such a thing? I asked myself. Could I really have betrayed the one I loved like that – could I really have abandoned Mars? The thought disturbed me. Feeling as I felt about Chance now – even being apart from him for mere hours was torment...how could I have ever chosen to leave him forever?

            Was I really Vesta? 

            I tried to ignore my concerns, burying myself in schoolwork and swim practice in the hotel pool. I turned off my cell phone, ignoring calls from Varun and Chance equally. Right now I needed to work, needed to think. Luckily, by Monday morning, my strength had returned to me. I wasn't quite ready to face Varun again, but I was certainly ready to get back into the swing of things after my attack. I was pleased, though not surprised, to note that Alice was absent from Monday morning's First Period wrestling class. I had reported her attack on me to Antonio Cutter – now that I knew that the frail, bird-like Alice was in fact the Embodiment of the strong-man Hercules, I wasn't about to take any risks. Whatever Alice wanted with me, she wouldn't hesitate to take; as long as there was a chance I was Vesta, I was in danger. But it wasn't Alice who worried me now. Whether she was in detention or in Cutter's custody I did not know – but at least she was accounted for. What worried me was the other attacker, the one I had not been able to unmask....

            Any one of the girls or guys around me could have been the one, I thought, my face flushing with worry. Any one of them could have attacked me. I felt my heart began to beat faster as I looked around the room – Misty in the corner, Charles and Haven on the sidelines...any one of them could be plotting to stage another attack at this moment? I shook my head. No, Misty, at least, was trustworthy – she was an oracle, and Chance put his faith in her. But what about Brandon?

            I turned my head to see Brandon smiling at me from the sidelines. He was new to the wrestling class – he appeared to have taken Alice's place on the team. I remembered him from the swimming pool party we'd held at the hotel a few weeks earlier. He'd casually asked me out on a date, but hadn't seemed particularly bummed about being turned down. I liked him, I thought – even if I wasn't interested in adding another man to my roster just now. I hoped he hadn't been behind the attack in the locker rooms.

            But his jocular smile as he approached me seemed to dissuade any such doubts. “Fancy seeing you around here, Mac,” he said with a grin, “Never would have pegged you as one for wrestling.”

            I shrugged off his concerns, smiling back at him. “Old story,” I said. “I enrolled late. When I got here, it was the only class open that filled the Phys Ed requirement.” I sighed. “I was pretty dire when we started. But now I'm getting okay – it's turning into one of my favorite parts of the day.”

            Brandon laughed. “I was doing Martial Arts before,” he said. “But I got tired of all the 'young Bruce Lee' comments. Being the only Asian guy in school – I started to feel like a stereotype. I thought I'd try something a little different.”

            “It's a post-Erosion world,” I said. “There isn't even that much of Asia or Europe, anymore.”

            We felt awkwardly silent. Any talk of the Erosion always turned serious.

            But Brandon forced out a laugh. “Yeah, well – I'd probably know a lot more if I bothered to show up to history class. But post-Erosion history – I just figure it's all a bunch of islands, now; what else is there to know? Boring! I'm more into the physical than the academic, if you catch my drift.”

            Out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of Chance. He was dressed in a black t-shirt and loose black pants – as dark as his jet-black hair – leaning against the wall. My heart started racing at the sight of him. Only Chance could make sports clothes look elegant, I thought proudly. But I noted with concern that he was glowering, staring at Brandon with intense interest and something like anger.

            Our coach, on the other hand, seemed to mistake this interest for a keen desire to be first to the mat. “Come on, Cutter,” he said. “You're up first. Whom do you want to challenge this time.”

            Chance lost no time as he strode forth. “Brandon,” he said simply. 

            Brandon looked up in surprise. “Guess I pissed him off...” he said, with a laugh, looking slightly bewildered as he headed to the mat. “Looks like I'm in for a beating.”

            But to my surprise, even the strong, powerful Chance couldn't easily pin Brandon to the mat. Chance's brute force – savage and passionate – was evenly matched by Brandon's grace and agility. Brandon had trained as a martial artist – that much I knew. But I was surprised to see quite how good he was – he had been modest earlier. Brandon managed to dart out of the way, dodging Chance's pummeling blows, even as he lacked the offensive strength to match Chance's pure primal power. It was only when the coach blew the whistle to end the match, effectively declaring a draw due to lack of time, that the two stopped fighting, facing each other to shake hands formally, their lithe bodies dripping with sweat. Chance looked over at me, his expression inscrutable. 

            Was he jealous of Brandon?

            Brandon winked at me, and my cheeks turned pink. I knew he was only joking – after all, he was Varun's friend, and even if Chance and I were keeping our romance on the down low at school, Brandon wasn't about to make a move on his good friend's ex. But I knew too that Chance could be jealous, even possessive. And given that Brandon's mom worked at the Cutter Imperial with mine, I knew Brandon would be around me more than Chance would be comfortable with.    

            Yet jealousy, it seemed, only made Chance more passionate than ever. No sooner had we left the gym than Chance pulled me aside into a corridor, pressing me up against the wall. His mouth was hot on mine, seeking my lips with savage intensity. His hands were tangled in my hair, pulling me into him with just the right balance of roughness and romance. He pulled away slowly, his eyes still boring into me.

            “What was that for?” I smiled, overjoyed to be in his arms once again.

            “It's been too long,” Chance murmured. “I missed you. I called you yesterday, but your phone was off. I tried your land-line, but your mom said you were in bed, asleep with a cold. That didn't sound like you – you're not avoiding me, are you?” His dark eyes were grave with worry.

            “No, of course not!” I kissed him, my mouth convincing him as much as my words. “It's only...I didn't want to worry you. Something happened Saturday night. I went looking for the stones of Vesta. Well, not so much looking – as following. The Book started giving me directions.”

            Chance's eyes began to shine brilliantly. “You've found one?”

            “Yes,” I began warily. “But it was dangerous. I almost died – there were these sharks, and...”

            A loud cough interrupted our conversation. I turned bright red to see the interlopers, who stood awkwardly at our side. Brandon was there, shuffling his feet, evidently not wanting to intrude. And next to him stood Varun, his sea-blue eyes glued to my own.

            I could feel Chance's body tensed against my own. “What do you want?” he growled.

            Brandon looked at the two of us, his eyes moving up and down our bodies. Well, so much for discreet, I thought. “I'm here to see Mac,” he said. “I want to talk to her about something.

            Chance and I exchanged glances.

            “I'll see you later?” I said to Chance. He gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod. Then, his eyes clearly fixed on Varun, he leaned into me once again, kissing me deeply, making it perfectly clear to Varun and Brandon alike that it was he who held my heart. I tried to respond in kind, but my embarrassment somewhat dulled my customary passion.

            “I'll see you tonight, Mac,” said Chance in husky tones, his eyes blazing with desire as he stalked off.

            I turned to Brandon, judiciously avoiding eye contact with Varun. “So, uh, what did you want to talk to me about?”

            “Sorry – didn't want to intrude. I'm actually in a rush – need to change out of these clothes. But I just wanted to let you know that my mom asked me to pass along the message from yours – we're both on Cleanup Duty next Thursday at the Hotel after the Bowerman party.” He rolled his eyes. “Sorry, I'm sure you're not thrilled about Haven's birthday! But what can we do? Follow the money, right?” He laughed and took a step towards the door. “Right – anyway, I've got to change.”

            “Wait!” I called out after him, but I was too late. He sauntered out, leaving me alone with Varun. I looked down at my shoes, not wanting to make eye contact. “What are you doing here, Varun?” I muttered. “Brandon could have delivered the message without you.”

            “I wanted to see you,” he said, taking a step towards me. “I came by your house yesterday, but your mom said...”

            “Yeah, I was sick,” I said, feeling a bit defensive. “I wasn't feeling so good, after...”

            “I just wanted to see how you were doing. Is that so wrong?”

            I sighed. “No, Varun, it isn't – and I appreciate you caring, but...”

            Before I could finish, Varun had stepped towards me, pressing me up against the wall, his hand against my cheek. “I know you think you're with Chance,” Varun began, “but you must know that I care for you. You almost died out there – in the cave, with the shark...if you're going to risk your life like this... I know you want to prove that you're Vesta. I know you feel like you have to be her in order to fulfill your destiny, but you don't. I don't want you hurt, Mac. I don't want you killed. And especially not for him.” His eyes grew dark with envy. He leaned into me, pulling me toward him.

            Instinctively, I pulled away. “Varun, please...” I raised my voice, growing angry now. “I know what you are – you're the Water King. Of course you're going to try to convince me to abandon all this...”

            “You think that's what this is about?” Varun growled.

            “I don't know what to think!” I sighed. “Please don't try to convince me not to. I want to be your friend, Varun, but not if you don't take no for an answer. You need to respect that...you're Water, I'm Fire. We're not meant to be, and I hate hurting you.”

            “But do you feel nothing for me?” Varun was so close to me, so painfully close. “You do care, don't you?”

            I could say nothing, but only wrest myself from his arms. “I have to go,” I heard myself saying, before I rushed into the girl’s locker room and closed the door behind me.

 

 

 






 

Chapter 5

 

            I was furious as I changed out of my gym clothes and into my dress. How dare Varun refuse to take no for an answer? How dare he try to make things more complicated than ever... My cheeks were burning with anger. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My eyes were blazing bright and my cheeks were crimson. My whole body was glowing with the flame-like force of my anger. And yes, I thought, flame-like was the word. As if the whole energy of Fire were flowing through me. I recalled the flames at the celebration on my first night at Aeros – how I had seen the blazing tongues of yellow, white, and red; how the sight of the fire had inspired me, had filled my whole being with an ineffable sense of power. There was no denying it, I thought; whatever I was, it was the element of Fire that suffused my entire sense of self.

            Did this mean I really was Vesta? 

            I refused to think of Varun, willing myself to forget his words all day long. How dare he tell me to abandon my quest? Was he speaking as the Water King, wary of the return of the power of Fire to the world? Or was he merely jealous of Chance? I sighed as I thought back to his lips on mine – the oxygen that connected our two mouths.

            But I put him out of my mind. It was time to focus on Chance. He had texted me his plans: we were to go out for an elegant dinner at one of Aeros's most fashionable restaurants, located on the top floor of a high-rise building in the heart of Aeros's commercial center. I'd heard Haven talking about having her last birthday at the place – Gabriel’s – bragging about the 360-degree views and incredible panorama as well as the incredible food. Seemed like Chance knew how to pick them.

            I changed for dinner, even applying a daub of makeup to cover up the sweat and exhaustion of that day's wrestling. But when I saw Chance appearing at my doorstep, his suit elegantly and immaculately tailored to fit his perfect body just so, I flushed. “I guess I'm underdressed,” I said.

            “You look perfect,” Chance said, kissing me. “Effortlessly beautiful – just the way you are.” He stroked my hair. “Some girls spend hours to look just half as good as you, but you, my love, don't even have to try.” He took me by the elbow, leading me to his car. “Gabriel is one of my favorite restaurants in the city,” he said as we drove. Aeros Island was even more beautiful than usual in the moonlight; the main road went along the seaside, and I could see the white face of the moon reflected in the dark, palpitating waves. Yet I looked away from the water – waves only made me think of Varun. I looked inland – at the flaming torches that lit the driveway. Yes, I thought, Vesta's element – fire. This is where I'm meant to be. Near the hot, scorching beauty of the flames.

            Dinner was a formal affair, but despite the French accents of the waiters and the unpronounceable names of the dishes (six courses, all of which were more delectable than the last), Gabriel was far from stuffy. The panoramic vistas of the island, the tantalizingly dim candlelight at our table, the taste of the chocolate soufflé on our forks – everything was just as I hoped it would be. Just as romantic.

            “Do you realize?” Chance said to me, laughing. “That this is our first real date?” He was right. Our previous relationship had been a mixture of conflicts and stolen kisses, fighting and making up – a relationship as fiery as the flames that were apparently our destiny. But now we were dressed up, sitting indoors, conversing like a normal couple. We held hands as we talked of lighter things than gods and destinies – our childhoods, our favorite books, memories long-forgotten. It was good to see a lighter, wittier side of Chance than the glowering, brooding figure I had come to know. His levity was welcome after the stress of the weekend.

            “So?” I asked Chance as we finished our dessert. “What's the special occasion this time? For all of this.”

            He laughed. “Come, my love. I don't need a special occasion to take you out, do I?”

            He took my hand, pressing my fingers to his lips, one by one. “Mac,” he whispered, looking happier than I had ever seen him look before. “My Mac. You found it.” He smiled. “The first stone of Vesta. That's impressive. Jana only thought she did – but what she found were only fakes. Decoy traps, set by Vesta.”

            At the sound of his ex-girlfriend's name, I went quiet. I had not forgotten how Jana had died – trying to prove herself as Vesta, just like I was. My face fell. After all, had not Jana, too, been so sure that she was Vesta? And had she not been burned by the flames, just the same?

            “How are you so sure that mine are real?” I asked.

            “You said you only found one,” said Chance. “I should have known – Vesta would never have left all the stones together in one cave. That's how Jana found them. All five at once. After...” his voice became choked. “After she died, I looked at the stones. They were not as bright as I remembered Vesta's being. Their magic was not real. I should have examined them more closely, should have made sure, but I was so happy...” His brooding look returned.

            “But the one I found – is it real?”

            “Vesta liked to set challenges,” said Chance. “She wouldn't have made it easy. It wasn't her style. From what I know of Vesta, hiding a stone in a shark-infested cave is exactly in character for her.”

            I swallowed hard. Abandoning Mars for Neptune or Poseidon – setting up challenges designed to lure innocent girls to their deaths; was I so sure I wanted to be Vesta, after all? Was this really who I was?

            “Plus,” added Chance darkly, “when Vesta...went away...it was the sea she fell in love with. With Varun. It would make sense that she left this stone by the sea, by the place with which – or should I say with whom – she had fallen in love.” 

            My head was swimming as he spoke. How was it possible that Vesta could have fallen this in love with Neptune – willing to give up her whole life, her whole world, for him? No wonder Varun wanted me so much. He, too, thought I was his love of old. Really, Vesta, I thought, you sure got around...

            After we finished our dinner Chance took me out to the restaurant's roof terrace. A telescope sat on the edge of the deck, and Chance pointed out to me all the constellations of the night sky, making sure to note the ones associated with the great gods and goddesses of old. “That's Orion,” he said, keeping me warm with his embrace, “and Cassiopia!” He sighed. “You know...” he began. “About wrestling class today. I couldn't get you out of my mind all day after that. It drove me crazy – seeing you with Brandon. The biggest flirt in the school.”

            “So you were jealous!” I almost laughed. How could Chance have ever thought I'd be interested in anyone else? But then again, Vesta...

            He nodded mutely, turning a bit red.

            I laughed and kissed him in turn. “You don't have to worry about Brandon,” I said. “He's just fun to talk to – not my type.”

            Chance pressed his cheek against mine, and in ecstasy I felt my desire for him increase. I wished we could spend the whole night like this: me entwined in his arms, safe at last, his body keeping mine alive with his heat.

            “Good,” he said. And then he said something strange indeed. “I don't know if you'll start to develop feelings for him. I hope not. But there's a strong possibility.”

            I laughed aloud. “What kind of crazy theory is that?”

            “Because Brandon is more like you than I am.”

            “What?” I grew concerned. Chance didn't sound like he was joking.

            “He's an embodiment, too – haven't you guessed? He is the Fire God Zhu Rong – and yet he is Varun's best friend. So he has taken on some of his friend's qualities: fire and water together. Not surprising, in a way. According to legends Zhu Rong had fire powers, but also controlled water. So perhaps his attraction to Varun is natural. But you, too, are a mix, aren't you? Fire and water. When Brandon and I were younger, we were the best of friends. Our fire natures joined us together. But now...water is ever more his element.  He is powerful – more powerful than you'd think.”

            I remembered Brandon on the wrestling mat and nodded.

            “The only other immortal to have power over both elements is Vesta.”

            I gulped. No wonder Chance was so jealous of Brandon. This seemingly innocuous jokester seemed to have more in him than bad one-liners and cheap attempts at flirtation. Apparently he was more dangerous than I thought.

            Was anyone safe?






 

 

Chapter 6

 

            The rest of the date passed by in a lovely haze. We spent the evening looking at the stars, wrapped in one another's arms as we huddled around the telescope for warmth. We drank cup after cup of strong, sweet coffee on the restaurant terrace, enjoying every glorious moment together. How I wished it would always be like this. I had never been so happy. Lying in Chance's arms, his rough, stubble-lined cheek against mine, with the stars glimmering above us like the gemstones of my vision. When I was with Chance, I didn't care about Brandon; I didn't care about Varun. I wanted only to be with him. Whatever Chance was afraid of – he didn't have to be. My heart was his and his alone. Whatever Vesta had done, whatever Vesta had felt...I had to ignore it. Vesta's relationship with Poseidon was nothing to me. Chance was all that mattered. I had to forget Varun's piercing eyes, the way his fingers tightened around my wrist, the way he pleaded with me to remember, to remember whatever it was I was supposed to know about our past. That was Vesta's choice – not mine.

            But what if I was Vesta, as Chance was so sure I was? I wasn't sure I liked Vesta – the more I came to know about her, the less sure I was. Vesta who had set up a decoy to trick Jana, Vesta who had betrayed both Mars and Neptune. Was this my destiny?

            The next day at school seemed to go by in a blur. I couldn't concentrate on schoolwork; my head seemed to throb feverishly with every step I took. I was too distracted, too worried. Thinking about Vesta was taking up all of my time. How could I possibly be expected to learn about post-Erosion history when more important things were taking place?

            I had gone to my locker before Literary Responses to the Erosion in order to switch out my textbooks when I heard a familiar female voice behind me. “Hey, Mac.”

            I whirled around. It was Haven, standing with her customary coterie, Cassie and Leia. All three had been far nicer to me ever since I joined the swim team, but I still couldn't help but be suspicious. Girls like Haven – perfect, popular, without a single hair out of place – were very good at convincing you that they were your best friend. That is, until they stabbed you in the back.

            “You come shopping with us?” The invitation seemed innocuous enough, and Haven even managed a small smile.

            “I don't know...” I began. I'd been hoping to see Chance after school.

            “We're all getting dresses for Haven's birthday,” Cassie added. “Nothing in my closet's good enough.”

            “It's going to be really fancy,” Leia added. “We're having it at the Cutter Imperial.”

            Haven said nothing, but only smiled brightly. Damn, I thought. I knew exactly what I was going to be wearing to that party: a white apron and uniform slacks. I'd already promised Brandon I'd work the party shift with him. But something stopped me from admitting this to Haven and her friends; a blush rose in my cheek. “Sure,” I said at last. 

            “You are coming to the party, aren't you?” said Haven. She hadn't of course invited me earlier, but it seemed that Haven naturally assumed that I, along with everyone else at Aeros Academy, would have been waiting for bated breath for an invitation.

            “I guess so,” I said. “Sure. Sounds good. Looking forward to it.”

            After school, Haven's shiny pink convertible pulled up to the school steps. She had somehow managed to change into painfully fashionable (and dress-code-breaking) day clothes only moments after the last class-bell rang. How does she do it? I knew she was a Siren – Varun had told me that much – but even Sirens had to deal with the line at the girls' locker room.

            “Mac gets to sit up front,” Haven announced, opening the car door for me. Looking slightly astonished and more than a little envious, Cassie and Leia clambered into the back seat.

            To my surprise, I found myself enjoying our impromptu trip to the mall. Haven, Cassie, Leia and I made conversation – first about swim team practice, then about our classwork, gossip, and other idle pursuits. We enjoyed trying on clothes in the many shops lining the mall, and even indulged in a few slices of chocolate cake from the food court. After the pressure and the stress of the last few weeks, not to mention the male attention, it was nice to spend some time far away from the men in my life, firmly and solidly in the company of women. I didn't have to worry about Vesta; I didn't have to worry about stones or sharks or my own possibly-impending death. I could just gobble down chocolate cake, discuss the merits of strapless dresses, and laugh about Mr. Henderson's habit of breaking chalk every time he tried to write something on the board. 

            I may not have trusted Haven, but I was starting to like her. She might have been a bit abrasive at the beginning, but it was clear to me that Haven – however she treated her acquaintances – was good to her friends. She spent plenty of time listening to Cassie's latest romantic trials and tribulations, offering gentle but firm advice to “dump him, now,” and helped Leia find a black dress that perfectly flattered her rounded figure.

            Soon Cassie and Leia had both found their perfect matches, outfit-wise, leaving me and Haven to find our own attire. I caught sight of a glimmering dandelion-gold dress on the rack – its lace trim elegant without being overly formal. But when I reached for the hangar, I looked up in surprise. Haven had reached for the dress at the same time!

            We laughed as we picked up the dress together. “Go on,” I said. “It's your birthday.”

            “Looks like we have the same taste, Mac,” said Haven. “You can take it if you want – I have something similar at home.”

            I handed it to her. “Birthday girl.”

            “Well, great minds think alike, I guess.” Haven smiled. “Cassie always goes for brighter colors – Leia for monochrome. Nobody here shares my taste.” She sighed, and her eyes grew sad. “Except Jana, of course. She and I used to “hanger-jinx” each other all the time, always reaching for the same outfit.” She looked up at me, her expression serious. “You know, you really do remind me of her. Not just physically, but...this whole thing, with you and Chance and Varun...” 

            So, Brandon had gossiped about what he saw. I looked up at Haven, watching her face for any sign of potential betrayal, but she seemed serious, if curious about the “real story” of my relationship with both of them.

            “It's complicated,” I admitted, not wanting to give too much away. I wasn't even sure if Haven knew about Chance's real identity, let alone mine or Varun’s.

            “You know,” said Haven, “I'd keep away from Chance if I were you. He's nothing but trouble.” Her voice grew cold. “And if Jana had done the same, and stayed with Varun, who really loved her, then she'd be alive today.”

            I looked up at Haven, dumbstruck by her forward words. “I'm not Jana,” I said, looking braver than I felt.

            “But you sure acted the same way, didn't you?” Haven's voice grew dark, almost threatening. I couldn't tell if she was angry with me – or with Chance. “Five minutes into getting into Aeros and you were already dating Varun, now you're with Chance. It's a love triangle I'm not unfamiliar with. Jana had the exact same problem. She was with Varun for a whole year, happy, in love. Then suddenly, Chance came to town, and she didn't know what hit her. I'm just trying to be a friend, Mac. Those two boys are dangerous together; you don't want to get in the middle of whatever drama they have going on.”

            “Whatever happened to Jana,” I said, “Isn't going to happen to me. Don't worry.” But I wasn't so sure. What made me so different from Jana? From what everyone said, we were more similar than I'd have liked to think.

            “It's not just you I'm worried about,” said Haven. “What about Varun? He's a great guy – you know, he seemed to really like you. I don't know if you broke up or whatever, but that was an awfully short-lived relationship...unless you're still involved with him?”

            So that's why Haven asked me to the mall. I should have known there was an ulterior motive. Haven evidently wanted to know where I stood with Varun.

            “I'm dating Chance now, Haven. Varun and I went on a couple of dates but...it just didn't work out. If you want to ask him out, you know, he's totally free.”

            Haven smiled and laughed, her cheeks turning pink. “Oh, no,” she said. “It's not like that with us. I mean, I'm not saying I haven't thought about it, but it's not like that with us, Mac. We're childhood friends. Since we were kids. I care about him, but he's too wrapped up in his quest to notice me. He thinks there's this woman from his past – like, a past life. And that he has to find her again. This Vesta person he's so obsessed with.” Haven frowned as she said Vesta's name. I felt a sudden urge to tell her everything, to explain, but caution held me back.

            “What do you know about Vesta?” I asked.

            “Not a lot,” admitted Haven. “I know that in some past existence, Varun says, he used to live with her, used to be so in love with her that he would have given everything up to be with her. But in the end, they came from two different worlds. And she left him, high and dry. And alone. Left him for her old life, her old world. Some other love she was convinced she was supposed to be with. And it broke Varun's heart.”

            So Vesta had broken two men's hearts.

            “And Varun thought Jana was Vesta, you think?” I was treading as carefully as I could.

            Haven nodded, and then shrugged. “Maybe,” she said. “But it wasn't just like that. Varun loved Jana for herself, too. He's big-hearted, you know. Like a big teddy bear. He just falls for someone real quick and then – bam – he's in love. He falls in love easily.” She gave me a significant look, and I knew that Haven was talking about me as much as Vesta.

            “So, do you think she's real, then?” I asked Haven. “This Vesta”

            Haven sighed. “I don't know,” she said. “Whoever she is – I hope she stays hidden for good. I'm glad Jana wasn't Vesta – whatever Chance brainwashed her to think. Vesta sounds like a real piece of work to me. If I ever met the real Vesta,” she said darkly, “I'd kill her. For what she did to Varun.”

            I colored and stammered out some excuse about a stomachache, looking for any reason to end the conversation. “Do you mind dropping me back at the hotel? Their on-site nurse supplies me with aspirin – we're all out back home.

            Haven agreed, looking a little confused at my sudden about-face, but – as far as I could tell – not suspicious. I'd kill her, she had said. Did she mean it? Haven might have been only joking, but after my attack in the locker room, I wasn't so sure.

            Once I arrived at the hotel, I asked around for  Chance. Was he around?

            “I think I saw him in the gardens,” the receptionist told me. “He usually does his homework out there.”

            It was getting late. The moon was visible in the sky; the dusk spread its shadows across the gardens. The torches had all been lit; the dark-blooming flowers were illuminated by their fire. It was a beautiful night. My heart ached for Chance.

            I felt a drop of water. I looked up, another raindrop falling squarely on my face. I reached for my hood but it was too late. The skies had opened up at all once – a thunderstorm pouring out of the sky.

            “No!” My shopping was still in my bag – and it was about to get terribly soaked. Within seconds, my clothes were sopping. I rushed into the hotel, in search of a linen closet stocked with towels.

            Instead, I found myself bumping into a wall. A warm, muscular wall.

            I looked up.

            “Varun?”






 

Chapter 7

 

            It was indeed Varun – in the flesh. And plenty of flesh. Varun's shirt was wide open, revealing his taut, tanned chest. He was drenched far worse than I was; his long blonde hair dripped water onto the hotel carpet, and his shirt was see-through, his trousers tight with moisture. “Sorry,” I muttered, flushing. I wasn't interested in conversation – I couldn't let myself look at him again. Would he try to tempt me once more? I thought back to what Haven had said about him – how much he'd lost, how much he'd suffered. Was I really to be so surprised that he was trying so hard to regain his Vesta in me? If she really had left him high and dry, broken his heart, then no wonder he was so insistent on getting her back.

            Come on, Varun, I thought. Was Vesta really worth it? I couldn't imagine leaving either Chance or Varun – how could she have left them both?

            “Mac,” Varun smiled at me. “I've been hoping to see you.”

            “Swimming?” I looked Varun up and down. Water from his trousers was pooling on the floor.

            “No,” Varun shrugged. “I got caught in the storm. I was helping serve cake at the party outside when the storm came, and I had to salvage the cake before getting inside. The garden and the chairs are soaked through – but the cake is free. Our priorities are in order, at least. Can't say that I mind, though. I like the water, as you no doubt have figured out by now. And sweet old Mrs. Sonderheim can eat her 80th birthday cake.” He grinned at me, and I couldn't help smiling back at him. This was the old Varun, the one I remembered – the one who made a trade out of helping sweet old grannies and awkward new girls like me. This was the Varun I had first been attracted to, so many weeks ago. Not the insistent, frightening Varun I had seen on the beach. This was the Varun who had been my first friend, taking me under his wing when even Haven and the other girls had been wary. The Varun who took time out of my schedule to help my mother when times got busy at the hotel.

            “Well, you're a hero, then,” I said, patting Varun on the shoulder. “Only problem is – you're also sopping wet. I've been looking for a towel – I thought the linen closet might have a few of those.”

            “There's a closet at the end of this hall,” said Varun, leading me down to an empty room lined with closets. “There's a spare of at least one of everything in here.” He removed two towels from the cabinet, handing me one as he used the other to dry himself. He looked up at me, and the teddy bear look of sadness in his eyes was more than I could take. Haven was right, I realized. Varun really was like a big bear – prone to sudden fits of love and sadness, eager to please, eager to love. I could see in his eyes that he was slightly awkward around me now, afraid to approach me. 

            After all, I had pushed him away quite violently. But as I looked in his eyes, I saw my old friend once again. The friend I trusted – the friend I missed. I had been so busy worrying about Varun as a romantic rival for Chance that I had forgotten what mattered most: that before Varun and I were a couple, we were friends. And that was worth holding on to.

            “I'm afraid one towel won't help much,” I said, taking a few more out of the linen closet, trying in vain to dry him. “Here's a few more. We'll have to try, at least.” I rubbed his hair with the towel, wary of getting too close.

            Varun blushed a little as he stripped off his shirt, wrapping his torso with the towel. “Sorry,” he said, looking down. “The shirt'll never dry unless I get it onto a radiator.”

            “No problem,” I said, trying not to look at his shirtless chest. He really was a Greek god – everything about his muscular, toned body gave off an aura of power, of perfection. I swallowed hard. Was this the attraction that Varun was talking about? The desire I was supposed to feel for him – that Vesta had once felt for Neptune. A desire that was strong enough to make her leave even the passionate God of Fire for his lair of water and shadows? I colored slightly, willing myself to ignore the sparks of longing I felt as his bare chest appeared before me. He dried his hair, running his fingers through his long, blonde locks. I felt my fingers itching to touch him.

            “Mac...” he sighed, catching my glance. He could see what was in my eyes. “I'm not trying to pressure you – I'm not. I'm just...confused. One second you liked me – the next you were with Chance. It's like we never even got a chance to break up. I thought everything was great with us and...I just want to talk about it, that's all.”

            I sighed. Varun was right. I'd fallen for Chance so quickly that I'd never even gotten a chance to talk it out with Varun.

            “I didn't mean for it to happen like that,” I said. “I really liked you. I did. But all this stuff about Vesta and my destiny – it got me over my head. I didn't have time to think. I just...if I am Vesta, I mean...”

            “But you liked me, right?” Varun's face was gentle, even hopeful. “I mean, I didn't do anything wrong? When we were together?”

            “No, Varun, of course not!” I put out a hand on his shoulder.

            “Then what happened? What changed – to make you stop liking me?”

            “Nothing!” I tried to explain. “Only Chance...Mars...I don't even know what to call him. If it's my destiny...”

            “Even if you are Vesta,” Varun said hotly. “Then that doesn't mean he's your destiny, no matter what he's telling you. Vesta left Mars once before she was with me – she was even willing to give up the power of Fire for those of Water in order to stay with me in the sea.”

            “But that doesn't mean I have to!” I cried. “Whatever Vesta did...I'm not responsible for that.”

            “And you're not responsible for what Mars is or does, either, then,” said Varun. “You can't have it both ways. Either you're dictated by destiny, or you're a free agent. And if you let destiny take its course, then you'll leave him again. Fire for water. Like you did once before. She stopped loving Mars; you will too. She loved me. You loved me. And if you're a free agent – then you need to make that decision without Chance. Who you want to be with?”

            “Do you believe I'm Vesta?” I stared him straight in the face. “Or do you believe Chance is wrong?”

            “I don't know,” said Varun. “What I feel for you – it's what I felt for her, Mac. So of course I want you to be Vesta, want it to be true. But part of me doesn't want you to be Vesta. Because if you are, because if you fulfill the prophecy...” his eyes narrowed and his voice trailed off. “I'll do what it takes to disprove it. To prove you're you – and not someone who lived centuries ago. But tell me this. If you were sure, absolutely sure, that you weren't Vesta, would you still have left me for Chance?”

            I was shocked by the question. “I...don't know,” I said honestly. “But I do know that, thanks to Water's power over Fire, the Erosion is drowning more and more people by the day. Soon there won't be any land left. And if I'm not Vesta, that puts you and the other Water deities in a pretty good position.”

            “How could you think that?” Varun grabbed my shoulders, his gaze intense. “It isn't like that. It's nothing to do with water or fire. I just want to be able to be with you – to save you from going through the test, from risking your life needlessly. I don't want anyone else hurt pursuing Vesta, least of all you.”

            “But you loved her so much,” I insisted. “Don't you want her back?”

            “Because, Mac!” Varun sighed. “Because if she comes back, everything will have to change. Not just between me and you, but with the whole world. Her coming back means destruction of the whole world – the danger of fire.”

            “Is that what you water deities believe?”

            “Look, Mac,” Varun took a step forward. “Just let me kiss you, just once – and if it doesn't mean anything. If you feel nothing. Then I'll back off, okay?”

            I sighed. “Okay,” I said.

            He leaned in, pressing my arms above my head. His kiss was searing, powerful, passionate – like a tide flooding over me. A kiss that heated my blood – that made me want more.

            He pulled away. “Well?”

            I swallowed. “It doesn't matter,” I tried to say. “I'm with Chance. And you're Water – I’m fire.”

            “If I wanted to destroy Vesta, if you really were Vesta, I could have done lots of things to stop her from coming back in you. I could have let the sharks get to you. Or the mermaids. I could have let the Siren take you. But I didn't.” He looked at me with desperate eyes. “I saved you because I care about you. Because I wanted to protect you, Mac. I still do. And part of protecting you is protecting you from Chance. He's dangerous, Mac – no less dangerous than the sharks and storms. Why can't you believe that? If he's got you thinking that I'm here to destroy you, to fight you as Vesta, then I wouldn't have saved you in the first place!”

            I looked down, pursing my lips. It was true – Varun had a point. But that didn't matter. I'd made my choice. I had to fight my desire. Vesta couldn't make a choice – but I would. “I'm sorry, Varun,” I whispered.

            Varun put a finger against my lips. “That's all right, Mac. Don't worry. I know how much danger you'll be in once everyone starts thinking you're Vesta. I know you don't know whom to trust – but I promise you, Vesta, Mac, you can trust me. Just give me one chance. One chance to prove my love to you. To prove that you feel something for me. You felt something in our kiss – you can't deny it.”

            I shook my head mutely.

            “Then let me prove myself to you. And if I can do that – will you promise not to go through the test of fire? Promise not to risk your life?”

            I sighed. I didn't want to die – Varun had a point there, too. But how could I live not knowing?

            “One chance,” I said. “To prove I'm not Vesta, okay?” I was trembling.

            “I promise,” Varun said. “I just want to save you. That's all I want.”






 

Chapter 8

 

 

            I had run away from Varun, hoping he wouldn't see the tears streaming down my cheeks. His words had affected me deeply – and I felt as if there was some great malfunction in my soul, something thrown off-balance. I spent the rest of that day and night in a trance, unable to get him out of my mind. His words had struck me to the very core. Until that moment, I had thought only of two options: either I would prove myself to be Vesta, or I would die in the attempt. Either I would live with Chance, or I would die without him. There were no other choices. Chance had obliterated all else, burned the other choices away in the passion and flame of his life. I could not live without him; I could not live without being Vesta. I was willing to undertake that risk. But now another option stood before me. The option to choose life – life as myself, and not as Vesta. I could live – nothing had to change. I could stay me, Mac Evars. I could stay safe. The idea was suddenly attractive in its novelty. I had gotten so used to my decision that a life without that crossroads hardly seemed possible. How could I bring myself to live without being Vesta? How could I stand my own curiosity? I sighed as I pored over the Book once again. Was it even meant for me? I had certainly found one stone on my own – but I had nearly died in the attempt. Had it not been for Varun, the sharks would have had me for dinner. Did that mean that I wasn't Vesta, after all – would Vesta have been able to escape on her own? After all, I knew she had the powers of Water as well as Fire.  I looked down at the book in my hands.       

            “Come on,” I said out loud. “Give me something. If I am Vesta, tell me.” I looked down at the book's blank parchment pages. “Give me a sign.”

            Suddenly, a blot of dark ink appeared on the fresh page. “Go on!” I cried aloud.

            It was drawing a map again, the calligraphy fine and precise. My heart started to beat faster and faster as I recognized the outline of the shapes. The map was luring me not to the ocean, but to the mountains. The trail I had gotten lost along my very first trek into the mountains – the trek that led me to find Chance and the mysterious Veteri. Once, they had looked on me as an outsider, a stranger, but now I was far less afraid. After all, was I not – if not the goddess herself – then at least a candidate suitable for the title? The Veteri trusted me now; they knew me as Chance's consort. I no longer feared them.

            I looked down at the book, letting my feet and instincts guide me. I followed the path, entering that beautiful realm of sweet-smelling flowers, blooming in the evening light, their ripe color bright and powerful even in the dim of dusk. The vines trailed at my feet; I could smell jasmine and orange-blossom in the air; the breeze itself was sweet on my lips and tongue. This place truly was Paradise, I felt, as I wandered further into the brush. The book was leading me off the beaten track, now – this was, I knew, no tourists' trail. I was entering the quiet depths of the forest, places where the thriving industrial civilization of Aeros Island had not yet encroached upon the mystical quietude. Was this where the stone was? I felt my breath quicken with anticipation. Was this what I was meant to find?

            I saw a dark figure in the distance. A guardian of the stone? I hesitated for the moment, but the book seemed to urge me onwards; the path I was to take magically traced out before me in blood-red ink upon the map. I drew closer to the figure, my body tensing up. Was this one of my attackers come back to finish the job? Would I have to fight?

            But as the figure turned to face me, I felt my body sigh and slack with relief. It was only Chance.

            “Good evening,” he said. He did not embrace me, and I noted that his manner was stiff, even formal. Almost cold.

            “I looked for you last night,” I said. “In the gardens of the hotel. But you weren't there. Only Varun...”

            “You saw him again?” Chance evaded my eyes.

            “Of course I did – he lives there!” But I knew that Chance's words were not rational. In his eyes I could see that he was jealous. Had he gotten wind of Varun's words to me by the linen closet? Had he gotten the wrong impression? “Things are a little awkward between us right now,” I said, trying to explain.

            “I'm sorry to hear it...” This wasn't the Chance I knew. This was the arrogant, cold Chance of old. What had happened to make him change in this way.

            “I told him I wasn't interested,” I said, trying to laugh – to make it all into a joke. “Don't worry. You don't have to be jealous. He knows I'm with you. He'll keep away from me now.”

            “There's no need,” he said grimly. “You shouldn't have to worry about me.” His eyes were dark, almost black.

            “What's going on, Chance?” I put out a hand, touching his shoulder lightly; he instinctively recoiled. “Are you angry at me or something?”

            “No,” he turned away, saying nothing.

            “Well, something's up!”

            “What makes you say that?” He raised an eyebrow.

            “You're acting strange.”

            “Strange how?”

            “Like you're angry.”

            “I already told you I wasn't.” His voice told a different story. “Why don't you believe me?” His insouciant tone infuriated me. This was the Chance that drove me crazy when we first met – too proud to trust in feeling.

            “Well, I'm angry,” I couldn't help saying, feeling the color come to my cheeks. 

            “Why?”

            “Because!” I cried. “I came to see you and you're acting like you don't even know me! I'm your girlfriend, for goodness's sake!”

            “Yes,” Chance said glumly. “You are.”

            “And you don't get to turn the emotion on and off whenever you want to!” I sighed. “I thought we were past this, Chance.”

            “I thought so too!” he roared back, and I saw the first spark of emotion in him. “Or at least – I hoped we were.”

            “So what? Are you jealous of Varun?”           

            “It's not Varun...” Chance sighed. “It's...Misty...”      

            “Misty?” My jealousy of her friendship with Chance had evaporated the moment she revealed to me her true form: that of a wrinkled old crone. “What does Misty have to do with anything?”

            “She had a vision,” Chance said. “A vision – and a warning. She told me that I was holding on to you too tightly, that my love for you...that my feelings....I'm putting you at risk, Mac. I'm holding you back from finding the stones.”

            “How?”

            “Misty – she told me. She said that if I loved you, I'd have to let you go. To risk losing you...to him.”

            “To whom?”

            “Varun,” his voice was ice-cold with hatred. “Vesta's clever, Mac. She hid the stones somewhere I'd never be able to reach. Somewhere only she could go. In the depths of the sea. Where her lover Neptune could go – and Mars could not.”

            “And you think this means I love Varun?”

            “I think it means that Vesta wanted him to accompany her – and not Mars.”

            “I'm not Vesta!” I sighed. “I mean – if I am Vesta...I'm not the Vesta of a thousand years ago. I'm me. What I feel is my business, not hers.”

            “I must let you go – fulfill your destiny. If you still love me...once you've found the stones.”

            “I do love you.” I leaned in and kissed him – a soft, tender kiss. He relaxed into my arms. “That much I can promise you.” My kiss seemed to quell his fears. I stroked his ebony-black hair and held him in my arms.

            He pulled away. “I know you say that now...”

            “But you're still worried?”

            He nodded. “It's dangerous, Mac. Finding these stones. In order to find the next one, you'll have to go to a cave so deep and dark in the ocean's depths – a cave protected by the Water clan. You'll need to go with Varun, Mac, or else you'll never make it.”

            “And you don't trust me with him?”

            “I don't trust him. I lost you to him once before; I won't do that again.”

            “I’m yours, Chance,” I said softly.

            “I wish I could believe that,” Chance sighed. “I'm jealous by nature, Mac. It's in my blood. And I've seen you vanish from me before. For him.”

            “But if I am Vesta...” I whispered, holding his hand. “I came back. I left Varun – that's what Haven said. That Vesta left Neptune because she still loved Mars.”

            Chance's eyes darkened. “Then where is she now? If she really came back to me?”

            “I don't know.”

            “If you start to feel...whatever you're meant to feel...for Varun...” Chance turned away from me. “I won't hold you back. You must act with your heart. You owe me nothing. You must not feel trapped – as Vesta did. You know...she ran away with him? She didn't even say goodbye. She didn't even have the courage or the heart to tell me – so fearful was she of my wrathful response. If you find that you love him, Mac,” his eyes were gleaming with bright tears, “you must tell me. You must be honest with me. That is all that I ask.”

            “I won't leave you,” I whispered. “Not for anyone – my love, my only, my One...” I took him in my arms, whispering words of comfort into his ear. Yet my heart was heavy. I knew that deep down I had begun to feel for Varun whatever it was Vesta had felt for Neptune – a quiet, but pervasive longing deep within my breast. A longing I could resist, but not ignore. And if the only way to get to the stones was to get through Varun....well, let's say I didn't want to owe Varun any more favors.

            “If there's one person I'm afraid of,” whispered Chance, “if there's one person who can take you away from me, who can change you, it's him.”

            “You can trust me,” I said to him, pressing my lips against his jet-black hair. But, I wondered, could I trust myself?






 

 

Chapter 9

 

            As the days went on, time seemed to creep painfully slow. My days were a whirlwind of confusion. I spent more time than I cared to admit thinking about Chance – and Varun – my mind slowly traveling from one to the other. I felt it now, the connection that Chance had feared and Varun had so longed for, the connection that meant that Chance and Varun were both linked to my heart, as if by an invisible but undeniable thread. I couldn't live without one; I couldn't live without the other. No sooner had I begun to fantasize about Chance's dark hair, matted with sweat, the flame-like hardness of his eyes, than Varun's image would appear before me, his toned skin and taut muscles and long, silky blonde hair. I thought I was going insane. I couldn't concentrate on schoolwork; I couldn't concentrate on helping out at the hotel. I was like a girl possessed. Memories appeared before me – or rather, intersections of memory and fantasy – images of me and Vesta, curled up against Chance, basking in the heat of the flames, or else plunged into the writhing depths of the ocean with Varun, shivering with the cold of the ocean and yet able to breathe. Were these memories of Vesta's life – or fantasies of my own invention? I did not know. I could not know. All I knew was that my life was not my own any longer. Vesta had taken over me so completely that Mac Evers, the girl I had once been, seemed to have completely vanished. My body was in a constant state of tension and longing – fear and desire mixing together. Around every corner there could be another enemy, another attacker. Every step I took was fraught with danger. And yet I could smell Chance on me; I could sense Varun's presence around me – and I was captive to the longing that left me breathless.

            I did my best to avoid Varun. I couldn't think of him, I told myself. Not now. I couldn't allow myself to fall for him – not when I had promised Chance I wouldn't. But the restrictions I put on myself only made it harder: he was forbidden fruit, now. I would see Varun in the hallway, chatting with Haven, talking to her, his smile spreading so sweetly across his face, and I would want to melt, to run into his arms and kiss his salty lips forever. The first time I saw him in the lunchroom, the first time our eyes met since our last conversation, he smiled and nodded, and made as if to come over. He was as friendly and kind as he had been when I had first met him – and yet I found myself running away to avoid him, swiftly making my way down the locker hallway. I couldn't bear his bright blue eyes on me. I couldn't bear how I felt about him. He would see it, I was sure: he would see it in my face, in my voice, in my trembling hands and limpid eyes: he would know how much I desired him. And then I would never be able to resist...

            It was inevitable. My hunger for him grew day by day. But I had to resist. I had to stay strong. I was with Chance, now: Chance was my destiny. And if my desire for Varun was growing, so was my ache for Chance. We had decided to play it cool, to keep our relationship secret at school, lest another one of Alice's cohorts suspect that Chance thought that I, in fact, was Vesta. But that only made our hunger stronger. Day by day we had to fight on the wrestling mat, our bodies twined together, our hair tangling together, our sweat burning together, feeling each other's racing pulses through the stiff gym-wear. What torture it was – to be so close to him and yet to have to stay away. We fought, our adrenaline coursing through our veins, wanting nothing more than to tear each other's clothes off then and there, to kiss in full view of Coach Matthews and all the students of Aeros Academy. 

            After wrestling class, Chance would pull me aside, yank me into a deserted corridor, push me up against a wall: his lips hot against mine, his body tight against mine. I would feel him kiss me with a ravenous need, as if he was afraid that this time would be the last time, as if we would never kiss again. “Don't make me lose you,” he whispered throatily, his hoarse voice hot on my earlobes. “I keep dreaming about it – you going into the ocean, the waves lapping over you, you vanishing in that water, never to return. So many nightmares.” He clutched me tightly until my skin was red.  “Like last time. Just like the last time. I can't bear it!” He pressed me to him. I could feel my heart beating faster and faster, throbbing and pulsing beyond my control. I could feel the fire in his skin – the true power of his immortality coursing through him. How I wanted to close my eyes and experience the full fire of his passion for me! 

            “Not here,” I whispered, against myself. “Not now. Someone might find us....”

            “If only we had more time.” He nibbled at my ear. “Then I would show you right now how much I love you. How much I want you.” He pulled away slightly, looking at me intently with dark eyes that blazed with passion. “When I lost you, Vesta – it was like being torn in two. I swear to you – half of me was missing. But now I've found you again. I know it. You don't need the stones to prove it – I know you are! I've never felt this way since her. I can tell. Your hair smells like hers – just faintly singed, and yet so sweet, like burning sandalwood or jasmine. And your skin is so soft – and yet beneath it your muscles are hard, taunt, ready for action. You have such strength, Mac – I can feel it in you now. I felt it earlier this morning on the wrestling mat. The power within you is truly extraordinary. I can't bear to lose you again.”

            I looked into his face and saw that there were tears in his eyes. How could Vesta have done this to him? I raged against my feelings – how could I have done this? I tried not to think of Varun. I had to keep away, no matter what the costs. No matter what the stones did or didn't do. I couldn't get close to Varun. I couldn't betray Chance. I couldn't break his heart one more time. Even the idea of causing him pain made me feel a deep cracking agony in my chest.

            Our nights were easier. We spent each evening under the stars, wandering through the mountainous regions of the island. He showed me secret paths and dark, hidden caves where Vesta's servants had built bonfires. He and I flew above the forests, under the moon, feeling the soft wind whip against our faces. It was a glorious feeling. I felt as if this were my destiny – to always be like this, flying through the air, scrambling through the mountains, smelling the fragrant jasmine flowers that grew all over the island. Chance told me stories: myths and legends of the fire gods from all over the world. “We all work together,” he said. “We gods of fire. We make it possible for the earth to stay strong – to resist the waves of water. It is a careful balance – one that must be preserved at all costs. The fire and water – warring against each other – produce in their struggle the balance necessary to save life on earth. Without Vesta....” he sighed darkly. “I don't know what will happen. The earth will likely be submerged in flood.”

            “I want to be Vesta,” I whispered. “I don't like the Erosion any more than anyone else does – I want to help. I want to do whatever I have to do.”

            But Chance looked at me in silence.

            What I had to do to be Vesta was to ask Varun for help, to go down into the depths of the ocean, to let the power of the sea wash over me once again, as it had done for Vesta millennia before. To resist the desire I felt in my heart.

            Was that the price? Discover my destiny – and break Chance's heart? I couldn't even bear to think of it. I wouldn't risk it – I wouldn't! And yet, in Chance's eyes, I saw the truth: I had to try.

            And then the unthinkable happened: something that made the choice for me. I came home one Friday after school to find my mother passed out upon the living room floor. Her skin was pale – waxy-white – and she was barely breathing.

            “Help!” I ran out into the field, towards the hotel. “Help!”

            Antonio Cutter was there in a flash, accompanied by the hotel doctor – the best, he said, on the island.

            At first we thought it was low blood pressure, a dizzy spell, a one-time thing. But as the days wore on, my mother got worse, rather than better. She was too weak to get out of bed; she was losing weight at an alarming rate. Her hair grew thin and her skin jaundiced. One by one, the doctor ruled out potential problems, a series of X-rays and MRIs and biopsies that left her weaker than before. I sat alone in the living room with Antonio Cutter, waiting for the doctor to finish taking my mother's blood pressure. But by the serious look on Antonio Cutter's face, I knew that this was no normal illness.

            “Can't they figure out what's wrong?” I asked. “I mean, it has to be something, right?”

            Antonio shook his head. “Aeros is a strange place, Mackenzie,” he said gravely. “As I'm sure you know. The sicknesses here – they are not like the sicknesses on other islands. They do not always have the capacity to be explained by science.”

            “You mean...magic?”

            “I mean mystery,” said Antonio Cutter. “And I doubt science can compete with that. I will seek a cure, but there are no guarantees.” He looked at me intently. “We cannot fight mystery with science. We can only fight it with other mysteries...”

            The stone? He looked at me intently, and I knew what he meant. The sapphire stone of Vesta – the stone I had dreamed about. The stone of healing! Whatever was causing my mother's sickness, only the stone of healing could help her.

            I gritted my teeth. Chance or Varun – it didn't seem to matter now. My destiny as Vesta had laid a challenge in my path: get my mother well, embrace my destiny, find the stones...

            ...or pay the price.






 

Chapter 10

 

            A week after my mother first became ill, I saw Varun walking in the gardens in front of our house. I had spent the week by my mother's bedside – leaving school in order to bring her soup for every meal and let the doctors in and out of the cottage – but she showed no signs of improvement. If anything, she was getting worse. She was skinnier than I had ever seen her; her skin had gone yellow, with a faintly green glow. Whatever was wrong with my mother, it wasn't a normal illness. And if I wanted to have any hope of treating her, I knew, Varun was my only option. I would have to swallow my pride and ask for help – but that, I knew, was only the beginning. My journey with Varun would mean risking my life. But as I saw my mother lying in bed, so weak and frail, I knew that I didn't have any other options.

            Varun was sunning himself in the gardens, his shirt off. The sight of him left me breathless. I knew he was beautiful, but in the past few weeks I'd made myself forget just how much. Now as I saw him again, the same old feelings of desire took hold. But it wasn't lust I felt. It was love. As he looked up at me, I saw the kindness and warmth in Varun's eyes – as calm and cool as the placid lakes of my old hometown. He was looking at me with pure adoration. He raised an eyebrow in surprise as I approached – after all, hadn't I been avoiding him for weeks? - but looked happy to see me, his lips spreading across his face into a gentle smile.

            “Long time no see, stranger,” he said. He took a step towards me and for a moment I thought he wanted to hug me, but Varun held back. I could see his muscles tensing from the effort. Instead, he softly brushed a single strand of hair out of my face, pushing it back against my forehead. I looked up at Varun, stunned. I had forgotten how sweet he could be, how gentle and unexpected. It was the first reassuring touch I had received since my mother had gotten sick. My breath seemed to stop in my chest.

            “Varun,” I whispered, “I have to ask you something.”

            “Anything, Mac. Just ask.”

            “It's about my mother...” I could feel my lips trembling; I ached from the struggle not to cry. “She's sick, Varun.”

            “I know.” His voice was soft as he stroked my hair. “I heard. Mac, I'm so sorry.” He gathered me to his chest at last, holding me so tight that I felt as if I would burst. His fingers caressed my chin; he pressed his lips against my forehead in a chaste, kind kiss. “She'll be okay, Mac, I know it. She's a strong lady.” I let my head rest against his chest. I wanted to believe his words. I wanted to believe his firm, strong voice that made me feel so safe.

            “I missed this,” sighed Varun.

            “Missed what?” I looked up into his blazing blue eyes.

            “Being here. With you. Just holding you like this. No pressure. Just...together.”

            “Varun...” I tried to steer the conversation in another direction, but I couldn't. Feeling Varun against me was like feeling warm waves wash over me – calm, reassuring, beautiful. He made me feel so safe, so soothed. If Chance's touch set me on fire, then Varun's calmed me down again. I couldn't resist it. All my fears and worries seemed to wash away with the tide. I trusted him. I trusted him to do the right thing.

            “Varun,” I continued. “I need your help. The second stone. The sapphire. It heals, doesn't it?”

            Varun nodded his head. “That's what they say.”

            “I need to get it. For my mother.”

            He looked grave. “I'll do whatever it takes,” he said. “I'll do what I can to help you.”

            “But I know what Chance said – about going into water. About letting Water take hold of me. How dangerous it is. Can you help me without my having to take on those qualities?”

            Varun almost looked hurt – he frowned. “I can try,” he said at last. “You don't have to be afraid of your destiny, Mac, whatever it is. Fire or water. But this stone, it's in the deepest, darkest reaches of the ocean, and unless you can survive in water – unless you have water qualities – you'll never get to it. Only the strongest water creatures can get down there; I can't get you there safely unless you use the abilities that I know are there inside. Water abilities.” He sighed. “You can trust me, Mac. I said I wanted to prove my love to you and I will. You don't have anything to fear from me, Mac. You can trust me, one hundred percent.”

            “Varun,” I started, “I have to find those stones – one way or the other. You're the Water God. Can't you figure out a way to get me down there without my changing?”

            “I have – and if you knew what the other option was, you'd rather get water qualities.”

            “What are you talking about?” I looked up at him, perplexed.

            “We'd have to become one,” Varun said quickly, his ears turning pink as he looked down.

            “We'd have to what?”

            “Become one. Fuse together – my powers covering you like a second skin. A sort of temporary way of getting you water powers – but not permanently. But it's intense, Mac. And...more than a little...physical.”

            I didn't have time to consider. If I really was Vesta, I couldn't compromise my Fire abilities, not without risking my ability to stop the Erosion. “I'll do it,” I said, nodding my head against his chest.

            Varun nodded too. “Then so will I,” he said. “Whenever you're ready. Whenever you want.” His face was strange – a curious and inexplicable mixture of joy and pain mingling in an enigmatic smile. He took my hand and squeezed it.

            “Isn't that what you wanted?” I couldn't resist asking. “What you've always wanted? The two of us – going into the ocean together?”

            Varun shook his head. “Yes,” he said. “But no. I mean – yes and know. I've always wanted that. But now these memories of her. Of how much she hurt me. I can't get those out of my head either. Memories from the past; I'm not sure if I want them back or not. I miss her – you – whatever – but she can't come back.”

            “Unless I find this stone?” I ventured. “Then surely...”

            “It's a step,” said Varun. “For you to Awaken into Vesta. If that's who you truly are.” He reached out and pulled me in close. “I want so badly to shield you from everything that would happen when she returns, Mac...”

            He stopped then, agony upon his face. My heart went out to him. I wanted so badly to reach out to touch him, to soothe him, to stroke his cheek, to pull him into me. I could feel our cheeks touch, and I felt it as his cheeks grew hot with longing. My body was responding, too. I wanted him. I wanted to embrace him, to press his lips against mine...

            “Mac...” Varun murmured. “We can't do this. If we're going to go into the ocean together, we can't touch unless we absolutely have to. It's too dangerous. For both of us. I want to respect you – to respect your wishes – but being near you is driving me crazy. We need to stay strong. I need to stay strong. Because what I can't stop thinking about is the one thing I can't have.”

            Looking at him, I felt that what he said was true. I wanted the one thing I couldn't have, too. I wanted him.

 






 

Chapter 11

 

            The water lapped at our feet. In the distance, I could see the waves turn purple and black – the sea was getting rough. The sun was setting, casting a golden glow of light over the sea-foam. The salt sprayed into our faces, scratching against our skin. It was beautiful. I let the moist sand rise and fall between my toes; I let the cool air blow against my face. Soon I would be entering this strange, dark place – soon I would be plummeting down to the ocean depths. Soon I would risk losing everything I ever loved forever. 

            The man at my side did not look at me. His face was downcast; his eyes were solemn. I took his hand, aching alongside him. I could feel his pain; it was ripping me open. My heart felt as if it were locked in a vice-grip; I had never known so much sorrow.

            “You're really going, then?” He looked up at me with eyes filled with hurt. “You're really going to risk it?”

            “It's the only choice I have.” I pressed Chance's knuckles to my lips. “It's either that or letting my mother die – and I can't make that choice. I have to do this. We always knew I'd have to do this. But this stuff with my mom...it means I have to do it sooner, rather than later.”

            “With him,” growled Chance darkly.

            “He's the only one who can help,” I pleaded.

            “I know that,” Chance glowered. “If only I had the power over the oceans. If only I could be the one to take you down there, to those depths, to slay mermaids and sea-dragons...” he sighed. “But I cannot. It is not to be.”

            “It isn't like that...”

            “Varun can offer you what I cannot. That was always the way of things, my darling Mac. Thousands of years ago – I gave her fire...but Varun could give her the ocean.” He looked grimly out over the waves. “Something I could never give her. She longed to walk in the water. She longed to feel the salt water on her skin, to dance with mermaids. I could never give her such happiness...”

            “I'm not leaving you, Chance,” I pleaded. “I just want to save my mom!”

            “I know,” he sighed. “I know that's how you feel now. But when you get down into the depths of the ocean, with its rainbow waters and unplumbed mysteries, perhaps you will feel differently. Perhaps you will feel that you belong there, after all. The burning fires and warm earth of the land will not feel as vital to you as they once did.”

            “Never!” I took Chance into my arms, kissing his lips. How could the heat, the beauty of fire ever vanish from my heart. I remembered how it had been that first night on Aeros, when Chance and I had danced beneath the magical flames. I had seen those fires – although nobody else did but us – I had absorbed their power. “I'll always love you, Chance, and everything you represent. Fire. Passion. Mystery.”

            “I trust you, Mac,” Chance said, his lips so hot against my own. “I trust you to make the right decision. But the sea is a strange place. It messes with people's minds. It makes them...different. It made you different.”

            “I'm not like that,” I insisted. “I'm not like Vesta.”

            I spied Varun in the distance. He was waiting further down the beach, his eyes fixed upon me and Chance, watching our goodbyes. He was trying to hide it, but I could tell he was jealous. He wanted it to be him whom I loved, him who I embraced like I would never let go.

            My heart was breaking for both of them.

            I nodded to Varun and he approached, starring at Chance with daggers in his eyes. “I see you're ready to go,” Varun said to me, looking Chance up and down.

            “If anything happens to her, cousin,” Chance's voice was tight with rage. “If you let anything happen to her...”

            “Never!” said Varun. “She's safer with me than she is with you, Chance. Remember Jana...”          

            “How dare you mention her name!”

            “How dare you imply that I might be a danger to her?” Varun growled, doing his best to channel his anger into words. I could see Chance's fists clench, and I tried to alleviate the tension.

            “It'll be okay, Chance,” I said. “I'll be back soon. And I'll have the stone and I'll be able to save my mother.”

            “I told you, Chance,” Varun was getting cocky. “I'll have her back safe and sound. Better than ever, in fact.” He put a possessive arm around my shoulders. “You don't have to worry.”

            “I promise,” I squeezed Chance's hand gently. “I'll come back safe – and alive.”

            Chance nodded without smiling. Then, swiftly, he took me into his arms, pressing his hands around my cheeks as he brought me in for a kiss as passionate, as full of desperate urgency, as any he had ever given me. All of his love, all of his desire, his fear and his longing were contained in that kiss. Varun looked on, awkwardly, as Chance lightly brushed the tips of my teeth with his tongue, making me shiver in delirious anticipation as he pushed the small of my back into him, so that our hips were touching. I felt the pulsating heat of desire course through me once again. How could I spend so long without him, I asked myself? Surely every minute I spent apart from Chance would be pure, agonizing torture. And to spend it with Varun, who even now looked impossibility beautiful in his swimming-trunks and bare chest, my body wrapped against his – that would be another kind of exquisite torture. I looked up at Chance as he lightly moved his head away from me, my eyes filled with love and want.

            “Goodbye, my love,” Chance whispered, pressing his fingers against his lips and then holding them out against mine. “Goodbye, my goddess. I will see you again.”

            “I know you will.”

            “I love you.”

            Varun looked over at Chance angrily.

            “I love you too.”

            “Ready?” Varun cut into our romantic interlude. “It's getting late. We want to be in the ocean before dark.” He wrapped his arms around me. “I have to touch her,” he said to Chance. “It's the only way the spell will work. I'll be able to transfer some of my water powers to her.” But the way his big arms encircled my shoulders seemed more than just pragmatic.

            Chance said nothing, but turned on his heel and walked away. I could see him shaking with rage – at Varun rather than me – but there was nothing I could say to make it better. I'd have to prove to Chance that I was trustworthy – on my own terms.

            “Let's go!”

            Slowly, gradually, Varun and I walked into the water, vanishing beneath the depths. Varun was a strong swimmer, strong enough to pull me out to the depths in a few minutes, and then – all of a sudden – to yank me under the waves.

            I instinctively resisted, struggling against his grip. I couldn't breath; my mouth was filling with water. I flailed about, but Varun ignored my resistance, pulling me down deeper and deeper into the ocean depths. What was he doing? I screamed, but no sound came out of my mouth, water flooding my throat. Was this a trick – had Varun meant to hurt me all along?

            But just as panic began to cloud my brain, my lungs began expelling water – I was breathing normally again. I looked up at Varun in surprise.

            “Sorry,” he said. “I had to do that – sometimes it takes adrenaline for the process to work.”

            A blue light seemed to flow from his skin into mine – a cool glow that enveloped both of us.

            “You're protected now,” said Varun. “As long as we're touching, you'll be able to breathe underwater, to see clearly, to stay warm no matter how deep we go. And we're going deep, Mac. Into the Dark Realms – places at the bottom of the earth scientists think it's impossible to get to. It is impossible, of course. For mortals.”

            We continued swimming down into the inky darkness. I could feel his smooth, wet skin against mine; his breaths and my breaths fluttered in unison, the magic connecting our bodies, our heartbeats, each breath we took. I had never felt closer to him. I had never felt his heart beat like this – my rhythm conforming to his. It was so intimate, so soft – as if we were not two people but one body, allowing the power of the ocean to guide us through the depths. I could feel his lips and breath – just inches away from my cheeks. Chance knew this was going to happen. He knew how strong it would be...

            But my thoughts were interrupted by a flash of pearly light. I gasped. Here in the depths of the ocean, there was still light – not the light of the sun but a strange, translucent beauty. Rainbow fish and glowing tortoises were swimming through the water, lit by what could only be a magical glow. Flowering sea-plants grew seemingly out of nowhere; coral brighter than the brightest gemstone glimmered with loveliness.

            “It's beautiful,” I breathed.

            “It's my kingdom,” said Varun proudly. “Our kingdom.”

            “I never knew a place like this existed.” I sighed. “I always thought my place was up above – with fire.”

            “It didn't used to be like this,” Varun admitted. “When I was a boy, fire and water were allies, not enemies. Chance and I used to fight, of course, but it was the play-fighting of young and eager boys. Wrestling. Joking around. We were friendly – we even loved one another, in our brotherly way. But then...” he sighed. “Something happened. The Erosion got worse – we must have been six when the first flood took out North America.”

            I shuddered at the memory. I had only been a child – but I still remembered my mother's terrified face that day, watching the newscasters count up the dead.

            “Our Embodiments within us awakened – we came into our powers. But not as friends any longer. It was as if some force we couldn't control had overtaken us, making us hate each other. And what happened with Jana...it only made things worse. I was so glad when he went away to school. It meant I could be my own man – instead of competing with him. Two friends – two friends who wanted the same things out of life – torn apart by something we couldn't even explain. The forces of the deities, I imagine. But it didn't make it any easier.” He laughed darkly. “You know, for all that I like to annoy him – he's not a bad guy. Neither of us is. We just...” He nodded to himself. “We can't stop fighting each other. It's like we don't even control it. Something inside of us does. Sometimes I miss him. I miss our friendship. I miss how close we were.”

            As I stared into Varun's eyes, feeling his skin soft against my own, I wanted nothing more than to kiss him. I couldn't remember the last time I'd felt a longing this strong. We were in this strange place – so mysterious, so beautiful – a place that had enchanted and overtaken me. I wanted to stay. I wanted to stay with him. But I held back – and I could tell that he was holding back too. I had to be just as strong as he was, I knew. I had to make myself a will out of iron. But why did I want him so?






 

Chapter 12

 

            “It's not going to be an easy journey,” Varun told me as we swam further into the depths of the sea. The rainbow light had vanished – here in the very deepest parts of the sea, everything was inky black, so dark that even the water-powers Varun had given me did not permit me to see. “My power here is great – but it is not absolute. There are many warring factions within Water – factions that divide our power. Some of the gods, like Abzu and Tiamat of the very ancient days, wish to have  great power – a  power they believe can only be consolidated by wiping all the earth of our planet off the map, flooding it over. They will never be content until water covers the face of the deep in its entirety.”

            “But human life could never survive!” I exclaimed. “Not like that.”

            “I know,” said Varun. “But they don't care. They feel that they are gods – they are entitled to do whatever they like. Mortals aren't even worth a thought to them. They don't value human life any more than you value the life of a cockroach or gnat.” He saw my shocked face. “Don't worry, Mac – we don't all think like that. I don't think like that. I love human beings – I walk among them. I believe in a world of balance, where Fire and Water can survive together in harmony. That was what I learned when I was with Vesta – that two opposing elements can be more than the sum of their parts. A lesson she taught me, that I will remember until the end of my days. But Abzu and his kind disagree....”

            “Abzu?”

            “A god of the Ancient Sumerians. Once before he threatened to cause a flood that would wipe out all upon the earth. But that time there was a hero to stop him, Enki of the Mesopotamians. Now he threatens day by day to escape from his watery prison. You see, he was imprisoned for five thousand years – his punishment – and now that time is up. We will pass his house as we go down; he lives among the jagged boulders at the very bottom of the ocean, where I believe the stone is hidden. He will speak to you, I would wager – probably insult you. Don't listen to him. He believes that all who are anything other than water deities are worthless. Even Vesta he despised...” Varun looked angry when he said Vesta's name. “He spends his days collecting treasures from the bottom of the sea, looking for sunken treasure. Which is why I suggest we make a detour to his home. In case he found something we're interested in.”

            “Like the stones?”

            “If so, we'll have to figure out a way to steal them. Abzu's not exactly the most giving guy I know. And we won't be able to stay long. Once I stop holding you like this, my powers will only last for a few minutes – after that, you won't be able to breathe. And I don't want Abzu knowing I unified with you – he might get suspicious.”

            I gulped. This Abzu didn't  sound like the kind of person I particularly wanted to meet in a dark alley – or in the dark of the ocean.

            “Don't worry. I won't let him hurt you.” Varun wrapped his arms tighter around me, his stance turning protective. “I promised Chance, didn't I? That I wouldn't let anyone hurt you?”

            “I trust you,” I whispered, squeezing his hand.

            “Do you really love him, Mac?” Varun couldn't resist asking, and I could see the look of pain in his eyes.

            “I...I do,” I stammered, taken aback by the directness of the question. “Of course I do.” But something in me hesitated. I knew I loved Chance – I couldn't stop thinking about him. And yet my love, I realized with a sinking feeling, wasn't exclusive any longer. Whatever I felt for Chance, I felt for Varun, too. Did that mean that the feeling wasn't love? Or that my feelings for both were too strong? 

            “I hoped you wouldn't say that,” Varun whispered. “I guess I did hope that coming down here – coming down to the ocean and seeing how beautiful it was...I hoped it would make you homesick.”

            Varun's eyes met mine. I wanted to swim in their blue. “It did, Varun,” I whispered back. “I don't know what that means. But this place – it's so beautiful. Like I'm connected to it. It's calling me.”

            “The true siren song,” said Varun. “The song of the sea. So lovely that nobody who hears it can ever forget...”

            We arrived a few hours later at Abzu's door – if you could call it that. Abzu's palace was a monstrosity of coral, built out of abandoned sunken ships and coral reefs, studded with shining gems. Piles of bones – of hapless sailor, I could only imagine, a shiver running up and down my spine – held the beams of wood aloft.

            Varun knocked. No answer.

            He knocked louder. Still we heard nothing.

            “Maybe he's not around!” I ventured hopefully.

            “Enter!” My heart sank. A deep, booming voice called to us from within.

            “Brother Abzu,” Varun bowed low as he entered. “It is Brother Poseidon, come to pay a visit to the furthest reaches of my kingdom.”

            The man sitting in the throne rose to his feet. He was as dark as Varun was golden – his long black hair tangled upon his shoulders, his skin still dark – though somewhat pallid from so many centuries without sunlight. His eyes blazed with an intensity I had never seen before. It was not Chance's passion – no, this was seething hostility, powerful in its darkness. I could tell from the way Abzu moved that he was a man of great power; his muscles rippled with the ocean waves.

            “Brother Poseidon,” it was Abzu's turn to bow. “What an extraordinary pleasure.” Yet from the way his tongue seemed to curl about his teeth I got the impression it wasn't a pleasure at all, extraordinary or otherwise. “It is fully within your rights as King to call upon my home. Is there something I can do for you?”

            “A social call, merely.”

            “And you've brought...a mermaid? A siren?”

            Varun and I traded glances.

            “A human,” Varun said at last. “My human. My girlfriend, in fact.”

            “Girlfriend?” Abzu's aching laugh seemed to shake the walls of the palace. “A human girlfriend? You're the same as ever, aren't you, Poseidon.” He looked me up and down. “And what will you do when the waters come, my dearest?”

            I said nothing. It was best to play the part of a fool – human and all too intimidated – than to let him suspect that I was Vesta.

            “They won't come,” Varun said firmly. “I'll make sure of that. Humans must survive – regardless of what our war is with Fire. We cannot waste life needlessly.”

            “I'll be sure to spare her when the flood comes.” Abzu nodded, smiling to himself. “Man thinks himself a terribly powerful little creature, doesn't he? All his ingenuity, his creativity, his imagination. And yet all it takes is one tidal wave to turn him to naught. I discovered a shipwrecked treasure this afternoon. Not twenty miles from here.” He motioned to a treasure chest that lay open on the floor before us, all manner of gold and gems spilling out. “Men lived and died for these riches. But now they lie here – along with the corpses of those capsized sailors – utterly useless. And you want me to spare the vermin?” he laughed. “In five thousand years one gets up to a lot of collecting. All of human history turned to shiny rubbish! But I'm not complaining, Brother Poseidon, even though you never freed me. You always treated me well – although you could always have done better. You did your best. And now that my time is up, I will be sure to treat you kindly when I become King of Water!” he grinned maniacally.

            I gulped.

            “I'm not afraid,” Varun scoffed. “If you wanted to have me killed today you would have done it by now. But you know that the Water deities would pin the crime on you, and imprison you once again. You know that I have the support of the other Water Ones.”

            “For now,” Abzu bowed with excruciating politeness. “My kraken gain in strength daily.”

            “For now.”

            The two smiled at each other – evenly matched in power and strength, only mutual self-interest keeping them from tearing out each other's throats.

            “Now,” Abzu began. “Shall I show you my collections? I have a wonderful collection of tridents inlaid with pearl in the other room....”

            Varun winked at me as he followed Abzu into another room.

            I instantly realized the upside of being a despised human. Abzu hadn't even noticed that I existed – certainly not enough to mind leaving me alone in the main room while he showed off his collection of jewels and finery to Varun. And so it gave me time – time to make my way into a small room just off the main chamber. I looked around wildly. If I were hunting for a jewel – where would I go first?

            But a strange feeling seemed to awaken within me. A feeling of surety – of certainty – of power. Suddenly I was breathing naturally, on my own. I felt my lungs expand with oxygen; a blue shimmer seemed to appear before me. I followed the light, entranced by its beauty, my feet traveling of their own accord to a pile of gemstones in the corner of the room. Each was more beautiful than the last; each sparkled with unimaginable loveliness – and yet my hands knew where to go. I reached deep within the pile of jewels, my fingers colliding with one smooth stone, moon-shaped. Immediately I felt power course through me like adrenaline. I pulled my hand out of the pile, a single sapphire in my palm. Heat flashed through me like fire; I pressed the stone to my chest and felt its warmth. This was the healing stone. This was the stone that would save my mother.      

            I looked down at the stone in my hands.

            If I had my doubts about being Vesta before, they were gradually vanishing. This stone, so smooth and warm in the palm of my hand, told me more than any dream or vision ever could. It seemed to call out to me, to call me “Vesta,” to challenge me to embrace my destiny.

            “And here are the sixteenth-century gold pieces,” I heard Abzu saying from the other room. “Pre-Erosion – genuine! From the Spanish Armada.”

            There was no time to think. I hurried back to the main room.

 






 

Chapter 13

 

            “So, you see my treasures,” Abzu was saying to Varun as they re-entered. I sat quietly on the edge of one of the chairs, the stone hidden away in my pocket. “I daresay I have had great success.” He leered at Varun. “Brother Poseidon.”

            Varun stiffened. “You are certainly a man of wealth.”

            “They say money cannot buy happiness,” Abzu continued on blithely, looking at Varun with intensity. “But, of course, it cannot buy support, if you understand what I am saying.”

            “Clearly,” Varun said in a clipped voice. I could tell by the way his muscles tensed up that he wanted nothing more than to strike Abzu across the face. But something held him back. He knew that it would be an even fight – there was no sure guarantee of a winner. And with the loyalty of the other water deities so in doubt, it wasn’t worth it for either of them to pick a fight. No single god could rule the seas without the support of others. And as I looked the throne room up and down, taking in each glittering gemstone, I saw just how easily support might be bought. I looked up at Varun questioningly.

            “I think I should be leaving now,” Varun began. “It’s been a long journey, and I’m anxious to be getting back…”

            Abzu turned to me with a grim smile. “How did you like life under the sea, human? I see Varun has made it possible for you to breathe underwater…”

            “Just by using mouth-to-mouth,” Varun said quickly. “Not comfortable – but Mac here really wanted to see where I lived.”

            I looked up at Varun in confusion. Mouth-to-mouth? He was evidently careful not to mention the process by which we had become one. What was he afraid of? But I nodded at Abzu, saying nothing. Better he think me stupid than get suspicious about the lump in my pocket.

            “You know,” Abzu said airily, “I could challenge you if I wanted to. Kill you right here and now.”

            “I imagine you could try,” Varun said, seething.

            “But I won’t. Not today. I’ve just been released from imprisonment after five thousand years – I have better things to do than risk angering the elders. So I’ll let you…” he turned to me, casting an eagle eye up and down my body “and your beautiful girlfriend go free…for now. Be sure to feed my kraken on the way out.”

            With that, he turned on his heel and sauntered out.

            “Did you…?” Varun whispered.

            I nodded, putting a hand on my pocket. “We need to go,” I said.

            “Not so fast. We can’t form a pod like we did before – Unifying, it’s called. Abzu can’t know that we did that…”

            “Why not?” I looked up in confusion. “Why did you have to lie?”

            “I don’t want the kraken seeing us….” Varun sighed. ‘I didn’t want to tell you before – I didn’t want to freak you out. But Unifying isn’t something that just anyone can do.”

            “What do you mean?”

            “It only works if…” he blushed and looked down. “Look, I didn’t want to pressure you or freak you out…”

            “Works if what?” I pressed.

            “If the people involved are truly in love,” he muttered, turning pink “I was only ever able to do it with Jana…before you…”

            “That was some risk you took,” I said. “Taking me underwater without knowing if we were truly in love. I could have been drowned!”

            “I knew how I felt about you. And I guessed how you felt about me. Maybe not enough to take you away from Chance, but enough…for this.” He sighed. “Abzu thinks you’re just some girl I’m seeing. If he knows that we’ve Unified, he might guess the truth. That you might be the real Vesta. Any one of his kraken could spy on us – report the truth.”

            “So what do we do?” I’d been able to breathe underwater when I first touched the stone, but now my breaths were growing shallower, hastier The initial effect of the stone had worn off, and I’d need to get another source of oxygen again.

            “Follow my lead,” said Varun. “Mouth-to-mouth – what I said to Abzu. Not comfortable…and it won’t do much to protect you from the cold – but you have the stone now, so maybe it will be easier. You just have to breathe…from me.”

            “From what?”

            “From my lips…” Varun blushed. “You know – mouth-to-mouth.”

            My heart sank. It was hard enough to resist my attraction to Varun when I was near him – it would be harder still if his lips were against mine.

            “I’ll be a gentleman,” Varun promised, “Don’t you worry.”

            I nodded as we stepped outside the palace. 

            “Close your eyes.”

            I did. Immediately, Varun’s lips were against mine, soft and gentle, breathing life into my lungs – sweet, pure air. I inhaled greedily, feeling the oxygen pulse through my body.

            “Swim,” Varun whispered, wrapping his arms around me as he kicked through the water, rising through the darkness of the sea. My heart was beating faster and faster; I could feel the intoxication of being near him, of tasting his salty lips. From time to time he would breathe into me – each kiss a moment of rapture as well as survival. At last, when we were a suitable distance away from the kraken, Varun began to Unify with me once again, the blue light shimmering all around us once more.

            A part of me was disappointed – left still craving his kiss, still wanting him. My whole body ached to turn to him, to press my mouth against his, to drink in his beauty like sweet nectar. 

            I ached for him, my longing so great that my body shuddered with physical pain. But I held back, ignoring the excruciating torment that seemed to rend my heart in two. I loved Chance – I knew that I loved Chance! But then what was I feeling for Varun? My body and soul were at odds with each other; I no longer had one heart but two, each pulled in a different direction.

            At last we reached the surface, breaking apart at the water’s edge. I felt a painful pull in my chest when we were no longer touching.

            “I don’t know what to say,” I spoke at last, my chest heaving with exhaustion. “Varun…” I felt the stone in my pocket, so smooth and round. I held it out to him. “You saved my mother’s life. I don’t know how I can ever thank you.” And yet I could not look him in the eye. Looking up at him, letting our eyes meet, seemed too dangerous now. He’d see my desire pouring out of them. He’d see how much I wanted him. And then how could I ever resist. “I owe you…everything.”

            He wrapped his arms around me once more, drawing me into an embrace. “All I wanted was to make you happy,” he said. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” He lifted my chin, turning my face to his. His eyes were so full of kindness, of compassion, of desire. I blushed as I felt his longing; I blushed as I experienced my own. His eyes traveled down to my lips, and he was staring at them with a raw hunger I knew only too well. “I’ll do whatever you want me to, Mac,” he said, his voice so soft, so sweet. 

            Silence fell upon us. I knew how much he wanted to kiss me; I knew how much I wanted to kiss him back. I wanted him to take the lead, to crush me against his chest – but he waited for my signal, my guidance. He waited for the permission I could never give.

            “Mac, I…”      

            So this was why Vesta had fallen for him, too. He was so kind, so good – and yet capable of such dark passion. Abzu was wrong about Varun – Varun too understood the dark nature of the sea, of its savagery and capacity of chaos. I could see that chaos in his eyes.

            “I know, Varun.” I couldn’t move. My whole body was paralyzed by fear and longing. I wanted so badly to say “yes! Yes – kiss me – no!” but something held me back. A feeling of heat in the palm of my hand.

            I looked down. It was the stone – one of the Fire Stones – burning and blazing bright. A reminder of my true destiny – of Chance – of the world of Fire no less a part of me than the Water we had just left behind.

            “I’ll...uh….I’ll see you around, Varun. I have to go. It’s my mom. You know – she needs this stone to heal her. But – um – thanks! Yeah, really, thanks!” My voice sounded forced and awkward.

            Varun’s face fell, but he managed a small smile. “No problem,” he laughed. “Anytime. See you around. Just – uh – tell me how your mom is, okay?”

            “Okay,” I was staring at Varun, unable to take my eyes off his soulful expression. I tried my hardest to walk away, but it was as if my legs were made of lead. They resisted my will to leave. At last I forced myself to walk away – but I could still feel his eyes upon my back, upon my shoulders, boring through me, seeing into my soul – seeing the truth: we had Unified; I loved him.

            I wanted to run away, to escape his gaze, but I could not. I could only walk, dragging my heels each step of the way, trying in vain to force myself further and further from that look of longing that left me paralyzed, left me reeling. It was harder to breathe now, on land, than it ever had been underwater – Varun was my oxygen, and I needed him to survive.

            But surely I felt the same way about Chance, too? That hunger, that burning longing that led us to press up against each other in the corridors after gym class, stealing pleasure from every seized moment, giving ourselves over to the passion that consumed us both. Chance’s euphoric fire or Varun’s calming waters – both filled me with a sense of need, of urgency. How, I asked myself, could I ever be happy with just one; how could I ever be satisfied with anything less than both of them, with both sides of myself: the sweet, beautiful girl that Varun put on a pedestal, and the passionate, fiery woman Chance embraced as his equal? I couldn’t choose. A part of me wanted Varun’s romance; a part of me wanted Chance’s desire. And, like Vesta, I was caught in the middle, struggling against the rage of my longing. It’s not fair! I cried to myself. I’d always had control of my body, of my thoughts. I’d always been able to stay on top of my own feelings. But now the combination of desire and love I felt had started to consume me. I was burning up in the flames – dragged out to sea – I was in love with two men at the same time.

            More confused than ever, I trudged home.






 

Chapter 14

 

            Once Varun had gone, I found it easier to pick up the pace and run. I hurried back to the cottage, bursting through the door, my heart beating fast. “Mom!” I called out, fear flooding my whole body. What if I was too late? What if something had happened to her? “Mom – are you there?”

            I stopped in surprise. Antonio Cutter was sitting in my living room. From the exhausted, jaundiced look upon his face I could tell that he had not slept in days. The bags under his eyes spoke to worry – even tears. His face was pockmarked with dark circles. My heart sank in terror.

            “Is it Mom?” I could barely force the words out. “Is she…okay?”

            “She’s alive,” said Antonio after a pause. “I’ve never seen anything like it. An illness coming on this suddenly – some sort of enchantment, perhaps?” He turned to me. “You’re old enough to face the truth now, Mac. You know that whatever’s wrong with your mother has nothing to do with medical science. And I hope for her sake – and yours – that you were able to find a cure. You’re the only one who can.”

            Antonio’s voice shook with pain and fear. I looked up in surprise. Antonio seemed almost as worried about my mother as I was! Was she really just an employee to him?           

            “I found…something,” I said at last, showing Antonio the stone. “Only, I’m not sure how to use it. I’m not sure what it does.”

            Antonio looked down at the stone, and then up at me, his eyes widening. “You found this
already?” He gaped at me. “This…this is a horse of a different color. Do you know what this is?”

            I nodded. “One of the Fire Stones.”

            “Then you didn’t find it, Mac. It found you. I expected you to be drawn to some magical cure – an herb, a gem, something. But I didn’t expect this. I don’t know how to use it, Mac – my way is not the way of Fire – but I know someone who does.”

            “Chance?” I gulped. I wasn’t sure how to face Chance after what had happened with Varun. I still longed for him – my whole body ached for his return – but I couldn’t bear to see the look in his eyes when I told him about the time Varun and I had spent together.

            “Yes,” said Antonio. Within a few minutes he had telephoned Chance, and moments later Chance arrived at my doorstep, breathless and exhausted. He had run all the way from the other side of the hotel grounds, and sweat made his black shirt cling to his muscled torso.

            “She’s got the stone,” said Antonio. “I’ll let you handle it.”

            “You found it?” Chance turned to me, joy mixing with jealousy in his eyes. 

            “Yeah – it was at the bottom of the ocean, like we thought.”

            “Varun helped you?” He couldn’t mask the envy in his voice.

            “Yeah,” I admitted sheepishly. “I mean – he got me down to Abzu’s palace, and we found the stone there. I found the stone there.”

            Chance said nothing, but looked at me with pain in his face. I knew what he was thinking – how was it that Varun had been able to help me, when he – Chance – could not? How could he have let me go to the depths of the sea, to its untold beautiful and unplumbed darkness – and how could he ever expect to get me back again?

            “How – uh – how was the water?” He looked down at the floor.

            “Fine,” I said, turning red. “I mean – the ocean is beautiful.”

            “Oh.” His face fell.

            “But I prefer dry land, I think.’ I tried to smile brightly, pushing thoughts of Varun out of my mind for the time being. “As far as I’m concerned.”

            Chance’s expression brightened somewhat. Antonio cut in, clearing his throat awkwardly.

            “Well, Chance – do you know what to do with the stone?”

            Chance nodded. Then he looked up, a softness I had never seen before spreading across his face. “You – uh – you look tired, Dad. Maybe you should rest. Get something to eat. You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

            “It’s been a long road,” Antonio admitted.

            Chance gave his father an awkward pat on the shoulder. “Listen, dad – I can take care of things from here on out. You just take care of yourself, okay?”

            Antonio nodded. “Are you sure?”

            “It’s really fine,” I cut in. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for my mom and me. You were a real lifesaver for her – I’m sure.”

            Antonio blushed a little at his cheekbones. “It was nothing,” he said. “Your mother is a remarkable woman.”

            “Then I’ll…well, I will just leave you to it, won’t I?” Antonio stalked off, leaving Chance and me alone together. Instantly we fell into each other’s arms, his hungry lips kissing my own, pressing me tightly to him, all his pent-up desire flowing into me like lava. My body began to heat to his touch. 

            “I was so worried about you,” he murmured into my hair. “So very worried.” He kissed me again. “But now you’re back – and the stone – it will heal your mother. I promise you. She’ll be safe now.”

            He reached into my pocket, taking out the gleaming sapphire. “Look,” he said. I gasped in surprise. The stone was heating up to the touch, beginning to glow with an unearthly radiance. Tiny flames seemed to be burning within the stone itself, lighting it from within. 

            “Vesta’s power,” whispered Chance. “Vesta’s flame. You see it all before you now.”

            “It’s beautiful,” I breathed.

            He handed it to me, and a volt of electricity shot through me. I had experienced a stone’s power before – but nothing like this blinding shock of intensity coursing through me. I felt as if my blood had been replaced with fire in my veins; I felt the power of the stone coursing into my body, making me stronger, making me more – dare I think it – like Vesta.

            “Put this on your mother’s body,” said Chance, stepping back.

            “Aren’t you coming?” 

            “This is something for you and your mother to deal with together,” Chance said, shaking his head. “I know how much you care for her.” He lifted my hand to his lips. “Farewell, my darling,” he said. “I’ll wait in the living room.”

            I entered my mother’s bedroom. She was weak but conscious, propped up on a pile of pillows. She smiled when she saw me. “Honey…” she whispered, the effort so great that she seemed to fall back as she spoke. “I missed you…”

            “It’s okay, Mom.” I went over to her, wrapping my arms around her, pressing the gleaming stone at the small of her back. “You’re safe now. You’ll be better from here on out – I promise you.”

            “What’s going on?”

            She suddenly bolted up straight, her eyes widening in shock. A golden shimmer seemed to pass through her body. “What’s that?”

            Immediately the color began returning to her cheeks – a slow pink flush at first, followed by the ripe red of true vigor. Her eyes grew bright; her hair returned to its customary luster. Her fever cooled; her lips parted in a smile.

            “I was so worried about you, Mom!” Tears sprang to my eyes as I held her tight. “But I found a way to save you.”

            “I knew you would,” my mother said, her voice shaking. “But I didn’t expect that…”

            “What?” I looked up in surprise. What did my mother mean – I knew you would? I hadn’t told her anything – about Vesta, about the Embodiments, about anything that might confuse her or make her think I was crazy.

            A voice from behind me provided an answer: “I think it’s time you tell your mother everything. There’s so much she needs to know. A parent should know.”

            “Chance?” He had reappeared, a broad smile on his face.

            “But it’s different with Antonio,” I protested. “He’s already…well, you know! And my mother…” I sighed.

            “Don’t worry.” Chance leaned in and kissed me lightly on the forehead. “You doubt yourself too much. Your mother may know far more than you think she does. And whatever you need me for, Mac – I’ll be there for you, waiting. I’ll keep my phone on. Just call if you need anything at all.” He embraced me and kissed me tenderly on the lips, his kiss full of gentleness – so different from his customary savage desire. A kiss almost like Varun’s.

            “I missed you,” I whispered.

            “I missed you too,” replied Chance. “But right now, your mom needs you. I’ll wait until later – I’ll see you outside.” He bowed to my mother and left the room.

            “Mac – what’s all this about?” My mother looked up at me, confused. “Did you go to the ocean?”

            “What?” I looked up at her in shock. How did she know about the ocean?

            “I may have been ill, Mac, but I’m not deaf. I heard you talking to Antonio in the other room. And now I want to know where you found this…miraculous stone.”

            “I was with Varun,” I said, hardly knowing where to start. How could I explain magic to my mother, or Embodiments, or anything at all? She’d probably think she was in some sort of feverish haze – or that I was.

            “I was…getting the stone from the ocean,” I continued. “It’s…special. Kind of – supernatural, I guess. I mean…it’s not like normal scientific medicine. It’s different. But it made you better, Mom. That’s what’s important.”

            To my surprise, my mother broke into a great laugh. “Poor Mac! You think I don’t know. Oh, my darling, I’m so sorry; I should have told you long ago. I never thought things would go this far…I thought I could protect you by not telling you about your destiny.”

            “My destiny?” I felt the familiar prickling of uncertainty shivering up and down my spine.

            “You’re special, Mackenzie. Surely you must have realized it by now. I knew that from the moment you were born. With a fever so high it would have killed any normal child – one hundred twenty-five degrees – but no outward signs of illness. No signs of anything at all – other than extraordinary intelligence, extraordinary strength.” She touched my hair. “And extraordinary beauty. I knew then that I had birthed one of the Embodiments, one of the special ones.”

            “But you never told me?” I took her hand. “Why, Mom?”

            “Because,” my mother sighed. “I wanted to give you a normal life – or, at least, a chance of one. In days like these, Embodiments are in danger – regardless of their alliance. The Fire Wars have claimed many lives, and I didn’t want yours to be one of them. It’s not easy being born a deity.”

            “Then you knew…all along…that I’m Vesta?”

            My mother shook her head. “I didn’t know who you were – only that you were one. And it shouldn’t have surprised me – Embodiments have at least a one in two chance of producing an Embodiment child.”

            “Then you’re a…”

            My mother nodded, a slow smile spreading across her face.

            “A Fire goddess?”

            “No,” said my mother. “That’s what made you so surprising. My alliance is to the Rivers – a faction of Water gods who recognize the need for alliance with Fire and earth. A river runs through soil, after all. I am Yami, goddess of rivers.” Her smile grew ironic. “Or at least I was, once upon a time. I can hardly remember that era now. My memories of the time before Embodiments are sketchy, the way many deities’ memories are.” My mother hugged me tight. “You were born into Fire, I to Water.” I felt the same calm waves rushing over me – waves I had only felt with Varun. But I couldn’t feel safe – secure. I felt only angry, confused. My mother had lied to me – she’d hidden her secrets from me! And she was a Water god – the very deities who wanted me dead!

            “But…how did I end up a Fire deity?” I asked.

            “Your Grandfather was the Sun God. Neither Fire nor Water – but with elements of both mixed in. It was from him that you gained your fiery strength.”

            But before I could respond, a knock at the door interrupted us both.

            “Come in!” I cried.

            It was Chance and Antonio, each holding an enormous pizza box that could easily have fed eight people.

            “We brought food,” said Antonio.

            “Thought you’d be hungry,” Chance added.  

            “I…uh…I’m not.” I was stunned, dazed by my mother’s confession. Everything was dream-like, surreal. “I think – uh – I’m going to go lie down. Or something.”

            I couldn’t let my mother see my face – or the pained expression on it. Before anyone could insist that I wolf down a slice, I walked straight past Chance and Antonio and out into the field.






 

 

Chapter 15

 

            “Mac, wait!” Chance called after me. But I didn’t want to listen to him – I didn’t want to listen to anybody! I only wanted to be alone with my thoughts, only wanted to have some time and space to deal with what it was I had just heard. How could it be true? My mother – the River Goddess Yami? How could she never have told me this before? With Water deities from all over the ocean out to get me – my own mother was one of my enemies? The pounding in my head blinded me; I could barely hear from the ringing in my ears. Tears were streaming down my face. All the confusion I had endured, all the uncertainty about my own identity – all of that could have been avoided if only my mother had been honest with me. But instead I had been plunged into a world I could not control, a world filled with wars and alliances and romances bigger than I was. Emotions I couldn’t handle.

            I’m sixteen, I said to myself. I’m supposed to be going to high school, making good grades, planning for college, picking a career, hanging out with friends, dating boys. But instead I was embroiled in a war in which there was no side I could trust, nobody I could truly count on. Fire or Water – Mars or Poseidon – Abzu, Hephaestus…danger lurked around every corner. And the one person who should have warned me, the one person who should have protected me, had lied to me my entire life, and left me to fend for myself.

            How could I ever get over that?

            “Mac, please!” Chance insisted. “What’s going on – what’s wrong? You left so suddenly, without even eating anything. Are you feeling okay?”

            “No,” I cried. “No, Chance, I’m not! I just found out that my Mom’s an Embodiment, that she’s working with my enemies, that she lied to me my whole life…”

            “Hold up!” Chance put out a hand to steady me. “What are you talking about?”

            I took a deep breath and started again, more slowly this time. “My mother,” I cried. “She’s an Embodiment too. That’s what all this is about. She’s the goddess of Rivers, Yami.”

            “Rivers? You mean…”

            “She’s a Water goddess,” I said. “Apparently she’s closer to Fire than most of the Water deities – but still! She’s not Yami – she’s Rose Evers! My mom!”

            “Oh, Mac….” Chance pulled me close, leaning my head against his chest. “Mac – I know this is a lot for you to deal with; I know it’s been hard…”

            “Hard? Only my entire life uprooted in a matter of months! You knew about your destiny from the beginning – you and Varun both! You had Antonio to guide you. But me, I’ve had to figure this all out from scratch.”

            “You had me…” Chance kissed the top of my head. He hesitated. “…and Varun. Both of us. To show you the ropes. To rely on.”

            “But my destiny! If I’m supposed to have all these Fire powers…but my mother’s allied with the Waters.”

            Chance’s face fell. His eyes darkened with sympathy. He stroked my hair, his touch gentle and yet possessive. “You must listen to your own heart, Mac. You must go with what feels right. Listen to what your strength tells you. You found the stones, didn’t you? And each stone will bring you closer to your nature as Vesta – and the choice that she had to make.”

            He pulled me in for a kiss – a kiss that was so strong that it made me see stars. My head started spinning. The heat between us began to flame up; my skin was scorched and yet I felt no pain, only the ecstasy of his touch, his kiss. He had never kissed me like this before. This wasn’t the kiss of Chance Cutter, high school student. This was the kiss of Mars – the fire deity – in all his power. I had experienced this kiss before in my dreams and my visions, but this was reality.

            I gasped as he pulled away, my heart severed in two by the pain of parting from him. I looked around in surprise. All around us, flames had sprung up from the earth, blazing wildly in a circle around us. Vesta’s flames.

            “Did you feel that?” Chance looked at me.  “That pain – as we sprang apart just now. It was so physical – so visceral. It hurt to let go.”

            I was trembling. “It hurt me too,” I whispered. “I know – my one, my love, my only.”

            Chance stopped in surprise. “What did you just say?”

            I blushed. I hadn’t meant to let myself get so emotional.

            “My one, my love, my only – that’s what Vesta and I always used to say to each other. Our special phrase for one another.”

            I clapped a hand over my mouth. So Vesta was taking over now. I remembered the words from  my dreams, but this time they seemed to spring from a hidden place within my soul – rushing from my lips with a new power.  Vesta’s words in my mouth. Vesta’s spirit in my body. She was taking over – kissing Chance with my body, calling him my one, my love, my only.

            We parted as lovers, and I somehow managed to get through the next day without blowing up at my mom. She’d been ill, I knew, and had been through a lot, and right now wasn’t the time to get angry at her or blame her for her lack of honesty with me. I had to swallow my bubbling confusion – save my questions for later. Yet the next night, when I met Chance out in the open fields, I felt a vast sense of relief. Being with him was easy – it felt natural, right. All my worries and anger about my mother seemed to vanish when he wrapped me in his arms and ran his tongue so lightly across my lips. He gave me a long, deep hug, looking into my eyes. But something was strange about him. He seemed oddly tense – his shoulders straight, his expression dark.

            “I’m glad you’re back, Mac,” he said.            

            “I’m glad to be back, too.” I smiled up at Chance. “I missed you so much – the ocean was so dark, so lonely without you. I missed flying through the air with you. I missed our fire.”

            Chance frowned. He opened his mouth –as if to say something – but then shut it again. His cheeks colored slightly and at last he cleared his throat and spoke. “Going back down into the ocean like that – it was dangerous, wasn’t it?”

            “Yeah,” I admitted. “I don’t know what might have happened if I’d tried to go down there alone. For starters, I’d have drowned.”

            “I…uh…” Chance swallowed hard, his jaw twitching almost imperceptible. “I’m glad that Varun was able to help you, I guess.”

            “You don’t have to worry,” I said to Chance. “Nothing happened between me and Varun, I promise you that.” After all, infidelity in thought wasn’t the same thing as acting on those feelings in real life. “It was perfectly platonic. I know it was hard for you to admit that – that you two aren’t on the best of terms…”

            “That’s how I lost her, you know.” Chance turned from me. “The other one. That’s how she met him. I sent her – she decided to go – on a mission to the ocean, to the Water gods. Another flood had started to wash away the earth, and she decided to go see if maybe some of the more moderate Water deities might be willing to compromise, to make an alliance against the extremists. Poseidon – Varun – was one such deity. She went to his palace as a diplomatic gesture, asking him for help against those who, like Abzu, would see the earth destroyed and covered in waves. And…she never truly returned – not in spirit. His shining pearl palace, the beauty of mermaids, the rainbow scales of flying fish – all these things enchanted her, so that she forgot the heat of the flames and the feeling of soft earth between one’s fingers. She forgot me, and her love for me.” He sighed. “When she came back from the sea, she was different, somehow. Paler. Her fire abilities didn’t work as they once had. She didn’t kiss me with the same fire. And then, one night, she simply left…walked into the ocean and let the waves take her to her new lover.” He pulled me in for another kiss, desperate in its urgency. I felt his passion shiver through me.

            He pulled away and smiled.

            “But you’re happy now.”

            “I am happy,” Chance almost laughed aloud. “I’m overjoyed, my darling. You see, you came back. You returned to me. You didn’t leave me for Varun the way Vesta did. I can feel it in your kiss that you still love me. I can feel your passion for me.”

            I looked up at him, my eyes making contact with his. After all this time, his beauty still had the power to surprise me, to make me tremble with desire – even now! 

            “Come with me, Mac,” Chance put out a hand. “I think it’s time. I think you’re ready.”

            “For what?”

            “To see what Fire can really do.”

            In an instant his arms were around me, and we were flying through the air – up, up, higher than we had ever been before. The island was but a tiny dot surrounded by water – and yet we flew higher, the whole globe spread out before us, pin-pricks of land surrounded by waves.

            “Where are we going?” I cried. But Chance did not reply, flying faster and faster until I couldn’t see the earth below us at all but only the darkness of the night and the stars all around us.

            And then I saw it. A small blue globe – as small as the moon had looked from the field. Millions of miles away.

            Earth.  

            “What’s going on?” I started screaming, terrified – but somehow I was still alive, still breathing. Defying gravity as we flew through the darkness like shooting stars. “Where are we?” My heart was beating a thousand times a minute.

            “We’re where we belong, Mac. Our true home.”

            “I don’t understand. Where are we going?”

            “Somewhere you’ll love, my darling. Somewhere you once loved. The heavens – where the sun and sky were born.” He held me closer, kissing me. His lips tasted so sweet; they gave me life and air. “I would never have dared attempt this without you – I have not been up here for thousands of years. But now that you’re here…”  

            “I don’t understand.”

            “As you Awaken, you are not only becoming stronger, you’re making the rest of us stronger too. All Embodiments are reaching their full potential. And I am becoming the Mars I once was – capable of flying into the very heart of the sun itself. Once, Vesta and I used to fly out here, fly into the center of the sun, luxuriating in its heat. Now, I want us to do the same.”

            “But won’t it hurt us?”

            “You’re with me, my darling. We can Unify. Nothing will hurt you now.”

            And so we flew into the heart of the sun, golden fire shooting and kindling all around us. I was  intoxicated by its beauty. Its heat did not burn me, but only warmed my skin – a pleasant glow that filled me with passion and power.

            And then Chance put his hand on mine, and placed it into the heart of the sun. To my surprise, I felt something there – something hard in my hand.

            “Another stone!” I looked down to see a topaz stone glimmering in my palm. “But how did you know…?”

            “I guessed,” said Chance. “That Vesta would hide a stone here where our hearts first united. But I couldn’t bring you here, couldn’t get here myself, until I was sure you truly loved me, sure that we could Unify. But now I know – you have made me stronger than ever. You have made me a better man – and a better deity. You are my one, my love, my only. And now the stone is yours. The topaz that protects against death. Keep it always, my love. Keep yourself safe.”

            The journey back no longer frightened me. I looked around in awe at the stars and planets swirling all around us – at the enormous surface of the moon. If the ocean had left me breathless, it was yet nothing when compared to the beauty of the heavens. I felt a sudden sense of surety: this, this was my home. This was where I belonged. When we landed safely on the ground at Aeros, I felt a sense of sadness – even loneliness – homesick for a place I had only just seen.

            “How did you do that?” I asked Chance, when we had landed. “Find the stone.”

            “My chance to help you retrieve the Topaz stone was given to me by the great powers of Fire on one condition.”

            “What was that?”

            “That you returned from the sea, my darling. Home to Aeros. Home to me.”

 






 

Chapter 16

 

            That night I dreamed once again of Mars and Vesta, of our glorious palace built of flames and gold. I dreamed of his lips against mine, of his bare chest against my naked body, of his arms tracing the contours of my back. I dreamed of the sweetness of his kiss, the softness of his words, the roughness of his embrace. I dreamed that he called me once more by the names I had called him on the field, the names that proved our love: “my love, my one, my only.” I woke up drenched in sweat, exhausted and yet invigorated at the same time.

            But real life had to continue, one way or another. Now that my mother was better I was heading back to school, doing my best to make up for the work I’d missed in my absence. I hadn’t spoken to her much since the illness – while she was better, she was still weak enough for Antonio to insist that she take a week of paid leave to stay in bed, and so our conversations mostly revolved around what kind of soup she wanted me to heat up for dinner. Neither one of us brought up her confession; we both assiduously avoided the subject. Too dangerous for both of us, I reasoned. I just had to treat her like my normal mother, like the Rose Evers I knew. Maybe she’d never bring it up again – maybe I’d just be able to forget…

            My daily shopping trips thus became a longed-for afternoon escape from time at home with my mother. I couldn’t stand the awkward silences, the conversations about nothing that glossed over the  most important confession she had ever  made to me. The farmers’ market at Aeros was one of the best in the Archipelago – after the Erosion, fruits and vegetables had grown scarce, and farmers’ markets in our old home had been limited to a couple of dessicated zucchini and maggot-eaten carrots. But here, the produce was fresh and luscious – free even of the chemicals the government sprayed into most Archipelago fields to make them grow. I enjoyed tasting the free samples – an unheard-of delight back home, where things were too dear to be made available for less than a princely sum – and smelling the sweet aromas of oranges and tangerines, bananas and pineapples, tomatoes and leeks – each item brighter and more colorful than the last. I purposely lingered over the eggplant, haggling with the couple behind the counter, just to avoid going home and dealing with another night with my mother. She’d just gone back to work that day, but I knew that she’d be home in a few hours, and I wanted to stay out as long as possible.

            But, to my surprise, it started to rain.

            Figures, I thought, cutting my trip short early. It looked like I’d beat my mother home after all – which meant we’d have a good six hours until bedtime to markedly not talk about her confession.

            “Hello!” I called as I lugged my shopping into the doorway. But, as I expected, the house was empty. I checked my watch, fumbling for the light switch. My mother wouldn’t be home for another half hour. 

            Click! I flicked on the light switch, but nothing happened. The electricity was evidently out, leaving me plunged into total darkness. I looked towards the window, but the curtains were drawn.

            I froze. My mother had left for work before I left for school that morning, and I definitely remembered leaving the curtains open…

            But before I could process my thoughts, a sudden blow struck me from behind, making my head ring as I stumbled to the floor. Immediately my mind began to process the wrestling moves I had learn; I lashed out at my attacker – a broad, strong figure. I couldn’t make any features out in the lamplight, but from the size and shape I guessed it was a man. It certainly wasn’t scrawny, short Alice, who had attacked me last month in the locker room. But the other assailant had never been unmasked. Was he back to finish the job?

            “Get…off!” I cried, kicking the figure square in the stomach. But despite my best efforts, the figure didn’t budge. He was too large, too strong; I felt his hands squeeze around my neck, growing tighter and tighter. I cried aloud, but the sound was strangled in my throat. Everything was going hazy – my mind went blank as my body cried out for oxygen.

            Just as darkness overtook my brain, a sudden crash brought me back to life. My attacker was huddled over on the floor; I heard him cry aloud as another figure kicked him in the stomach. Immediately, my attacker was on his feet, running away…

            I sprang up, ready to fight this new figure.

            “Hey – are you alright?” The concern in the voice made me melt. It was Varun, holding out a warm hand, helping me to my feet.

            “We should go after him!”

            “Too late…” Varun looked out the door. “He’s gone by now. Are you okay – that’s the important thing?” 

            “Fine,” I answered breathlessly. “Just a little shaken, is all. “

            “That guy was strong,” Varun said. “I could barely get him off you. That was no mortal you were fighting – whoever he was, it was definitely an Embodiment.”

            “Like Alice?” I looked up at him. “He could have been the guy who attacked me before with Alice – I’m not sure. I couldn’t see anything in the darkness.”

            “But who could it be?” Varun wondered aloud. He looked down at something, frowning. Then he bent down, picking up a small, glinting rectangular object. I recognized it immediately – I had one, too. A Cutter Imperial Hotel name badge – worn by all staff members. And this one had BRANDON clearly emblazoned on it.

            “Brandon?” I looked at Varun in surprise. He was a Fire god – what reason had he to want me or Vesta dead? “He was always so…nice.” Silly, jovial, joking Brandon – how could he be anything but a friend to me?

            “I’m sorry, Mac,” Varun said, staring at the name-plate in his hands. “I’m as shocked as you are that Brandon would do something like this.” He too looked crushed. Brandon was his good friend, after all – and the look of abject betrayal on his face said it all.

            “Maybe it wasn’t him!” I wasn’t sure what I was saying – but I would have said anything to take that look of pain off his face. “Maybe it was a set-up – the attacker dropped the name-tag on purpose to throw us off the scent.”

            “I doubt it,” said Varun miserably. “That guy didn’t expect to leave anyone alive enough to follow any sort of scent. He was out to kill.”

            “But why Brandon? He’s a Fire deity?”

            Varun shook his head. “Was. He’s strong enough to attack you like that – no doubt about it – and he’s been rumored to be looking for an alliance with Water.”

            “Because of you? His friendship with you?”

            “No,” Varun sighed. “He’s been spending a lot of time in the ocean lately. I told myself he just enjoyed swimming – but now I’m not so sure. With Abzu on the loose, it’s very likely that Abzu’s been courting the favor of Fire and Water deities alike to overthrow me as King of Water. I wouldn’t put it past Abzu to try to turn my friends against me, whatever their element. He’s tricky. He doesn’t use brute force – he strategizes. He’s smart. That’s what makes him so dangerous. But I never thought my friends would fall for it.” Varun looked crestfallen.

            I reached out a hand to touch him, aching to comfort him, to ease his pain. I wrapped my arms around him, trying to ignore the longing in my breast. He leaned against my chest, sighing deeply as I stroked his hair. He took my hand – so small in his enormous grip.

            “No,” he said. “You’re the one who just got attacked.” He gave a false laugh. “You need comforting, not me.” He pulled me into a bear hug – massaging my aching muscles from where the attacker – Brandon? – had hit me.

            “I’m so sorry, Varun,” I said. “But let’s not jump to conclusions. Let’s make sure this name badge was really left by him.”

            “You had enough to worry about,” sighed Varun. “With all this Vesta stuff – I didn’t mean to drag you into my mess. It could be that Abzu was attacking you to get to me – he didn’t know you were Vesta, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t suspect, or that he just wanted to hurt me even if you were just human. I should never have put you in danger like that.”

            “It’s okay, Varun,” I said. “I owe you a lot. Being with you is – you know, nice. Hanging out.” I blushed, knowing that I meant so much more than I said.       

            “Nice,” Varun gave a small smile. “Listen, why don’t I get the electricity turned back on – then I’ll put away those groceries and whip you something to eat. You’ve been cooking for your mom so much lately – it’s time someone took care of you.”

            “Careful,” I couldn’t help but laugh. “If you keep making me food, I might get attacked more often.”

            “As long as I’m there to save you.” Varun grinned at me and I could feel myself melt. Stones or no stones, I still had a weakness for him. I looked into his eyes, wanting to move in closer, to touch my lips to his, to feel his skin against my own…

            “Anyone home?” We sprang apart. My mother walked in, a broad smile on her face. “What happened to the lights?”

            “Uh, power outage,” I said quickly. “Varun just came over to fix it.”

            Varun and I looked at each other and sighed. The moment was gone.

 






 

Chapter 17

 

            Varun made us both a delicious dinner – smoked salmon on lightly toasted bagels, smeared generously with cream cheese. The smell of toasted eggs wafted through the house. My mother seemed grateful -  more grateful, even, then I was, and she beamed protectively at Varun as he made conversation with her. I could see it in her eyes – she was charmed. Not that I should have been surprised, of course; after all, Varun was exactly the kind of guy that could charm the pants off any parent in a six-mile radius. I sighed as my mother gave me a winking look. Did she think that Varun and I were together? I wouldn’t be surprised if she did – after all, I hadn’t told her anything at all about Chance. Yet her happy look made me feel guilty inwardly – and I could see Varun, too, blush when she turned to me and pronounced loudly “he’s a keeper!”

            “Yes,” I said quietly. “Yes, yes, he is.”

            I was relieved when Varun left. It was hard enough keeping things together in front of my mother, but playing house with Varun made my feelings that much more chaotic. How was I supposed to know what my destiny was – what my heart wanted? I’m only seventeen, I wanted to scream. I shouldn’t have to decide whom I want to spend the rest of my life with. Only a few months ago, I’d been casually dating guys I had no expectation of even going to senior prom with, let alone spending eternity with. But now every decision I made took on that much more importance. I’d never be free.

            I texted Chance after my mother went to bed early, letting him know what had happened. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m fine.” But I should have known Chance would never take that for an answer. Moments after I sent the text, I heard the sound of stones being thrown at my window. I opened it to see Chance standing outside in the moonlight, an expression of deep concern upon his face.

            “I’ve been so worried!”

            I climbed downstairs to meet him in the field. The sea was black on the horizon; the full moon gave a luminous glow to Chance’s marble paleness. Chance ran to me and kissed me, squeezing me so tightly that I felt as if I were going to burst.

            “Who was it?” he looked concerned. “Did you identify him?”

            “I…don’t know,” I admitted sheepishly. “It was dark. He – if it was a he – left a nametag behind from the Cutter Imperial. Brandon. But it could be a setup,” I added quickly. “We don’t know yet. We’re trying not to jump to conclusions. Maybe someone’s just trying to make us think that Brandon is the attacker – for whatever reason.”

            But Chance’s face darkened. “I doubt it,” he said grimly. “He’s a friend of mine – no doubt about that – but I’ve known for a while that his allegiance to the fire clan is tenuous at best. He’s not somebody to trust, Mac – mark my words. Beneath that joking exterior lies a person of great personal force and power. Remember that day you wrestled with him? I admit it – I was jealous – but it was more than that. There was something about him I didn’t trust. Something about him I still don’t quite understand. He’s friends with an awful lot of members of the Water Clan. Haven, for example. And Varun.”

            “Varun’s not involved!” I protested. “He couldn’t be.”

            “We can’t trust any Water clan.”

            “Don’t be paranoid, Chance,” I said. “If Varun wanted to kill me in the ocean he could have – far more easily. And he helped fight off the attacker.”

            “He what?” Chance looked up, envy spreading over his face.

            “He ran in and pulled the guy off me.”

            “And you don’t think it’s awfully convenient that he was there just in time to save you?” Chance frowned.

            “Yes, I do think it’s convenient.” My eyes blazed as I turned to Chance, angered by his suggestion. “And lucky. But Varun’s a friend – and he’s not an extremist like Abzu. Even you must know that, whatever your personal history means.”

            Chance glowered. “You need to be careful, Mac. If finding these stones means compromising your safety – well, I’m not willing to risk it.”

            “I’m fine, Chance.” I patted him on the shoulder, trying to reassure him. “I can take care of myself.”

            “This time,” he sighed. “But what about next time – and the next? They’ll never stop trying to hurt you, Vesta. They’ll never stop!”

            “I’ll be fine. If I’m really Vesta, that means I’m powerful, right? I’ll learn how to control my powers. I’ll learn how to fight. You’ll teach me – we can wrestle together in the woods.”

            Chance shook his head. “I don’t like you being out here in this cottage. My father will put you and your mother in one of the suites – I’m sure of it. If I ask him. One of the suites near me. They’re far nicer than the cottage, and they’re supervised by 24-hour security. You wouldn’t have to worry about break-ins there. This place is so secluded – it’s not safe.”

            “No,” I said, holding Chance in my arms. “This cottage – it means a lot to me and Mom. She works so hard at the hotel – we both do. She needs a place to come home to at the end of the day that isn’t her office. She needs this place – you know what a workaholic she is. It’s the only place that keeps her sane. And me – too. If we’re going to be together, we can’t be living together – we’d drive each other crazy.” I smiled, and Chance laughed too.

            “That’s my Mac,” he said. “Independent and selfless as ever. And so brave. But doubt it not – I’ll be taking care of you every step of the way. I love you too much to let anything happen to you.” He smiled. “I have a surprise for you....to help with that.”

            “What?”

            Chance smiled as he removed a velvet box from his pocket. 

            “Open it,” he grinned. “I was going to give it to you for our three-month anniversary, but I think now is a better time, all things considered.”

            I opened the box and looked up in surprise.

            “The topaz! How did you?”

            He had taken the topaz and set it in a gold nest, putting it on a slender gold chain.

            “Twenty-four carat. I snuck it out of your pocket – so I thought I’d do something special with it. Now you can wear it around your neck, close to your heart. For protection. And when you wear it, my love – you can think of me.” He leaned in and kissed me.

            “How did you do it without damaging the stone?” I fingered the beautiful gem in my palms. “I’m a Fire God!” Chance laughed. “Working with metal is what I do.” He kissed me. “That and having a professional jewelry shop in the hotel lobby didn’t hurt – I forged the gold, but they put it together for me. You should keep a better eye on your jewelry.”

            I blushed. I hadn’t meant to be so careless with the stone.

            “Don’t worry,” said Chance. “Nobody but me could have snatched it. Nobody but a deity is as good at sleight-of-hand. Back when I was one of the bad boys at school,” he grinned widely, “before you reformed me,” (he kissed my forehead) “I got terribly good at stealing anything from anyone. But now I use my powers for good, as you can see.”

            I was on the verge of asking him what being a bad boy meant, but before I could speak, Chance was fastening the necklace around my neck. “Listen to me,” he said softly. “Promise me you’ll never take it off, okay? It’s a protection stone – and I don’t want you to ever be without it.”

            I touched his face, stroking his cheek, feeling his stubble prickle against my skin. “I promise,” I said at last.

            “I can’t protect you all the time.” Chance sighed. “And neither can Varun. If you want to protect yourself, this is one way to start. Vesta must have known from the beginning – she’d need to keep her Embodiment safe. She always planned ahead. She made this stone for you. She wanted you to have it. She wanted to keep you safe.” I could see the love and admiration in Chance’s eyes when he spoke of Vesta, and in that instant I wanted nothing more than to become Vesta once more, to end Chance’s search for his goddess, to make him happy again – to take away all the pain and darkness I knew he felt deep inside. 

            Days earlier, I had hated Vesta – resented her for the effect she had on both Varun and Chance. But the more Vesta’s personality seeped into my own, the more I understood her – how could she, how could anyone, choose between two such perfect men? I hadn’t given Vesta enough credit – she had been forced to make an impossible choice.

            A choice I knew that I, too, would have to make.

            The next day school distracted me from my myriad of problems at home. I kept hoping that I wouldn’t run into Brandon. I didn’t want him to see the suspicion in my eyes. If he was my attacker, he couldn’t know that I was onto him. 

            “Looking forward to tonight, Mac?” Varun sauntered up to me.       

            “Tonight?” I looked up, confused.

            “Haven’s party!” Varun laughed. “Don’t you remember? We’re working the hosting shift.”

            “Aprons and spilled frosting,” I sighed. “Sounds like fun. I forgot all about it.”

            “Let’s talk our game plan over lunch?”

            I blushed. I’d promised to eat lunch with Chance, but a quick scan of the cafeteria proved that he was nowhere to be found. “Sure,” I said. “Why not?”

            “Listen – I looked for Brandon, but he’s mysteriously out of town. His mom said he went down island to visit his grandmother.” He furrowed his brow. “Not exactly good timing…I’m getting more suspicious. His mother said he was taking his grandma to some of the old shrines – it’s a thing they do; his family is descended from the original islanders that lived here, and a lot of the old families do shrine trips this time of year. But it’s not good news.”

            I patted Varun’s hand. “I know it’s hard, Varun,” I stared.

            He waved away my concern. “I’ll do what I have to do to find out the truth,” said Varun. He gave me a weak smile. “Well, if Brandon bails on us, maybe we’ll get Chance to help out at the party?” I could tell the joke hurt him, but I appreciated his attempts at humor. Unfortunately, the thought of being with Varun and Chance together at the same party made my stomach plummet. How could I deal with being so close to both of them at the same time? How could I hide my feelings for Varun with Chance right there? But the idea of seeing Chance was too powerful to resist.

            “Well, you can always take Haven for your date.” I tried to be cheerful. “Although she promises she’s over her crush on you – I’m sure you could win her back.”

            Varun rolled his eyes. “Too late.” He handed me an exquisitely calligraphied invitation from his bag. It was a note from Haven. “She’s already asked me to be her date. I told her I had to work – she said it didn’t matter. She wanted it to be a date anyway. Even if I was slopping cake at her birthday instead of classing it up with the other guys.”

            “She still has feelings for you? I didn’t realize…”

            “Me neither,” said Varun. “I guess after Jana died, she tried to move on out of respect for her friend – but I can’t imagine you coming into town made it any easier for her. Maybe she realized I was ready – and now that you and I are just friends…” He sighed, but said nothing. I wanted to reach out to him, to touch him, to kiss the pain from his face.

            But I said nothing.

            Varun rose to his feet sadly. “I’ll see you tonight, I guess,” he said as he walked away.






 

Chapter 18

 

            I found Chance in the locker rooms after school. He was wearing a tight black T-shirt that clearly showed off his muscles and loose cotton black pants. 

            “Missed you at lunch today,” I said, kissing him.

            “I was practicing my fighting skills in the woods,” he replied. “With everything that’s been going on lately, school hasn’t seemed quite so important, you know? I need to keep my strength up if I’m going to keep you safe!”

            I lightly kissed his nose. “How about keeping me company instead?”

            “When?”

            “After school…”

            “Of course. Anytime.”

            “So you’ll be my date to Haven’s party?”

            Chance looked up at me, taken aback.

            “Brandon’s mysteriously out of town – no surprise there – and it looks like we need an extra helper to host. I’m working that shift.”

            Chance laughed weakly. “You tricked me, woman! I thought we were going on a date.”

            “We are going on a date. The kind that involves aprons and nametags.”

            Chance groaned.

            “Come on – it’ll be fun. Besides, we’ll be able to spy on the others – if Brandon wasn’t the one who attacked me, we might be able to find out who did.”

            “I can’t say I’m overly thrilled at the idea of spending time with Haven’s crowd,” Chance admitted.

            “She’s not so bad,” I said. “Ever since we started out on swim team together. In fact, she’s been rather nice.”

            “You’re too trusting,” said Chance. “She’s a Water deity. You can’t trust her.”

            “Besides, she’s got a crush on Varun. I’m – uh – trying to set them up.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but the look of relief flooding over Chance’s face was worth it. If he thought Varun was interested in someone else, I reasoned, he wouldn’t be quite so worried about our friendship. “Come on, Chance – help us out. It’d be a big help to my mom and me – and besides, I’m sure you’d be making your dad really proud.”

            Chance scoffed. “I can’t remember a time my dad’s ever been proud of me.” But he kissed me anyway. “But if it’s important to you, my darling, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you. You know that.”

            And so it was agreed that Chance, Varun, and I would be staffing the party jointly. My white lie seemed like it was working – Chance was far less aggressive with Varun than he had been previously – and after all, it was true: Haven was working on getting Varun, and it wasn’t like he’d turned her down flat. I smiled cautiously as we worked together to fold napkins at the elaborate dining table that had been erected in the center of the garden: maybe the three of us would be able to spend time together after all.

            To my surprise, however, both Varun and Chance – vanishing briefly into the kitchen – returned wearing not aprons and nametags but tuxedos.

            “What’s going on?” I looked confused.

            “Change of plans,” said Varun. “I told Haven I’d be her date tonight – but only if she let the three of us dress up. I told her that our skills would be better-served leading the dances on the dance-floor than serving cake. Besides, most of these kids will be bringing their refreshments in flasks. Not that I’m supposed to know, of course.” He winked.

            Chance smiled too. He looked happier than I had seen him in a while. “We’re ‘hosting’,” Chance said.

            I smiled. “I told you Haven wasn’t so bad,” I said to Chance. But I stopped short, frowning. “But I haven’t got anything to wear.”

            Chance and Varun exchanged glances.

            “Mrs. Peterson?”

            “Room 44B!”

            They vanished once again, only to return with a red silk dress that shimmered in their arms. The two of them seemed happy together – even brotherly! Now that Chance wasn’t threatened by Varun – and Varun seemed to be mulling over his other options – things seemed calmer between them. I remembered what Varun had said about missing the cousin he grew up with: for the first time, I could see the bond between them.

            “Mrs. Peterson’s this crazy old lady in Room 44B – been living there for about thirty years. She used to be an actress – and her closet’s full of all these clothes she wore back when she was a starlet. She used to be just your size. Lucky for you, she’s got a soft spot for Varun here.” Chance laughed. “She agreed to lend out one of her dresses on the condition that he take her out tomorrow night.”

            The dress was beautiful. In it, I felt more like Vesta than ever: powerful, regal, beautiful. A deity. The silk rippled along my skin, contouring to my curves. From the looks on Chance and Varun’s faces, they admired the effects of the dress, too.

            It was the most magical night of my life. The band was playing music I remembered from my childhood – pre-Erosion music – and I spent the whole evening on the dance floor, letting my feet carry me from one side of the room to the other. I closed my eyes and let myself drift to the sound of the music – dancing first with Chance, then Varun – a passionate tango followed by a gentle waltz. Two pairs of arms around me – two pairs of eyes locking with mine. Both of them were behaving like perfect gentlemen – only the smoldering looks in their eyes betraying their true desires.

            I was interrupted by a tap on the shoulder. I turned around to see Misty – dressed in full Gothic regalia. She was no longer the old woman I had seen in the locker room, but the slightly punk teenager I recognized from wrestling class. She was wearing a high-necked black lace dress with spikes on her bracelet, her electric blue hair done up in a bouffant.

            “I’ve been looking for you,” she said in an unearthly voice. “I’ve seen it in my visions – you have found three of the stones you need. One in the depths of the sea – one in the heat of the sun. One in the cove – between earth and water. And now one hidden away in the realm of the spirit.” 

            My eyes widened in surprise as she handed me a dazzling emerald. 

            “Not even Jana got this far. She found an emerald, but it was a false one. The true emerald was the one that I possess. The one I was charged with keeping until the worthiest Embodiment was found. I truly believe that you are that Embodiment, Mackenzie Evers. That this is your destiny. This is the Emerald, the fourth stone. The one that brings love and contentment. The one with the power to show the future. I am proud of you, Mackenzie.” She smiled an impish smile, her wise eyes betraying her age. “I knew it was you from the first.”

            I was too stunned to reply. Before I could say anything, Misty turned on her heel and vanished.

            I sighed. So I really was Vesta, after all. I clutched the emerald to my heart, walking over to the shore, away from the party. I looked out over the black water, over the waves. Tonight had been so lovely. Me with Varun and Chance together – experiencing tenderness and passion at the same time. Close to water, close to fire – close to both of the elements so near to my heart. But soon I would have to choose. Soon I would have to break somebody’s heart – and with it, my own.

            The sound of footsteps disturbed my reverie. I turned around, but it was too late. A dark figure had rushed towards me, pushing me with all of its strength into the ocean. I stumbled forward, feeling salty water flood my mouth. “What the…” Salt stung at my eyes – a strong pair of hands held me under. I began to flail, kicking out at the figure, trying to call for help in vain. Was it Brandon? But this opponent wasn’t as large – wasn’t as sturdy. Whoever was attacking me was smaller, more compact.

            At last I was able to get my head above water, scratching at my opponent’s face. At last I got a good look – and what I saw made my jaw drop with shock. Haven was standing before me, her soaking hair matted and tangled, a look of fury in her eyes. 

            “Haven?” I spluttered. “But I thought we were friends?” It was a stupid thing to say – but it was the first thought to come into my head.

            “Well, you thought wrong,” Haven snarled. “I’m Water – you should have guessed that. And just because you thought you could come in here, take Jana’s place, snatch Varun…”

            “I never wanted to do any of that!” I broke in hurriedly. “I only wanted to…”

            “Abzu was right,” scoffed Haven. “The Fire clan can be so stupid, so trusting.”

            “But I’ve never done anything to you.” Somehow the idea of Haven’s betrayal was worse even than Brandon’s. I’d trusted Haven, learned to think of her as a friend. I should have stuck to my first impressions. “I was on your swim team. I was…”

            “You think that was friendship? I wanted to test your abilities – to see who you really were. Water or Fire. At first you almost tricked me into thinking you were one of us. But now I know the truth. You think you’re Vesta, don’t you? Of all the…”

            I swallowed. Hard. If Haven had made an alliance with Abzu, then I didn’t stand a chance – particularly not so near the ocean. But surely Haven had supported her best friend Jana when she thought she was Vesta? Unless…

            “You tricked her, didn’t you?” It dawned on me all at once. “You pretended to be her friend – pretended to think she was Vesta. You encouraged her. You faked the stones, made her think she was Vesta when she wasn’t, just to get her out of the way…”

            “She was in my way,” scoffed Haven. “Of my destiny. Varun’s destiny.”

            “I don’t understand.”

            “Salacia – the wife of Poseidon. That’s my Embodiment. That’s who I’m destined to be. And when Varun and I Unify, our power will exceed that of any deity – Fire or Water. Vesta and Mars – that romance is nothing compared to Poseidon and Salacia. Nothing! So you see, Mac, I can’t let you live. I sent my assassin after you, but Brandon was too foolish to finish the job. You think he has a crush on you, too? Truth be told, he’ll do anything for me. He thinks he’s in love with me, poor deluded guy.  I guess if you want something done right, you do it yourself.”

            “And you think Varun will love you when he finds out what you’ve done?” I gasped, stalling for time. The longer I kept Haven talking, the better the chance that someone would find me. “Killing me won’t solve anything – it’ll only make things worse.”

            “Too late,” said Haven. “I passed the point of no return a long time ago. Varun is my destiny and I’m here to see it happen – whether he or anyone else likes it or not.” She grabbed hold of my leg, then, yanking me underwater. I was pulled under, coughing and gasping for air as the waters surrounded me from all sides. 

            Varun! My mind cried out, but it was too late. I couldn’t fight out here. I struggled, but two arms – no, tentacles…two…three….four…eight of them wrapped around my neck, choking the life out of me, pulling me into the depths.

            Haven? 

            I felt my life slipping away from me; I felt the pain pounding in my heart. It was excruciating, and I couldn’t breathe. Everything began closing in on me before I passed out.






 

Chapter 19

 

            “Mac? Mac” A voice was calling me from thousands of miles away. A voice filled with pain – filled with love. “Mac?”

            I opened my eyes groggily. My whole body ached. Pain was shooting all over my body – especially through my neck.

            “Thank heavens!” A face had buried into my chest, a pair of lips was fervently kissing my shoulders and neck. A face I knew well. Chance. “You’re alive!”

            It all started coming back to me – Haven’s face, her arms around my neck, that octopus-creature that was or wasn’t Haven choking the life out of me…

            “We found you in the sea.” It was Varun’s voice. He  too was standing over me. I could see tears in his eyes. “Tied up. Dead.”

            “Dead?”

            “Varun noticed you were missing from the party,” said Chance. “We went out to look for you – Varun went into the water. When we found you, you weren’t breathing. You were blue and pale – there was no heartbeat.”

            “I don’t understand.” I didn’t feel dead. 

            “You were so cold…” Chance was shaking with pain. “But I – but we…we knew you couldn’t be dead, Mac. We knew neither one of us could live without you.”

            “And then Chance saw it – that you were still wearing it.”

            “The necklace,” I breathed.

            “Yes, the necklace!” Chance held me close. “The one that protects the wearer from death.”

            “Thank God it worked!” Varun leaned down to embrace me.

            “We lost you for a while there, Mac, but Vesta’s stone brought you back to us. We knew you wouldn’t give up –we knew how strong you were. Too strong to give up.”

            “Was it Brandon?” Varun asked. “Was he the one who attacked you?”

            I shook my head, tears streaming down my face. “No – he was only a pawn. An assassin – sent by Haven. She was the one who attacked me.”

            “Haven!” Varun looked shocked.

            “She’s not a siren after all,” I said. “She’s Salacia – the Sea Goddess. And she thinks that she and you – that you’re her destiny, Varun. And that I was getting in her way with you.”

            Chance glowered but said nothing.

            “That’s ridiculous!”

            “She’s allied with Abzu now – and Brandon too.”

            “There’s something else,” I said. I knew both Varun and Chance had suffered enough tonight, but they deserved to know the truth. “Haven was the reason Jana died. It wasn’t either of you. She tricked Jana into believing she was Vesta. She planted fake stones. She convinced Jana that she was Vesta. It wasn’t Chance, Varun.”

            “No – it was my fault,” Chance sighed. “I was so desperate to find Vesta, I must have overlooked the obvious. The stones were faked.”

            “No, it wasn’t.” Varun cut in, and Chance looked up in surprise. “I know now what it’s like to want to believe someone’s your destiny. It was Haven who did this, not you.”

            “I was so blind…” Chance and Varun made eye contact – and I saw in their eyes something that was, if not fully friendship, then at least understanding.

            Chance sighed. “If Haven is Salacia – then the situation for Fire – and even moderate Water – is dire. With her and Abzu working together, there’s no way we’ll be able to slow the Erosion.”

            “Maybe not,” said Varun. “Haven’s desperate – it’s why she acted. Because she’s afraid – that it really is Vesta. That she’s about to Awaken. 

            “We need to get Mac some rest.” Chance scooped me up to his arms, as lightly as if I were a child. I still felt so weak, so light-headed. His arms around me, his warmth, the musky smell of him all gave me comfort.

            I could see Varun stiffen alongside him, but he said nothing, only reaching out a hand to touch mine. “You get better soon, Mac,” he said at last, his voice controlled yet trembling. I could see the pain in his eyes – I could feel the intensity of his love boring into me.

            Chance brought me back to the cottage, lying me down on the bed. He kissed me tenderly, gently. I kissed him back with passionate roughness, but he pulled away, smiling. “Don’t want to hurt you any more tonight,” he said, taking my hand and pressing it to his lips. “God, I love you, Mac. I didn’t want to show it too much in front of Varun – I didn’t want to hurt him – but when I thought I lost you, it was the worst moment of my life. Worse than when Vesta left. It tore me apart.”

            “Don’t worry, Chance.” I eked out a smile. “I’m back now. And once I get some rest, I’ll be in fighting form to kick Haven’s ass all the way back to where she came from.”

            Chance laughed, kissing me on the forehead. “You get some rest,” he said. “I’ll lock the front door – stay safe!” I closed my eyes, smelling him on my pillow, drifting into sleep.

            When I woke up, I was feeling better. The ache had largely subsided – but I felt something new in its place. A strange, tingling feeling coming from the necklace I was wearing. A sense of power – of conviction. I was Vesta – Vesta’s power was running through my veins. Four stones I had collected – all four stones.

            Only one left to go.     

            And I knew exactly where to look. I walked over to my dresser, where the Book of Vesta was stored. I put my hands on the book, and it opened automatically, flipping to a page I had never seen before. A sketch of a Greek temple, enormous and marble. My heart began to race.

            “Take me there, Vesta,” I whispered aloud. “Take me to the last stone.”

            Instantly I was flying – just as Chance had done – through the air, my intuition carrying me. The air whipped my face; the cool breeze healed my wounds. Aeros vanished beneath me – I was flying over water, going faster and faster. I had never felt so alive.

            Before long I started to slow down, gliding down towards earth – facing the very temple I had seen in my book. It was in ruins now, but still beautiful. The inscriptions were in Greek lettering – but I could just make them out. ARES – was carved into the the temple. My heart leapt. The Greek name for Mars. I looked up in surprise. There, on the altar, lay the last stone, the garnet. It glimmered a brilliant purple.

            So Vesta truly loved Mars. She had made her choice – the last stone was left at Mars’s temple, a reminder of how much she cared for him.

            I put the stone in my pocket and started flying back to Aeros.

            It was time to Awaken.

 






Chapter 20

 

            All was not as I had left it in Aeros Island. Something was wrong. Very wrong. The waves were churning against the rocks; whole trees seemed to have been swept away in an avalanche down the mountain side. Gusts of winds were blowing so strongly that I started to shake in mid-air, nearly plummeting towards earth. A tsunami force crested the waves, causing them to crash all the way up to the hotel. I looked down in horror. Our cottage was half-submerged in water. Only the Cutter Imperial Hotel – a tall skyscraper of a building – stood tall. 

            “Chance!” I caught sight of him on the roof. “What’s going on?”

            “We’re evacuating the guests to the roof!” He rushed over to me. “I was so worried – your house was flooded – where have you been?”

            “I’ll tell you later,” I shouted over the noise of the waves. “Where’s mom?”

            “I haven’t seen her.” Chance sighed.

            I turned around, ready to run back into the waters. “I have to find her. Where’s Varun – he can help!”

            “I haven’t seen anyone,” Chance admitted. “I don’t know where they are. Mac – you can’t go; it’s too dangerous. The waters are high – you could be swept away at any time. Abzu and Haven are behind this, I know it. The waters are their doing – they’re rebelling against Varun, against the moderates. If you go into their element they’ll kill you.”

            “But Varun!” I insisted. “He’s still King, isn’t he? He can stop this!”

            I stopped short. In the distance, I could see Varun – stripped to the waist, riding atop a whale, a trident in hand. He was trying to push the waters back; a sea of foam frothed up from where he rode. Across from him were Haven and Abzu, dressed in full battle-armor, staring him down.

            I rushed to the end of the roof, preparing to fly.        

            “Stop!” It was my mother’s voice. “Mac, you can’t do this. Not in their territory.”

            “But he needs help!” I cried. “You know it, Mom. Varun can’t fight them off alone – they’re too many for him. And they’re stronger…”

            “It’s not our fight,” my mother said, embracing me. “I know it’s hard, honey, but we have to stay out of it. It’s between the Water gods – it has nothing to do with you. Poseidon’s reign has been long – but Abzu wants power at all costs, and he’s finally built up an alliance to challenge him.”

            “How can you be so sure?”

            “I too am a Water goddess, after all,” my mother stroked my hair, holding me still in a tight hug. “I’m a moderate – perhaps even more so than Varun. I’ve learned long ago that there is more to being a god or a goddess than power. I’ve stayed out of these battles – my only concern is taking care of you, now. Whatever you are. Fire or Water. That’s what being a god is about – love, care, protecting the ones who matter. That’s why I’ve tried so hard to keep you out of these wars. Water and Fire alike…” she turned to Chance “care more about their clans than they do about what unites us all. Your father felt that way, too. He loved humankind and their ways more than anyone I knew. That’s why he created Embodiments in the first place – to force the gods to experience what it was like to be human. To force them to develop empathy before they Awaken into their powers.”

            “My father…” I’d never heard my mother talk about my father before. “Zeus?” The most powerful god of all? The one who was neither Fire nor Water – but had power over both.

            “Zeus – Jupiter – whatever you want to call him. That’s why Vesta has the responsibilities she does. She is the daughter of the king of the gods.”

            “But if I – if Vesta – had so much responsibility, why did she leave? Why did she leave the world open to flooding and danger?”

            My mother shook her head. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But if you are Vesta – you think like her. And I know you must have had a reason. Because if Vesta’s anything like you, she wouldn’t have hurt the people she cared about without a really good reason.”

            We were interrupted by a huge wave that crested up to meet us, crashing a full ten stories into the building. Thunder sounded through the sky; lightning illuminated the waters with volts of electricity. I looked on in horror. Abzu was throwing thunderbolts at Varun. And in the distance, I could see the circling of black fins. Haven had summoned the sharks.

            My mother leaned in, pressing her lips gently to my forehead. “Once you Awaken into Vesta, Mac, everything will change. Nothing will be the same any longer. But that doesn’t change what’s important. You’re my daughter – you will always be my daughter –and I will always love you unconditionally. You will always be my little girl.”

            I wanted her to hold me forever – to burrow into her embrace and stay there. “I love you, Mom,” I whispered. “When you were sick, I was so worried…”

            “I love you too, Mac.” My mother stroked my hair. She sighed and pulled away. “Poseidon needs all the help he can get. Abzu is about to call forth the kraken, and I’m going to do what I have to do to stop him from taking over.” She exhaled sharply. “I’m going to fight alongside Poseidon. I’ve tried not to take sides – but now staying neutral is no longer a possibility. I’ll always love you, Mac – whatever happens.”

            “Mom, no…!”

            But I was too late. In a running leap, my mother bounded off the side of the building, landing in the waters below. I looked in shock as my mother transformed before my eyes. Her dark silk hair turned a brilliant shade of blue; her eyes blazed the color of the sea. Silver armor appeared on her body and she seemed to grow taller, taller – until she was eight or nine feet tall. She swam deftly to Poseidon’s side, sending jets of foam at Abzu.

            My heart was pounding faster now. Varun in danger was bad enough – but my mother too! At least, I thought, terror flooding my body, they were evenly matched: two against two.

            And then Brandon arrived, a strange expression on his face, bolts of fire shooting from his fingertips. He hesitated only a moment.

            “Come on,” Haven cried. “Come to me – Brandon! Don’t wait a moment longer.”

            But guilt was written all over Brandon’s countenance. He turned to Varun, his eyes full of pain. “I’m so sorry, man. For everything.”

            “It’s not worth it, Brandon!” Varun called. “She’s using you – you must know that. She doesn’t love you. She only loves herself.”

            Brandon’s face said it all: he knew it to be true.

            “But what about your family?” Abzu called out. “You know what happens to traitors. These waves are rising higher, Brandon. Your mother and grandmother’s homes could be wiped out in an instant. And they’re not of Water. They can’t swim like we can…”

            “You wouldn’t!” Brandon looked horrified.

            “I could. And I will. A wave the size of a mountain crashing down on your precious family, wiping them all off the map, never to be seen again.” Brandon gulped as a wave rose higher and higher on the side of the island where his family lived. He looked helplessly at Varun.

            “By the time Brother Poseidon does anything to stop me, it’ll be too late. They’ll be dead already.”

            “Come on, Brandon…” Haven was cooing, “come over here where you belong.”

            Brandon looked utterly defeated as he swam over to Haven and Abzu, wincing and closing his eyes as he sent a fire bolt towards my mother and Varun. It missed by miles – it was clear Brandon really didn’t want to hurt anybody.

            But Abzu had other plans. The wave that had been cresting over Brandon’s home now crashed instead over Varun and my mother.

            “No!” I cried. They vanished beneath the waves. I could feel my heart stop. “No!” Suddenly, as I rushed towards them, I felt fire shooting from my own fingers, heading straight to where my mother and Varun had been moments earlier. The hiss of steam sounded in my ears as the waters dissipated. My mother and Varun were still there – clambering to their feet on the now-dry land.

            “How’d you do that?” Varun looked up in surprise.

            But we had bigger problems to worry about. In the distance, an enormous, hulking figure swam into view, thousands of tentacles reaching out towards us, spikes on every one.

            The Kraken.






 

Epilogue

 

            “No!” I cried out. “Look out – Mom! Varun!” But I couldn’t just watch from the sidelines now. I had to fight. I ran into the waves just as Chance began shooting fire bolts at Abzu and Haven. But neither of us could penetrate the deep, metal-thick skin of the Kraken.

            You have to fight it.

            I whirled around, looking for the source of the female voice. But nobody was there except Chance, his eyes narrowed and fixed on the Kraken as it approached.

            You have to fight it.

            I had heard that voice before – in a dream. It was my voice – Vesta’s voice – the voice that had spoken so lovingly to Mars, that had luxuriated in her temple, that had placed those stones…

            You must choose, Mac. Fire or Water. Gold or Lightening. You won’t get close to the Kraken – not without swimming. You’ll have to take on Water qualities – leave your Fire self behind. Enter the ocean – save the ones you love.

            I hesitated. Take on Water qualities? That was Chance’s greatest fear – that I’d become one with the ocean, lost from him forever. 

            “Varun…” I whispered. The Kraken was getting closer, and he and my mother wouldn’t’ be able to fight it off alone. My heart was punching against my ribcage. I couldn’t breathe.

            Make your choice, Mac. I chose you as my Embodiment – you have all the stones. I trust you to do the right thing. I chose you because you were worthy. You have proven yourself worthy. Now you must decide.

            “Varun, watch out!” I called. There was no time to think it over. In a split second, my fate was decided. I followed my mother off the building, diving into the waters below. The waves stung my face, my arms, but I swam harder.

            “What are you doing?” Varun called. “You can’t be here – it’s too dangerous. You’re not Water.”

            “What if I want to be?” I gasped. “What if I decided to take up those Ocean qualities, after all?”

            Varun looked up at me, shocked. A strange joy crossed over his face. “Why? I don’t understand.”            

            “Just do it!” I shouted. “I don’t care how – or what it takes – just help me unlock those powers.”

            “Are you sure? It will affect your Fire…”

            “I don’t care!” I yelled. “You and Mom – you need me right now. And in about five seconds Abzu’s Kraken will get here and then we’ll both be dead. So you’d better get started.”

            Varun looked unsure. But then his expression set. He turned to me, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Don’t slap me,” he said. And then he leaned in and kissed me – not just an oxygen-transfer but a real, deep kiss, full of passion and longing. He pulled me deep beneath the waters, blowing oxygen into my lungs – but more than oxygen. He was giving me air, life. He was giving me power. He was giving me himself.

            “Breathe into me, Mac.” He held my hand tight. “And take away my breath. Before, the Unification was temporary – but this will make it permanent. You need to kiss me, Mac. Embrace whatever it is you’re feeling. That’s the only way it will work.”

            I gasped as he kissed me once again, his tongue lightly tracing the outline of my lips. His kiss was so gentle, so full of love, that I felt at once weak and strong – frail and yet powerful. I could feel my body glowing with a blue shimmer. The power of Water was entering me – I could feel my Fire abilities ebbing away. My eyes opened wide and suddenly I could see underwater – not as I had done before, but rather with crystal clarity, every fish and reef and plant suddenly visible to me in brilliant color. I had never felt so close to Varun before – our two spirits mingling into one, my love for him leaving me overwhelmed. Yet, for all my desire, what I was conscious of most of all was the beauty of the moment, the tenderness. I had never felt so close to anyone before, not even Chance. 

            Varun let go, and to my surprise I found that I was breathing on my own. Not haltingly, as I had done in Abzu’s palace, but as if I were born to live here. Born to be part of the waves. Born to wander among the beauty of coral and the rainbow lights of the ocean. I felt joy coursing through me as I swam towards the Kraken, alive with the sense of my new power. I broke the surface, tossing my soaked hair out of my face. Varun’s face was full of joy – my mother, too, was looking on proudly, beaming as she swam over to me.

            “I knew you could do it, my darling,” she said. “I knew you could.”

            And then I caught sight of Chance. He was standing on top of the building, a look of agony on his face. I had never seen anyone so utterly shocked and betrayed, as despairing, as he did now. He shot me a look that pierced through my heart more than any Kraken spike could have done. I had betrayed him. Whatever I had done with Varun – I could not deny it any longer. It wasn’t just a Unification – it was a kiss, plain and simple. And Chance had seen it.

            My heart broke along with Chance’s. I had to take on water qualities, unify with Varun to help save my mother, Varun, and all of Aeros from the tsunami. To Chance, though, it appeared as though Vesta had chosen Poseidon. I had chosen Varun. I have chosen Fire over Water. And it hit me all at once what that meant. I was no longer Mars’s twin. I was of Water now. What about the Erosion? What about my destiny to stop Water from taking over the few remaining lands on earth?

            I couldn’t answer those questions now. The Kraken had raised its ugly head from the depths of the waves, and its beady eyes fixed straight on me, hunger in its gaze.

            It was time to fight.
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ONE
 

 
 

My name is Celestra Caine. I am seventeen years old, which makes me a senior at Richmond High. I never thought this would happen to me, but it has… I’m one of those people you see every day, go to school with, remember seeing at the supermarket or the mall, and then one day you don’t hear about them any longer. They’re gone, and eventually, you forget them.

Not that I’m easy to forget, as much as I might occasionally wish that I were. I’m tall, about five-seven, and I’m willowy. Built for running, my mom always says. Then there’s my hair. It’s a bright blonde that always attracts attention, from men and women. The women always want to know what I’ve done with it, and some of them won’t believe that it’s simply my natural hair color. The men… like I said, sometimes I wish I didn’t attract quite so much attention. Sometimes I think it might be better if I blended in a little more.

                It’s not all bad, though. My boyfriend, Grayson, loves my hair. He loves touching it, and I love it when he’s that close to me. I love it when he gives me that look he has that says, not just that he loves me, but that he always will. That I’m the only girl for him. It’s worth standing out a little for a look like that from a guy like Grayson.

                 I first met him running track- he’s the captain of the school team, so it’s probably appropriate that I’m at practice with him on the day it starts. Then again, I’m at practice with him most days, so maybe it was always going to work out like that. We finish up, and Grayson invites me back to his place for dinner, but I can’t. I have to be home, so I tell him that I’ll see him tomorrow and get going.

                It doesn’t take me long to make my way home, since it’s not that far from the school. The house is nice enough, in a neighborhood where there’s no trouble, and there are plenty of families around. Dad’s car is in the drive, so I guess he must have gotten back early from his work as a biochemical engineer. Mom will be there too by now. She teaches kindergarten, and she’s always home before me. Even as I walk through the front door, I can picture her in the kitchen, working away at dinner, maybe yelling at my brother, Bailey, not to spend too much time online before he’s done his homework. It’s just how things are in our house.

                Except today, something is different. I know that from the moment I set foot through the door. I can’t put my finger on it for a second or two, but then I realize what it is. The house is quiet.

                “Mom? Dad? Hello?” I call it out, moving through into the living room, then the kitchen. There’s no sign of either of them. They aren’t there when I check the rest of the rooms on the ground floor, either, which is weird. By 6 pm, at least one of them is always there. 

Still, maybe it’s nothing. Maybe the sinking feeling I have in the pit of my stomach is just an overactive imagination playing tricks on me. For all that I still can’t help feeling that there’s something wrong, it’s not like the place has been trashed, or anything. It’s not like anything has obviously been stolen, or is out of place. The opposite, if anything. The whole ground floor is neat, tidy.

Maybe Mom and Dad have just gone next door for a moment. I latch onto that thought, heading upstairs. Bailey will know. He might not pay much attention to things that don’t involve computers, but Mom and Dad will at least have told him where they were going.

“Bailey?” I knock on the door to his room, but there’s no answer. Telling myself that he probably has headphones on while he’s playing one of those online games of his, I invoke big sister’s prerogative and open the door anyway.

Bailey isn’t there either. And his room’s neat. Too neat. Bailey is, like little brothers everywhere, I guess, a one boy disaster zone. This looks like one of those occasions when Mom has finally gotten tired of telling him to clean his room and done it for him, which means that Bailey can’t have been back since.

In fact, the whole house has that feel. Like someone has scrubbed it from top to bottom, and no one has been in it to mess it up yet. That probably doesn’t sound like a big deal, but for me, it’s enough. Enough to send me hurrying around the house, looking for clues as to what might be happening. Because there’s something happening. I’m certain of it.

                I go to search every room again, even though it doesn’t make sense. After all, Mom and Dad and Bailey aren’t about to leap out from behind the sofa, are they? There’s still no sign of them. More than that, beyond the car in the drive, there’s still no sign that any of them has even been home.

                I check my messages. Maybe there’s an explanation there. There’s nothing. There’s nothing when I check my emails, either. Not even the usual stuff I’d get most days, which only makes me bite my lip harder with the worry of it. I don’t like this. I really don’t like this.

                Should I call the cops? That thought springs into my head from nowhere. What would I tell them, though? That something doesn’t feel right in my house, and that it looks like a team of cleaners has been through the place? They’d laugh at me, or worse, accuse me of wasting their time.

                I haven’t called my parents yet, so I try that next. I get out my cellphone and call the number for my father. It doesn’t even ring. Instead, I just get this message, saying “Error, number not recognized.”

                The same thing happens when I call my mother, and when I try to connect to the number for the cellphone Bailey has ‘for emergencies’. I’ve sometimes wondered what kind of emergencies a ten year old can have. I guess now I know. I’m breathing faster now, and I know I’m starting to panic. This kind of thing just doesn’t happen in D.C. Not that I know what “This kind of thing” is yet.

                I punch in another obvious number. That of my Aunt Chrissie. She’s my mother’s sister, and my parents always say that if anything serious happens, and they aren’t around, I should ring her. I’m not sure what good it’s meant to do, ringing a woman we hardly ever see to come and ride in to save the day, but right now, I’m willing to try anything.

                “Error. Number not-”

                “Stupid thing!” I throw my phone and it bounces off the sofa, coming to rest on the carpet. I stand there seething with anger at it for a minute, my head spinning as I try to make some sense of all this. There has to be a logical explanation for all of it, right? People don’t just… disappear.

                Only, I can’t think of an explanation that works. Unless I’m willing to believe that my parents and brother have all chosen to call in on one of the neighbors together right at the moment when a freak fault has developed in my phone, and what are the chances of that?

                This is really starting to weird me out. So much so that I can barely breathe with it, while my stomach is tight with the apprehension running through it. Nothing good is happening. I’m certain of that now. I just wish I were as certain about what to do next. I need to calm down. To think.

                Grayson. I latch onto thoughts of him like a life preserver. He’s always been my rock; always been there for me. Whenever I panic about not getting good enough grades to make the track scholarship to Georgetown, he’s the one who talks me through it and helps me study. When I’m down about my track times or just annoyed with my little brother, he’s the one who picks me up.

                Even though this feels so much more serious than that, I snatch up my phone and speed dial his number. For once, I don’t get that stupid message, either. Now all I need is for Grayson to pick up.

                Come on, Grayson, pick up.

                He answers on the fifth ring, though given how fast my pulse is currently racing, it feels far longer.

“Hello?” he asks. “Celestra?”

                I’m so happy to hear his voice in that moment that I can’t think of anything to say. There’s too much of it, and it all sounds so crazy. There’s the house, and the emptiness, and the stuff with my phone. For a couple of seconds, all I can do is stand there, listening to him on the other end of the phone like some kind of weird stalker.

                “Celes, is that you? Are you all right?”

                His use of that pet version of my name snaps me out of it. This is Grayson. I can tell him anything, even the strange stuff. He’ll find a way to make all this make sense, or at least a way to make me feel better about it. I open my mouth to explain. To simply say his name.

                Before I can get the words out, my cellphone dies. Just dies, without an explanation. There’s no power, even though I’m sure I charged it up this morning. It won’t turn on, it won’t light up, and it certainly won’t let me say anything to the one person who might be able to help me. I stand there, just staring at it dumbly, for a second after a second.

                The main house phone starts to ring in the kitchen. It’s an old thing my dad liked the look of and had rewired, even though we all have individual cellphones. The ring is harsh, cutting through the silence of the house in a way that only emphasizes it.

                Has Grayson called me back on the house number, guessing what has happened to my phone? That must be it. I rush through to the kitchen, knowing that I have to talk to someone about this, or I’m going to burst. I snatch up the handset, cutting off that sharp ringing.

                “Hello?”

                “Celestra Caine?”

                A man’s voice. It’s not Grayson. It’s not anyone I know. And yet, whoever he is, he obviously knows me. Coming here and now, I know the call has to have something to do with whatever is going on.

                “Who is this?” I ask.

                “Celestra Caine, you are about to fade.”
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Prologue

 

Perfection. That was how best to described the day. Blue skies with the hint of lilac and buttercream, fat fluffy white clouds gliding by added to the beautiful day. It was the perfect way to end a sunny school day. With my hand nestled warmly in Liam’s, I walked at his side, my face tilted up to the sun, my nostrils breathing in the fresh air that smelled like Spring lavenders and fresh linen. The fragrant air made me think of Spring formals, garden parties, and outdoor barbeques. The day could not be more enjoyable if it’d been planned that way. If I had not grown up anywhere else besides the state of Arcadia, I would have thought this was the way it always was everywhere. 

School had gone well, tests and exams had been passed with flying colors and the birds seemed to be singing perfectly. Like every day in Arcadia.

As we approached Nellie’s Diner, I caught a glimpse of myself in a store window and was pleased with the reflection I saw. My long blonde hair cascaded down my back, freshly brushed and tidy. The lustrous locks fluttered in the breeze in a way that always made Liam smile, and it all added a bounce to my step.  

That morning I’d chosen to wear my pale green smock dress, the one that he always complimented me on.

“That dress sure does make those hazel eyes of yours pop,” he’d always say.

Always told I was a pretty girl, I never really believed it until Liam and I began dating in high school. At his side I felt beautiful. Was it his striking features that enhanced my sense of beauty or was it simply the look of adoration I saw in his eyes every time he looked at me that made me feel so beautiful?

“How’d you do on your math test?” he asked.

Though I’d always managed to get good grades, I never failed to get nervous and edgy when test time came around. “I think it went well,” I said, smiling at him and adoring him all the more for the concern he always showed for me and my studies.

“I think I pretty much aced that History exam this morning,” he said with pride.

He was so handsome, his fair curls so angelic. It never failed to amaze me how sweet, kind and generous he could be. A guy as handsome as Liam could easily break a thousand hearts, yet he was thoughtful and considerate in the way he treated every woman he met, and he was particularly attentive, loving and caring with me.

“Maybe my Life’s Plan should have been to become a history professor,” he added as he opened the door to the diner, his bright blue eyes twinkling with laughter and amusement.

I shared his hope and promise, and questioned what my own Life’s Plan would be. With my eighteenth birthday quickly approaching, I would know all too soon. It was as though I had been waiting all my life to find out what my Life Plan would be. All of us under the age of eighteen waited with anxiety and anticipation to find out what our Life’s Plan held: our profession, who we would marry, where we would live, and how many children we would have. It would all be written in our Life’s Plan.

“Kama! Liam,” Sarah called from across the crowded diner.  “Hey, you love birds, over here.”

I couldn’t count the number of eyes that watched us as we made our way to our table. We’d been voted the best-looking couple in school for two years, and some even said we were the most attractive couple in town. Some claimed I had pale violet highlights that shined in the bright summer sun, though I can’t say I ever really noticed them myself. Some even hinted at the added degree of elegant glamour my recently fashioned bangs gave me. Others were envious of what they call my porcelain skin. 

It was all flattering, but it was also incredibly embarrassing. I felt scrutinized and watched all the time. Added to this was the expectation that Liam and I would soon marry. The thought both pleased and pressured me. I’d known Liam since I could remember, but the pressure to marry was sometimes difficult to swallow. I wanted to do this on my own terms, not by everyone’s expectations.

“After you.” Liam gestured to the booth.

“Have you been waiting long?” I asked Sarah as I slid in.

“Just long enough to down one of these.” She held up a tall, long glass of soda then turned to Liam. “You know, I was thinking, next week we could do the party down by the lake if the weather holds up.”

“I’m famished. Have you ordered yet?”

“Two mini burgers with coleslaw and a mammoth burger with fries for Liam.”

“Thanks,” Liam said, obviously anticipating the great meal to come.

“So, what do you think? Sarah asked him.

“I had thought about that, too. Streamers on the trees, flowers everywhere, and maybe even a live band?  Or we could do something elegant and classy at my place.  The grounds are beautiful this time of year with everything in bloom.”

“I think she would really love that.”

“I just love how you guys go about planning my birthday party as if I wasn’t even there.”

“It’s as close to a surprise party as we can get. You always guess what we’re up to anyway.” Sarah pointed her straw at me for emphasis.

“But the night of my birthday is the same as the Arcades last game of the season.”

“That’s if they make it to the finals.” Liam seemed unconcerned with the turn out of the evening.

“They always make it,” Sarah added.

“Even if they do, everybody’s going to want to come celebrate Kama’s birthday.”

It was just like Liam to be so optimistic. I suddenly thought of the secret wedding plans I’d conjured up for us.  As annoying as the pressure to marry could sometimes be, the thought that marrying Liam might not be in my Life’s Plan often scared me to death.

“That’s pushing it a bit, don’t you think?” I knew I was popular at school, but for the student body to skip the Arcades’ victory party for my eighteenth birthday wasn’t likely to happen.

“Look,” Sarah said with finality. “The game is at two, will probably end before five, everyone will celebrate ‘til seven and then they can all slide on over to our party for eight. Voila. It’s all settled and everyone is happy.”

I tried to concentrate on what she was saying, but I felt every sense in my body awaken to something I’d never felt before. It was electric, almost painful. Was this what closing in on my eighteenth birthday felt like?

No, it was more than just that. I stared out the window, looking for the source of my sudden distraction. The feeling intensified until the conversation between Sarah and Liam was completely blotted out and all that existed was that odd sensation.

“Kama, did you hear what I said?”

I pulled my gaze away with difficulty and concentrated on Sarah who wove a lilac colored sheet of paper at me 

I knew what it meant and instantly felt that jolt of envy. Having turned eighteen a few weeks back, she’d finally received her Life’s Plan.

“I finally got word from the Committee. Can you believe it? I hold in my hand my Life’s Plan.”

“And you managed to hold that bit of information back this long?” I said, teasing her.

“I love you and want this birthday to be special for you, but now that everything is practically settled, we can talk about moi.”

“So, what does the future hold for toi?”

Before she could answer, the waitress arrived with our order.

“Everything looks delicious as usual. Thank you,” Sarah said with a quick, polite but dismissive smile. She was eager to tell us about her Life’s Plan and it showed.

Beaming with pride, she pulled out her electronic pad, inserted the small chip she’d received from the Committee and turned the screen to Liam and me.

Ignoring the plate of hot food before me, I read through the introduction, though I basically knew it all.  She came from the affluent Diamond Suburbs, was the only child to Mick and Fay Murray who both happened to work on the very Committee she’d just received notice from.

“Okay, so you guys already know that part,” Sarah said as she guided the page further down. “Here’s the interesting part.”

I smiled as I envisioned the life that had been plotted out for her. She was to attend Arcadia University where she would meet her future husband in the Elite Society. Both would go on to work for the Committee and live in the Diamond Suburb.

“Oh, Sarah. I’m so excited for you.” I finally picked up my little burger and sank my teeth into it.

“I knew you’d be. This is exactly what I wanted.  Exactly what I was hoping for.”

“Do you know how lucky you are to receive a Life’s Plan that is just as you wanted it?”

“I know. I never would have thought.”

I turned to Liam who’d sat silently through the exchange, his mammoth burger almost half gone. A wistful smile warmed his face as he looked at me. That look of love that came so often still warmed me just as much as it did on our very first date. He slid his hand around my waist and pulled me closer and I knew where his mind had wandered to; his own Life’s Plan.  

He was set to marry a girl he’d known all his life. It could hardly be anyone else but me. Everyone agreed we were the perfect match. He would someday take his dad’s place as Governor of Arcadia, but would start at the Committee. He, too, was slated to live in the luxurious suburb of Diamond.

How many times had he told me his Life’s Plan had to include me? Countless. And every time he did, my heart raced a little faster. Life would indeed be perfect; a beautiful home in an exclusive neighborhood, a loving and gorgeous husband, and my best friend living nearby. What more could I hope for?

I couldn’t resist leaning into him for a warm snuggle. He wrapped his arms around me, kissed my forehead and chuckled in that soft way he had when he knew I was feeling amorous.

“Cool it, you guys,” Sarah snapped. “I’m still here, in case you hadn’t noticed. Besides, this is my Life’s Plan we’re happy about, remember? You’ll have your chance in a few weeks, Kama.”

Yes, I wanted to scream. And I hoped I wouldn’t have to wait long. While some people waited weeks, as Sarah had, many got their Life’s Plan within days of their eighteenth. No doubt mine would greatly resemble Sarah’s and Liam’s. We were basically cut from the same cloth, even if our childhoods were slightly different, and our destinies were bound to include one another.

The sensation returned again, drawing my attention away from the table and pulling me out of the diner like a magnet. I looked out the window, looking for the source of my distraction.

Across the street, simply standing there, tall, dark and strangely out of place, was a young man of such intensity, the hair on my arms rose. He was like no other man I’d ever seen, confident, sure and so attractive in his gloom. His fashion sense was from another world, or at the very least from another town.

While the occasional blue jean was seen here and there, most young men of Arcadia wore stylish and elegant slacks. But this intruder dared to wear not only jeans, but black jeans that seemed to have seen their share of battle. Instead of a shirt, he wore a dark leather tunic that added to his mystique and aura of danger.

I was drawn to him in a way I’d never thought possible. It was magnetic. I felt my heart quicken and my pulse race. He was like a warrior straight out of those romantic fantasy novels I’d heard about. Extremely handsome, a bit exotic with his tan skin and jet-black hair. But his sapphire eyes held mine in a gaze that spoke lifetimes.

Kama, the desired one.

My fork stopped midway to my mouth. I froze as the strange and dark voice entered my mind. I glanced at Sarah. Happily chomping on her burger, she had not heard a thing.

Glancing sidelong at Liam, I could see he had not heard anything either.

I have found you, yet again…

What? Me?  Who are you? What is this? Where was that voice coming from?

Him.

I forced the coleslaw into my mouth before the others noticed my sudden odd behavior, but I almost choked on it. When I finally managed to swallow it down, I turned to Liam.

“I think I just saw Tula across the street,” I said as I laid down my fork and prepared to rise. “I owe her two dollars, so I’ll run out to give it back to her.”

He stood, and while he looked completely perplexed by my sudden need to leave the diner, he said nothing.

I hurried out and headed in the direction of the mysterious man with raven hair. Breathless before I even began to run across the street, I felt an urgent need to meet this man. But I could see before hitting the curb that he’d already disappeared.

My disappointment surprised me, as if I’d missed something important, something that could change my life. My heart felt heavy as I looked up and down the street. There wasn’t even a trace of him until I arrived at the very spot I’d seen him.

A perfect deep purple orchid. It had to come from him. No orchid of such color grew in Arcadia. It was the only proof I was not completely going nuts. He had been here. I had seen him. This mysterious man with the burning blue eyes was here and knew my name. Who was he?
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