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Part One

Washington
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Chapter 1

One Year Later

The farmhouse in Kansas had been their home for nearly a year.
It sat at the end of a dirt road, surrounded by wheat fields that

stretched to the horizon in every direction, so far from the cities and
crowds that the stars at night were overwhelming, a river of light that
Meen could feel even if she couldn't see.

They had chosen Kansas deliberately. After the story broke, after
Prometheus collapsed, after the world learned that people with
elemental abilities existed, they had needed somewhere to disappear.
Not to hide—they were too famous for hiding—but to breathe, to heal,
to figure out who they were when they weren't running for their lives.

James Lightfoot had found the property. It belonged to a trust he
had established years ago, untraceable to his public identity, perfect
for sources who needed long-term protection. He had offered it
without conditions. They had accepted it the only way they knew how:
by finally sleeping through the night.

Now Teena sat on the porch in the early morning light, watching
the sun rise over fields already harvested, the stubble catching gold in
the low autumn sun. Her wheelchair had been upgraded three times in
the past year, each iteration more sophisticated than the last, funded by
settlements from lawsuits against Prometheus's corporate shell
companies. She could navigate almost any terrain now, could even
handle the rutted dirt road that connected them to the world.
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The world. That was still complicated.
The exposure had changed everything, as they had known it

would. Congressional hearings had exposed Prometheus's crimes.
Criminal trials had sent dozens of operatives to prison. The foster care
systems in three states had been reformed after investigations revealed
how easily they had been manipulated.

But the exposure had also created new problems. The EleMenTs
were celebrities now—the name they had chosen for themselves, a
playful reference to the classical elements that matched their powers.
The media preferred "the Elementals," which sounded more dramatic
in headlines, but the girls insisted on their own spelling whenever they
could. It was a small act of self-definition, but small acts mattered
when the world was constantly trying to define them.

Their faces were recognized everywhere, their names invoked in
debates about human rights and scientific ethics and the nature of
ability itself. Some people called them heroes. Others called them
threats. A distressing number called them property of the state and
argued that their powers were too dangerous to be left in private hands.

They had retreated to Kansas to escape the noise. But the noise
followed them, in the form of interview requests and legal summons
and the occasional drone that crossed their airspace before Tal brought
it down with a targeted water burst.

"You're up early." Elle's voice came from behind her—not her
actual voice, which didn't exist, but the text-to-speech app she had
started using for casual conversations. Her hands were occupied with a
mug of coffee, and signing while holding hot liquid was a skill she had
never mastered.

"Couldn't sleep," Teena said. "Thinking about the hearing."
The hearing. In two days, they would testify in Washington

before a Senate committee investigating the broader implications of
anomalous abilities. It wasn't the first time they had testified, wouldn't
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be the last, but this hearing was different. This one would determine
whether people like them would be required to register with the
government, to submit to monitoring, to accept restrictions on where
they could live and what they could do.

"We've testified before," Elle said, settling into a chair beside
Teena. "This won't be different."

"This is different. The registration bill has real support. If it
passes, we become second-class citizens. Everyone like us becomes
second-class citizens."

"Then we convince them not to pass it."
"How? We're four teenagers. They're the United States Senate."
"We're four teenagers who can move elements with our minds.

That's got to count for something."
Teena smiled despite herself. Elle's matter-of-fact confidence had

been a constant through everything—the tunnel, the museum, the
flood, the exposure. When everything else was chaos, Elle remained
steady, certain, grounded in a way that Teena envied.

The screen door opened, and Meen emerged, guided by the sound
of their conversation and the particular quality of morning air that she
had learned to read. She had changed in the past year, grown more
confident in her abilities, more willing to use them openly. The fire
that had once frightened her had become a tool, a companion,
something she trusted rather than feared.

"Tal's doing water exercises by the pond," she reported. "She
asked me to tell you she'll be ready to leave by noon."

They were driving to the airport today, beginning the journey to
Washington. Cross would meet them there—he had become
something like a guardian, an advisor, a connection to the adult world
that they still needed despite their independence. Lightfoot would be
there too, covering the hearing for the Herald, ready to amplify their
message if the committee tried to silence them.
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"Is she okay?" Teena asked. Tal had been quiet lately, withdrawn
in ways that concerned them all.

"She's processing. The registration bill affects her differently than
it affects us."

Teena understood. Tal's autism meant she was already subject to
systems of monitoring and control that the rest of them had escaped.
The idea of adding another layer, another set of restrictions, another
way for the world to mark her as different—it was hitting her hard.

"We should talk to her," Elle said.
"We should let her process," Meen countered. "She'll talk when

she's ready. Pushing doesn't help."
They sat in silence for a while, three of the four EleMenTs,

watching the Kansas morning unfold around them. In the distance,
Teena could feel Tal through the earth, could sense the vibrations of
water moving in patterns that no natural force could explain.

"I'm going to talk to her," Teena decided. "Not push. Just be
there."

She wheeled herself down the ramp that Cross had built when
they first arrived, onto the dirt path that wound toward the pond. The
path had been graded smooth for her chair, one of many small
accommodations that had turned this farmhouse into a home. The
others had done the work without being asked, without making a
production of it, understanding that accessibility wasn't charity but
necessity.

The pond was a quarter mile from the house, fed by an
underground spring that Tal had discovered their first week in Kansas.
She had spent hours sitting by its edge, her feet in the water, learning
its rhythms and currents. Now she stood waist-deep in the center, her
arms raised, surrounded by a spiral of water that rose and fell like
breathing.
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Teena stopped at the edge and waited. She had learned, in their
year together, that Tal needed transitions. Sudden interruptions were
difficult; gradual entrances were manageable.

The water spiral slowed, settled, dissolved back into the pond's
surface. Tal turned, her eyes finding Teena with the slightly off-center
focus that meant she was processing sensory input.

"I know why you're here," Tal said. Her voice was flat,
uninflected, the way it got when she was managing too many inputs at
once. "You want to know if I'm ready."

"I want to know if you're okay."
"Those aren't different questions."
Teena acknowledged the point with a nod. "Then are you okay?"
Tal was silent for a long moment. A fish surfaced nearby, and she

tracked its movement with her power rather than her eyes, feeling its
displacement of water.

"I've been registered my whole life," she said finally. "Special
education services. Therapy. Behavioral intervention plans. Case files
that follow me from school to school, from placement to placement.
Everyone who's ever been responsible for me has had access to
documentation of everything wrong with me."

"Autism isn't wrong with you."
"I know that now. But the system doesn't. To the system, I'm a

collection of deficits to be managed." She turned fully to face Teena,
wading toward the shore. "The registration bill would add another
layer. Another database. Another set of people with authority over me,
making decisions about what I can do and where I can go based on
what they think I am rather than who I actually am."

"We'll fight it. We'll stop it."
"You believe that."
"I do."
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"I'm not sure I do." Tal climbed out of the water, her clothes
somehow dry—she had learned to shed water like a seal. "I've seen too
many systems that were supposed to help people like me. Foster care
was supposed to protect me. Special education was supposed to
educate me. And look how those turned out."

Teena didn't have an answer for that. The foster system had
nearly destroyed all of them, and the special education system had
labeled Tal as a problem to be managed rather than a person to be
understood.

"So what do we do?" she asked instead. "If you don't believe we
can stop it?"

"We fight anyway." Tal's voice shifted, became more animated,
the flatness giving way to something fiercer. "We fight because
fighting is what we do. We fight because the alternative is surrender.
We fight because maybe, just maybe, the world is changing in ways
that could actually help people like us." She paused. "And we fight
because I refuse to let anyone else decide what my life is worth."

Teena smiled. "That's the Tal I know."
"That's the Tal I'm becoming." She looked back at the pond, at the

water still rippling from her exercises. "A year ago, I thought I was
broken. That my abilities were a curse, something that made me even
more of a freak than I already was. Now I know they're a gift. Not a
gift that makes me better than other people, but a gift that makes me
more completely myself."

"And the hearing?"
"The hearing is a chance to show other people what I've learned.

That difference isn't danger. That ability isn't threat. That the things
that make us unusual are the same things that make us valuable." She
started walking toward the house, and Teena wheeled alongside her.
"I'm not ready. I don't think any of us are really ready. But I'll be there,
and I'll fight, and maybe that's enough."
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Four elements. Four girls. One year of freedom, and now a fight
that would determine whether that freedom continued.

"Whatever happens in Washington," Teena said finally, "we face
it together."

"Together," Tal agreed, and there was something in her voice that
hadn't been there before—not confidence, exactly, but determination.
The recognition that some fights were worth having even when you
weren't sure you could win.

Back at the house, Elle and Meen were finishing breakfast. The
smell of coffee and toast drifted through the screen door, ordinary
domestic scents that still felt miraculous to girls who had grown up in
group homes and institutions.

"We should pack," Elle said as they entered. "The drive to
Wichita takes three hours, and we can't miss the flight."

They scattered to their rooms to gather belongings, each of them
carrying the weight of what was coming. In two days, they would
stand before the United States Senate and argue for their right to exist
without surveillance. In two days, the future of everyone with
anomalous abilities would depend on their testimony.

No pressure at all.

· · ·

End of Chapter 1
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Chapter 2

The Journey

The drive to the Wichita airport took three hours, and they used every
minute of it to prepare.

Cross drove, his eyes on the road, his attention split between
navigation and the briefing documents spread across the passenger
seat. He had aged in the past year, gray appearing at his temples, lines
deepening around his eyes. Betraying Prometheus had cost him more
than he admitted, and rebuilding his life from the wreckage of that
choice was ongoing work.

He had spent the year as a consultant for the Department of
Justice, helping investigators understand how Prometheus had
operated, where its tendrils had reached, who had been complicit in its
crimes. It was work that mattered, work that helped bring
accountability to an organization that had operated without oversight
for decades. But it was also work that kept him connected to a past he
would have preferred to forget.

"The committee has fifteen members," he said, summarizing as he
drove. "Eight Republicans, seven Democrats. The chair is Senator
Morrison from Texas, who sponsored the registration bill. He's not
sympathetic, but he's fair. If you can make a compelling case, he'll
listen."

"And the others?" Teena asked from the back seat, where she sat
between Meen and Tal, Elle in the front where she could lip-read
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Cross's briefing.
"Mixed. Three are firmly opposed to registration—they see it as a

civil rights violation. Four are firmly in favor—they think you're a
security threat that needs to be controlled. The rest are persuadable."

Cross pulled out individual folders for each senator, passing them
to Elle to distribute. "Senator Williams from Oregon is your strongest
ally. She's been fighting registration since the bill was introduced.
Senator Bradley from Florida is your biggest problem—he's convinced
that unregistered abilities are a national security threat, and nothing
you say will change his mind."

"Then why bother with him?" Meen asked, flipping through
Bradley's folder.

"Because even if you can't change his mind, you can change how
his opposition looks. If he attacks you unfairly, if he comes across as
bullying teenagers, public opinion shifts. Every time someone
overreacts to you, they prove your point: that fear of your abilities is
more dangerous than the abilities themselves."

They spent an hour going through the folders, memorizing voting
records and policy positions and personal histories. Senator Park from
California had a daughter with a chronic illness—she might respond to
arguments about medical discrimination. Senator Jackson from
Georgia had served in the military—appeals to civil liberties might not
move him, but appeals to individual rights might.

"What about Morrison?" Teena asked. "What's his angle?"
Cross was quiet for a moment. "Morrison is complicated. He

genuinely believes registration will prevent violence against people
with abilities—that if there's a formal system, it will prevent vigilante
responses. He's not wrong about the danger of vigilantism. He's just
wrong about registration being the solution."

"So he's not our enemy?"
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"He's not your friend either. He's a politician who believes what
he believes, and he's committed to seeing this bill pass. Don't expect
him to give you any breaks. But don't expect him to be gratuitously
cruel, either."

The airport was crowded, and their passage through security drew
attention they had learned to expect. People recognized them—the
famous Elementals, the teenagers who could move wind and fire and
earth and water. Some smiled and waved, holding up phones to
capture pictures. Others pulled their children closer, suspicious, afraid.
A woman in a business suit gave them a thumbs-up; a man in a
baseball cap muttered something about "freaks" just loudly enough to
be heard.

"I hate this," Tal said quietly as they waited at the gate. "The
staring. The whispering. Feeling like a zoo animal."

"It's the price of going public," Meen said. "We chose this."
"Did we? Or did we choose it because the alternative was worse?"
It was a fair question. They had exposed themselves to escape

Prometheus, to protect themselves from an organization that hunted
them in secret. But the exposure had created new forms of
vulnerability, new ways for the world to hurt them.

"We're safer now than we were," Teena said. "Prometheus can't
operate in shadows anymore. The government can't disappear us
without consequences. Whatever problems visibility creates,
invisibility was worse."

A little girl, maybe five years old, approached them while her
mother was distracted by a phone call. She had curly red hair and an
intense, curious expression.

"Are you the elemental girls?" she asked, her voice carrying in the
quiet of the gate area.

"We are," Teena said, smiling. "What's your name?"
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"Hannah. My mom says you're dangerous." Hannah tilted her
head, considering. "You don't look dangerous."

"We're not dangerous to people who don't try to hurt us. We're
just different."

"I'm different too," Hannah confided. "I can see colors that other
people can't see. My mom says I'm making it up, but I'm not."

The words hit Teena like a physical blow. A child with an ability,
already being told she was wrong, already learning to doubt her own
perceptions.

"You're not making it up," Teena said carefully. "Some people
really can see things others can't. It's okay to be different."

"Hannah!" The mother appeared, face flushed with
embarrassment and something darker—fear. "I'm so sorry, she
just—come here right now."

The little girl gave Teena one last look, something like longing in
her eyes, before her mother pulled her away.

"But Mom, they're nice—"
"Now, Hannah."
The mother pulled her daughter away, shooting looks over her

shoulder that combined apology with warning. Don't recruit my child.
Don't encourage her strangeness. Don't make her more different than
she already is.

"That's why we're doing this," Elle said through her app, her
hands occupied with her coffee. "For kids like her. So they don't have
to grow up thinking they're wrong."

Tal nodded, but her expression remained troubled. She had been
the last to join them, the one who had spent the most time alone with
her abilities, hiding from a world that had called her crazy. The
transition to public life had been hardest for her.

The flight to Washington was uneventful, the hours passing in a
blur of clouds and cramped seats and the particular tedium of
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commercial aviation. Teena spent the time reviewing her testimony,
trying to find the words that would convince senators to see them as
people rather than threats. Meen listened to the audio version of the
committee briefing, her analytical mind cataloging every detail. Elle
watched the clouds through the window, feeling the air currents
outside the plane with senses that no instrument could match. Tal sat
with her eyes closed, tracking the water in the beverage cart, in the
restrooms, in the bodies of three hundred passengers, finding comfort
in the steady pulse of H2O that surrounded her.

They landed at Reagan National as the sun was setting, the
capital's monuments visible through the windows, symbols of power
that they were about to confront. The Lincoln Memorial glowed in the
evening light. The Washington Monument pointed toward a sky that
was turning purple with dusk.

"That's where we're going," Cross said, pointing toward the
Capitol dome visible in the distance. "That's where we make our
stand."

Lightfoot met them at baggage claim, looking harried but
focused. "The hearing is set for ten AM day after tomorrow.
Tomorrow, you have prep sessions with the advocacy lawyers who are
supporting your testimony. Tonight, you rest."

"We've testified before," Elle said through her app. "We know
what we're doing."

"This is different. The registration bill has momentum. If it passes
the Senate, it goes to the House, and the House will pass it. The
President has indicated he'll sign it. This hearing is your best chance to
stop it, maybe your only chance."

"No pressure," Meen muttered.
They drove to a hotel that Lightfoot had secured, a mid-range

chain far enough from the Capitol to avoid the political circus but
close enough for easy access. Their rooms were adjoining, a
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configuration they had insisted on—close enough to respond if
anything went wrong, private enough for individual space.

Teena couldn't sleep that night. She lay in bed, feeling the
building around her, the city beyond, the vast weight of the American
government preparing to decide whether people like her would be free
or controlled.

She thought about the registration bill, about what it would mean
in practice. Mandatory reporting of abilities to federal authorities.
Restrictions on travel, on employment, on where they could live.
Regular check-ins with assigned case officers, like parole but for the
crime of existing.

It was everything the foster system had been, amplified and
codified into law. It was the system that had failed them, given the
power to fail everyone like them.

She thought about Hannah, the little girl at the airport, already
learning to hide what made her special. How many more children were
out there, sensing things others couldn't, moving things others couldn't
explain, being told they were wrong, crazy, dangerous?

They couldn't let the bill pass. For Hannah. For all the children
who hadn't found sisters like the EleMenTs had found each other. For
everyone who might discover they were different and need to know
that difference wasn't a death sentence.

She felt Elle in the next room, the subtle air currents that
indicated wakefulness. She felt Meen's elevated temperature, the sign
of anxiety that her friend couldn't hide. She felt Tal, somewhere near
the bathroom, probably letting water run through her fingers in the
way that soothed her.

None of them were sleeping. All of them were preparing, in their
own ways, for the fight ahead.

Tomorrow would be preparation. The day after would be battle.
And the outcome would shape everything that came next.
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· · ·

End of Chapter 2
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Chapter 3

Vance Returns

Dr. Helen Vance watched the news coverage from a rented apartment
in Alexandria, Virginia, just across the river from the capital where her
former subjects were preparing to testify.

One year of hiding had changed her. Her hair, once precisely
styled, now hung loose around her shoulders, gray streaked with white.
Her face had thinned, the gauntness of someone who had lost not just
weight but purpose. The resources that had once made her
powerful—the organization, the funding, the network of
connections—were gone, seized or scattered or turned against her.

But she still had knowledge. She still had understanding. And she
still believed, despite everything, that she had been trying to help.

The television showed footage of the EleMenTs arriving at their
hotel, four girls surrounded by cameras and security, celebrities in a
world that didn't know what to make of them. They looked older than
she remembered, more confident, more certain of themselves. A year
of freedom had given them something that her research facilities never
could have provided: the chance to grow on their own terms.

She should hate them. They had destroyed her life's work, had
exposed crimes that she had convinced herself were necessary evils,
had turned her from a respected scientist into a fugitive. But watching
them now, seeing the strength they had developed, she felt something
closer to pride than hatred.
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They were magnificent. Everything she had believed about
anomalous abilities, about the potential of neurological difference,
about the next stage of human development—they embodied it all.
They were proof that she had been right, even if she had been wrong
about so many other things.

Helen turned from the television and walked to the window,
looking out at the Potomac River glittering in the late afternoon sun.
Somewhere across that water, in the halls of power she had once
navigated with ease, decisions were being made that would affect
every person with anomalous abilities in America. Perhaps in the
world.

She remembered her first day at Prometheus, twenty-five years
ago. She had been young then, brilliant and ambitious, recruited
straight from her doctoral program at Johns Hopkins. The work had
seemed noble—understanding the genetic and neurological basis of
extraordinary abilities, helping people who had been dismissed as
mentally ill or dangerous. The facility in upstate New York had
cutting-edge equipment, unlimited funding, and a mission that felt like
salvation.

"We're going to help them," Dr. Marcus Webb had told her on
that first day, showing her the observation rooms where subjects with
various abilities were housed. "The world fears what it doesn't
understand. Our job is to understand, so that fear can be replaced with
knowledge."

She had believed him. For years, she had believed him.
The first subject she worked with was a seventeen-year-old boy

named David who could sense electromagnetic fields. He had been
institutionalized after a breakdown at school, diagnosed with
schizophrenia, medicated into a fog that dulled his abilities but didn't
eliminate them. Helen had worked with him for six months, helping
him understand what he could do, developing techniques that let him
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filter the overwhelming input that had driven him to crisis.
David had recovered. He had left Prometheus and gone on to

work as an electrical engineer, his abilities channeled into something
productive. Helen had followed his career from a distance, watched
him marry, have children, build a life. He was proof that her work
mattered, that people with anomalous abilities could thrive if they
received the right support.

But David had been one of the lucky ones.
The program had changed over the years. New leadership, new

priorities, new pressures from the corporate entities that provided
funding. The mission shifted from understanding to control, from
helping to containing. Helen had told herself the changes were
necessary, that the subjects who didn't respond to treatment posed
genuine dangers, that the increasingly restrictive protocols were
protecting the public.

She had told herself a lot of things.
The registration bill concerned her now. Not because it would

control the EleMenTs—they were too famous, too powerful, too
protected by public attention. But because it would affect others, the
ones who hadn't come forward, the ones who were still hiding their
abilities in fear of exactly this kind of response.

Vance knew they existed. She had spent forty years obsessed with
anomalous abilities—and more than twenty-five years studying them
professionally—compiling databases of suspected cases and tracking
patterns that suggested thousands of people with various gifts scattered
across the population. Most of them would never manifest strongly
enough to be detected. But some would, and if the registration bill
passed, they would face a choice: reveal themselves and submit to
control, or hide forever in fear of discovery.

It was the same choice her mother had faced, decades ago. It was
the choice that had destroyed Margaret Vance and set Helen on the
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path that led here.
Or so she had always believed. The official records said Margaret

died in 1982, three years after being institutionalized. Helen had been
eleven years old, had attended a closed-casket funeral, and had spent
the next forty years building a career—then an empire—of research
and control to ensure no one else suffered what her mother had
suffered.

She still remembered the day they came for Margaret. Helen had
been eight years old, hiding in the upstairs closet while men in white
coats talked to her father in the living room below. Her mother had
abilities—nothing dramatic, just an unusual sensitivity to temperature
that let her predict weather changes and sense when people were ill.
She had hidden it for years, but a neighbor had reported something
strange, and the authorities had investigated.

"It's for her own good," one of the men had said. "She needs
treatment. Professional help. You understand."

Her father had understood. He had signed the papers, had
watched his wife led away, had told Helen that Mommy was going
somewhere to get better. Three years later, Mommy was dead, and
Helen was left with a hole in her chest that nothing could fill.

That hole had driven her into science, into the study of abilities
like her mother's, into the conviction that understanding would prevent
the kind of tragedy that had shattered her family. She had joined
Prometheus believing she was honoring her mother's memory,
protecting others from the ignorance that had destroyed Margaret.

But there had always been inconsistencies in the official story.
The death certificate signed by a doctor who had left the state weeks
later. The sealed records that even Prometheus's resources couldn't
fully penetrate. The photograph she had found in a Verdant archive six
months ago—a woman in a care facility, elderly but unmistakable,
dated 2019.
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Helen walked to her desk, where a folder of documents sat beside
her laptop. She opened it, spreading the contents across the surface:
photographs, medical records, facility logs, a chain of custody that
suggested Margaret Vance had not died in 1982 but had been
transferred to a long-term care facility operated by a Verdant
subsidiary.

If the documents were genuine—and six months of verification
suggested they were—then Helen's mother might be alive. Might have
been alive all along, hidden from her daughter by the same systems
Helen had spent her life serving.

The irony was almost unbearable. She had dedicated her career to
understanding and controlling people with anomalous abilities, had
built Prometheus into a sophisticated operation that tracked and
monitored and contained. And all that time, her own mother might
have been sitting in a facility somewhere, forgotten, her existence
erased from records that Helen had helped maintain.

She couldn't think about that now. If her mother was alive,
finding her would require resources Helen no longer had. If her mother
was dead, as the official records claimed, then nothing had changed.

Either way, she couldn't let history repeat. Not again.
The question was what to do about it. She was a wanted fugitive,

her face on watchlists, her movements tracked by agencies that would
arrest her on sight. She couldn't testify, couldn't advocate, couldn't use
any of the normal channels of political influence.

But she had something the senators didn't have: direct experience
with what registration meant in practice. She had run the programs,
had seen the results, had watched people crushed by systems of control
that claimed to be protecting them.

She had evidence, too. Not the evidence that had been seized
when Prometheus fell—that was in government hands now, being used
to prosecute her former colleagues. But backup evidence, copies she



27

had made years ago, documentation that even Cross didn't know
existed.

The folder on her desk contained more than just information
about her mother. It contained records of every registration program
that Verdant and its predecessors had operated since the 1950s.
Sterilization records from the 1960s. Death certificates that didn't
match autopsy reports. Transfer orders that moved subjects to facilities
that didn't officially exist. A paper trail of atrocity, carefully
documented by bureaucrats who never imagined their records would
be used against them.

Evidence of what registration led to, when taken to its logical
conclusion. Evidence of the bodies, buried in unmarked graves,
victims of a system that had started with the same good intentions the
current bill claimed to embody.

If she could get that evidence to the right people, if she could
make the senators understand what they were really voting for...

It was a risk. A massive risk, the kind that could end with her in
prison for the rest of her life. But prison was coming anyway,
eventually. The authorities would find her, would catch her, would
make her pay for crimes she couldn't deny.

Better to spend her remaining freedom doing something that
mattered.

She pulled out a burner phone, one of many she had acquired
during her year of hiding, and began composing a message. It would
go to Lightfoot, the journalist who had broken the original story, who
had earned the EleMenTs' trust.

He might not respond. He might turn her in immediately. But he
was the best chance she had of making contact, of delivering
information that could change the hearing's outcome.

I have evidence that could help stop the registration bill, she
typed. I'm willing to share it, but I need assurances. Contact me
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through this number if you're interested.
She sent the message and waited, watching the television,

watching the girls who had ruined her and saved themselves,
wondering if redemption was possible for someone who had done
what she had done.

The phone remained silent.
Helen Vance had learned patience in her year of hiding. She had

learned to wait, to plan, to move carefully through a world that was
hunting her. She had learned that the direct approach rarely worked,
that achieving anything meaningful required indirection and
misdirection and the careful cultivation of opportunities.

But she had also learned something else, something that surprised
her: she had learned to hope.

The EleMenTs had escaped her. They had beaten her at every
turn, had dismantled everything she had built, had exposed the
darkness she had convinced herself was necessary. And yet, watching
them now, she couldn't bring herself to resent them.

They were what she had always claimed to be working
toward—people with abilities, living openly, contributing to society,
proving that difference wasn't danger. They had achieved in a year
what she had failed to achieve in four decades.

Maybe that was the lesson. Maybe the way to help wasn't control,
wasn't monitoring, wasn't the careful management of people who were
different. Maybe the way to help was simply to step aside, to let people
be who they were, to trust that freedom would produce better
outcomes than containment ever could.

She would wait. She would watch. And when the moment came,
she would act.

· · ·

End of Chapter 3
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Chapter 4

Preparation

The preparation session took place in a conference room at a law firm
three blocks from the Capitol. The lawyers were civil rights
specialists, veterans of battles over disability rights and immigration
and every other arena where the government tried to control people it
didn't understand.

Patricia Okafor, the lead attorney, had argued cases before the
Supreme Court twice and won both times. She had gray-streaked hair
pulled back in a severe bun, reading glasses that she used like a
weapon, and the kind of presence that made everyone in the room sit
up straighter when she entered.

"Let me be clear about what we're facing," she began, spreading
documents across the conference table. "The registration bill has
forty-eight confirmed supporters in the Senate. It needs fifty-one to
pass. There are forty confirmed opponents and twelve undecided
senators. If the bill's sponsors convince just three of those undecideds,
it passes. Your job is to hold the opposition together and flip every
single undecided to your side—or, better yet, flip three current
supporters. That's your margin for error: razor thin."

"Walk us through the process," Cross said. "So we know exactly
what we're dealing with."

Okafor pulled out a diagram showing the path of the bill. "Right
now, the bill is in the Senate Homeland Security Committee, which
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Morrison chairs. The committee vote is scheduled for Friday. If the
bill passes committee, it goes to the full Senate floor for debate and a
final vote. If we can defeat it in committee, it dies—at least for this
session. If it passes committee but we've shifted enough votes, we can
still defeat it on the floor."

"What if Morrison delays the committee vote?"
"That's his nuclear option. If he sees the votes slipping away, he

can postpone the committee vote indefinitely—kill the bill quietly
instead of losing publicly. That sounds like a win for us, but it isn't. A
delayed bill can be revived next session, next year, whenever the
political winds shift. We don't just want to delay this bill—we want to
defeat it decisively, on the record, so that everyone knows registration
lost."

"And if he does delay?"
"Then we have a backup lever. Under Senate rules, if thirty

senators publicly commit to bringing a bill to the floor, they can force
a vote that bypasses the committee entirely. It's called a discharge
petition in the House; the Senate version is more informal, but it works
the same way. Thirty public commitments create enough pressure that
leadership has to act."

"So our targets are the twelve undecideds plus any supporters we
can flip," Teena summarized. "And if Morrison tries to bury the bill,
we need thirty senators willing to force a floor vote."

"Exactly. Two different games, but the same pieces. Your
testimony is the opening move in both."

"We've testified before," Elle said through her app. "We know
how this works."

"You've testified before friendly committees investigating
Prometheus. This is different. Senator Morrison is not your friend. He
sponsored this bill, he believes in it, and he will do everything in his
power to make you look dangerous, irresponsible, and untrustworthy."
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Okafor pulled out a thick folder. "I've compiled every hostile
question you might face, based on the public statements of committee
members and the talking points being circulated by registration
supporters. We're going to practice until you can answer each one in
your sleep."

"The key is to humanize yourselves," she continued. "The
senators supporting the bill are treating you as abstractions—threats to
be managed, powers to be controlled. Your job is to remind them that
you're people. Teenagers. Children who have been through hell and
deserve protection, not persecution."

"We're not children anymore," Teena said. "We're fifteen.
Sixteen, in Tal's case."

"To senators in their sixties, you're children. Use that. Let them
see you as someone's daughters, someone's students, someone's
neighbors. The more human you are, the harder it is to vote against
you."

They practiced testimony for hours. Opening statements,
responses to anticipated questions, ways to redirect hostile
interrogation. The lawyers played the roles of senators, throwing
hardball questions designed to make them look dangerous or
irresponsible.

"Ms. Okonkwo, you've demonstrated the ability to cause
earthquakes. How can the American people trust that you won't use
that power to harm innocent civilians?"

Teena took a breath, remembering her training. "Senator, I've had
this ability for over two years. In that time, I've used it exactly twice in
ways that could be called aggressive—both times in self-defense
against armed attackers who were trying to kidnap me. I've never
harmed an innocent person. I've never damaged property that wasn't
already being used as a weapon against me. The same cannot be said
of the organization that hunted me, which operated for decades with
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government complicity."
"Good," Okafor said. "But don't be confrontational at the end.

Finish with something positive."
"I want to be part of my community," Teena tried again. "I want

to go to college, get a job, live a normal life. The registration bill
would make that impossible. It would mark me as different, as
dangerous, as something to be watched and controlled. That's not
freedom. That's not the America I want to live in."

"Better. Now let's work on the others."
She turned to Meen. "Ms. Shen, your abilities allow you to

generate temperatures that could melt steel. Isn't it irresponsible to
leave such dangerous capabilities unmonitored?"

"Senator, my abilities also allow me to prevent fires, to cool
overheating machinery, to save lives in situations where conventional
responders would be too slow." Meen's voice was calm, measured. "In
the past year, I've used my abilities three times to assist emergency
services—twice to prevent structure fires from spreading, once to cool
a car engine that was about to explode with a family trapped inside.
The fire department knows about these incidents. They've thanked me
for my help. Is that the behavior of someone who needs to be
monitored?"

"They'll push back on that," Okafor warned. "They'll say that
helpful uses don't eliminate the potential for harmful ones."

"Then I'll say that the potential for harm exists in everyone. A
surgeon can save lives or end them. A pilot can transport passengers or
crash into buildings. We don't register surgeons as potential murderers.
We don't track pilots as potential terrorists. We trust them to use their
training and judgment responsibly, and we hold them accountable if
they fail. Why should I be treated differently?"

Okafor nodded approvingly. "Good. You're thinking like a
lawyer. Now, Ms. Hartley."
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Elle's interpreter stood beside her, ready to voice her signed
responses. Okafor looked at her notes.

"Ms. Hartley, you're Deaf. The registration bill includes
provisions for accommodation of disabilities. Wouldn't registration
actually benefit you by ensuring you receive appropriate support?"

Elle's hands moved sharply, her expression fierce. The
registration bill doesn't offer support. It offers surveillance. The
'accommodations' it mentions are monitoring accommodations—ways
to track me more effectively despite my deafness. That's not help.
That's an admission that the bill's authors know they'll need special
techniques to watch people like me.

"Slower," Okafor said. "The interpreter needs to keep up, and the
senators need time to process. This isn't a debate—it's a performance.
Every word matters."

They ran through the question again, Elle moderating her pace,
finding the rhythm that would land with maximum impact.

Finally, Okafor turned to Tal. "Ms. Venkataraman, you've been
diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. Some critics argue that your
condition makes you unpredictable, potentially dangerous. How do
you respond?"

Tal was silent for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was
flat but her words were precise.

"I've been told my whole life that autism makes me dangerous.
Unpredictable. Unable to control my emotions or my actions. These
are stereotypes, not facts. Autistic people are no more violent than
neurotypical people. Studies consistently show that we are more likely
to be victims of violence than perpetrators."

She paused, then continued. "My autism does affect how I
process information. It affects how I communicate, how I experience
sensory input, how I navigate social situations. But it doesn't make me
dangerous. My water abilities don't make me dangerous either. What
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makes people dangerous is intent, not capability. And my intent has
always been to protect myself and the people I care about. Nothing
more."

"That's strong," Okafor said. "But be prepared for them to dig into
your medical history. They may try to use your diagnoses against
you."

"Let them try. I've spent my whole life having my mental health
questioned. I know how to defend myself."

They practiced until their voices were hoarse and their minds
were numb, until the lawyers were satisfied that they could handle
whatever the senators threw at them. The conference room emptied of
junior associates and paralegals, leaving only the core team as evening
settled over Washington.

Then Lightfoot arrived with news that changed everything.
"I got a message," he said, pulling out his phone. "From Vance."
The room went silent. Vance had been a ghost for the past year, a

fugitive whose absence was felt even as her former organization
crumbled. The idea that she was reaching out, now, on the eve of the
hearing—

"What does she want?" Meen asked.
"She says she has evidence that could help stop the registration

bill. Documentation of what registration programs led to when
Prometheus implemented them. Bodies, apparently. People who died
in their custody."

"And she's willing to share this evidence?"
"If we can arrange safe contact. She wants assurances that she

won't be arrested on sight."
The lawyers exchanged uncomfortable glances. Okafor spoke

first: "This could be a trap. Vance has every reason to want to hurt
you. This could be an attempt to discredit your testimony, to distract
from the hearing, to create chaos that benefits the registration bill's
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supporters."
"Or it could be genuine," Cross said. He had been quiet during the

preparation session, watching from the back of the room. "I knew
Helen for years. She's not evil, whatever she became. If she says she
has evidence that could help, she probably does."

"You trust her?"
"I trust that she believes what she believes. And I trust that she's

seen enough, done enough, to understand what registration really
means."

They debated for an hour, the lawyers arguing caution, Cross
arguing opportunity, Lightfoot trying to maintain journalistic
neutrality. The risks were significant: if Vance was setting a trap, they
could be captured, discredited, or worse. If she was genuine, her
evidence could transform the hearing.

Finally, Teena called for a vote among the four of them—the
EleMenTs, the ones who would face the consequences of whatever
decision they made.

"I say we meet her," Teena said. "Carefully, with precautions, but
we meet her. If she has evidence that could stop the bill, we can't
ignore it."

Elle signed her agreement. Meen nodded. Tal, after a long pause,
nodded as well.

"Then we need a plan," Okafor said. "A meeting place you can
control, with escape routes if things go wrong. And we need it tonight,
because the hearing is tomorrow morning and we can't afford to be
distracted or exhausted."

"I know a place," Tal said quietly. "The Tidal Basin. Water
everywhere. I can feel anyone approaching from a quarter mile away."

Cross stood, already planning logistics. "I'll scout the area first.
Make sure there's no surveillance, no ambush waiting. Lightfoot, you
stay here with the girls until I give the all-clear."
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"And if it is a trap?" Meen asked.
"Then we spring it on our terms, not theirs."
It was decided. Tonight, on the eve of the most important

testimony of their lives, they would meet the woman who had hunted
them, who had nearly destroyed them, who now claimed to want to
help.

Whatever happened, tomorrow would be different than they had
planned.

· · ·

End of Chapter 4
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Chapter 5

The Meeting

The Tidal Basin was quiet at midnight, the cherry trees bare in late
autumn, the water reflecting city lights that never fully dimmed.

They had arrived early to establish position. Tal stood at the
water's edge, her awareness extended through the entire basin, feeling
every ripple, every current, every disturbance that might indicate
approaching danger. Elle monitored the air, tracking the movement of
anyone within a hundred yards. Meen sensed heat signatures, mapping
the few late-night visitors and the homeless who sheltered near the
monuments. Teena felt the ground, the paths, the vibrations of
footsteps that might signal threat or opportunity.

Cross waited with them, armed but trying not to look it. Lightfoot
had stayed at the hotel, ready to publish whatever story emerged from
tonight's meeting.

At 12:15, Vance appeared.
She came alone, as promised, walking slowly along the path from

the Jefferson Memorial. She looked older than the photographs in her
files, diminished in ways that went beyond physical appearance. The
woman who had commanded an organization, who had directed the
hunt for anomalous individuals across decades, now walked like
someone carrying a weight she couldn't set down.

"Thank you for meeting me," she said when she was close enough
to speak without raising her voice. "I know this is a risk for you."
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"It's a risk for both of us," Teena said. "What do you have?"
Vance reached into her coat, slowly, telegraphing her movements.

She pulled out a USB drive, small and ordinary, the kind that could
hold either nothing or everything.

"Documentation from Prometheus's early years," she said.
"Before I took over, before the organization became what it eventually
became. Records of a pilot registration program, implemented in three
states during the 1980s. And records of what happened to the people
who were registered."

"What happened to them?"
"Some were institutionalized. Some were sterilized—yes,

sterilized, because the government was afraid they would pass their
abilities to children. Some simply disappeared, victims of 'accidents'
that were anything but." Vance's voice was steady, but Teena could see
the pain beneath it. "My mother was one of them. She was registered
in 1979. According to official records, she was dead by 1982."

"According to official records?" Meen caught the qualification.
Vance hesitated. "I've spent forty years believing those records.

But in the past year, running, hiding, digging through archives I never
had time to examine before—I've found inconsistencies. Documents
that don't match. A photograph that might be nothing, or might be
everything." Her voice cracked slightly. "I don't know anymore. I don't
know if my mother died in that institution or if she was hidden
somewhere, kept alive for reasons I can't understand. What I know is
that the registration system destroyed my family, one way or another.
Whether she died in 1982 or is still alive in some forgotten facility, the
system took her from me."

The revelation hit like a physical blow. Vance's mother—the
woman whose institutionalization had driven Vance's entire career,
whose suffering had created the obsession that built
Prometheus—might still be alive. And Vance didn't know.
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"You're telling us that registration took your mother from you."
"I'm telling you that registration creates systems of control that

inevitably become systems of abuse. It starts with good
intentions—tracking, monitoring, ensuring public safety. It ends with
people dying, or disappearing, or being erased so completely that even
their families don't know what happened to them." Vance held out the
USB drive. "This evidence was supposed to be destroyed. I kept copies
because I thought, someday, someone might need to understand what
happened. I never thought I would be the one to reveal it."

Elle stepped forward and took the drive. Her hands moved,
signing something that Teena translated: "She wants to know why
you're helping us. After everything you did, why help now?"

"Because I was wrong." The words seemed to cost Vance
something to say. "I told myself I was protecting people like you,
studying you for your own benefit, keeping you safe from a world that
would destroy you. But I became the thing I feared. I became the
system that took my mother from me, wearing different clothes."

"That doesn't undo what you did."
"No. It doesn't. Nothing undoes it." Vance's eyes were bright in

the moonlight, wet with tears she was too proud to shed. "But maybe it
can prevent someone else from making the same mistakes. Maybe the
evidence on that drive can stop the senators from creating a new
version of what destroyed the people I claimed to be protecting."

They stood in silence for a moment, four girls and the woman
who had been their greatest enemy, all of them shaped by systems of
control that had failed them in different ways.

"What do you want in return?" Teena asked.
"Nothing. Or everything, depending on how you look at it."

Vance managed a thin smile. "I want to stop running. I want to face
what I've done, accept the consequences, stop being a fugitive. After
you testify tomorrow, I'm going to turn myself in."
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"They'll prosecute you. You'll spend the rest of your life in
prison."

"Probably. But at least I'll have done one good thing, at the end.
At least the last act of my freedom will be trying to protect the people I
spent so long hunting."

It was, Teena realized, a kind of redemption. Not the clean,
cinematic kind where villains became heroes. But the messy, human
kind, where people who had done terrible things tried to do better,
knowing it would never be enough.

"We'll use the evidence," she said finally. "We'll present it to the
committee, make sure it becomes part of the public record. Your
mother's story, the others who died—they'll be remembered."

Vance nodded. "That's all I can ask."
She turned and walked away, disappearing into the darkness

around the Jefferson Memorial, a woman going to meet the
consequences she had spent a year avoiding.

The EleMenTs watched her go, holding evidence that could
change history, preparing for a hearing that would determine their
future.

Tomorrow, everything would change.
Tonight, they had seen something they hadn't expected: a monster

trying to become human again.

· · ·

End of Chapter 5
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Chapter 6

The Hearing Begins

The Senate hearing room was smaller than it appeared on television,
intimate in a way that made the stakes feel even more immediate.

They arrived at 9:30, escorted by security through a gauntlet of
cameras and shouted questions. The gallery was packed, every seat
filled with journalists, advocates, opponents, and curious citizens who
had waited in line for hours to witness history.

Senator Morrison called the hearing to order at exactly 10:00. He
was a large man with a Texas drawl and eyes that missed nothing, the
kind of politician who had survived decades in Washington by reading
people better than they read themselves.

"This committee has convened to examine the proposed
Anomalous Individual Registration and Monitoring Act," he said, his
voice carrying easily in the crowded room. "We will hear testimony
from multiple witnesses, including the individuals most directly
affected by this legislation. I remind everyone present that this is a
fact-finding hearing, not a trial. Our witnesses are here voluntarily, and
I expect them to be treated with respect."

He turned to the row of seats where the EleMenTs waited. "Ms.
Okonkwo, you've been designated as the primary spokesperson.
Whenever you're ready, you may begin your opening statement."

Teena wheeled herself to the microphone, the cameras tracking
her every movement. She had practiced this moment dozens of times,
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but practice was nothing like reality, nothing like feeling the weight of
expectation from millions of people watching.

"Thank you, Senator Morrison, and members of the committee.
My name is Christina Okonkwo. I'm fifteen years old. I have cerebral
palsy, which affects my mobility. And I have the ability to sense and
manipulate earth and stone through means that science cannot yet
explain."

She paused, letting the words settle.
"I'm here today with my friends and family—Eleanor Hartley,

Mingzhu Shen, and Talia Venkataraman. Together, we're sometimes
called the EleMenTs, because our abilities correspond to the classical
elements: wind, fire, earth, and water. We didn't choose these abilities.
We don't fully understand them. But they're part of who we are, as
much as my wheelchair or Elle's deafness or Meen's blindness or Tal's
autism."

"The registration bill you're considering would require people like
us to report ourselves to the government, to submit to monitoring, to
accept restrictions on our lives based solely on what we can do. I'm
here to ask you not to pass it."

She spoke for fifteen minutes, laying out the case against
registration: the civil liberties concerns, the potential for abuse, the
chilling effect on people who might never come forward if they knew
surveillance awaited them. She talked about Prometheus, about how an
organization that claimed to protect people like her had instead hunted
and captured them. She talked about the foster care system, about how
easily it had been manipulated, about how registration would create
new tools for the same kind of abuse.

When she finished, she signaled to the others. They had agreed
that each would speak, that the committee needed to hear from all four
of them.
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Elle approached the microphone next, her interpreter standing
beside her to voice her signed testimony.

"My name is Eleanor Hartley. I'm Deaf. I communicate in
American Sign Language. And I have the ability to sense and
manipulate air currents."

She paused while the interpreter caught up, then continued.
"I've spent my whole life being told what I can't do. Can't hear.

Can't speak. Can't communicate with most people. Can't access spaces
that aren't designed for me. But I've also spent my whole life finding
ways to do things anyway. To communicate through signing, through
writing, through the technology that—"

"Point of order, Mr. Chairman." Senator Bradley's voice cut
across the room. "Are we certain that the interpretation is accurate?
The witness is using an outside interpreter rather than a certified
Senate interpreter. For the record, we should establish—"

"Senator Bradley." Senator Williams's voice was cold. "The
witness has a legal right to her chosen interpreter under the Americans
with Disabilities Act. Are you suggesting we delay these proceedings
while a Deaf teenager waits for you to verify that she's actually saying
what she's saying?"

Bradley's face reddened. "I'm simply noting for the record—"
"Noted. The witness may continue."
Elle had watched the exchange through her interpreter's signing,

her expression unreadable. When she resumed, her hands moved with
particular precision, as if daring anyone to claim mistranslation.

"As I was saying: I've found ways to do things differently. My
abilities are just another way of doing things differently. I feel the air
the way most people hear sound. I can sense a person's approach by
the way they displace the atmosphere around them."

She looked directly at Bradley, and for just a moment, the papers
on his desk stirred—a gentle breeze that couldn't have come from the
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sealed hearing room.
"These aren't superpowers. They're adaptations. Just like signing.

Just like lip-reading. Just like all the other ways I've learned to
navigate a world that wasn't built for me."

Her gaze moved across the full committee, senator to senator.
"The registration bill treats my abilities as a threat. But the real

threat is a world that refuses to accommodate difference. That insists
everyone must be the same to be safe. That sees any deviation from
normal as something to be monitored and controlled." She signed with
particular emphasis: "I am not a threat. I am a person. And I deserve to
be treated as one."

Meen went next. She stood at the microphone without assistance,
her blind eyes directed slightly above the committee's heads, her voice
clear and controlled.

"My name is Mingzhu Shen. I'm blind. I have been since birth.
And I have the ability to generate and control heat."

She raised her hand, and the air above her palm shimmered
slightly—a visible manifestation of her power, carefully controlled,
harmless but unmistakable.

"I spent years terrified of what I could do. Fire seemed like the
most dangerous thing possible for a blind person. I couldn't see where
flames were spreading. Couldn't assess the damage I might be causing.
I was convinced that my ability was a curse, something that would
inevitably hurt the people around me."

She lowered her hand, the shimmer fading.
"But I learned control. I learned to feel heat the way sighted

people see color—precisely, specifically, with a level of
discrimination that scientists still can't explain. I can tell you the exact
temperature of every person in this room right now. I can feel the
warmth of the lights above us, the residual heat from the coffee that
Senator Morrison drank an hour ago, the slight fever that the
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gentleman in the third row of the gallery is running and should
probably have checked by a doctor."

A murmur rippled through the room. The man she had identified
shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

"My abilities aren't dangerous because they're powerful. People
treat them as dangerous because I'm blind and Asian and female and a
foster kid, and people have been looking for reasons to fear me my
whole life. The registration bill would give them one more reason. It
would make my abilities the thing that defines me, instead of what I do
with them."

Tal was the last to speak. She approached the microphone slowly,
her movements deliberate, her expression carefully neutral.

"My name is Talia Venkataraman. I'm autistic. And I have the
ability to sense and control water in all its forms."

She didn't demonstrate her ability. Instead, she stood very still,
her hands at her sides, her voice flat and precise.

"I've been diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. I've been in
therapy since I was five. I've had IEPs and behavioral intervention
plans and case managers and social workers evaluating every aspect of
my life. I know what it's like to be registered. To have my differences
documented and analyzed and used to determine what opportunities I
can access."

Her voice remained steady, but there was something fierce
beneath the flatness.

"The registration bill would add another layer to that system.
Another database. Another set of case managers and evaluators and
people with authority over my life. And unlike my autism diagnosis,
which at least comes with some protections, registration would give
the government power to restrict where I can live, what jobs I can
hold, who I can associate with."
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She looked at the committee, her gaze slightly off-center but
intense.

"I'm autistic and I'm gifted and I'm a foster kid and I'm a person.
All of those things are true at once. The registration bill treats the
'gifted' part as the only thing that matters, as if it erases everything else
about me. But I'm more than my abilities. We all are. And any law that
forgets that is a law that will do more harm than good."

The room was silent when she finished. The four girls sat together
in the witness row, having said their piece, waiting for the questions
that would follow.

Then Teena introduced the evidence Vance had provided.
"I want to enter into the record documentation from a pilot

registration program implemented in the 1980s," she said. Committee
counsel had taken custody of the USB drive the previous evening.
After forensic imaging and malware screening that lasted all night, she
signaled for the vetted exhibits to be displayed on the hearing room's
screens. "These records show what happened when people with
anomalous abilities were required to register. They were
institutionalized. They were sterilized. Many of them died under
circumstances that were never properly investigated."

The room erupted. Senators leaned forward, eyes wide. The
gallery buzzed with shocked whispers. Morrison gaveled for order, his
expression tight with something that might have been anger or might
have been concern.

"Ms. Okonkwo, where did you obtain this documentation?"
"From a source who wishes to remain anonymous. I can assure

the committee that the documents have been verified by independent
experts, and that their authenticity is not in question."

"You're asking us to accept evidence from an anonymous source
about events that allegedly occurred forty years ago?"
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"I'm asking you to look at what registration actually meant when
it was implemented before. I'm asking you to consider whether the bill
you're debating would create conditions for the same abuses to occur
again." Teena met Morrison's eyes. "Senator, the people in these
documents were someone's children. Someone's neighbors. Someone's
friends. They were human beings, and they were destroyed by a
system that claimed to be protecting the public."

"This committee will review this evidence thoroughly," Morrison
said, his tone carefully neutral. "But I want to be clear that anonymous
submissions raise serious questions about reliability and motivation."

"I understand. And I'm prepared to answer questions about the
evidence, about my own experiences, about anything the committee
needs to know. All I ask is that you consider what you're really voting
for when you vote on this bill."

The opening statements ended, and the questions began.

· · ·

End of Chapter 6
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Chapter 7

Hostile Questions

Senator Bradley from Florida was the first to attack.
"Ms. Okonkwo, you've told us about the dangers of registration.

But let me ask you about the dangers of not registering." He leaned
into his microphone, his voice sharp with rehearsed outrage. "Last
year, during your escape from what you call 'Prometheus operatives,'
you caused significant property damage in Brooklyn. Flooding that
affected hundreds of homes. Structural damage that cost millions to
repair. How do you respond to critics who say that your abilities are
simply too dangerous to be left unmonitored?"

Teena kept her voice steady. "Senator, the flooding you're
referring to occurred when we were being attacked by armed
individuals who were trying to kidnap us. We defended ourselves
using the only means available. The property damage was regrettable,
but the alternative was allowing ourselves to be captured by an
organization that had already demonstrated willingness to harm people
like us."

"So you admit you caused the damage?"
"I admit that my friend Talia used her abilities to create a

distraction that allowed us to escape. I don't admit that this justifies
treating everyone with abilities as a potential threat."

"But surely you can understand why ordinary Americans might
be concerned? You're describing teenagers who can cause floods, who
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can crack concrete with a touch. How are people supposed to feel
safe?"

"Senator, there are fifteen-year-olds in this country who can drive
cars, who can operate heavy machinery, who can access firearms.
Those things are also dangerous, and we regulate them through
licensing and training, not through surveillance and monitoring of
everyone who might potentially use them."

"That's not an equivalent comparison—"
"Isn't it?" Teena pressed forward. "The registration bill doesn't

propose training programs for people with abilities. It doesn't propose
resources to help us understand and control what we can do. It
proposes tracking us, restricting us, treating us as threats before we've
done anything wrong. That's not regulation. That's persecution."

Bradley's face reddened. "I think you're being deliberately
provocative—"

"I think I'm being honest about what this bill actually does."
Morrison intervened before the exchange could escalate further.

"Senator Bradley, do you have additional questions, or shall we move
to the next member?"

Bradley glared but yielded his time. Senator Williams from
Oregon took over, her tone markedly different.

"Ms. Hartley," she said, addressing Elle through her interpreter,
"you mentioned in your opening statement that your abilities are
adaptations, similar to the ways you've adapted to being Deaf. Can you
elaborate on that?"

Elle's hands moved fluidly as she responded. When I was young, I
learned to read lips because I couldn't hear. I learned to feel vibrations
through floors and walls because sound wasn't available to me. My
wind sense is an extension of that same adaptation. I feel the world in
ways that hearing people don't, and my abilities let me interact with it
in ways that compensate for what I can't do.
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"So you see your abilities as connected to your disability?"
I see them as connected to who I am. My deafness isn't separate

from my abilities. They're both part of the same person. The
registration bill treats our abilities as something dangerous that needs
to be controlled. But for me, my abilities are accessibility tools. They
help me navigate a world that wasn't designed for me.

Senator Jackson from Georgia leaned forward. "Ms. Hartley, with
respect, you're asking us to believe that the power to create
hurricane-force winds is an accessibility tool?"

I'm asking you to understand that power is contextual. A hammer
can build a house or break a skull. The tool isn't the problem. The
intent is the problem. And the registration bill doesn't address intent. It
addresses existence.

The questioning continued, cycling through committee members.
Some were sympathetic, offering questions that let the EleMenTs
elaborate on their concerns. Others were hostile, probing for
weaknesses, trying to paint them as naive or dangerous or both.

The worst was Senator Park from California, who surprised
everyone by being one of the most aggressive interrogators.

"Ms. Shen," she said, turning her attention to Meen, "you have the
ability to generate and manipulate heat. In practical terms, that means
you can start fires, can harm people through thermal damage, can
potentially kill with a touch. Is that accurate?"

Meen faced the direction of the Senator's voice, her blind eyes
calm. "I can generate heat, yes. I can also absorb it, which means I can
extinguish fires as easily as I can start them. And in over two years of
having these abilities, I have never deliberately harmed anyone who
wasn't actively trying to harm me."

"But you could. That's my point. You have the capacity to cause
tremendous harm, and there's no oversight, no accountability, no way
for the public to know if you're using your abilities responsibly."
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"Senator, you have the capacity to cause tremendous harm too.
Everyone in this room does. The question isn't whether someone can
be dangerous—it's whether they've actually done anything wrong. I
haven't. My friends haven't. The bill you're supporting would punish
us for crimes we might theoretically commit, not crimes we've actually
committed."

"The bill is preventive—"
"The bill is prejudiced. It assumes that people with abilities are

guilty until proven innocent. It treats us as threats based on what we
are, not what we've done. That's not prevention. That's discrimination."

Senator Park pressed harder. "You're blind, Ms. Shen. How can
you be certain you're not causing harm you can't see?"

The question was cruel, designed to exploit Meen's disability
against her. A murmur of disapproval rippled through the gallery.

Meen smiled slightly. "Senator, I perceive heat with more
precision than any sighted person perceives light. I can feel the warmth
of your coffee cup from here. I can sense the elevated body
temperature of the aide standing behind you, who should probably sit
down because she's running a slight fever. I can detect thermal
signatures through walls, through floors, through obstacles that would
block any visual perception." She paused. "I may be blind, but I see
more than you think."

The room was silent for a moment. Senator Park had no response.
Senator Morrison called on the next questioner, but something in

his demeanor had shifted. He had been reviewing the 1980s documents
while the questioning continued—the institutional records, the death
certificates, the clinical notes describing "subjects" rather than
patients. His face had gone slightly pale, and when he looked up at the
witnesses, there was something in his expression that hadn't been there
before.

Not sympathy, exactly. But uncertainty.
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"The committee will take a fifteen-minute recess," he announced,
his voice slightly hoarse. "When we return, we'll continue with Senator
Vasquez."

The recess was unusual—committee chairs didn't typically call
breaks in the middle of questioning. Several senators exchanged
glances. The gallery buzzed with speculation.

Teena watched Morrison gather his papers and retreat to the
anteroom behind the dais. For just a moment, before the door closed
behind him, she saw him look back at the hearing room with an
expression that seemed almost haunted.

She filed the observation away. It might mean nothing. Or it
might mean everything.

By the time the morning session ended, they were exhausted but
unbroken. The hearing would continue after lunch, and there was still
testimony to give, still battles to fight.

But they had held their ground. They had faced the Senate's
hostility and refused to bend.

Whatever happened next, no one could say they hadn't fought.

· · ·

End of Chapter 7
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Part Two

Revelation
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Chapter 8

Verdant Revealed

During the lunch break, Lightfoot found them in the witness room with
news that changed the trajectory of everything.

"I've been cross-referencing the documents Vance gave you," he
said, spreading printouts across the table. "The registration program in
the 1980s wasn't a government operation. It was private, funded by a
company called Verdant Agricultural Holdings."

"Agriculture?" Teena frowned. "What does farming have to do
with registering people with abilities?"

"That's what I asked. So I started digging." Lightfoot's expression
was grim. "Verdant is one of the largest agricultural conglomerates in
the world. They control seed patents, food processing, distribution
networks. But they also have extensive interests in water rights,
chemical manufacturing, and—here's the connection—pharmaceutical
research."

"Prometheus was funded by Verdant?"
"Partially, in the early years. The pilot registration program was a

Verdant initiative, implemented through shell companies and corrupt
state officials. Prometheus emerged from that program, eventually
becoming independent, but the initial infrastructure came from
Verdant money."

Meen leaned forward. "Why would a food company want to
register people with anomalous abilities?"
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"Because some of those abilities relate to agriculture. The
documents reference subjects who could accelerate plant growth, who
could sense water underground, who could predict weather patterns
with uncanny accuracy. Verdant wanted to identify those people, study
them, potentially use them."

"Use them for what?"
Lightfoot hesitated. "The documents suggest... experimentation.

Attempts to understand the biological basis for anomalous abilities,
possibly to replicate them or suppress them. There are references to
compounds being developed, things designed to interact with
neurological structures that typical humans don't have."

The implications were staggering. Prometheus had been bad
enough—a research organization turned predator, hunting people for
study. But Verdant was something larger, something embedded in the
infrastructure of daily life. Food, water, medicine—if Verdant had
been developing compounds that affected people with abilities, those
compounds could be in anything.

"Is Verdant still involved?" Teena asked. "In the current
registration push?"

"I don't know yet. But several senators on this committee have
received significant campaign contributions from Verdant subsidiaries.
Senator Morrison's biggest donor is a food processing company that
Verdant owns a majority stake in."

"Morrison. The committee chair."
"The same."
Teena's mind raced. They had been treating the registration bill as

a civil rights issue, fighting it on grounds of discrimination and
government overreach. But if Verdant was behind it, if corporate
interests were driving the push for registration, the stakes were even
higher than they had realized.
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"We need to bring this up in the afternoon session," she said.
"Expose the connection, make it part of the public record."

"That's risky," Okafor warned. "Verdant has deep pockets and
aggressive lawyers. If you accuse them without ironclad proof, they'll
bury you in defamation suits."

"We have Vance's documents."
"Which prove historical connections, not current involvement.

You'd be inferring a conspiracy based on campaign donations and
corporate history."

"Then we make the inference carefully. We don't accuse—we
question. We ask why a company with documented history of interest
in anomalous abilities is funding senators who support the registration
bill."

Elle signed: It could backfire. Make us look paranoid.
"Or it could open a door," Meen said. "Make people ask questions

they haven't been asking. Even if we can't prove current involvement,
the historical evidence is damning enough."

They debated for the rest of the lunch break, weighing risks
against potential rewards. In the end, they decided to
proceed—cautiously, with careful language, but to proceed.

The afternoon session would be different. They weren't just
fighting registration anymore.

They were fighting something larger, something that had been
operating in the shadows for decades, something that might still be
hunting them in ways they hadn't understood.

Verdant.
The invisible hand behind the hand they had already seen.
And if they were going to stop the registration bill, they would

have to expose not just the legislation, but the interests it served.

· · ·
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End of Chapter 8
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Chapter 9

The Accusation

The afternoon session began with tension already crackling in the air.
Word had spread during the break that something was coming,

that the EleMenTs were preparing to drop information that would
change the direction of the hearing. Journalists who had left for lunch
were back early, cameras repositioned, attention sharpened. The
gallery was standing room only, with Capitol Police turning away
latecomers at the door.

Teena could feel the anticipation in the room like a physical
pressure. She had felt something similar in the tunnel, in the museum,
in moments when everything hung in the balance and the next few
seconds would determine everything. But this was different. In those
other moments, she had been fighting for survival. Here, she was
fighting for something larger—for everyone who might be affected by
what happened in this room.

Morrison called the session to order with a glance at the witness
table that suggested he knew something was wrong. His usual
confidence seemed slightly diminished, as if he could sense the ground
shifting beneath him.

"We'll continue with questioning. Senator Williams, I believe
you're next."

Williams, a Democrat from Oregon who had been sympathetic
during the morning session, nodded and turned to the witnesses. "I'd
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like to yield my time to the witnesses for a supplementary statement, if
the chair permits."

Morrison's jaw tightened. "That's irregular."
"The witnesses have indicated they have additional evidence to

present. Given the importance of this hearing, I think we should hear
it."

The committee murmured, uncertain. Several senators leaned
toward their aides for whispered consultations. Morrison looked like
he wanted to object but couldn't find sufficient grounds without
appearing to suppress evidence.

"Very well. Ms. Okonkwo, you have the floor."
Teena wheeled herself to the microphone, feeling the weight of

every camera trained on her face. She had practiced this moment in her
mind during the break, running through the words she would use, the
order she would present the information, the responses she would give
to the inevitable pushback.

"Thank you, Senator Williams. During our lunch break, our
research team discovered information that we believe is directly
relevant to this committee's consideration of the registration bill."

She nodded, and the screens lit up with organizational charts,
corporate filings, financial documents. Lightfoot's work, condensed
into visual form, ready to transform the hearing.

"The documents I presented this morning, detailing the abuses of
the 1980s registration program, were not created by a government
agency. They were created by a private company called Verdant
Agricultural Holdings, one of the largest agricultural conglomerates in
the world."

The room stirred. On the screens, lines connected Verdant to shell
companies, to state officials, to the infrastructure that had enabled the
pilot registration program. Each connection was documented, sourced,
defensible.
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"Verdant funded the original registration initiative. Verdant
provided resources to the organization that eventually became
Prometheus. And Verdant has documented interest in identifying and
studying individuals with anomalous abilities, particularly those whose
abilities relate to agriculture, water, and food production."

She let that sink in. In the gallery, she could see reporters
scribbling notes, could see the recognition dawning on faces as people
connected the dots.

"What does a food company want with people who can control
water?" she continued. "What does an agricultural conglomerate gain
from identifying people who can influence plant growth, weather
patterns, soil conditions? The answer is obvious: competitive
advantage. The ability to control the global food supply. The power to
dominate markets worth trillions of dollars."

"This is highly irregular," Morrison interrupted. His voice was
sharp, but there was something beneath it—not anger, exactly, but
fear. "You're making accusations against a private company without
giving them opportunity to respond."

"I'm not accusing anyone, Senator. I'm presenting documented
evidence of historical involvement in programs that harmed people
like me. But I do have a question." Teena met Morrison's eyes directly.
She could feel her heart pounding, but she kept her voice steady, her
expression calm. "Several members of this committee have received
significant campaign contributions from companies owned by or
affiliated with Verdant. Including you, Senator Morrison. Can you tell
us whether those contributions have influenced this committee's
consideration of the registration bill?"

The room exploded.
Senators shouted for order. Cameras flashed in rapid succession,

capturing Morrison's expression as it shifted from surprise to
something more complex—not just anger, but recognition. He was
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looking at the organizational charts on the screen, the lines connecting
Verdant to the programs he had just seen documented in the 1980s
records. His face went pale in a way that had nothing to do with
political embarrassment.

He had been studying those documents all morning. The death
certificates. The institutional records. The clinical descriptions of
"subjects" who had been sterilized, lobotomized, disappeared. He had
told himself those were ancient history, the excesses of a different era,
nothing to do with the reasonable, modern registration bill he had
sponsored.

But here were the same corporate names. The same patterns of
funding. The same shell companies, evolved over four decades but still
traceable to their source.

Morrison's face went red, then pale, his composure cracking in
ways that thirty years of political experience should have prevented.
"That is an outrageous implication," he sputtered. "I have never
allowed campaign contributions to influence my legislative
decisions—"

But even as he said the words, his eyes kept drifting back to the
screen. To the names. To the connections he had never bothered to
trace.

"Then you'll have no objection to recusing yourself from the vote
on this bill," Teena said calmly. "And to supporting a full investigation
into Verdant's historical and current involvement in efforts to identify
and control people with anomalous abilities."

Senator Bradley jumped to Morrison's defense. "This is a
transparent attempt to derail these proceedings. The witnesses are
turning a serious policy discussion into a political circus—"

"The circus was already here, Senator," Meen interrupted, her
voice cutting through the noise with surprising authority. "We didn't
create it. We're just pointing out who's running it."
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"You can't—this isn't—" Morrison struggled to form coherent
sentences. His hands gripped the edge of his desk, knuckles white. But
Teena noticed something the cameras might not catch: his eyes kept
returning to the documents, scanning them with an intensity that
looked less like denial and more like dawning horror. "This hearing is
about the registration bill, not about campaign finance or corporate
involvement—"

"With respect, Senator, the two are connected." Teena pulled up
another document on the screens—a summary of campaign
contributions cross-referenced with votes on legislation affecting
Verdant's interests. "The registration bill would create exactly the kind
of system that Verdant used in the 1980s to identify and exploit people
with abilities. If Verdant is funding politicians who support this bill,
then the public has a right to know whether they're voting for public
safety or corporate interest."

Senator Williams spoke up again. "I think the witness raises a
legitimate concern. If there are financial connections between the bill's
sponsors and companies that stand to benefit from its passage, the
public should know."

"There are no such connections," Morrison insisted, but his voice
lacked conviction. Other senators on the committee were looking at
him with expressions that ranged from confusion to suspicion.

The chaos continued for several minutes. Journalists in the gallery
were on their phones, filing stories in real time. Social media was
already exploding with clips of the exchange, with analyses of the
documents, with speculation about what Verdant's involvement might
mean.

Finally, Morrison managed to restore order by slamming his
gavel repeatedly until the room fell into sullen silence. His authority
had been damaged, though—the other senators were looking at him
with new eyes, and the journalists in the gallery were already
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composing stories that would dominate the next news cycle.
"This committee will take a brief recess," Morrison finally said,

his voice hoarse. "When we return, we will continue questioning in an
orderly fashion. And Ms. Okonkwo, I want you to understand that
making unfounded accusations against sitting senators carries serious
consequences."

"The accusations are not unfounded," Teena said. "They're
documented. And the American people watching this hearing can
decide for themselves what they mean."

She wheeled herself back to the witness table, heart pounding,
hands steady through sheer force of will. She had just accused the
committee chair of corruption on national television. The
consequences would be enormous, whatever they turned out to be.

But she had seen something in Morrison's face during the
accusation. Not just anger. Not just denial. Something that looked
almost like the beginning of self-doubt.

Elle reached over and squeezed her hand. Meen nodded with
fierce approval. Tal's expression was unreadable, but her hand rested
in a glass of water on the table, drawing comfort from the contact.

They had thrown a grenade into the hearing room. Now they
would see what survived the explosion.

· · ·

End of Chapter 9
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Chapter 10

Recess

The recess lasted two hours instead of the announced fifteen minutes.
Behind the scenes, the Capitol was in chaos.
Senator Morrison had retreated to his private office the moment

the gavel fell, his staff scrambling to follow. The documents that
Teena had projected onto the hearing room screens—the
organizational charts, the funding trails, the damning connections
between Verdant and Prometheus—were now circulating through
every news outlet in the country. His phones were ringing constantly,
journalists and colleagues and donors all demanding explanations he
didn't have.

"How did they get those documents?" he demanded of his chief of
staff. "We had assurances that the Prometheus files were sealed."

"The DOJ files are sealed. But these came from somewhere
else—maybe a Prometheus operative who kept backups, maybe
someone inside Verdant who turned. We're still trying to trace the
source."

Morrison stared at the muted television in the corner of his office,
where a news channel was showing a split screen: his face during
Teena's accusation on one side, the organizational chart linking him to
Verdant on the other. He looked guilty. Even he could see that he
looked guilty, and he was one of the best poker faces in the Senate.
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"I need to make calls," he said. "Get me Bradley, get me Park, get
me the Majority Leader. And find out who leaked those documents. I
want names."

In another part of the Capitol, Senator Williams was holding an
impromptu press conference in a hallway.

"The American people deserve to know who is funding this
legislation," she said, surrounded by reporters and cameras. "If
corporations with a history of human rights abuses are pushing for
registration of American citizens, that's something the Senate should
investigate before we vote."

"Are you accusing Senator Morrison of corruption?"
"I'm calling for an investigation. That's what committees do when

serious questions are raised. Let the facts speak for themselves."
Lightfoot watched the press conference from the back of the

crowd, taking notes on his phone. He had been in Washington for three
days, covering the hearing, and he had never seen anything like the
past hour. The EleMenTs had done more than just testify—they had
detonated a bomb in the middle of the most powerful deliberative body
in the world.

His phone buzzed with a message from an unknown number. He
almost ignored it—he got dozens of tips and requests every day, most
of them worthless. But something made him open it.

Verdant is panicking. They've activated a crisis response
team—not lawyers, contractors. The girls should relocate before the
vote. Do not return to their hotel.

He stared at the message for a long moment. The number wasn't
one he recognized. The phrasing was terse, urgent, the kind of
language someone used when they were afraid of being caught.

He tried to call the number back. It rang once and disconnected.
He tried again—the number was already out of service.
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A warning from inside Verdant? Or a trap designed to make them
run into worse danger? He couldn't know. But he couldn't ignore it
either.

He pushed through the crowd toward the witness room, where he
knew the EleMenTs were waiting.

· · ·

The EleMenTs spent the recess in the witness room, surrounded by
lawyers and advisors who alternated between congratulating them and
warning them about the firestorm they had unleashed.

The story was already breaking across every news
platform—ELEMENTALS ACCUSE SENATE CHAIR OF
CORPORATE CORRUPTION—and the reactions were as polarized
as everything else in American politics. Supporters celebrated them as
brave truth-tellers willing to challenge power. Critics called them
reckless children playing games they didn't understand. And
somewhere in the middle, millions of people watched and tried to
decide what they believed.

The door burst open. Lightfoot pushed through, slightly out of
breath, holding up his phone.

"We need to talk. Now. Privately."
Okafor frowned. "Mr. Lightfoot, this is a privileged strategy

session—"
"I just received an anonymous warning. From inside Verdant, I

think. They're activating contractors. The message said the girls
shouldn't return to their hotel—that they need to relocate before the
vote."

The room went quiet. Cross moved immediately to the window,
scanning the street below. Teena felt her heart rate spike, the familiar
adrenaline of being hunted flooding back after a year of relative peace.

"Show me," Cross said.
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Lightfoot handed over his phone. Cross read the message, his
expression hardening.

"Could be legitimate. Could be an attempt to flush us into a less
secure location."

"What do we do?" Meen asked.
Okafor spoke first. "You're scheduled witnesses. The committee

expects you back tomorrow morning. If you disappear tonight,
Morrison will use it—claim you fled rather than face questioning, that
your accusations were fabrications."

"Better to be discredited than dead," Elle signed.
"We don't know the threat is real," Cross said, but his tone

suggested he believed it was. "The hotel has federal security now.
After your testimony, the Marshals upgraded protection. Any attack
there would be an attack on a federal security detail."

"Would that stop Verdant?"
Cross was silent for a moment. "No. But it would make them

more careful. More deniable." He turned to Elle. "Before we lock
down, I need you to scout escape routes. Check the building's air
currents—find us a way out that doesn't go through the lobby."

Elle nodded and slipped away. She returned fifteen minutes later,
signing to the others: There's an air shaft between our building and the
one next door. I felt the draft through a window at the end of our
hallway. If we need to leave fast, that's our exit.

"Good," Cross said. "I'll check the adjacent building tonight.
Make sure there's a path through." He turned to Teena. "Now we lock
down. Tonight, we sleep in shifts. Full-alert protocol."

"You think they'll actually try something?"
"I think someone inside Verdant is scared enough to warn us.

That means something is planned. Whether it happens tonight or
tomorrow or next week, we need to be ready."
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Teena nodded slowly. The instinct to run was strong—it had kept
them alive for years. But running now would cost them everything
they had built, everything they had risked to be here.

"We stay," she agreed. "But we stay ready."
It was the kind of preparation that had kept them alive for two

years. The kind that might keep them alive again.
"You've made a powerful enemy," Patricia Okafor said, once the

immediate crisis had been absorbed into their planning. "Morrison has
been in the Senate for thirty years. He has connections, influence, the
ability to make your lives very difficult."

"Our lives were already difficult," Teena said. "At least now
people know why."

"Do they? You've connected dots, but you haven't proven that the
connections mean anything. Verdant funded programs forty years ago.
Morrison receives legal campaign contributions. That's not evidence of
a conspiracy—it's evidence of normal political operations."

"Normal political operations that result in bills designed to track
and control people like me."

"The registration bill might be bad policy without being corrupt.
Plenty of bad policies get passed by well-meaning legislators who
genuinely believe they're protecting the public."

Meen spoke up. "It doesn't matter whether Morrison is corrupt or
just mistaken. What matters is that people are asking questions they
weren't asking before. They're looking at the bill differently, thinking
about who benefits if it passes. That's progress, even if we can't prove
anything."

Elle signed agreement. Tal, who had been silent through most of
the hearing, nodded slowly.

Each of the girls was processing the morning's events in her own
way. Teena felt the adrenaline still coursing through her system, the
heightened awareness that came from facing powerful people and
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refusing to back down. Elle was replaying the visual memory of
Morrison's face when the documents appeared on the screens—the
flash of recognition, the brief moment of genuine fear before the
political mask reasserted itself. Meen was analyzing the thermal
signatures she had sensed during the confrontation, the elevated heart
rates of committee members who hadn't expected their comfortable
hearing to become a courtroom drama. Tal was simply trying to
manage the sensory overload of the Capitol environment, the echoing
marble halls and the constant press of bodies and the water in pipes
that seemed to run everywhere, carrying whispers of conversations she
couldn't quite decipher.

"The bill might still pass," Okafor warned. "Your accusations
have galvanized opposition, but they've also galvanized supporters.
People who think you're dangerous now have evidence that you're
willing to attack respectable institutions."

"We're willing to tell the truth," Teena said. "If that makes us
dangerous, so be it."

A staff attorney looked up from her laptop. "Social media is going
insane. #VerdantGate is trending globally. There's already a Wikipedia
article about the morning's testimony, and people are adding sources
faster than the moderators can verify them."

"Is that good or bad?"
"Both. It means people are paying attention. It also means every

conspiracy theorist in the country is going to attach their pet theory to
this story. By tomorrow, half the internet will be claiming Verdant
caused the Kennedy assassination."

Cross had been on his phone continuously since the recess began,
working his contacts, gathering intelligence. Now he entered with
news.

"The hearing is resuming in ten minutes. But there's a
development—Senator Williams has called for an independent
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investigation into Verdant's involvement in anomalous individual
programs. Two other senators have joined her. Morrison is trying to
block it, but the motion has enough support to force a vote."

"That's good, isn't it?"
"It's something. An investigation takes months, maybe years. It

won't stop the registration bill from passing now. But it might create
enough doubt to delay the vote, give us more time to build
opposition."

"What's the vote count looking like?"
Cross hesitated. "Hard to say. Before this morning, the whip

count had Morrison at forty-eight confirmed, with enough undecideds
leaning his way to make passage likely. Now..." He shook his head.
"My sources are saying at least four of those confirmed votes are
reconsidering. Three more are refusing to take calls from Morrison's
office. The coalition isn't broken, but it's cracking."

"Then that's what we work toward. Delay now, defeat later."
Teena wheeled herself to the window, looking out at the Capitol

grounds below. Protesters had gathered on both sides of the issue, their
signs and chants visible even from this height. PROTECT OUR
CHILDREN, one side demanded. PROTECT OUR RIGHTS, the other
responded. The two groups were separated by police barriers and a
hundred feet of concrete, but their anger seemed to arc across the gap
like electricity.

She thought about what Okafor had said—that Morrison might be
mistaken rather than corrupt. It was possible. People convinced
themselves of terrible things all the time, justified atrocities through
good intentions, built systems of oppression while believing they were
creating safety. Morrison might genuinely believe that registration
would protect ordinary citizens from dangerous abilities. He might not
know, or might not care, about the history of such programs, about the
bodies buried in institutional graveyards, about the lives destroyed by
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systems that claimed to be helping.
But his intentions didn't matter. The bill's effects would be the

same regardless of why he supported it. People with abilities would be
tracked, monitored, controlled. Their freedom would be constrained by
bureaucrats who didn't understand them. And inevitably, some of them
would be hurt—by discrimination, by exposure, by the violence that
always followed when governments created lists of people to be
feared.

She couldn't let that happen. Not if there was anything she could
do to stop it.

"Teena?" Meen's voice was soft. "Are you okay?"
"I'm thinking about what happens if we lose."
"We won't lose."
"We might. Morrison has allies, resources, decades of political

experience. We have four teenage girls and some documents that
might not be enough to prove anything."

"We have more than that." Meen moved to stand beside her. "We
have the truth. We have each other. And we have something Morrison
doesn't have—we're not afraid to lose. He's been playing it safe his
whole career, building coalitions, making deals, never risking anything
real. We've risked everything just by being here."

It was true. They had nothing left to lose. Their old lives were
gone, their anonymity shattered, their futures permanently altered by
the choice to come forward. Win or lose, they could never go back to
being invisible foster kids in a Bronx group home.

That was their advantage. Morrison had a career to protect, a
legacy to preserve, relationships to maintain. They had only each
other, and no amount of political maneuvering could take that away.

The hearing resumed with visible tension between committee
members. Morrison had lost control of the room, his authority
undermined by the accusation and the investigation motion. Other
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senators were positioning themselves, calculating how best to navigate
a situation that had become politically treacherous.

The questioning that followed was different from the morning
session. Less hostile, more cautious. Senators who had been
aggressive were now hedging, worried about appearing to serve
corporate interests. Senators who had been sympathetic were now
emboldened, asking questions that highlighted the concerns Teena had
raised.

Senator Bradley tried to return to the attack, questioning whether
the documents were authentic, suggesting they might be fabrications
designed to discredit the committee. But his aggression fell flat—the
other senators seemed uncomfortable with his tone, and the gallery's
murmurs suggested the audience wasn't buying it either.

"Senator Bradley," Teena said calmly, "the documents I presented
were provided by a source with direct knowledge of Prometheus's
operations. I'm not asking you to take my word for their
authenticity—I'm asking you to investigate. If they're fake, an
investigation will prove that. If they're real, don't you think the
American people deserve to know before you vote on a bill that would
create similar systems?"

Bradley had no good answer. He yielded his remaining time.
By the time the day's session ended, the registration bill was in

serious trouble. Not defeated—there were still enough votes to pass it
if Morrison could hold his coalition together. But wounded, its
momentum stalled, its supporters suddenly defensive rather than
confident.

"What happens tomorrow?" Meen asked as they left the Capitol.
"More testimony," Cross said. "Other witnesses, experts,

advocates on both sides. The vote is scheduled for Friday. We have
two days to shift the balance."

"Can we do it?"
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"I don't know. But you've done something today that most people
thought was impossible—you've made a Senate committee doubt
itself. That's not nothing."

They drove back to their hotel through streets that were already
filling with protesters, people on both sides of the registration debate
gathering to make their voices heard. The EleMenTs watched them
pass, these strangers who had come to fight over a bill that would
determine the future of people they had never met.

"Whatever happens Friday," Teena said quietly, "we changed
something today. We made them see us differently."

"Is that enough?" Tal asked.
"I don't know. But it's more than we had yesterday."
The hotel lobby was chaos, journalists and supporters and

protesters all crowding for access. Security escorted them to their
rooms, where they finally collapsed, exhausted by a day that had asked
everything of them.

But they had survived. They had fought. And they still had two
days to find a way to win.

· · ·

End of Chapter 10
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Chapter 11

Others Come Forward

They came from everywhere.
In the hours after the hearing—and into the next day, as the

committee took testimony from scientists and legal
experts—something else was happening across the country. People
with anomalous abilities—people who had been hiding for years,
decades, their entire lives—were stepping forward.

It started with a video. A woman in Oregon, forty-three years old,
demonstrating the ability to make plants grow at visible speed. Her
name was Margaret Nakamura, a community college biology professor
who had hidden this gift since childhood, terrified of being
institutionalized like her grandmother had been. In her video, she sat in
a sunlit kitchen, a wilted houseplant in front of her, and explained what
she was about to do.

"I've been afraid my whole life," she said, her voice steady but her
hands trembling. "Afraid that if anyone found out what I could do,
they would take me away. Lock me up. Study me like a lab rat." She
paused, touched the plant's browning leaves. "But yesterday I watched
four teenage girls tell the United States Senate that they weren't going
to hide anymore. And I thought—if they can be that brave, maybe I
can too."

She closed her eyes, placed both hands around the pot, and the
plant transformed. Brown leaves turned green. Wilted stems
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straightened. Buds appeared, opened, became flowers—all in the space
of thirty seconds.

When she opened her eyes, she was crying.
"I'm not dangerous," she said to the camera. "I grow things. That's

all I do. And I'm done pretending I don't."
Her video went viral within hours. By evening, there were dozens

more.
A man in Florida named Robert Delgado, fifty-seven years old,

who could see electromagnetic fields. In his video, he walked through
his neighborhood pointing out things no one else could perceive—the
invisible pulse of Wi-Fi networks, the ghostly glow of power lines, the
subtle flicker of cell phones in people's pockets. "I spent thirty years as
an electrician," he said. "People thought I was just really good at my
job. Turns out I was cheating."

A teenager in Michigan named Aisha Patel, sixteen years old,
who could sense the emotional states of people around her. She made
her video with her parents beside her, their support obvious in how
they held her hands. "I've been diagnosed with anxiety, depression,
social phobia," she said. "Turns out I was just feeling everyone else's
emotions on top of my own. I'm not mentally ill. I'm mentally
different."

An elderly couple in New Mexico—Samuel and Rosa Martinez,
married fifty-two years—who had kept each other's secrets for half a
century. He could predict earthquakes up to six hours before they
happened. She could heal minor injuries with a touch. In their video,
Samuel wrapped his arthritic hands around Rosa's and she
concentrated, and the swelling in his knuckles visibly reduced.

"We never told anyone," Rosa said. "Not our children, not our
grandchildren. We were afraid of what would happen. But these
girls—these brave, beautiful girls—they showed us that fear doesn't
have to win."
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A construction worker in Texas who could reinforce concrete
with his mind, making structures stronger than any engineering could
achieve. A nurse in Massachusetts who could feel illnesses in patients
before any symptoms appeared. A chef in Louisiana who could control
temperature so precisely that he had never burned a dish in forty years
of cooking.

They weren't all as dramatic as the EleMenTs. Many had abilities
that were subtle, ambiguous, things that skeptics could dismiss as
coincidence or self-deception. But they were coming forward anyway,
adding their voices to a chorus that was growing by the hour.

Some of the videos were heartbreaking.
A woman in Montana who had been institutionalized for a decade

because her ability to hear radio frequencies was diagnosed as
schizophrenia. She stood outside the hospital that had held her, now
free after a court finally accepted that she wasn't hallucinating—she
was perceiving something real that others couldn't detect.

A man in Ohio who had lost his children in a custody battle
because his ex-wife's lawyers argued that his ability to influence
weather made him dangerous. He had spent five years without contact,
proving his stability, before finally getting supervised visits. Now he
stood in his backyard, making it rain in a perfect circle around himself,
and said simply: "I'm not a threat to my kids. I never was."

A teenager in Arizona who had been forced into conversion
therapy because her parents believed her ability to communicate with
animals was demonic possession. She sat with her cat in her lap and
translated its thoughts in real time—a running commentary of
contentment, curiosity, and the hope for treats.

"It's not just America," Lightfoot reported, showing them his
tablet. "Videos from Brazil, from Japan, from a dozen European
countries. People who have been hiding their whole lives, suddenly
deciding they're done hiding."
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"The hearing triggered this," Meen said.
"You triggered this. You showed them they weren't alone. You

showed them what was possible."
Teena watched the videos with something between pride and

terror. These people were making themselves vulnerable because of
what she and her friends had done. If the registration bill passed, if the
backlash turned violent, these people would suffer for their courage.

"We have to win now," she said. "We can't let them down."
"How? The committee vote is in less than forty-eight hours.

Morrison is scrambling to hold his coalition together, but he still has
the votes."

"Then we change the votes."
Elle signed: We can't lobby senators. We're witnesses, not

advocates.
"We can't officially lobby them. But we can talk to the people

who can. The newly revealed individuals, the advocacy groups,
everyone who's watching this unfold. If we can coordinate them, focus
their energy on the persuadable senators..."

"That's a massive undertaking for two days," Cross warned.
"Then we'd better start."
They spent the night building something new. Not a formal

organization—there was no time for that—but a network of
connections, a system for coordinating the suddenly visible
community of people with anomalous abilities.

Tal's water sense had limits—she couldn't communicate across
continents or send detailed messages through pipes the way she sensed
through them. But she could do something almost as valuable: she
could feel other water-sensitive individuals through the connected
systems of the city's infrastructure, could send simple pulses and
signals to those who knew to listen. It was exhausting work, each
connection requiring intense focus, each signal leaving her with the
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low-grade headache that came from pushing her abilities too far. By
midnight, she had reached out to the eleven other water-gifted people
in the D.C. area, and they had reached out to others through more
conventional means—encrypted phones, Signal groups, word of
mouth through the emerging network.

Meen used her analytical mind to identify the most persuadable
senators, mapping their donors, their constituencies, their political
vulnerabilities. Elle monitored communications, tracking the response
to the hearing, identifying allies and threats. Teena coordinated it all,
her practical mind organizing chaos into something that resembled a
plan.

By morning, they had contact with over three hundred newly
revealed individuals across forty-two states. Each one was asked to
reach out to their senators, to tell their stories, to make the human cost
of registration impossible to ignore.

The response was overwhelming. Senators' offices were flooded
with calls. Constituent meetings that had been routine became
confrontations. The comfortable assumption that registration would
pass without serious opposition crumbled as the people most affected
made their voices heard.

Margaret Nakamura, the Oregon professor who had started it all,
was invited to testify before a state legislature. Robert Delgado
appeared on morning television, demonstrating his ability while a
physicist tried and failed to explain it. Aisha Patel spoke at her high
school assembly, and three other students came forward with their own
hidden abilities before the day was over.

The movement had a name now—they called it "the
Revealing"—and it was growing faster than anyone could track.

"Senator Vasquez switched," Cross reported on Thursday
morning. "She announced she's voting against the bill. Said she
couldn't support legislation that would criminalize people for
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existing."
"That's one," Teena said. "How many more do we need?"
"Three, to tie it on the Senate floor. Four to defeat it outright.

Morrison's coalition is fracturing, but he's fighting hard to hold it
together."

Three more. In one day.
It seemed impossible. But then, everything they had

accomplished had seemed impossible at the time.
"Keep pushing," Teena said. "Every story, every contact, every

voice. We make them see us as people, not threats. We make them
understand that this bill hurts real human beings."

They pushed. And the world—slowly, reluctantly, but
inevitably—began to listen.

· · ·

End of Chapter 11
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Chapter 12

Verdant Strikes

The attack came on Thursday night, twelve hours before the scheduled
vote.

Teena was in her hotel room reviewing her notes for the next day
when she felt it—not a tremor this time, but an unnatural stillness. The
building's HVAC had stopped. The elevator machinery had gone quiet.
The subtle vibrations that every occupied structure
produces—footsteps, closing doors, the hum of electrical
systems—had all ceased at once, as if the hotel had been unplugged
from the world. She had learned to trust her instincts over the past two
years. They had saved her life more than once.

She reached for her phone to text the others. No signal. The
screen showed full bars but nothing would send.

"Get out," she said to herself, already moving toward the door.
"Everyone out now."

She wheeled herself into the hallway just as the air began to smell
wrong—sweet and chemical, with an undertone of something that
made her eyes water. From the stairwell came the sound of boots,
coordinated footsteps moving in formation. From the elevator came
the hum of ascending cars.

Elle appeared from her room, signing frantically: Gas through the
vents. I felt the pressure change. They're pumping something into the
building.
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"Below us," Tal said, emerging with water already swirling
around her hands. "I can feel people in the basement. A lot of them.
And something blocking the pipes—they've sealed the water mains."

Meen stumbled out last, her hand over her mouth. "The heat
signatures—there are at least thirty people in this building who weren't
here an hour ago. Some dressed as hotel staff, some in tactical gear.
They're on every floor." She paused, processing. "Our floor is almost
empty now. The other guests—they must have been evacuated. Some
kind of emergency drill or fire alarm. This whole section is just us and
them."

"The Marshals," Teena said. "Where are the Marshals?"
Meen's face went pale. "I felt them earlier—two floors down,

monitoring the lobby and main entrance. They're not there now. The
alarm must have pulled them outside with everyone else. Or..." She
stopped. She didn't have to finish the thought.

This wasn't a raid. This was an extraction
operation—professional, coordinated, designed to take them before
anyone knew they were gone. No sirens, no helicopters, no public
spectacle that would draw attention. Just gas and boots and silence.

"They've jammed our communications," Teena said, putting the
pieces together. "Sealed the water systems. Probably cut the security
cameras too. This is meant to look like we disappeared."

Elle's hands moved rapidly: The fire stairs. They can't have
blocked everything.

They moved as a unit, Teena in her chair with Elle pushing from
behind while Tal and Meen flanked them. The emergency stairwell
door was thirty feet away. Twenty. Ten.

The door burst open before they reached it.
Six operatives in black tactical gear flooded the hallway, their

faces hidden behind gas masks, their weapons raised. They weren't
police—the gear was wrong, the formation was wrong, and there were
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no badges, no identification, nothing that would connect them to any
legitimate authority.

"Down on the ground," the lead operative ordered, his voice
muffled by the mask. "Hands where we can see them. Any use of
abilities will be met with lethal force."

Tal stepped forward, water coiling around her arms like living
rope. "You're not law enforcement. You have no authority here."

"We have orders. That's all the authority we need."
Behind them, more operatives emerged from the elevator. They

were surrounded, trapped in the hallway with gas still seeping through
the vents and enemies closing from both directions.

Meen suddenly doubled over, coughing. "The gas—it's affecting
my concentration. I can't—"

It was a sedative, Teena realized. Something designed to disrupt
focus, to make it impossible to use abilities that required precision
control. Standard extraction protocol for targets with unusual
capabilities.

"We need to go up," she said. "Tal, can you shield us from the
gas?"

"I can try." Tal pulled moisture from the air, creating a thin
barrier of water around each of them—not much, but enough to filter
the worst of the chemicals. "It won't hold long."

"It doesn't need to."
Teena slammed her palms against the floor. The building

shuddered. The ceiling above the lead operative cracked, chunks of
plaster raining down, forcing him to dive backward. The other
operatives scattered, their formation broken.

"Now!"
They ran—or in Teena's case, rolled—toward the far end of the

hallway, away from both stairwells, toward the window at the
corridor's end. Behind them, the operatives recovered and gave chase,
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but Teena kept the ceiling crumbling in their wake, creating barriers of
debris that slowed pursuit.

"The window leads to an air shaft," Elle signed. "I scouted it after
Lightfoot's warning. It connects to the building next door—Cross
confirmed there's a path through."

"Can you get us across?"
Elle's answer was to shatter the window with a concentrated blast

of wind and leap through into darkness.
Teena's heart stopped—then restarted when she saw Elle

suspended in the air shaft, held aloft by currents she controlled,
reaching back toward them.

"One at a time," Elle signed. "Trust me."
Meen went first, letting Elle's wind carry her across the gap to the

access door on the far side. Tal followed, her water shield dissolving
as she flew.

That left Teena, in her wheelchair, at a window that opened onto a
fifty-foot drop.

"I can't—" she started.
"You can." Elle's wind wrapped around her, lifting her, chair and

all. "I've got you."
The strain showed immediately. A modern power wheelchair

weighed over three hundred pounds, plus Teena's body
weight—nearly four hundred pounds of mass that Elle had to move
through a confined space using nothing but air currents. Elle's face
contorted with effort, veins standing out on her neck, her hands
trembling as she directed the wind. The chair scraped against the sides
of the shaft, metal shrieking against concrete, tilting dangerously
before Elle corrected.

And then Teena was flying, the cold night air rushing past, the
ground impossibly far below, supported by nothing but trust and the
power of her friend. Three seconds that felt like three hours, and then
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she was through the access door, crashing into Meen and Tal, all of
them tumbling onto the dusty floor of what appeared to be an
abandoned office building.

Elle collapsed against the wall, gasping, her entire body shaking
from the exertion. Moving the others had been easy compared to this.
Moving Teena had pushed her to her absolute limits.

"I've got you," Meen said, steadying Elle while Tal helped Teena
right her chair. "You did it. We're through."

Behind them, the operatives reached the window too late. They
couldn't follow—not through the air, not without Elle's abilities.

"They'll find another way," Tal said, already moving. "We need
to keep going."

The building next door was empty, scheduled for renovation, its
hallways dark and its stairs intact. They descended as quickly as
Teena's chair would allow, Meen providing thermal reconnaissance
while Tal tracked the water in nearby pipes to detect any pursuit.

They emerged through a loading dock into an alley behind the
hotel. No operatives here—the extraction team had focused on the
hotel itself, not expecting their targets to simply leave the building
through an adjacent structure.

Cross was waiting two blocks away, in a parking garage he had
scouted as a fallback position. His face was pale when he saw them.

"I lost your signals. I thought—"
"We're okay," Teena said, though she wasn't sure that was true.

Her arms ached from the chair's rapid descent, and the sedative gas
had left her feeling foggy and slow. "But they almost had us. It was
professional, coordinated—"

"Verdant?"
"Who else has those resources? Who else would care enough to

try?"
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They drove through the night, switching cars twice, doubling
back through neighborhoods to shake any pursuit. By the time they
reached the safe house—a cabin thirty miles outside the city that Cross
had arranged through contacts who didn't ask questions—it was nearly
3 AM.

"We need to document everything," Teena said, forcing herself to
focus despite the exhaustion. "The timing, the tactics, the gas they
used. Someone will connect this to Verdant—the contractors, the
equipment suppliers, the shell companies that paid for all of it. We just
need to give investigators a place to start."

"And tomorrow?" Meen asked. "The vote is in twelve hours."
"Tomorrow we show up. We testify. We make them see that this

is what registration leads to—not public safety, but private armies
hunting teenagers in their hotel rooms."

Verdant had struck. But unlike a helicopter assault with logos and
bullhorns, this stealth extraction had been designed for deniability. The
operatives had worn no insignia. The gas would dissipate. The hotel's
security systems had been professionally disabled, leaving no footage.

If the EleMenTs had been captured, they would have simply
vanished—four teenage girls who disappeared between one day and
the next, their testimony never delivered, their movement left
leaderless.

Instead, they had escaped. And now they had a story to tell.

· · ·

Senator James Morrison watched the news coverage alone in his study,
a glass of bourbon untouched on the desk beside him.

The hotel incident was being reported as a "security
disturbance"—hotel spokesperson citing a gas leak, police declining to
comment on an ongoing investigation. But Morrison had received
other reports through unofficial channels. Reports of contractors being
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arrested at a staging location outside the city. Reports of equipment
with serial numbers traced to subsidiaries of subsidiaries of companies
that Morrison recognized.

Verdant. It had to be Verdant.
He had taken money from Verdant subsidiaries. He had met with

their lobbyists, had incorporated their talking points into his speeches,
had allowed them to shape the registration bill in ways he told himself
were reasonable security precautions. He had believed—or told
himself he believed—that the bill was about public safety, about
protecting ordinary citizens from powers they couldn't understand.

But this wasn't public safety. This was a corporation attempting to
kidnap children to prevent them from testifying.

His phone buzzed with messages from colleagues. Some were
panicked, seeking reassurance that the registration bill wasn't
connected to whatever had happened at the hotel. Others were defiant,
insisting that any investigation would prove the EleMenTs had staged
the incident themselves. None of them seemed to understand what
Morrison was beginning to understand: that he had been used.

He had spent thirty years in the Senate building a reputation for
principled conservatism. Limited government. Individual liberty.
Protection from federal overreach. And here he was, championing a
bill that would create exactly the kind of surveillance state he had
spent his career opposing—all because he had allowed fear to override
his principles.

The fear was real. That part he didn't regret. People with abilities
that could crack concrete, generate fire, manipulate water—they were
genuinely dangerous. The flooding in Brooklyn had displaced
hundreds of families. The property damage from various incidents ran
into the tens of millions. A responsible government had to address
these concerns.
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But was registration the answer? Was surveillance? Was treating
every person with abilities as a potential threat, regardless of their
actual behavior?

He thought about his granddaughter, born with a heart condition
that required three surgeries before she was five. If she had been born
with abilities instead of a damaged heart, the registration bill would
have required her to be monitored, restricted, treated as a danger. The
same little girl who collected seashells and cried during sad movies
would have been labeled a threat to national security.

The comparison wasn't fair, perhaps. His granddaughter couldn't
move wind or crack stone. But the principle was the same: judging
people for what they might do rather than what they had done.

He poured the bourbon down the sink and went to bed.
Tomorrow, he would need all his faculties to navigate whatever came
next.

He didn't know yet what he would do. But he knew, for the first
time, that he had to choose: the bill, or his conscience.

He wasn't sure which would win.

· · ·

End of Chapter 12
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Chapter 13

The Vote

The news of the hotel incident broke before dawn, but not in the way
Verdant had planned.

The hotel's official statement cited a "gas leak" and "electrical
malfunction." But the four teenage girls who had been staying there
had a different story—one that included armed operatives in tactical
gear, sedative gas pumped through ventilation systems, and a
coordinated extraction attempt that had only failed because its targets
had escaped through an adjacent building.

Within hours, investigators began finding the threads that
connected the incident to Verdant Agricultural Holdings.

The gas used in the ventilation system was a proprietary sedative
developed by a Verdant pharmaceutical subsidiary. The tactical gear
worn by the operatives had been purchased through shell companies
that traced back to Verdant's security division. The contractors
themselves, when arrested at a staging location outside the city, carried
encrypted phones with communications that led straight to Verdant's
crisis management team.

By 6 AM, FBI agents had surrounded Verdant's Washington
offices. By 8 AM, the Department of Justice announced an emergency
investigation into what the Attorney General called "an attempted
corporate kidnapping of American citizens."
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Verdant's CEO issued a statement claiming the operation had
been conducted by "rogue elements" without corporate authorization.
The claim might have held if investigators hadn't found the
authorization signatures—three executives who had approved funding,
logistics, and operational parameters for what internal documents
called "the Washington retrieval."

The arrests were swift and damning. Seventeen contractors taken
into custody at staging locations across the metropolitan area. Three
Verdant executives arrested at their homes before their morning
coffee. More indictments promised as the investigation expanded.

The President addressed the nation at 8:30 AM, his anger barely
contained behind diplomatic language. "No American corporation has
the right to conduct paramilitary operations against American
citizens," he said. "The individuals responsible for this outrage will be
prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. And the companies that
enabled them will face consequences that reflect the severity of their
actions."

It was, as Lightfoot would later write, the moment when the
registration debate stopped being abstract. The same corporations that
had funded the bill had just demonstrated, in the most dramatic way
possible, what they intended to do with the power registration would
give them.

"Five senators have switched their votes," Cross reported as they
gathered in a safe house arranged by Lightfoot's network. The girls
were exhausted, still shaken from the previous night's escape, but the
news energized them. "Including two who were solid supporters of the
bill. They're calling it 'the hotel incident' and saying they can't support
legislation backed by an organization willing to do this."

"That's enough," Meen calculated. "If the full Senate voted today,
the bill would fail by two votes."

"The committee vote is today. In four hours."
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They had done it. Against all odds, against every expectation,
they had built enough opposition to defeat the registration bill.

But Teena couldn't celebrate. Not yet.
"Morrison will try something," she said. "He won't let this go

without a fight. He has too much invested, too many promises to
keep."

"What can he do? The votes aren't there."
"I don't know. But we should be there when he tries. We should

be in that room when the vote happens."
They arrived at the Capitol to find an even larger crowd than the

day before, protesters on both sides of the issue filling the streets, their
voices raised in competing chants. Security was dramatically
tighter—additional Capitol Police units had been deployed, and every
entrance was being screened with unusual thoroughness.

The hearing room was standing room only when the session
began. Morrison looked haggard, aged by the events of the past few
days, but his eyes still burned with determination.

"Before we proceed to the vote," he announced, "I have a motion
to present. Given the events of last night and the ongoing security
concerns, I move that we postpone the vote on the registration bill for
sixty days, to allow for a full investigation into the circumstances."

The room erupted. Postponement was a tactic—a way to let
outrage fade, to rebuild the coalition that had fractured, to find new
ways to pressure wavering senators. If Morrison got his delay, the bill
might still pass. Nothing would be settled.

"Point of order," Senator Williams rose. "The chair is attempting
to pass this motion by unanimous consent. I object—I demand a
recorded vote."

"The objection is noted," Morrison said, his tone clipped. "We
will proceed to a roll-call vote on the motion to postpone."
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The vote was close—ten in favor of postponement, five opposed.
The motion passed, and suddenly the victory they had fought for was
slipping away.

"We can't let this stand," Teena whispered to the others.
"What can we do? The committee has voted."
"The committee voted to delay. But the full Senate hasn't. If we

can get a floor vote before the sixty days, if we can force the bill to the
Senate without committee approval..."

"That's not how this works—"
"It's how this can work. The full Senate can still force a vote if

enough members demand it. We need thirty senators to publicly
commit to bringing the bill to the floor. That kind of pressure can
override a committee delay."

"Do we have thirty?"
"We have two days to find out."
The hearing ended without resolution, the registration bill neither

passed nor defeated, lingering in procedural limbo while both sides
scrambled for position.

But the EleMenTs weren't done fighting. They had come too far,
sacrificed too much, to let a procedural maneuver steal their victory.

Thirty senators. Two days. Another impossible goal.
But they were getting used to achieving the impossible.

· · ·

End of Chapter 13
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Chapter 14

The Community

They called it the Gathering.
Within forty-eight hours of the committee vote, over two hundred

people with anomalous abilities had converged on Washington. They
came from across the country, from across the world—the newly
revealed and the long-hidden, the powerful and the subtle, all of them
drawn by the same impulse that had brought the EleMenTs to this
moment.

They met in a park near the Mall, far enough from the Capitol to
avoid security concerns but close enough that their presence was
unmistakable. Television cameras captured the scene—hundreds of
people demonstrating abilities that had been hidden for generations,
making visible a community that the world had never known existed.

A woman made flowers bloom in the November chill. A man
bent light around his hand, creating rainbows without rain. A teenager
lifted water from a fountain and sculpted it into shapes that defied
physics.

"This is what they want to register," Teena told the assembled
crowd, her voice amplified by speakers that Elle had positioned with
wind-precise acoustics. "This is what they want to control. Human
beings, using gifts we didn't choose, trying to live our lives in peace."

The crowd roared approval.
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"The registration bill isn't dead. It's been delayed, postponed by
politicians who want to wait until we stop watching, until the outrage
fades, until they can pass it quietly without anyone noticing. We can't
let that happen."

More cheers.
"We need thirty senators to publicly commit to bringing this bill

to a floor vote where it can be defeated. We need those commitments
by tomorrow, or the delay becomes permanent, and eventually they'll
find a way to pass it quietly. Can you help us get those commitments?"

The response was overwhelming. Within hours, every senator in
Washington had received visits from constituents with anomalous
abilities, people telling their stories, showing their gifts, making the
human case against registration impossible to ignore.

The EleMenTs worked continuously, coordinating the effort,
directing the pressure where it would do the most good. Elle monitored
communications, tracking which senators were wavering. Meen
analyzed voting patterns, identifying opportunities. Tal coordinated
with the other water-sensitive individuals in the city, sending
Morse-like vibrations through connected pipes—not words, just coded
pulses that meant here or move or safe. The effort exhausted her, left
her with splitting headaches, but it couldn't be intercepted. Teena made
strategic decisions, deploying their forces like pieces on a chessboard.

By midnight, they had twenty-two signatures.
By noon the next day, they had twenty-seven.
But the final three proved elusive. Conservative senators who

opposed the bill on civil liberties grounds but feared political backlash
if they sided with "the elementals." Moderate Democrats who
sympathized but worried about appearing soft on security. Politicians
caught between conscience and calculation, unable to choose.

"We're running out of time," Cross reported. "The Senate
adjourns in six hours. If we don't have thirty public commitments by
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then, the pressure campaign fails."
"Then we make a final push," Teena said. "We go ourselves. The

four of us, to the three senators we need. We make the case in person,
one last time."

"That's risky. Security is heightened after the hotel attack. You
could be detained, prevented from reaching them."

"Then we don't use conventional means."
They split up, each taking one of the remaining senators. The

approach would be different this time—not infiltration, not coercion,
but demonstration. They would show these senators what control
looked like, what precision meant, what people with abilities could do
when they chose to help rather than harm.

"No breaking in," Teena emphasized. "We keep the moral high
ground. We show them we're citizens, not criminals."

· · ·

Tal found Senator Reeves in her office by following the water through
the Capitol's ancient plumbing. She couldn't see through the
pipes—her ability didn't work that way—but she could feel presences
through humidity, through the moisture in breath and skin, through the
subtle disturbances that human bodies created in the water vapor
around them. Senator Reeves was alone, working late, the air in her
office slightly more humid from her exhalations.

Tal stood in the hallway outside the Senator's office, having
entered through the front door like any other citizen. The Capitol was
open to the public during business hours, and she had every right to be
there.

She focused on the water vapor in Reeves's office—the moisture
in the air, the condensation on the window glass, the trace humidity
that clung to every surface. With careful, precise manipulation, she
pulled moisture from the air and deposited it on the inside of Reeves's
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window.
Letters formed in condensation, visible from inside the office:

SENATOR REEVES. I'M IN THE HALLWAY. I CAN WRITE ON
YOUR WINDOWS WITHOUT ENTERING YOUR OFFICE. THE
REGISTRATION BILL WON'T STOP PEOPLE LIKE ME. PLEASE
COME TALK.

She heard movement inside—a chair pushing back, footsteps
approaching. A moment later, the office door opened.

Senator Reeves stood there, reading glasses in hand, her
expression a mixture of annoyance and curiosity. "You're the water
one."

"Talia Venkataraman. Yes."
"That's a neat trick." Reeves glanced back at her window, where

the condensation message was already fading. "Not subtle, but neat."
"I wanted to demonstrate something. I can affect the water in your

office without being in your office. Security can't stop that. Metal
detectors can't stop that. Registration can't stop that. The only thing
that stops me from doing something harmful is my choice not to."

"And you're choosing not to."
"I'm choosing to ask for a conversation instead."
Reeves considered her for a long moment. The fluorescent lights

in the hallway hummed at a frequency that made Tal's teeth ache, and
the overlapping sounds from other offices—phones ringing, keyboards
clicking, distant conversations—created a constant pressure against
her concentration. But she had learned to manage such sensations, to
file them away in a mental category labeled "tolerable discomfort."

"You could have broken in," Reeves said. "Why didn't you?"
"Because I'm asking you to treat us as citizens, not threats. That

argument is weaker if I commit a federal crime to make it."
The Senator almost smiled. "Come in. You've earned five

minutes."



96

Inside the office, Tal made her case—the same case she had made
a hundred times, but tailored to this audience. Reeves was a civil
libertarian who had opposed surveillance expansion for her entire
career. She didn't need to be convinced that registration was wrong.
She needed to be convinced that supporting the floor vote was worth
the political cost.

"I have constituents who are afraid," Reeves said. "Making that
commitment makes me the Senator who sided with people who can
write on windows from outside, who can do things that make normal
Americans nervous."

"You have constituents who are hiding." Tal's voice was flat,
uninflected, the way it got when she was concentrating on saying
exactly what she meant. "People like me, in Colorado, who have spent
their whole lives pretending to be normal because the alternative was
institutionalization. Those are your constituents too. They're just
invisible."

"Everyone is invisible until they're not."
"Then let us be visible. Make the commitment. Force the vote.

Let the Senate decide in the open, where everyone can see."
Reeves reached for a notepad on her desk and wrote a brief

statement—a public commitment to support bringing the registration
bill to a floor vote.

"I want to be clear," she said as she handed it over. "I'm doing this
because I believe in civil liberties. Not because a teenager
demonstrated she could make my windows fog up."

"That's the only reason I would want you to do it."

· · ·

Elle found Senator Thompson in the Capitol gym, where she had
known he would be. She had felt the air currents through the building's
ventilation system, tracking movement and heat, sensing where people
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gathered and where they were alone.
She didn't enter through the ducts. She walked through the front

door.
Thompson was on a treadmill, running at a pace that suggested

stress relief rather than exercise. Elle approached within his line of
sight, then held up her phone with a pre-typed message: Senator
Thompson. I can deliver a note to your hand from across the room.
May I demonstrate?

He slowed the treadmill, reading the screen. After a moment's
consideration, he nodded.

Only then—only with his permission—did Elle pull a folded
piece of paper from her pocket and let it go.

The paper should have fallen to the ground. Instead, it caught a
current of air that Elle controlled, riding invisible eddies across the
twenty feet that separated them. It rose, dipped, swirled around a
support pillar, and landed precisely in Thompson's outstretched hand.

He unfolded it. The note read: I could have dropped this in your
coffee. In your lap. In your briefcase while you weren't looking.
Registration won't change that. The only thing that protects you is my
choice not to harm you.

Thompson stepped off the treadmill, toweling sweat from his
face. "That's quite a demonstration."

Elle handed him her phone with her response already typed:
You've said you believe in limited government. The registration bill
creates unlimited government surveillance of a minority population.
Commit to the floor vote.

"You're very direct."
I'm Deaf. I don't have time for small talk.
Thompson laughed despite himself. "Fair enough." He considered

for thirty seconds that felt like thirty minutes. "All right. I'll make a
public statement within the hour. You'll have your floor vote."
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Thank you.
"Don't thank me yet. Morrison's going to make this very

unpleasant for everyone who signed."
We're used to unpleasant.

· · ·

Meen's approach to Senator Collins was the most delicate—and the
least successful.

She found his office by its thermal signature, tracking the heat of
bodies and electronics through the Capitol's walls. She didn't enter
uninvited. Instead, she waited in the hallway until one of his staffers
emerged.

"Excuse me," she said. "I'm here to see Senator Collins. I don't
have an appointment, but I think he'll want to see me."

The staffer looked her over—a small blind teenager in modest
clothes, clearly not a lobbyist or donor. "The Senator is very busy. If
you'd like to leave a message—"

"Tell him that Meen Shen is here. Tell him I can feel that his
coffee has gone cold, and I'd be happy to warm it for him from out
here if he'd like."

The staffer blinked. "I'm sorry?"
Meen extended her thermal awareness into the office. She could

feel the Senator at his desk, the warmth of his body, the electronics
generating heat around him. And yes, the coffee cup on his desk, its
contents lukewarm and stagnant.

She focused, carefully raising the temperature of the liquid by
twenty degrees.

Inside the office, Collins suddenly looked at his coffee cup. She
couldn't see his expression, but she could feel his startle response—the
slight spike in body temperature that came with surprise.

A moment later, his door opened. "Let her in."
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Collins was staring at his coffee when she entered, guided by a
staffer who clearly didn't know what to make of her. The office was
crowded with aides managing the flood of constituent calls.

"You warmed my coffee," Collins said. "From the hallway."
"I wanted to demonstrate something. I can affect heat at a

distance. I can warm things that are cold, cool things that are hot.
Security can't detect that. Registration won't prevent it. But I could
have used that ability to help your staffer in the outer office—the one
running a low fever who's trying to hide it because she can't afford to
miss work."

Collins's eyes flicked to the outer office. "Which one?"
"The young woman with the red hair. Ninety-nine point two

degrees, probably a mild infection. I could help if she wanted."
"You could also hurt."
"I could. I choose not to. That's the point."
Collins dismissed his staffers, leaving them alone. "You want me

to commit to the floor vote."
"I want you to stand up for what you believe."
"What I believe is complicated. I believe the bill is wrong. I also

believe that my state isn't ready to hear that from me. If I sign, I lose
my seat."

"And if you don't sign? What does that cost?"
Collins was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice

was heavy with regret.
"Three months ago, a man in my state used some kind of

ability—we still don't know what exactly—to rob four banks in a
single afternoon. He got away with two million dollars. They caught
him eventually, but not before my opponent started running ads about
how I was 'soft on elemental crime.' Those ads are polling at seventy
percent favorable. Seventy percent."

"One criminal doesn't—"
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"One criminal is all it takes. One criminal becomes 'the elemental
threat.' One crime becomes a pattern. I can't afford to be the senator
who sided with you the month after my state got robbed by someone
like you."

"I'm not like him."
"I know that. But my voters don't. They see a teenager who can

heat coffee from across the room and they think about what that means
for their safety, their children, their lives. They're not bad people.
They're afraid. And I can't afford to make them more afraid of me than
they already are of you."

Meen could hear the truth in his voice—the genuine shame, the
sincere regret. He meant what he said. He simply didn't have the
courage to act on what he knew was right.

She left through the door she had entered, carrying something
heavier than disappointment.

In the hallway, walking toward the exit, she turned the encounter
over in her analytical mind. They had prepared for hostility, for
ignorance, for the kind of fear that made people see monsters where
there were only children. But Collins hadn't been afraid of her. He had
been afraid of voters, of donors, of the machinery of his own career.

Fear wasn't the only enemy. Ambition was an enemy too.
Self-preservation. The calculation that said principles were expendable
when elections were at stake. You couldn't warm someone's coffee and
change that. You couldn't demonstrate control and make someone
brave.

It was, she realized, a lesson she would need to remember. The
fight ahead wouldn't just be against people who hated them. It would
also be against people who agreed with them but lacked the courage to
say so.

· · ·
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Two senators. Two signatures. Twenty-nine of the thirty they needed.
Tal and Elle converged on Cross's location, each carrying proof

of their success. Meen arrived last, her expression tight with
frustration.

"Collins refused," she reported. "He agreed with everything I said
and refused anyway."

"That's politics," Cross said, his voice grim. "Conviction without
courage."

"One more," Elle signed. "Where's Teena?"
Cross checked his phone. "Still in the building. She hasn't

reported in."
"She went to Morrison," Meen said. "Didn't she?"
"That's what her last message said."
Elle signed: Morrison will never sign. He sponsored the bill.
"Maybe she's not trying to get him to sign," Tal said. "Maybe

she's trying something else."
They waited, watching the clock, knowing that the Senate would

adjourn in less than two hours and that everything they had built could
collapse if they couldn't find one more signature—or if Teena could
convince the bill's biggest champion to change the game entirely.

· · ·

And Teena went through the front door.
She was the most recognizable, the least able to move undetected.

But she was also the most experienced at facing opposition, the one
who had testified before the committee, the one who had accused
Morrison of corruption on national television.

If anyone could convince a reluctant senator, it was her.
She approached Senator Morrison's office.
Not one of the three they were targeting, but the man at the center

of everything, the committee chair who had championed the
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registration bill, the politician whose entire career was invested in its
passage.

If she could change his mind, nothing else would matter.
She wheeled herself through the corridor, past security that

recognized her and hesitated, uncertain whether to stop her or let her
pass.

"I want to see Senator Morrison," she said. "Tell him Christina
Okonkwo is here, and I'm not leaving until we talk."

· · ·

End of Chapter 14
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Part Three

Resolution
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Chapter 15

Morrison's Choice

Senator Morrison kept her waiting for an hour.
Teena sat in the outer office, surrounded by staffers who watched

her with expressions ranging from curiosity to hostility. They knew
who she was, knew what she had done, knew that their boss's political
future had been severely damaged by her testimony.

She used the time to observe. The office walls displayed
Morrison's career in photographs: shaking hands with three different
presidents, standing at podiums, surrounded by constituents. There
were also family photos—a wife, grown children, grandchildren. In
one, a young girl held a seashell, grinning at the camera.

Finally, the inner door opened.
"Five minutes," Morrison said. "That's all you get."
He looked different than he had in the hearing room. Older. Tired.

The blazing certainty that had animated him during the testimony had
dimmed, replaced by something more complicated.

His office was exactly what she expected—wood panels,
American flags, photographs of handshakes with presidents and
foreign leaders. A career in government, displayed in frames and
trophies, all of it now threatened by a fifteen-year-old girl in a
wheelchair.

"I'm not here to apologize," Teena said.
"I wouldn't accept it if you were."
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"I'm here to understand. You've dedicated the last eighteen
months to this bill. You've taken money from Verdant, worked with
Prometheus's successors, defended registration despite everything
we've revealed. Why?"

Morrison walked to his window, looking out at the city. When he
spoke, his voice was quieter than she expected.

"I was awake all night after the hotel incident. Reading the
intelligence briefings, the contractor arrest reports, the forensic
analysis of the sedative gas they pumped into your rooms." He paused.
"I told myself the bill was about public safety. About protecting
ordinary people from powers they couldn't understand. But reading
those reports—seeing how Verdant was willing to gas children in their
beds, how they planned to make you simply disappear—I couldn't
pretend anymore that it was about protection."

"Then why are you still fighting for it?"
"Because I don't know what the alternative is." He turned to face

her. "You think I'm corrupt. That I'm doing this for money, for power,
for some corporate agenda."

"Aren't you?"
"I'm doing this because I'm afraid." The admission seemed to cost

him something. "I've been in government for thirty years. I've seen
what people do when they're scared, when they think they're
threatened by something they don't understand. I've seen lynchings,
pogroms, camps where people were sent because of what they were,
not what they'd done."

"You think the registration bill prevents that?"
"I think it channels it. Fear doesn't go away because we ignore it.

People are terrified of what you can do, and if we don't give them a
structured way to address that fear, they'll address it in unstructured
ways. Violence. Vigilantism. Worse."
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It was, Teena realized, not entirely wrong. Fear was real, and fear
drove terrible things. The question was whether registration was the
answer, or just another form of the violence Morrison claimed to be
preventing.

"Did you watch the Gathering in the park yesterday?" she asked.
Morrison nodded slowly.
"What did you see?"
"People. Showing off their abilities. Making flowers grow,

bending light, lifting water."
"Did you see the woman who makes plants grow? She's a

grandmother. She's been hiding what she can do for sixty years
because she was afraid of being institutionalized like her mother. Did
you see the teenager who sculpts water? He has autism, like my friend
Tal. He was so afraid to come forward that he almost didn't, but he saw
us testify and decided he was done being invisible."

"I saw them."
"Those are the people your bill would register. Would monitor.

Would force to report to government officials every time they use
abilities they were born with." Teena leaned forward. "The registration
bill doesn't calm fear. It validates it. It tells people they were right to
be afraid, that we're dangerous, that we need to be watched and
controlled. It makes things worse, not better."

"You're young. You think you can change human nature by
refusing to accommodate it."

"I think you're old. You think human nature can't change because
you've given up on trying."

They stared at each other across the desk, two people who seemed
unable to agree, who saw the world through incompatible lenses.

But Morrison didn't dismiss her. He didn't call for security or end
the meeting. He sat down heavily in his chair and looked at the
photograph of his granddaughter with the seashell.
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"She was born with a heart condition," he said quietly. "Three
surgeries before she was five. I spent nights in hospital waiting rooms,
praying she would survive, hating a world that could threaten
something so innocent."

Teena waited.
"If she had been born with abilities instead—if she could move

wind or crack stone—my bill would have registered her. Monitored
her. Treated her as a threat." His voice cracked slightly. "The same
little girl who collects seashells and cries during sad movies."

"The bill is going to pass," he said, but the certainty was gone
from his voice. "Not today, maybe not this session, but eventually. The
fear is too strong. The momentum is too great. You can delay it, but
you can't stop it."

"Can it?" Teena asked. "Because from where I'm sitting, it looks
like your coalition is crumbling. Five senators switched sides after the
hotel incident. Verdant is under federal investigation. The company
that funded your bill is facing terrorism charges. How many of your
colleagues do you think want to be associated with that when the
indictments start coming?"

Morrison's expression flickered—a politician's instinct
recognizing political reality.

"You sponsored this bill because you believed in it," Teena
continued. "I don't doubt that. But some of your supporters sponsored
it because Verdant paid them to. And when that becomes
public—when the investigation traces all the money, all the
connections—those supporters are going to need someone to blame.
Someone who isn't them."

"You're saying I should abandon the bill to save my career?"
"I'm saying you should consider whether the bill you sponsored is

the same bill that Verdant wanted passed. They didn't fund registration
because they care about public safety. They funded it because they



108

wanted access—to us, to our abilities, to whatever they could extract.
Is that the bill you believe in? The one that serves their interests?"

Morrison was silent. She could see him calculating, weighing the
political mathematics against the moral arguments, trying to find a
path forward that preserved something—his principles, his career, his
legacy.

"Then we'll fight every delay," Teena said. "Every postponement,
every procedural trick, every attempt to sneak it through. We'll be
there, making you see us, refusing to be invisible."

"For how long? Your whole lives?"
"If that's what it takes."
Morrison was quiet for a long moment. Something shifted in his

expression—not agreement, not sympathy, but recognition. He was
seeing her differently now. Not as a threat to be managed, but as a
person to be understood. And perhaps, too, he was seeing an
opportunity—a way to reframe his position that might save both his
principles and his career.

"You really believe you can change this."
"I believe we have to try. What's the alternative? Accept that

we're going to be registered, tracked, controlled? Accept that
everything you fear will happen anyway, just with government
approval instead of mob violence?"

"The alternative is compromise." His voice had changed—still
cautious, but with a new edge of calculation. "Limited registration,
voluntary rather than mandatory. Protections built in, oversight to
prevent abuse. Something that addresses legitimate concerns without
creating the system you're afraid of."

It was not what Teena had expected. Compromise was not
surrender, but it was not victory either. It was something in between,
something that might be achieved, something that might actually work.
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"You'd support that?" she asked. "Voluntary registration with
protections?"

"I'd support something that ends this fight. And—" he paused,
choosing his words carefully, "—something that distances this
committee from Verdant's agenda. If I propose a new bill, a better bill,
I'm not the senator who took corporate money to hunt children. I'm the
senator who listened to testimony and changed his mind. Who put
principle over party."

There it was. The political calculation laid bare. Morrison wasn't
just having a moral awakening—he was also seeing a way out. A way
to survive the scandal that was coming, to emerge as a statesman
rather than a villain.

Teena could have called him a hypocrite. Could have pointed out
that he was only changing positions because the old position had
become politically toxic. But she had learned something in the past
year about power and politics: motives mattered less than outcomes. If
Morrison supported a better bill because it was the right thing to do, or
because it was the smart thing to do, the result was the same.

"Then propose it. Pull the current bill and propose something we
can both live with."

Morrison's eyes narrowed. "And if I do? You'll stop attacking
me? Stop calling me corrupt?"

"I'll stop opposing registration if registration becomes voluntary.
I'll work with you instead of against you, help build something that
actually protects people instead of hunting them."

It was a risk. She was negotiating with someone who had been
her enemy, offering concessions that her community might not accept.
But she was also creating an opportunity that hadn't existed before—a
path to something other than total war.

"I'll think about it," Morrison said finally. "No promises. But I'll
think about it."
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"That's all I ask."
She wheeled herself toward the door, then stopped.
"Senator, the people who came to Washington—the hundreds

with abilities, the ones demonstrating in the park—they're not threats.
They're human beings who have been hiding their whole lives because
they were afraid of people like you. If we can find a way forward that
doesn't require either side to destroy the other, we should try."

Morrison didn't respond. But as Teena left, she saw something in
his expression that hadn't been there before.

Doubt.
And doubt was the first step toward change.

· · ·

End of Chapter 15
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Chapter 16

Vance's Surrender

While Teena met with Morrison, Helen Vance walked into an FBI
field office and surrendered.

The news broke within hours, a footnote to the larger drama
unfolding in Washington but significant in its own right. The architect
of Prometheus, the woman who had hunted the EleMenTs, the fugitive
who had eluded capture for over a year—she had turned herself in, as
she had promised at the Tidal Basin.

The charges were extensive: conspiracy, kidnapping, assault,
violations of civil rights laws, obstruction of justice. The prosecutors
spoke of multiple life sentences, of crimes that demanded the harshest
possible punishment.

Vance's statement was simple: "I did what I did because I
believed it was necessary. I was wrong. I accept responsibility for my
actions and the consequences that follow."

She asked for only one thing: that the evidence she had provided
to the EleMenTs be preserved, that the documentation of what
registration had meant in the past be kept as a warning for the future.

The request was granted. The documents became part of the
public record, available to anyone who wanted to understand what had
happened and why it should never happen again.

Teena watched the news coverage from the safe house,
surrounded by friends and allies, processing another twist in a story
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that had become infinitely more complex than she had ever imagined.
"She kept her word," Meen said.
"She did what she had to do to live with herself," Teena replied.

"That's not the same as keeping her word."
"Does it matter? The effect is the same. The evidence is

preserved. She's facing justice. And we're still free."
"For now. The registration bill isn't dead. It's been delayed,

maybe modified, but not dead. We could still lose."
"We could. But we've also shown that we can fight. That we're

not alone. That there's a community of people like us, and they're
willing to stand up."

Elle signed from across the room: The thirty signatures. Did we
get them?

Cross checked his phone. "Twenty-nine confirmed. One still
undecided—Collins, who Meen couldn't persuade. The Senate
adjourns in ninety minutes."

So close. They had come so close, and it might still not be
enough.

Teena thought about Morrison, about their conversation, about
the possibility of compromise that she had raised. She hadn't told the
others yet, hadn't wanted to raise hopes that might be dashed.

But maybe it was time to share.
"I spoke with Morrison," she said. "He offered something

unexpected. Voluntary registration instead of mandatory. Protections
built in. Something we might be able to live with."

The room went silent.
"You negotiated with Morrison?" Meen's voice was carefully

neutral.
"I explored options. He hasn't committed to anything, but he's

thinking about it. If he proposes an alternative bill, something less
harmful than what we've been fighting—"



113

"Then we've won," Elle signed.
"Or we've compromised. Depending on how you look at it."
Tal spoke for the first time in hours, her voice soft but certain:

"Compromise isn't failure. It's how different people find ways to live
together. If we can get something that protects us without destroying
us, isn't that worth accepting?"

It was the core question, the one that had been lurking beneath
everything since they had begun this fight. What were they fighting
for? Complete victory, the total defeat of registration? Or something
more realistic, more achievable, more likely to actually protect the
people they cared about?

"We should take it to the community," Teena decided. "The
people who gathered in Washington, the ones who came forward
because of us. This affects them too. They should have a voice in what
we accept."

"There isn't time. The Senate adjourns—"
"Then we make time. We've done impossible things before. We

can do one more."
She reached out to Tal, who reached out to the network they had

built—the water-sensitive individuals who could relay signals, the
encrypted phone trees, the hastily assembled communication channels.
Within an hour, responses were flooding back—opinions, concerns,
hopes, fears.

The community was divided. Some wanted to fight until
registration was completely defeated. Others were willing to accept
voluntary registration with protections. Most fell somewhere in
between, uncertain, looking to the EleMenTs for guidance.

"It's our call," Meen said. "They're looking to us to decide."
"Then we decide together. What do each of you think?"
Elle signed first: I think we take the compromise if Morrison

offers it. Fighting forever isn't a victory. Living in peace is.
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Meen nodded. "I agree. Perfect is the enemy of good. A voluntary
system with protections is better than years of war that might end with
something worse."

Tal: "I want to stop hiding. I want to stop running. If there's a way
to do that without surrendering who we are, I think we should take it."

They all looked at Teena.
She thought about everything they had been through—the tunnel,

the museum, the flood, the hearing. She thought about the people who
had come forward, the community that had gathered, the movement
they had accidentally created.

"We take the compromise," she said. "If it's offered. We accept
voluntary registration with protections, and we keep fighting to make
sure those protections are real."

It wasn't complete victory. It wasn't everything they had hoped
for.

But it was something they could live with. And that, perhaps, was
enough.

· · ·

End of Chapter 16
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Chapter 17

The Alternative

The motion to proceed had reached twenty-nine signatures—one short
of forcing a floor vote.

But that single commitment had become irrelevant. The
campaign's near-success had demonstrated something more powerful
than procedural victory: it had shown Morrison that his coalition was
crumbling, that the delay he had engineered was only delaying his own
defeat.

Cross had received word from a Senate staffer friendly to their
cause. Morrison had spent the past hour in closed-door meetings with
his remaining allies, watching the signature count climb, watching
senators who had promised loyalty suddenly discover constitutional
principles they had never mentioned before. The hotel attack had
changed everything. Verdant's willingness to use private military force
against American citizens had made the registration bill toxic, had
associated Morrison with corporate paramilitaries and midnight
assaults.

He could fight and lose, or he could pivot and survive. Morrison
chose survival.

Rather than let the bill sit in committee for sixty days, Morrison
went to Senate leadership and asked them to bring it to the floor
immediately—while the whole country was watching. The Majority
Leader agreed.
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The Senate chamber was fuller than usual for the late-afternoon
session. Word had spread that something significant was happening,
and senators who might normally have been heading home had stayed
to witness what they sensed would be a historic moment. The galleries
were packed with journalists, advocates, and members of the public
who had waited in line for hours to secure seats.

The EleMenTs sat in the visitors' section, surrounded by security
that had been doubled since the hotel incident. Teena could see
Morrison at his desk on the floor below, reviewing papers that his staff
had been shuffling to him for the past half hour. He looked different
than he had during the hearing—older, more tired, but also somehow
lighter, as if a weight was being lifted even as he prepared to do
something that would cost him dearly among his former allies.

At 4:47 PM, a little over an hour before the Senate was scheduled
to adjourn, Morrison rose from his desk and was recognized by the
presiding officer.

"Madam President," he said, his voice carrying through the
chamber with the practiced authority of three decades, "I rise to
introduce a substitute amendment to the Anomalous Individual
Registration and Monitoring Act."

A murmur rippled through the chamber. Substitute amendments
were procedurally complex—they essentially replaced an entire bill
with new language. The senators who had been expecting a routine
postponement vote sat up straighter in their seats.

"For the past several weeks," Morrison continued, "this body has
debated how best to address the emergence of American citizens with
anomalous abilities. I have been a strong advocate for registration,
believing that public safety required us to know who among us
possessed powers that could cause significant harm."

He paused, looking around the chamber at colleagues who had
supported him, opposed him, and watched from the sidelines. Some of
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them would never forgive what he was about to do.
"But recent events have caused me to reconsider my position. The

hotel incident—the willingness of a private corporation to deploy
paramilitary force against American teenagers—has shown me what
registration can become when it is divorced from the values we claim
to represent."

Senator Bradley was on his feet immediately. "Will the gentleman
yield?"

"I will not yield at this time," Morrison said firmly. "I have the
floor, and I intend to use it."

Bradley sat back down, his face flushed with anger. Other
supporters of the original bill exchanged alarmed glances.

"I have met with the young women who testified before my
committee," Morrison continued. "I have listened to their concerns,
examined their evidence, and reflected on my own motivations. I have
asked myself a question that every legislator should ask: Am I
supporting this bill because it is right, or because it is politically
convenient?"

The chamber was absolutely silent now. Senators leaned forward,
journalists scribbled furiously, and in the gallery, Teena found herself
holding her breath.

"The answer, I am ashamed to admit, was not what I had hoped. I
supported registration because I was afraid—afraid of powers I didn't
understand, afraid of people who were different from me, afraid of
what might happen if we didn't do something. Fear is a powerful
motivator in politics. It gets bills passed. It wins elections. But it rarely
makes good policy."

He lifted a document from his desk—a new bill, freshly printed,
its pages thick with legal language that would reshape the debate
entirely.



118

"I am introducing the Anomalous Individual Protection and
Integration Act as a substitute amendment. This bill"—he paused,
acknowledging the obvious question before it could be asked—"was
originally drafted eighteen months ago by my senior counsel, who
argued that a civil-liberties-forward approach would be more
sustainable than mandatory registration. I rejected his advice at the
time. I was wrong to do so. The framework was always there; I simply
wasn't ready to use it. I am now."

He began reading the key provisions into the record. A voluntary
registry, available to those who wished to identify themselves but
carrying no penalties for those who chose privacy. Federal funding for
research into anomalous abilities, with strict ethical oversight and full
consent requirements. Anti-discrimination protections in employment,
housing, and public accommodations. A community liaison program
that would connect people with abilities to support services and peer
networks. Criminal penalties for unauthorized surveillance or
registration programs operated by private entities.

"This bill recognizes that Americans with anomalous abilities are
citizens first," Morrison said, his voice carrying the weight of a man
who had just reversed the position of a lifetime. "They deserve
protection, not persecution. Support, not surveillance. Integration, not
isolation."

The chamber erupted the moment he finished speaking.
Senator Bradley was on his feet again, demanding to be

recognized. "Madam President, this is a betrayal of everything this
body has worked toward. The gentleman has spent the last eighteen
months building support for registration, has accepted campaign
contributions from organizations that supported registration, and now
he abandons his principles an hour before adjournment?"

"The gentleman is out of order," the presiding officer ruled.
"Senator Morrison has the floor."
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"I will yield to questions," Morrison said, "but I want to be clear
about something first. My previous position was wrong. Not politically
inconvenient—wrong. The history of registration in this country is a
history of abuse, of institutionalization, of people destroyed by
systems that claimed to be protecting them. I do not want my legacy to
include adding another chapter to that history."

Senator Williams rose. "Will the gentleman yield for a question?"
"I yield to the Senator from Oregon."
"I want to thank my colleague for his courage today. It's rare in

this body to see someone change their position based on evidence
rather than polling. My question is simple: does the gentleman believe
this substitute bill adequately protects the civil liberties of Americans
with anomalous abilities?"

"I believe it's a start," Morrison said. "The bill includes strong
anti-discrimination provisions and strict limits on government data
collection. But I'm under no illusion that it's perfect. I hope my
colleagues will offer amendments to strengthen it, and I commit to
supporting those amendments if they advance the goal of protecting
civil liberties."

Senator Park rose next. "Will the gentleman yield?"
"I yield."
"The gentleman has mentioned the hotel incident as a factor in his

reconsideration. Does he believe that Verdant's actions should affect
how we view the registration debate?"

Morrison hesitated. This was the dangerous question—the one
that could implicate him in a corporate conspiracy if he answered
wrong.

"I believe that the hotel incident revealed something important
about the interests behind the registration movement," he said
carefully. "There are organizations that would benefit from a registry
of people with anomalous abilities—organizations that might use such
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a registry for purposes far removed from public safety. We should be
skeptical of legislation that serves those interests, regardless of how it
is packaged."

It was as close as he would come to admitting that his own bill
had been shaped by corporate influence. Park seemed satisfied with
the answer.

The debate continued for nearly an hour, senators rising to ask
questions, offer praise, or condemn what they saw as a betrayal.
Morrison's former allies were furious—Bradley called the substitute
bill "a capitulation to radical elements," while Senator Jackson accused
Morrison of "abandoning his constituents to appease teenage
activists." But the opposition was disorganized, caught off guard by a
pivot they hadn't anticipated.

Teena watched the proceedings with a mixture of hope and
skepticism. Morrison was saying the right things, introducing
legislation that was genuinely better than what had been proposed. But
she couldn't forget the weeks of testimony, the hostile questions, the
clear contempt he had shown for her and her friends. Was this really a
change of heart, or just a political calculation dressed up as principle?

Did it matter? The bill was better. The outcome would be better.
If Morrison's motives were self-serving, the law would still protect
people who needed protection.

At 5:52 PM, the presiding officer called for a vote on the
substitute amendment.

The vote was chaotic. Senators who had supported mandatory
registration were furious at being abandoned by their leader, some
voting against the substitute out of spite. Senators who had opposed
any registration were uncertain whether to embrace a voluntary system
or reject it on principle. The tally seesawed back and forth as senators
cast their votes.

When the final count was announced, the chamber fell silent.
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Sixty-two to thirty-eight. The substitute amendment had passed
by a commanding majority.

The original registration bill was dead. In its place, something
new had emerged—the Anomalous Individual Protection and
Integration Act, a bill that offered hope without demanding surrender.

In the gallery, Meen grabbed Teena's arm. "We won. We actually
won."

"We survived," Teena corrected, but she was smiling. "That's
different. But it's enough."

Elle signed: What happens now?
"Now we go home. We rebuild our lives. We figure out what it

means to be people instead of fugitives."
Below them on the Senate floor, Morrison was being

congratulated by colleagues who had supported the substitute and
shunned by those who felt betrayed. He looked up at the gallery,
finding Teena's face among the crowd, and gave a small
nod—acknowledgment, perhaps, of what they had accomplished
together despite beginning as enemies.

Teena nodded back. She didn't forgive him for the weeks of
hostility, didn't trust that his conversion would last. But she could
recognize that he had made a choice, and that choice had helped
people who would have been hurt by the original bill.

"And the others?" Tal asked as they prepared to leave. "The
community that gathered?"

"They go home too. To lives they can finally live openly, without
hiding, without fear." Teena thought about the hundreds of people who
had come to Washington, the thousands more who had revealed
themselves across the country and the world. "We started something. It
doesn't end because the bill passed. It continues, grows, becomes
whatever they make of it."

"What do we make of it?"
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Teena looked at her friends—her family—the three girls who had
been with her through everything, who had grown from frightened
foster children into something the world had never seen before.

"We make a life," she said. "A real one, with school and jobs and
relationships and all the things we never got to have. We use our
powers when they're needed, help others like us when we can, but we
don't let fighting be the only thing we do."

"Can we do that? After everything?"
"We can try. That's all anyone can do."
The Senate adjourned, the chamber emptying, the historical

moment becoming just another event in the endless flow of politics.
But for Teena and the EleMenTs, it was something more—the end of
one story and the beginning of another.

They had come to Washington to fight. They were leaving having
found something better than victory.

They had found peace.

· · ·

End of Chapter 17
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Chapter 18

Aftermath

The Kansas farmhouse looked different in late autumn.
The wheat fields had been harvested, leaving stubble that

stretched to the horizon like golden carpet. The trees around the
property had lost their leaves, their bare branches reaching toward a
sky that was impossibly wide, impossibly blue, impossibly free.

They had been gone for nearly two weeks. It felt like a lifetime.
Cross dropped them at the end of the driveway, promising to

return in a few days to help with logistics and planning. He had
become something like family over the past year—advisor, protector,
friend—and his presence would be missed even for a short absence.

"Take care of yourselves," he said through the car window.
"You've earned some rest."

Rest. The word felt strange, almost foreign. Teena couldn't
remember the last time rest had been possible, the last time she had
woken up without immediately calculating threats and planning
responses. Even during their months at the farmhouse, there had
always been the next hearing to prepare for, the next legal challenge to
address, the next media request to manage.

Now, for the first time in years, there was nothing they had to do.
No enemies pursuing them. No legislation threatening them. No
organization watching from the shadows, waiting for an opportunity to
strike.
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It was terrifying.
They walked up the driveway together, four girls who had

changed the world, returning to the quiet life they had built far from
cities and crowds and the weight of history. The house was as they had
left it—beds made, dishes washed, everything in its place. But
something was different now. They were different. The fight had
changed them in ways they were only beginning to understand.

The television in the living room was on, tuned to a news channel
that was still covering the aftermath of the Senate vote. The anchor
was interviewing a constitutional law professor about the Protection
and Integration Act's implications for civil liberties. Below the
interview, a ticker scrolled with updates: VERDANT CEO PLACED
ON ADMINISTRATIVE LEAVE... FBI EXECUTES SEARCH
WARRANTS AT TWELVE CORPORATE FACILITIES...
SENATOR MORRISON ANNOUNCES RETIREMENT FROM
POLITICS AT END OF TERM...

"Morrison is retiring?" Meen asked, settling onto the couch.
"He announced it this morning," Teena said, watching the ticker

scroll past. "Said he wants to spend more time with his family.
Translation: he knows the Verdant investigation is going to get worse
before it gets better, and he wants to be out of office when the
indictments start."

In the two weeks since Washington, the House had passed the
Anomalous Individual Protection and Integration Act, and the
President had signed it into law.

The investigation that would ultimately dismantle Verdant was
just beginning. Federal prosecutors had already filed preliminary
charges related to the hotel incident, but the larger probe—the one that
would trace Verdant's forty-year involvement in the exploitation of
people with anomalous abilities—would take nearly two years to
complete. Seventeen countries would eventually file charges. The



125

CEO and four other executives would receive prison sentences ranging
from fifteen years to life. The total penalties would exceed a hundred
billion dollars.

But all of that was in the future. For now, they sat together in the
farmhouse living room, watching news coverage of a world they had
helped change, trying to process everything that had happened.

"I don't know how to be normal," Tal said as the coverage shifted
to weather reports. "I've been hiding or fighting for so long. What do
normal people do?"

"Normal people don't exist," Meen replied. "Everyone's weird in
their own way. We're just more obviously weird than most."

Elle signed from the armchair: Normal is overrated anyway. I'd
rather be extraordinary.

They talked about the future—Teena's plans for Georgetown,
Elle's work with Deaf foster children, Meen's research aspirations,
Tal's mission to find others who were still hiding. They named the
community they were building: the Gathering. Not an organization but
a place of coming together, a network that would outlast any
individual.

The days that followed brought a steady stream of news about the
investigation's progress. Vance surrendered to the FBI as she had
promised. The charges against her were extensive—conspiracy,
kidnapping, assault, violations of civil rights laws—but her
cooperation earned her consideration. After months of pretrial motions
and a fast-moving trial, she would receive twenty-five years with
possibility of parole after seven.

Other loose ends resolved themselves more quietly. Sarah Miller
was convicted for her role in the museum kidnapping attempt. Mrs.
Washington, cleared of wrongdoing, chose to retire. Marcus Chen
recovered and returned to work, having accepted the impossible things
he had witnessed.
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The news cycle eventually moved on, as it always did. New crises
emerged. Other stories demanded attention. The EleMenTs faded from
headlines, becoming historical figures rather than breaking news.

And life continued.

· · ·

One year later, they gathered at the farmhouse again.
Teena was in D.C. now, finishing her GED and completing

Georgetown bridge courses, preparing to start Georgetown's public
policy program the following fall, her wheelchair already navigating
the marble hallways during information sessions and campus tours.
Elle was in Chicago, working with Deaf children in foster care. Meen
was at MIT, publishing papers on the neurological basis of anomalous
abilities. Tal traveled constantly, finding people who were still hiding,
bringing them into the Gathering.

Cross picked them up from the airport, making the long drive
from Wichita just as he had a year ago. He looked better than he had
then—the haunted quality had faded, replaced by something that might
have been peace.

"I can't believe it's been a year," he said as they drove through
Kansas farmland turned gold with autumn.

"Feels like a lifetime ago," Elle said through her app. "So much
has changed."

The farmhouse was exactly as they had left it. Cross had
maintained it during their absence, keeping it ready for exactly this
kind of reunion.

After dinner, they sat on the porch watching the sunset, sharing
stories from their separate lives. Teena talked about dismantling a
constitutional law professor's arguments in class. Elle described a
breakthrough with a student who had been nonverbal for three years.
Meen explained her research progress. Tal spoke about a
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forty-seven-year-old veteran in Wyoming, a former Army sergeant
who could sense electromagnetic fields. He had been medically
discharged fifteen years ago for "unexplained sensory disturbances"
and had spent the time since convinced he was losing his mind. When
Tal found him, he wept—not like a child, but like a man who had
carried a secret shame for half his life and finally been told it wasn't
shame at all.

"That's why we fight," Teena said. "Not for legislation. Not for
political victories. For that man. For everyone who's been told they're
broken when they're actually extraordinary."

Elle signed: We should do something. To mark the anniversary.
Using our powers, showing what we can be when we're not fighting.

They went outside, into the autumn evening, under stars that
filled the Kansas sky—more stars than any of them ever saw in their
city lives, a river of light flowing across the darkness.

Tal raised water from the pond, forming it into shapes that caught
the starlight—birds, flowers, abstract patterns that flowed and
changed. Elle added wind, currents that moved the water into spirals
and waves and impossible geometries. Meen generated heat, causing
the water to steam in patterns that glowed against the cold air, creating
veils of luminous mist. And Teena connected to the earth, adding
small tremors that made the ground sing in harmony, lifting stones that
orbited the water sculpture.

Four elements, working together, creating something beautiful for
no reason other than the joy of creation.

They held it for minutes, longer than they ever had, their powers
perfectly synchronized. The display rose twenty feet in the air, a
fountain of water and wind and light and earth, a testament to what
they had become.

When they finally released it, letting everything settle back to
stillness, they stood in silence.
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"That's what we're fighting for," Teena said quietly. "The chance
to be this. To create instead of destroy. To connect instead of hide."

"Then we keep fighting," Meen said.
"We keep fighting," Elle signed.
"We keep fighting," Tal agreed.
Four elements. Four voices. One purpose.
The future was uncertain, full of challenges they couldn't predict

and threats they couldn't yet see. But they would face it together, as
they had faced everything.

And whatever came, they would be ready.

· · ·

End of Chapter 18
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Chapter 19

Epilogue - Five Years On

The graduation ceremony was held on a perfect June day, sunshine
warming the quad at Georgetown University, proud families filling the
seats, the future stretching before them like an open road.

Christina Adaeze Okonkwo, summa cum laude, public policy and
disability studies, wheeled across the stage to receive her diploma. The
crowd cheered—not because she was famous, though she was, but
because she had earned this moment through years of work that had
nothing to do with elemental powers.

Teena. She was twenty now, though she still didn't feel it. Still
surprised, sometimes, that she had survived long enough to be here.
She had sprinted through a GED and a three-year accelerated degree at
Georgetown because she felt she didn't have time to slow down. When
people asked how she had done it so fast, she told them the truth: she
had spent her childhood learning to survive impossible situations.
College was difficult, but it wasn't survival.

She had worked harder than anyone in her graduating class. Not
because she had to prove anything, but because she understood
something her classmates couldn't: that education was a weapon, that
knowledge was power, that the systems she wanted to change could
only be changed by people who understood how they worked. She had
taken every class on constitutional law, policy analysis, and disability
rights that Georgetown offered. She had written her thesis on the
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Protection and Integration Act, analyzing its strengths and weaknesses,
proposing amendments that three senators had already agreed to
sponsor.

Her family sat in the front row: Elle and Meen and Tal, the sisters
she had chosen rather than been given. Cross was there too, older and
grayer but still watching over them, still the bridge between their
world and the systems they navigated. Lightfoot, still reporting, still
telling stories that mattered—he had won a Pulitzer for his coverage of
the Verdant trials. And others—friends from college, colleagues from
the Gathering, people whose lives had intersected with hers over the
past five years.

After the ceremony, they gathered at a restaurant that had been
rented for the occasion. Toasts were given, memories shared, laughter
rising to fill the space.

"What now?" Meen asked, when the formal celebrations had
wound down and they were sitting together in a quiet corner. "Law
school? Politics? World domination?"

"Law school first," Teena said. "Yale accepted me last month.
Full scholarship, plus a fellowship at their disability rights clinic."

"Of course they did," Elle signed, grinning. "You're literally the
most qualified disability rights advocate in the country."

"I'm qualified because I had to be. Because we all had to be."
Teena looked at each of them in turn. "Tell me what you've been
doing. I've been so buried in finals I feel like I've missed everything."

Elle had found her calling in education. She had founded a
nonprofit in Chicago called Bridges, which trained Deaf educators to
work with Deaf children in foster care. The organization now
employed thirty-seven staff members and served over two hundred
children across the Midwest. Elle herself had become fluent in four
different sign language systems—ASL, BSL, LSF, and JSL—and was
learning a fifth.
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"We're opening a second office in Detroit next month," she said
through her interpreter—a young woman named Maria who had been
part of Elle's first training cohort. "And we just got a grant to develop
curriculum for children with multiple disabilities. Deaf-blind kids,
Deaf kids with cerebral palsy, Deaf kids on the autism spectrum."

"The disability community is more connected than it used to be,"
Teena observed. "The Gathering helped with that."

"The Gathering helped with everything," Meen said. She had
finished her undergraduate degree at MIT in three years, racing
through coursework that would have taken others five. Now she was
deep into a PhD program in neuroscience, studying the biological basis
of anomalous abilities with a team of researchers who treated her as a
colleague rather than a subject.

"We published our first major paper last month," she said. "In
Nature Neuroscience. 'Structural and Functional Correlates of
Anomalous Perceptual Processing.' It's not as dramatic as it
sounds—we're basically just documenting that our brains are
measurably different, not defective. But it's a foundation for
everything that comes next."

"Which is?"
"Understanding. If we can figure out why some people have

abilities and others don't, we can help people like us develop control,
manage side effects, integrate their gifts into their lives instead of
fighting against them." She paused. "We're also working on a project
with Tal. Mapping the global distribution of abilities, trying to
understand the patterns."

Tal had not enrolled in any university. Instead, she had spent five
years traveling, following water systems across continents, finding
people with abilities who had been hidden or forgotten. She had
located over two hundred individuals in the past year alone—people in
remote villages, in urban apartments, in nursing homes and hospitals
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where their gifts had been misdiagnosed as mental illness.
"I found a woman in Bangladesh last month," she said.

"Ninety-three years old. She can feel earthquakes before they happen,
like Samuel Martinez. She's been warning her village for sixty years,
and they thought she was just superstitious." Tal's voice carried
wonder rather than sadness. "She's not alone anymore. None of them
are alone anymore."

The Gathering had grown beyond anything they had imagined.
Over three thousand members in twenty-seven countries, with chapters
organizing mutual aid, legal support, and community building. It
wasn't a political organization, exactly—it didn't lobby or
campaign—but its existence had changed the terms of every debate
about anomalous abilities. When politicians talked about registration,
they had to contend with a community that was organized, visible, and
unafraid.

The Protection and Integration Act had been amended three times
since its passage, each amendment strengthening its protections.
People with anomalous abilities were still a minority, still
misunderstood by many, but they were no longer invisible, no longer
hunted, no longer alone.

It wasn't perfect. Nothing was perfect. Teena still received death
threats weekly, forwarded to the FBI by her security team and rarely
traced—the anonymity of the internet made accountability almost
impossible. Elle had been assaulted at a speaking event in Florida last
year—a man who believed Deaf people shouldn't be allowed to vote,
let alone advocate for policy. She had used her abilities in self-defense
and spent three months in legal limbo before the charges were
dropped. Meen's research had been plagiarized twice by senior
scientists who assumed a blind woman couldn't have produced the
work herself. Tal still had nightmares about water, still woke gasping
some nights, still carried the weight of every person she had found too
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late.
The trauma didn't end when the laws changed. It lived in their

bodies, surfacing at unexpected moments—a certain smell that
recalled the extraction, a news report that echoed old fears, the
anniversary of events they couldn't forget. They had therapy, all of
them, had learned to name what they carried and make room for it
without letting it consume them. But the scars remained.

And the political fight continued. Three states had passed laws
attempting to circumvent the Protection Act, claiming states' rights to
impose their own registration requirements. Two were tied up in
courts; one had been struck down but was being appealed. A senator
from Texas had made "elemental control" a centerpiece of his
presidential campaign, using fear of the gifted the way previous
generations had used fear of immigrants, of queer people, of anyone
different enough to serve as a convenient enemy. He was polling at
eighteen percent and rising.

The fight continued, as Teena had known it would.
But the fight was different now. They weren't running anymore.

They weren't hiding. They were building something that would last,
something that would be there for generations that hadn't yet been
born.

"I have news," Tal said, her voice carrying the particular quality
that meant something significant was coming. "I found her."

"Found who?"
"Vance's mother. Margaret." Tal paused, letting the weight of the

words settle. "Remember what Vance told us at the Tidal Basin—that
she'd found a photograph, inconsistencies in the records? She was right
to doubt. Margaret wasn't dead. The records were falsified by Verdant
to cover their tracks when they transferred her to a long-term care
facility. She's in Minnesota, eighty-seven years old, still alive. Still
gifted."



134

The revelation completed a circle that had begun years ago.
Margaret Vance, the woman whose disappearance had driven
everything that followed, the ghost whose suffering had created
Prometheus—she had been alive all along, hidden by the very systems
her daughter had spent a lifetime trying to understand.

"Does Vance know?"
"Not yet. I wanted to tell you first. She gets parole in two years. I

thought... maybe this could be part of how she comes back. Finding
her mother, reuniting after all these years."

"That's not up to us," Teena said slowly. "But we can make sure
she knows. Can make sure she has the option."

It was, perhaps, the final loose end—the original wound that had
never healed, now with a chance to close.

"The world is strange," Meen said. "We spent years fighting
someone who was fighting her own battle all along. Fighting ghosts
that turned out to be alive."

"Everyone is fighting something," Elle signed. "We just don't
always know what."

They sat in silence for a moment, four women who had been girls
when this began, who had grown up in the crucible of a battle they
hadn't chosen, who had emerged stronger than anyone had expected.

"Five years," Tal said. "Five years since the vote, almost seven
since the tunnel. Sometimes I can't believe we made it."

"We made it because we had each other," Teena said. "Everything
else—the powers, the fights, the politics—none of it would have
mattered if we'd been alone."

"So we make sure no one else is alone," Elle signed. "That's what
the Gathering is for. That's what all of this is for."

"That's what all of this is for," Teena agreed.
Outside, the sun was setting on another day, another chapter,

another moment in a story that was far from over. There would be new
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challenges ahead, new battles to fight, new impossible things to
achieve.

But they had proven something, over these years of struggle and
growth and discovery. They had proven that different didn't mean
dangerous. That disability didn't mean inability. That power, used
well, could build rather than destroy.

They had proven that four girls from a Bronx group home could
change the world.

And they were just getting started.

· · ·

End of Chapter 19
End of Book 3: The Reckoning
End of The EleMenTs Trilogy
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