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            PREVIOUSLY IN THE GAMES OF FIRE TRILOGY…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In book 1, Spark of Defiance

      

      

      Six months after a tragic war, the world of Myrrah has found peace. But many of the heroes have not.

      Wandering to avoid memories of lost friends and past actions, Zhao’s reluctant return home to fulfill a promise to his sister leads to an unexpected discovery: his sister Yihn has given birth to a baby girl, who already shows signs of being an Air Elemental. In the Tiak culture of Zhao’s birth, elemental abilities are revered while those with them are kept apart to lead a life of loneliness. Zhao escapes. He wants the same freedom for his niece, especially the chance for her to grow into her gifts without considering them a taint. As further punishment, his sister’s marriage has been dissolved, and Yihn is forced to live the life of an unwed mother. To Zhao, that doesn’t bode well for his niece’s happiness.

      Enlisting the help of Yihn’s estranged husband, Gagee, and Zhao’s travel companion, Laireag, they rescue the unwilling Yihn and Miyu to protect his gifted niece, Miyu, from a life of hardship and subjugation like the one Zhao endured. They flee north to the steppes to escape the hunt for Yihn and her infant daughter.

      But on the steppes they find new problems. The elders of the Tiak have offered a reward for Yihn’s return. Zhao convinces the Nifail, the nomadic tribes who inhabit the steppes, to help them, but in so doing creates a standoff over the fate of Tiak Elementals. Angry words turn to the first signs of battle as rogue Elementals help the Tiak Elders to fight the Nifail using weapons pilfered from the Temple of Solaire’s dungeons.

      Zhao calls on Ria for help only to learn of a more urgent problem. Sinika, the cause of a war against the Kith and the loss of many friends, has escaped. What Ria doesn’t know is that he also managed to restore his ability to control Fire by touching the Sphere of Fire before fleeing the Temple of Solaire. Khodan, Ria, and Ci’erra help Misshal and Nahrhia in the hunt for Sinika and those who have helped him escape.

      But at his request for help, Ria joins Zhao on the steppes, leaving Ci’erra and Khodan to help find Sinika. Ria arrives in time to learn Laireag has been captured by the rogue Elementals and helps launch a rescue. Though successful, the Tiak raid to free Laireag threatens to ignite the budding hostilities into a larger war. Just in time, Kheten, the leader of the Temple of Stone and of Nifail birth, arrives and claims the right to negotiate the fate of Elementals. But when she leaves the Nifail to talk to the Tiak, Kheten doesn’t return.

      Before a search can be undertaken, the Tiak attack the Nifail camp. Zhao loses his ability to control more than air and earth during the battle and is grievously burned by a Fire Elemental. Laireag rescues and heals him, but by the time they return, the battle is over, and they discover the Nifail desperately digging to reach the city of Avlun that was buried by an Earth Elemental in the fighting. Zhao and Laireag help, discovering most of the city built into a deep crevasse was protected by Ria, who had been entrapped in the attack as well. Knowing they need help, Ria tries to call Ci’erra through flames, but Ci’erra doesn’t answer. Instead, Ci’erra’s pet fire elemental Seifa appears, howling in agony.

      During this time, Darag and Lavinia visit the Ashanti in the desert at their city of Ekhaba, which can float across the desert sands. There they learn Keifa’kana’s wife and Queen of the Ashanti, who is Behk’sah’s sister, is expecting a child. Behk’sah’s animosity toward Darag pollutes Keifa’kana’s actions, and Keifa takes them prisoner. Worried, the youngest member of Keifa’s council, Kefa’bey, helps them escape. Lost in Ekhaba, Darag and Lavinia are led to a side gate by a spirit, who finally reveals itself as Darag’s deceased sister, Beite. From her, they learn Ekhaba sits on the boundary of the spirit realm.

      Darag and Lavinia escape and return to the city of Baak where Lavinia feels a pull northward to the marsh. Journeying there, she learns she has become the Guardian of the Elemental Spheres for having touched all four. The gate’s original guardian, Isha, is in the Temple of Mists to protect the Sphere of Water and has left the gate unguarded except for a few Water Elementals, one of whom is missing.

      Niri, anxious in the Temple of Mists for word on the search for Sinika, tries to speak to the water dragon Isha. Worried for her gate and neglected duty, Isha abruptly leaves. In trying to speak to Isha again, Niri finds she can speak to Lavinia through reflections on water. Niri learns something is wrong in the marsh, and Lavinia and Darag ask for Niri to join them.

      The arrival of Darag and Lavinia combined with the birth of his niece sets Behk’sah on a new path to end the punishment of their short lives that the Goddess Mhyrah bestowed on them at the beginning of the world for their part in starting a war. Keifa gives Behk permission to leave Ekhaba, but not to return unless he has proof that following the Goddess’ path is what is leading to the Ashanti’s dwindling population.

      Behk finds one of the two lost Ashanti cities, and a statue there leads him to seek Isha, one of the five dragons who helped the Goddess win against the Ashanti. Keifa agrees to send Behk on a journey beyond the desert to the Marsh of Isha to seek answers. There through one of Isha’s Water Elementals, he discovers the Water Gate to the spirit realm that Isha has left weakly guarded. In the Ashanti legends, the spirit realm is the Ashanti’s home. Behk sends word to Keifa to come quickly.

      Meanwhile still searching for Sinika, Khodan and Ci’erra visit the desert city of Rah Hahsessah and are captured in the Temple of Rain by rogue Elementals. This is why Seifa appeared to Ria. Worried, Ria learns Ci’erra is supposed to be in Rah Hahsessah and travels there with Zhao, and Laireag. They learn of Khodan and Ci’erra’s imprisonment from Minna, an old woman who calls Ria the new Goddess, and attempt a rescue just as Niri arrives on her way to the marsh. Ci’erra is rescued, but Khodan breaks free on his own and nearly destroys the temple before his mind clears.

      Friends safe and rejoined, Ria, Zhao, and Laireag return to the Steppes to stop the growing war with help from the Temple of Rains and Ci’erra while Niri, Khodan, and Minna go to the marsh. Ria, Zhao, and Laireag use their magic to prevent the Tiak and Nifail from fighting while Ci’erra tries to talk sense into the Nifail. Kadesha, an Air Elemental from the Temple of Rains, has better luck talking to the Tiak. Kheten is released and the Tiak elder arrested as well as the rouge Elementals.

      Niri, Khodan, and Minna arrive just as the Ashanti decide to fight to gain access to the Water Gate and attack Darag and Lavinia. Isha arrives, and just as the Ashanti reach the gate, Lavinia closes it using the Sphere of Water. She leaves the gate cracked so that a small amount of water elemental power seeps into the world, but the Ashanti cannot cross. With the arrival of Ria, Ci’erra, Laireag, and Zhao, the Ashanti retreat and return to the desert.

      The group of friends are told by Isha and Minna, who is really Yminnyla the dragon of spirit and guardian of the Spirit Gate, that the remaining gates must also be closed to stop the Ashanti or they will cross into the spirit realm against the decree of the Goddess, who punished them. Decisions are made to get the spheres of Fire, Earth, and Air. Lavinia must journey to each gate before the Ashanti discover them and enter the spirit realm.

      
        
        


      

      

      
        
        In book 2, Gates of Fire & Earth…

      

      

      Lavinia and Zhao journey to the Coast of Storms to locate the Fire Gate while Darag flies to Solaire to retrieve the Sphere of Fire. There, Darag finds Ci’erra waiting to journey with him. They travel through the Mountains of Night where rock-like bones absorb elemental power to find the volcano Zyharra. Without a connection to elemental abilities, the group are not only left to fight as ordinary folk, but they cannot feel a connection to fire and the Fire Gate. It is the realization that Seifa, Ci’erra’s pet fire spirit, feels a draw to the gate that finally helps them reach their goal. There they discover the gate’s guardian, Fyfthal, believes he is a god and finds their presence a threat.

      Laireag searches for the Spirit Gate so he can enter the spirit realm and see his love, Beite, to say goodbye. He discovers the gate and is wounded by Minna’s spirit guardians as he enters. In the spirit realm, he is found by a spirit who takes him to the Air Gate to leave, as his presence could cause a war among the spirits who are angered to be locked out of Myrrah by the closing of the Water Gate. He escapes the spirit and crosses the spirit realm to reach the Fire Gate and exit before it is closed to tell his friends not to close it or Beite will fight chaos for eternity.

      Laireag exits as the Fire Gate is closing while Darag and Zhao fight the guardian. Weak from his time in the spirit realm, Laireag barely manages to tell Darag not to close the gate before falling unconscious. Darag and Ci’erra argue with Lavinia to leave the gate partially open, and they leave, flying above the Mountains of Night to return to the Temple in the Clouds to rest and get the Sphere of Air. When Laireag awakens, he tells Darag about the fighting in the spirit realm and that he had increased power there. They fear what Behk’sah will do if his power is increased when he enters the spirit realm. Darag and Laireag make secret plans to cross at the Earth Gate and help Beite fight.

      Niri and Khodan journey into the desert, pretending to be merchants to hide from the Ashanti as they travel to the Temple of Stone to retrieve the Sphere of Earth. They arrive amidst a desert sandstorm just before Behk enters the Temple to find maps of the world to locate the remaining gates and to take the Sphere of Earth. Khodan and Niri flee with the sphere, but Khodan is grievously wounded.

      Khodan collapses far to the south in a ruined Ashanti city, leaving Niri alone amidst the desert with the sphere. She uses their combined power to heal Khodan so that he awakes, but her abilities are limited by the closing of the Water Gate and Khodan is weak. They struggle to survive in the desert until Khodan heals enough to transform and fly them to where Ria waits for the Sphere of Earth in Rah Hahsessah.

      After Khodan and Niri’s escape from the Temple of Stone, Behk’sah kills Keifa for sending warriors into the temple when Behk felt he would have succeeded better alone. Behk claims control of the Ashanti and takes the title Beh’kana. He searches for the next Gate and sends the heir to the Ashanti throne, Shi’taku, into the desert to find the Sphere of Earth to be rid of the threat to his newly claimed title as Kana. Realizing that the elemental gates are opposite the spheres, Behk makes a guess at where the Earth Gate is based on a mark on an ancient map he claimed from the Temple of Stone: Akhetta.

      Searching the desert, Shi’taku finds Niri and Khodan in the ruined Ashanti city. Instead of following Behk’s orders, he heals Khodan. Shi fears Behk will turn Ekhaba, the last Ashanti city, into a ruin as well. Trusting him, Niri and Khodan break the Sphere of Earth and give Shi a small piece to fool Behk into thinking he succeeded. Shi returns to Ekhaba and gives Behk the fake sphere while hoping to find a way to stop Behk.

      Waiting for Niri and Khodan, Ria tries to divert a desert storm to protect the city of Rah Hahsessah and discovers it is the Ashanti attacking. Elementals, even Earth Elementals, have little power over the sand. Despite the arrival of Khodan and Niri, the city is destroyed. They barely escape as the Ashanti claim the city. But they have the Sphere of Earth, so they flee to Portoreayl across the Sea of Sarketh to journey to the Earth Gate and wait for Lavinia.

      Still free, Sinika hides amid the ruins of Akhetta, once an ancient school or temple for Elementals. With the Temple of Rains no longer free from control and under the scrutiny of the Church of Five Orders, Elementals unhappy with the acceptance of Spirit Elementals as a new order arrive to join Sinika and live outside of the bounds of the Church. The loss of Water Elemental ability is not understood and tensions are high. While helping to restore the old buildings, Earth Elemental Beyhal discovers an underground chamber that holds a stockpile of magical weapons hidden by Minna when she lived in Akhetta with her love, Grakkethi, the earth dragon and guardian of the Earth Gate before he went to sleep.

      To discover what the weapons do, Sinika undertakes a dangerous mission to return to Solaire. He uses a newly discovered ability to create an illusion to alter his appearance to remain undetected. He arrives just as news reaches Solaire of the attack on Rah Hahsessah. He is in Solaire when the Fire Gate is closed. The shock of losing fire again causes Sinika to faint. He awakens and learns from Beyhal that it is all Fire Elementals who are affected. Sinika tries to touch the Sphere of Fire again but discovers it is fake, and the real sphere is missing. But Sinika’s effort makes him realize fire is not gone, just weak. They hurry to return to Akhetta, reaching it as the Earth and Air Elementals turn on Water and Fire and try to burn them, thinking they are a plague. Many Elementals are wounded.

      While flying from the Temple in the Clouds to Akhetta with Lavinia, Darag, and Laireag, Zhao leaves to journey to the home of the Kith to warn them that they are close to the Spirit Gate as their ancient role was to guard it. There he learns that the trees Darag and Laireag are soul bound to are dying. Zhao hurries to meet Darag and Laireag at the Earth Gate to warn them.

      Beh’kana sends two of his trusted warriors on ships from Rah Hahsessah to Portoreayl to release desert sand and give him the power to send Ekhaba across the sea. They arrive on the heels of Niri, Khodan, and Ria. Ria decides to stay and protect the city while Niri and Khodan take the Sphere of Earth to Akhetta. Arriving in Akhetta, Sinika takes them prisoner after asking Khodan to heal Ashyl, a Water Elemental he cares for and who was wounded badly by fire. Sinika is curious about what Niri knows of the gates, but she refuses to tell him.

      Shi’taku, the Ashanti prince, is tasked by Beh’kana to capture the city of Portoreayl with only a handful of warriors. With help from Kita’sah, he instead tries to save as much of the city as possible while making it appear they have won. Kita manages to protect the women and children as the Ashanti break the shield that protects the city, but she must remain hidden as Behk ordered her to stay behind with the Ashanti women in Rah Hahsessah.

      Lavinia with Darag, Zhao, and Ci’erra meet Ria as she leaves Portoreayl after the Ashanti win and destroy the city and archipelagic forests. Together, they arrive in Akhetta just before the Ashanti. Sinika tries to bargain with Behk, but Behk attacks him before he can. Seeing Elementals dying as the Ashanti attack, Sinika decides to help Niri and tells Lavinia of the weapons hidden by Minna. With the aid of the ancient relics, they begin to turn the fight against the Ashanti just as Behk realizes that when he attacks Grakkethi, the wounds he causes do not heal. Zhao arrives and searches for Laireag, afraid he and Darag will cross into the spirit realm again to help Beite before he can warn them.

      Behk defeats the guardian of the Earth Gate and nearly crosses, fighting Shi’taku to reach the gate. Lavinia begins to close the gate as Behk reaches it, but it is seeing Keifa’kana on the other side of the gate that makes Behk stop. Keifa holds on to Behk’s hand and tries to pull him into the spirit realm. Other Ashanti free Behk, and they race to Ekhaba to escape.

      The surviving fighters agree to a truce between Sinika’s Elementals and those of the Church of Five Orders if Sinika will help them stop the Ashanti. Sinika agrees if Lavinia promises to reopen the Gates and restore power. With the Earth Gate closed, the only remaining open gates are the Air Gate and Spirit. Minna finally admits that the Spirit Gate cannot be closed without ending life. Despite the fighting in the spirit realm, Lavinia agrees to close the Air Gate temporarily so that the Ashanti will be forced to the Spirit Gate where they will be waiting.

      After sharing the news that Darag and Laireag are dying and must return to Lus na Sithchaine if they hope to survive, Zhao promises to go into the spirit realm to help Beite in their place. Khodan and Niri decide to accompany Zhao as well as Ci’erra, who will search for the Ring of Valain. The ring was taken by two Ashanti, Jeif and Leifa, who had crossed into the water spirit realm while helping Lavinia and Niri call the lost Sphere of Water back into Myrrah from where it had been hidden in the spirit realm [in Spirit of Life]. With the Ring of Valain, Lavinia will be able to open all the gates again and restore elemental power so that they can fight the Ashanti at the Spirit Gate.

      

      And so we begin…
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      Darag’s hand trembled as he placed it on the bark of his tree. The connection seared through his soul.

      The tree yet lived. As did he. But Laith Lus was right. Not all was well. The ground around him was littered with branches the tree had shed. It had paired down, removing what was not needed in order to save the core of what it was, in order to live.

      Laith Lus had told him he had to choose. Choose life with Lavinia again. Choose a future and all the possibilities that came with it. A child? Leading his people? Kita’sah’s questions buzzed in his head, the angry swarm mingling with half considered hopes. Death would take those choices away. But he feared so much for his lost sister and what she faced. It tore at him. And his tree struggled for it.

      Lavinia’s hand touched his back. She knelt behind him, saying nothing as she rested her head between his shoulder blades and held him. It took him time before the tension and doubts eased enough for Darag to speak.

      “I thought you were not coming.”

      “It is our tree, bahl el'hah.” Lavinia shifted to his side so that she could see his face. “I chose you. I love you. I wouldn’t leave you alone to face this.”

      That broke the wall in him. He had meant to leave her to face life alone. Darag gathered his wife in his arms as he cried while the roots of their tree cradled them.

      When he woke, it was dark. Leaves clung to Lavinia’s dark curls as if she were part tree herself. He smiled at the thought. Lavinia stirred, opening her eyes to look into his.

      “You are feeling better,” she said as she touched his face.

      “How do you know?”

      “I haven’t seen you smile like that in months.”

      Darag rested his head on her shoulder. Her answer hurt but that didn’t make it untrue. “I am sorry.”

      Lavinia shook her head. She caught his face in her hands when he looked away, and he met her eyes. “Don’t be sorry for what you wanted to do. I understand.” Tears welled in her blue eyes. “I worry for Beite too. Bahl el’hah, be sorry for not having told me. Please don’t shut me out again,” she whispered.

      “Never,” he promised and kissed her.

      They stayed cuddled in the nest of roots and leaves beneath their tree until dawn’s light gilded the highest branches. Darag woke to watch the light soften the sky as he held Lavinia against his chest. Overhead, the buds on a bare branch broke and uncurled vibrant green leaves. Darag took a deep breath and felt strength returning.

      

      
        
        –

      

      

      

      Darag sat uncomfortably in Laith Lus’ overstuffed house. It was not where he wanted to be, but if he’d come to understand anything of his life the last few months, it was that the things he rejected were exactly what he needed.

      So he sat as Cuileann bustled, making tea with the ease of one well familiar, and felt both envy and relief. Cuileann had taken the place Darag had once thought his for life with both his old mentor and the Kith. It was like watching someone live his life and do a better job of it.

      “You look well.” Laireag sat nearby, and his comment to Darag sounded sullen. But then, compared to Laireag, Darag did.

      Laireag lounged in the second most comfortable chair, thin legs extended from a thick blanket held closed with bony hands. Laith Lus for his age and growing infirmity, glowed with health next to Laireag. And that both terrified Darag and made him want to heal faster. Because then maybe he could help his friend.

      “I have Lavinia,” Darag said. The words came slow as he sorted through emotions, trying not to offend his friend who took offense to most things since they’d arrived from Akhetta and the fight for the Earth Gate. “We share the same tree, and she is stronger than I.”

      The angry darkness around Laireag faded, but Darag wasn’t sure it was from understanding or exhaustion until Laireag swallowed hard and nodded. The truths they faced were hard to bear.

      Even if Laireag loved someone enough to choose them, if she were Kith she would have her own tree and not share the soul of Laireag’s. Lavinia and Darag were joined through his because she hadn’t been born Kith but had become one by loving him. The choice was rare and its result not always free from problems. As Darag was learning. Though he seemed to cause most of them.

      “Be careful,” Cuileann said ignoring the heavy atmosphere of the house that felt more like all three of them waited for death than two, at least, hoping for life as he handed Laith Lus a cup of tea. “Don’t burn yourself like you did yesterday.”

      Laith Lus took the cup with a trembling hand and blew on the steaming liquid with a puff of breath a child would have been ashamed of. His old mentor was dying. At times, Darag ached to know that. At times, he felt nothing. And then, every once in a while, he felt a twinge of envy for where he would go. That sickened him but made it no less true.

      Darag came back from his thoughts to see Laith Lus watching him over the rim of his cup as if he could read his thoughts like a dragon. Laughter unintentionally sparked on his lips.

      Laith Lus huffed. “What was that look for?” He stomped the cane always near his hand on the floor. For all the aggrieved sense of injustice in Laith Lus’ voice, Darag knew the crotchety nature was more show than real. Laith Lus had not become a wizened grump.

      “I was imagining you as a dragon.”

      Laireag spat a laugh, chuckling until the amusement turned to coughing. He doubled over, clutching his stomach as spasms racked his body.

      “Here.” Cuileann was at Laireag’s side to keep his friend upright.

      Power suffused the air. Laireag’s coughing lessened, and he leaned back in his chair with a groan. But Darag knew healing Laireag wasn’t the answer. Sending energy into him lasted only briefly before fading. What was wrong lay as much with Laireag’s tree as with Laireag. And unless both healed, both would die.

      Cuileann brought Laireag the second cup of tea, but Laireag waved it to the side table as he burrowed in his blanket. “Stop looking at me like that,” Laireag snapped.

      “You are worse since you returned,” Cuileann retorted. “You are supposed to be getting better!”

      “I wasn’t talking to you.” Laireag shot Darag a glare that held no heat.

      “You are worse since you returned. You should be getting better,” Darag replied.

      Cuileann snorted at the teasing mockery though a smile flitted across his lips. There had been a time Cuileann had looked up to Darag, and Darag was surprised to see any remainder of that still.

      “What kind of dragon would I be?” Laith Lus asked, breaking the silence.

      “As bony and slow as Grakkethi,” Laireag said with a rasp. But a half smile pulled at his lips. “Don’t you think?”

      “More fire than Grakkethi had, I think.”

      Cuileann shook his head. “Ancient guardians and gates to the spirit realm … can’t we talk of other things?”

      “How is Aerychl?” Darag asked, guessing what his friend’s thoughts rested on.

      Cuileann beamed. “Well! The child will come soon. Any day, a month … soon!”

      A birth, the first since the war in Drufforth. And now new fighting threatened the world again. For the first time, Darag’s path snapped into place. He knew what he must do. As Cuileann poured him a cup of tea, Darag stood up and took it before handing it to Cuileann.

      “Sit and rest. You’ve been tending us like we are three old men for days.” Darag turned away and searched for a fourth cup. “I can pour some for myself.”

      “You are full of energy all of a sudden.” Laireag looked equally envious and annoyed.

      “I need to heal so I can leave.”

      Laith Lus dropped his teacup. “You cannot! If you enter⁠—”

      “I’m not going to the spirit realm.” Darag held out a hand, waiting until Laith Lus calmed and looked him in the eye. “I promise. But I must leave. There are no gates near Lus na Sithchaine. So war shouldn’t come here again.”

      “Unless Behk comes looking for you.” Laireag, who’d struggled upright, fell back into his seat with a thunk.

      “Beh’kana hates me and has since I first met him.”

      Laith Lus stared at his spilt tea and broken cup for a moment before reaching out his hand. The cup reformed and rose to his outstretched fingers. He glanced in its open bowl before holding it out to Darag to refill. “Where will you go?”

      Darag thought as he poured the tea. The answer came to him with the ease decisions once had. It felt good to know again. “Solaire.”

      Laireag choked on the tea in his mouth. “You can’t be serous!”

      “It is closer to the Spirit Gate,” Darag pointed out. “I’ll wait until the Air Gate is closed. The Ashanti will know the Spirit Gate is the last. They will go through Solaire to reach it. That is where the last fight will be.”

      Laireag stared at the floor of the house.

      “And you must heal so you can come too,” Darag said. Laireag looked up at him with tears in his silver eyes. “Minna said we are like the five dragons who originally stood against the Ashanti. You need to be there as well.”

      “She could have been just saying things,” Laireag whispered. “It is Minna.”

      “You mean Yminnyla,” Laith Lus said. “The dragon who guards the Spirit Gate.” He spoke with the pride of someone old of one who was equally wise and aged. “She was very helpful healing the forest.”

      “Great,” Laireag said as he shrunk into his chair and blanket. “Have her look at my tree when she comes from the Temple of Mists.”

      “That isn’t a bad idea,” Cuileann said. “I mean if anyone could heal you …”

      Laith Lus and Darag smiled. Laireag’s annoyed visage appeared slightly hopeful.

      “Now that is decided, tell me more of the spirit realm,” Laith Lus said. “You can leave if you like, Cuileann. This is not something you might want to hear so soon to be a parent.” Laith Lus waved Cuileann vaguely toward the door. “But I want to prepare for my time there.” He hesitated, squinting gaze sliding from Darag to Laireag. “And I’d better not see either of you for centuries, or I will drag you back to Myrrah myself!”
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      Ice gripped him.

      Beh’kana pulled against the frozen wall that trapped his hand, pounding against the surface with his right fist. It was like he hit the stone of a mountain. And he struck it without power. Trembling, Behk sank to his knees. He would die here.

      The thought was what made him remember.

      Behk looked up and met Keifa’kana’s eyes. His once king held Behk’s left arm in a grip as strong as death. He pulled back in revulsion and denial. He would not die here. Not to someone he’d already defeated. Power flared with heat through his chest and down his right arm. Instead of striking Keifa because how could he injure one already dead, Behk grabbed his pale left wrist and pulled. His hand came free with shearing pain as if he left his fingers behind.

      Keifa laughed. “You can escape me now, but not forever. Death will claim you someday, Behk’sah. I will be waiting.”

      “I am Beh’kana now, as I was always meant to be, Keifa’shoo.”

      “I am still your Kana, even if it was you who killed me.” Keifa glared at Behk, but the power he summoned felt like the wind stirred by a moth’s flight.

      Behk snorted. “If you are King, it is of the dead, Keifa’kana. I rule the living Ashanti now.”

      “You are correct in that, but I rule the dead.”

      Free, Behk looked around, expecting to see he was before the Earth Gate with a battle raging nearby. Instead, he realized he was in his chambers in Ekhaba. His sister, Kita’sah sat on his bed holding the hand of a man who lay limp as if dead. With a start, he realized it was himself.

      Behk stumbled backwards. “I am dead already.”

      “No,” Keifa said with enough hatred that Behk believed him. “But where you are is not so very far from where I am.”

      Behk sorted through the riddle. “Ekhaba is in the spirit realm?”

      “On its edge,” Keifa admitted grudgingly. “But do not think you can cross from there. The way is barred … unless you die.”

      “Apparently, I have not done so yet.” Behk stepped away from Keifa and his prone form. Kita called power. It tingled through his dead arm. The love he felt for his sister in that moment totaled the vastness of the great desert of Ak’Ashanti. And he had grown the desert very far. “Why are you here, Kana of the dead?”

      Keifa sneered at him. “There is war.”

      “I’ve noticed.” Behk smiled coldly. “I’ve been winning it unlike when you ruled.”

      The air tinged with cold though only a fraction held in the desert night. Keifa could not harm him.

      “There is fighting in the spirit realm too. The spirits have been barred from crossing to Myrrah, and power fills like a dammed lake, unused behind the locked gates.” Keifa watched Behk steadily as if deciding to speak his next words. “We can help each other so that the Ashanti win the freedom we both seek for our people.”

      Behk didn’t believe him. Not after what he had done to gain the throne. “There is more to your offer.” Hatred flashed in Keifa’s eyes, and Behk knew he was right. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Keifa turned away, his form darkening in its loose desert robes to blend with the shadows that lurked in the corner of the room. Panic grabbed at Behk. The offer, as crazy as it was, held temptation. Behk struggled to find the missing piece. Keifa faded like a dream. He had as much substance as the whiff of magic that swirled around him.

      “Why don’t you use the power if it is so great?”

      The faint shadow of the once king paused. Keifa’s face clarified full of anger and disappointment. “Because when you took life from me, you took power as well.” For all of the vengeance that filled Kiefa’s trembling form, the air barely heated. Whatever abilities Keifa had held in life, now not only did the sand not obey him, the other elements barely did either. “Only the living who cross into the spirit realm control great power. Greater than even you have ever tasted, Behk’sah.”

      “That is why you need me.” Behk smiled as he realized how great a truth this was. “This is why you cannot kill me … even if you want to.”

      The temperature of the room plummeted. Kita glanced up in surprise. But her eyes passed beyond where Behk stood speaking to her dead husband. She turned her attention again to the unconscious form of her brother who lay before her. Power sparked in the air again at her summoning.

      “For now,” Keifa said as his attention returned to Behk. The chill in the air died, leaving behind an aching sadness. “We need each other for now. But after the Ashanti are free of this curse …”

      “I will set them free.” Behk wasn’t frightened. His dead arm tingled with renewed life. Life that would give him power greater than he’d ever held. And Keifa … held less power than Lyra as an infant. “With your help. And then you and I will–”

      “Decide who is Kana of the Ashanti.” Keifa offered Behk a sweeping bow full of mockery. But his eyes flicked toward Kita at the end, and the confident amusement disappeared.

      Keifa faded. In panic, Behk realized the room grew darker. Tingling erupted across his chest, snapping with pain in his arms and legs. Magic warped around his sister as she leaned forward and whispered, “Come back to me, ty’sel.”

      Keifa growled. “I will return later, and we will talk.”

      Behk took a breath and saw the chest of his physical form on the bed rise as well. Fear left him. “Are you so sure you can find your way back to Ekhaba?”

      As the edges of his vision warped, Behk saw Keifa’s feral smile. “Of course, my friend. I hold a piece of your soul. Why do you think your arm is dead?”

      Behk woke with a scream.

      

      
        
        —

      

      

      

      “You need to rest.”

      Kita’s adamant tone made Behk smile. “This is not a wound that sleep will heal, ty’lef.” He gently grabbed her hand and drew Kita toward him. He kissed her forehead and held her close. At least he did with his good arm. Only the right would obey him. The left hung numbly at his side. “And I do not have time to waste in sleep.”

      Kita had caught him walking to his private study where once he met with the clan representatives who counseled him as much as delivered his decisions to the citizens of Ekhaba. Now his council lay ruined. Only Tef’han had returned from the fight for the Earth Gate with his power intact. Mahl’den had never returned to Ekhaba, and Behk did not know if Mahl lived or had been killed. He did know Mahl’s power had been destroyed by Lavinia with the sword she’d carried. So Mahl’s fate little mattered. Mahl had held little enough power before. With none, he was useless. Much like Rekka’shoo.

      “What happened at the Earth Gate?” Kita drew away enough to look at his face. “Why does Rekka now only control earth and water? Is Shi dead? And what happened to you, my Kana?”

      The concern in her voice smoothed over Behk’s irritation that she asked about Shi. He disliked any reminder of the Ashanti prince who had betrayed him.

      “I was trapped as they closed the Earth Gate,” Behk told her. It wasn’t a lie, but it was not all of the truth. He could not admit to his sister that he had seen her dead husband beyond the gate, the same man he had killed. “That is what the spheres are for. They close the gates they match. Mahl was right when he guessed the spheres and gates were spaced far from each other.”

      “But you had the Sphere of Earth?”

      “No.”

      Kita looked at him in confusion. “But I saw you wearing it⁠—”

      “I had a piece of it. Shi lied and betrayed me.” Behk waited as a tremble raced through her.

      She swallowed hard before meeting his gaze again. Her dark eyes searched his face. “You killed him.”

      “No. He was alive the last I saw of him. I do not know what he is now.” Because as much as Behk knew Ekhaba lay at the edge of the spirit realm and saw shadows move in the corner of his vision, he had only seen the spirit of Keifa. That was more than enough.

      Kita settled against him and rested her head on his chest. For a moment, Behk basked in contentment. So many things had gone wrong in the last few days, but his sister remained by his side.

      “You really are not angry with me for remaining in Ekhaba?”

      “How could I, ty’lef? Your power and love saved me from darkness.”

      Kita frowned as she pulled away to take his numb hand in hers. She kissed his fingers, but Behk did not feel it. “But I did not heal all of you.”

      “This is something even you cannot fix.” Behk squeezed her arm with his good hand. “It does not hurt, do not worry so.”

      He did not tell her that when he won through to the spirit realm and gained power greater than any, the power of a god, he would free the piece of his soul that Keifa held. He would be whole. And the world and Keifa would burn. But first, he needed to find another gateway. And he needed to find a way to kill something that was already dead.

      Urgency sent phantom pain through his dead arm. Behk released Kita, his mind once again on the task that had called him from his bed where he’d stayed the three days since the fight for the Earth Gate. But as faithful as she was, Kita walked with him.

      Outside the windows of the palace, Ekhaba remained calm as if the city slept. Beyond its walls, a few dunes of sand glinted before fading into azure water. “I’m surprised you did not return the city to Rah Hahsessah after the fight for the Earth Gate,” Behk said. Kita looked at him but did not answer. “You must miss Lyra?”

      “Of course.” Kita’s smile grew like the morning sun and then faded. “But we cannot, not until we have an answer of where to go. We cannot return to the women with news of so much death and no hope. It is better to drift on our new sand here across the sea.”

      Behk regarded his sister a long moment. Dressed in thinly woven gold chains that supported scarves to cover her breasts and privates, she was no longer the girl he had teased and made jewelry for. She was a woman, a mother, and more. “You make a good Queen to our people,” he told her.

      “I try to do my part.” Kita blushed, bowing to him as she stepped away. “And right now I am needed to help tend those still healing. Some wounds take time.” Her gaze lingered on his arm before she trotted lightly from the room on bare feet.

      He felt the quiet of the palace settle around him with her absence. Shadows flowed forward from the corner of the room and reached for him. Behk ignored them and walked forward without visible fear, though his arm ached. The numbness grew into his shoulder. Behk forced his dead fingers to clench, but his hand responded with barely a twitch.

      Fire flared in him, heating the room until it felt like Ekhaba journeyed across the true desert and not its small child that held more sea than sand, at least for now. Ak’Ashanti would grow, and he would find a way to claim all of his soul back from Keifa. The pain would not last. But his rule would. First, though, he needed another gate.

      Behk fumbled with the maps in his meeting room. The last time he’d touched them, he had command of both of his hands. But by merging the paper with the table, Behk finally managed to unroll the parchment. His eyes fell on Akhetta. That was where the Earth Gate lay, and even if it remained open, as the tiny Sphere of Earth that he kept in his chambers assured him it did, he would not cross there. It didn’t matter what promises Keifa made.

      Access to the water spirit realm had been lost in the Marsh of Isha. And, though he did not know where it lay other than a guess of somewhere in the west, the Fire Gate was also closed based on the diminishment of that power. That left the Air Gate and Spirit.

      The Sphere of Air was said to lie amid the Mountains of Night in the west. Which meant its gate would be as far as possible to the east.

      Behk traced his fingers across the page. Most of the east was marked as sea. But the Island of Kailal and dots of small isles sprinkled the ocean surface. One of those held the Air Gate. And moving Ekhaba there by growing the desert would be difficult and time consuming if he didn’t know exactly where.

      The Spirit Gate, he was even less certain about. He’d never heard of a Sphere of Spirit nor read of one. But that didn’t mean much. There seemed to be little written about the spheres that he had access to, and one could only read so much in four years of life.

      Behk felt the weight of each short year. Half a life. More. He didn’t have much longer left to gain all he wanted. For the Ashanti, the true difficulty was always time.

      Behk released the map from the table. It rolled together with the hissing sound of tearing paper. That didn’t matter. It was no longer of use to him. It could not tell him where the last two open gates to the spirit realm lay. But he knew who could. Behk turned to face the shadows of the room and waited.
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      “But I’m happy fire is gone!”

      Tasha, the little blonde Fire Elemental child broke away from Ci’erra and bolted across the dewy grass. Her small form was lost to the mist in twenty paces. Ci’erra looked devastated. Ria sighed.

      “She doesn’t mean it,” Ci’erra said with a rasp to her voice.

      “She’s had a hard life,” Niri said in answer as she took Khodan’s hand. “I barely learned anything from her before I left the Temple of Mists. But considering what Tasha did share, I know what she hasn’t said is very tragic.”

      Ria shook her head, gazing into the grayness that enveloped the Temple that should have been home to the Sphere of Water. But Misshal still wore it with Niri’s blessing. He struggled more than she to relearn his power. And now, when they faced an enemy as great as the Ashanti, anything that helped recover lost abilities was needed. Even the items Minna swore were cursed and best destroyed such as those she’d hidden in Akhetta.

      “I thought growing up afraid to find I’d had power was bad,” Ria admitted. “But⁠—”

      “Growing up accidentally burning the things you love sounds worse?” Ci’erra asked. “She is gifted with the potential to become one of the most powerful Fire Elementals I’ve ever heard of. And she is so afraid of it.”

      Ria placed a hand on Ci’erra’s shoulder where her friend and lover knelt on the course grass. Water seeped between the rough clumps. Nearby, the sparse mounds faded into the lily pad riddled lake that sat next to the perpetually damp Temple of Mists. Being here, Ria could admit she was a Fire Elemental as well as Spirit. The mist felt suffocating at times. Even though she, unlike Ci’erra, could control water.

      “She’ll have more time to enjoy just being a child before the Fire Gate is reopened,” Ria said to Ci’erra. “After that, we can help her learn to control her gift and not to be afraid.”

      Ci’erra sighed as she stood, her gaze lingering on the blankness where Tasha had disappeared. “Who knows how long this journey to the spirit realm will take.” Ci’erra finally turned her attention to Ria. The sober look sank Ria’s heart to her toes. “She may have a lot longer to enjoy her lack of fire.”

      Niri spoke when Ria’s voice failed her. “It cannot be too long. The Ashanti will not wait.”

      “We are nearly finished here,” Khodan added as he gestured for Niri to walk ahead of him toward the obscured hulk of the Temple. “We should leave tomorrow to go to Lus na Sithchaine and see if Lavinia and Zhao are ready to find the Air Gate.”

      He said find. Ria hated that. Her friends and lover would fly east into the ocean of Ilaiya much as she and Ci’erra had sailed less than a year before. They did not know where they were going and, once they arrived, did not know truly what they would find in the spirit realm, especially once Lavinia closed the gate behind them.

      Ria fumbled for Ci’erra’s hand as they followed Niri and Khodan. “I’ll ask Minna once more if she knows where the Air Gate is. It will save you time.”

      “Don’t bother her.” Ci’erra stopped walking and locked Ria’s hand in hers with stiff fingers. “She doesn’t know or she would have told us.” Ci’erra’s blue eyes were luminescent in the thick, gray air. “Besides,” she continued with a rough whisper, “I’d rather you not spend your time on Minna tonight.”

      “You’re scared,” Ria said falling into Ci’erra’s arms, wondering if her heart would thump out of her chest.

      “Never,” Ci’erra said with her cocky half smile that always lit fire in Ria’s chest. Ci’erra held Ria’s gaze, fingers sliding along her cheek. “Maybe a little.” The words sounded like an apology. “I’m going to the spirit realm for Goddess sake, to help fight a war. It is difficult to feel optimistic about that.”

      Ria trembled head to toe. No words came to conjure the love or hope that Ria desperately wanted to give Ci’erra. So instead, Ria kissed her. Passion flared in Ci’erra with equal heat. In fire, they were equals. Barely aware of the Temple or its Elementals, the two women slipped into their room. The night brought tears and tenderness. The little she slept, Ria woke with a start, fearful of seeing the light of the dawn.

      “I wish I were going with you.”

      Ci’erra took Ria’s hand and kissed it. Ria panted a laugh. “I thought you were asleep,” she admitted.

      Ci’erra rolled onto her side to look Ria in the eye. “Do you only confess your fears to me when I’m asleep? If so, I will pretend it more often.”

      Ria shook her head, tears forming in her eyes again. “I promise I’ll always tell you my fears when you are awake when you come back.”

      Ci’erra kissed Ria’s forehead. Her breath and lips lingered warmth against her skin. “I will do my best that you have nothing to fear when I return.” After that, Ci’erra held her until dawn.

      There were five of them that needed to make the journey to Lus na Sithchaine, though only three would continue with Zhao and Lavinia. The plan to journey to the Air Gate held minimal risk. It was what came after that would be dangerous when the Ashanti realized only one gate remained open. The one gate that could never be closed: the Spirit Gate.

      Zhao journeyed to the spirit realm in Laireag’s place to help Beite fight the chaos that grew as each gate shut.  It was the same promise to fight and calm the spirit realm that sent Khodan and Niri as well as a promise to Darag, Beite’s brother. All three would help Ci’erra who went with a different purpose. She needed to find the Ring of Valain.

      Ci’erra and Ria had held the ring when they’d journeyed the same direction eastward to find the Sphere of Fire. Only a Valain like Ci’erra could see the ancient bracelet, though Ria could sense the magic imbued in the metal. When Ci’erra touched it, it changed to a ring of fire. But when Ria held it along with Ci’erra, they had been transported to the spirit realm.

      Somehow, the ring was a portable gateway to the spirit realm. With it, Lavinia would be able to open the gates of fire, earth, air, and water. Hopefully, and only if they managed to get the remaining pieces of the Sphere of Earth from Beh’kana. Only with the gates open and power restored to the Elementals of Myrrah could they fight the Ashanti.

      Or the ring and its access to the direct power of the spirit realm might help them solve the punishment inflicted on the Ashanti and the cause for the war. If Beh’kana did not kill everything first. The wounds of what he’d done to the archipelago still felt raw to Ria’s power. She was tired of fighting, tired of death, and so frightened of what her friends faced.

      “I could come with you,” Ria said to Ci’erra as they packed their bags in the misty light of morning.

      Ci’erra put down the satchel in her hand and walked to Ria to place a finger on her lips. “You need to help Misshal. I do not trust him to control Sinika.” Ci’erra removed her finger and replaced it with a quick kiss.

      “I’d rather come with you to the spirit realm.”

      Ci’erra snorted. Fire flared in her aura as she finished packing. “I’d rather escort Sinika there first. But damn him, he is right that we need every fighter against the Ashanti.” Ci’erra paused, her eyes unfocusing as a cold smile graced her lips. Ria shivered when Ci’erra flicked her blue eyes toward her. “At least until the Ashanti have been dealt with. Then …” Ci’erra shrugged.

      Ria licked her dry lips. Ci’erra’s desire to destroy Sinika was understandable, if not reasonable. Ria was a Spirit Elemental, and no matter she hated Sinika, she did not wish him dead. She wished no one that fate, not even the Ashanti. It was against her nature. But now was not the time to fight with her lover.

      “If Misshal can’t control Sinika, I don’t know what hope I have.”

      Ci’erra exhaled a laugh. “There is more to you than you give yourself credit.” Ci’erra stood, tossing her satchel over her shoulder. She took Ria’s hand as she walked toward the door, giving it a squeeze. “Why else do you think Minna calls you the new Goddess?” Ci’erra’s grin spread like the rising sun that filled the window.

      “Because she is daft?” Ria answered, though she smiled in return.

      Khodan waited in the damp ground outside the central spire of the Temple. Niri stood near the delicate front doorway of stained glass, speaking to a woman who could have been fashioned from the fog. Silver-gray hair fell against a pale blue cloak the same liquid color as her eyes. The gray woman nodded as Ria and Ci’erra joined Khodan, clasping Niri’s hands and then embracing her.

      Niri wiped a tear from her eye as she walked to join them. “Everything is arranged,” she said to Khodan.

      “Why does it seem like you are not coming back?” Ria said it teasingly, but tears wavered in Niri’s eyes at the suggestion.

      “It isn’t as bad as that,” Niri said with a wave of her hand, but Khodan wrapping Niri in his arms dissolved the strength of her statement.

      “We want to ensure the training continues while we are gone,” Khodan added.

      “How long will that be?” Tasha stood barefoot in the wiry grass. The hem of her dress hung heavy with dew and clung to her ankles. With frizzy curls and trailing ribbons, she looked anything but a very strong Fire Elemental.

      Niri knelt down so that she was eye level with the little girl. “A few weeks, my fire princess. Maybe longer. But we’ll return. You’ll be safe here, I promise.”

      Tasha nodded, her eyes slipping from Niri to fall on Ci’erra.

      Ci’erra swallowed hard. “I didn’t mean to frighten you, little sprite.”

      Tasha shifted so that she was half-hidden behind Niri, but she peeked around the Water Elemental with wide eyes. “Why do you like being a Fire Elemental?”

      Ci’erra’s snort sounded more like she tried not to choke. “Because the first time I called fire, Seifa came to me.” Ci’erra opened her hand and a coil of flame unrolled into the form of her small fire dragon.

      Seifa stretched, showing fangs of gleaming embers before he sniffed, dismayed at the damp air. Tasha giggled, which perked Seifa’s stance to alertness. At the sight of the young girl, Seifa bounded into the damp ground that hissed steam as he pranced around Tasha like an over exuberant puppy. The girl stumbled backward, tripping anxiously away from the flaming beast and toward Khodan, whose leg she hid behind.

      “Seifa come, leave her be,” Ria said as she held her hand out to the little fire spirit to offer it a puff of flame. Seifa danced over to her, shedding sparks as he growled in happy contentment. Seifa’s head was pleasantly warm as he pushed into her palm. He rolled against her from snout to flaming tail.

      “It doesn’t hurt you to touch him?” Tasha asked, still hiding behind Khodan.

      “No,” Ria reassured her. “Not if you can touch fire.”

      Tasha stepped tentatively forward but stumbled back when Seifa raised his head to look at her. Khodan caught the little girl and picked her up. She clung to his neck and hid her face against his shoulder. “I’ll see her to the Temple,” he said before heading toward the main gate.

      “What did she go through?” Ci’erra asked, quietly.

      “I don’t know, but time and patience will help her,” Niri replied as she pulled her gaze from Khodan. A wistful smile touched her lips.

      The idea that came with it, a child of Niri’s and Khodan’s, ached Ria’s heart to bursting. Instead of enjoying marriage and family, they fought again to stop a war by walking into the world of death. The unjustness of what her friends faced instead of the life they wanted erupted fire within Ria. The mist rolled away as she stood from petting Seifa. Sunlight fell onto the damp grass, turning the dew into diamonds of glistening sparks. Niri and Ci’erra glanced at her in surprise.

      “Do you think that a piece of nullifying stone will help her once we reopen the Fire Gate?” Ria asked. Ci’erra smiled at her sure tone. They would succeed. The Ashanti would be stopped, life would continue, and they would need to make sure the young Fire Elemental did not fear her gift.

      Niri blinked. “It isn’t a bad idea. It may give her some peace as long as she doesn’t rely on it.”

      “I’ll find one for her in Solaire,” Ria said as Khodan rejoined them. Ci’erra pecked Ria’s cheek with a quick kiss. “I think it is time to go.”

      With curiosity in his eyes for the conversation he missed, Khodan stepped away to give himself room to transform. Lus na Sithchaine was a several day journey down the River Turcot to the coast and north to Drufforth by narrow river boat. The fastest way to reach the home of the Kith was to fly, especially as a dragon.

      Khodan’s form smeared into a translucent mist, reforming as something much bigger. A brown dragon with scales that flashed with bronze highlights stood at the edge of the mist and sun and stretched copper wings to a height that would have scraped the bottom of the Temple’s arching, aerial walkway if he’d stood under it.

      Niri climbed the leg Khodan offered as Ria called upon her power. With a thought her body elongated and changed, wings sweeping outwards from her shoulders. Her vision blurred, but when it cleared, she stood much taller, though Khodan towered above her. He was much older and in dragon size that made a big difference.

      As a golden dragon, Ria could only carry Ci’erra. But there was one more who needed to go to Lus na Sithchaine, or at least one more who should.

      Ria turned her eyes to the shadows of the doorway. As a human, her sight couldn’t penetrate the dark interior. As a dragon, she saw the hunched form who waited behind a column. “Are you coming, Minna?” Ria added thoughts for her hope of Minna’s help and desire for her company as Ci’erra traveled beyond where Ria could follow, even through fire. “We will need your help at the Spirit Gate.”

      Minna hesitated a moment longer. Since the Earth Gate and Grakkethi’s death, the old guardian of the Spirit Gate had been a stubborn, empty shell of the sharp tongued crone that had followed Ria across Myrrah. Ria understood, but the time for grief was over. Still, Ria would leave without the old woman if she hesitated too long. But with a “humph,” Minna waddled from the entry and trundled toward the two dragons.

      Khodan offered both leg and claw while Niri reached for the old woman who seemed more likely to fall than climb onto Khodan’s back. With a rumble of gratitude, Ria launched skyward. As frightening as the next step would be, it was time to take control of how this war ended.
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      A draft stirred the leaves around the home Darag had created high in the trees, sending them rustling in the sudden breeze. As it died, Lavinia could hear faint voices calling from the direction of the central clearing. Someone has arrived. And, if the wind gust was any indication, they had come as a dragon.

      Lavinia paused as she rolled the thick blanket she’d chosen as a bedroll. Happiness and worry warred in her. As much as she prepared for the journey to the Air Gate, she wanted a few more days to spend with Darag and their tree. He wasn’t well enough yet, and her leaving would slow his healing. But the Ashanti would not wait.

      “Khodan and Niri have come,” Lavinia said as she finished tying the blanket into a tube and stuffed it in her sack.

      “Have you learned to mind speak with passing birds to know that?” Darag teased as he joined her from the back room. He carried a wrapped bundle that he held out to her.

      She took it, feeling the weight of dried food. She blinked away gratitude, not having realized he’d prepared anything for her. “I only need to read the wind in the trees like any Kith.”

      She hadn’t meant to say the last part and froze after. Darag kissed her temple, and she leaned against him as he opened his arms to her.

      “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “No,” he interrupted, his breath warm against her cheek. “I should never have said that you were not Kith. I cannot apologize⁠—”

      She halted his words with her fingertips on his lips as she turned to face him. “You have apologized. I do not need to hear it again. And I know your heart, Bahl el’hah; I know you love me, and we are bound.”

      Darag rested his forehead against hers. Face to face the way they stood, the dark smudges under his eyes could not be ignored. His face had filled out again, but there was no denying that as much as he had improved, he was still not well. Because their tree was not fully well. She hardly needed to see the face of her husband to understand that. She felt it in her bones.

      “I wish I didn’t have to go, not yet,” Lavinia confessed. “It is my tree too, and I should be here to help⁠—”

      It was Darag’s turn to silence her with a gentle kiss. Eyes closed, she felt his answer as his lips brushed hers as he spoke. “You need to stop the Ashanti.”

      Lavinia pulled back as she filled her lungs to answer. Darag held her firm, but it was really his quiet chuckle that kept her still. The pleasant sound rolled over her, sparking tears to her eyes. She hadn’t heard that laugh in so many moons. She opened her eyes to stare into his bright green ones, unable to reply even if the words that she’d meant to say managed to resurface.

      “You have helped, already, heart of mine. I am healing; our tree is healing. We will be fine.” His voice roughened on the last, and he had to swallow before continuing. He caressed her cheek with his fingertips. “If anything, I wish I had made better choices so that I could go with you now.”

      Lavinia leaned into his hand, cradling it against her face to feel the roughness and warmth of his skin. It was her wish too. But it could not be, and wanting it so much that her chest ached and breath would not come would not change it. And they had no more time to wait.

      “You will be with me in heart, Bahl el’hah,” she rasped, clearing her throat before she could speak again. “We should go greet our friends.”

      They walked hand in hand along the winding treetop paths of branches that swayed underfoot in the sweeping breezes that shook leaves and sent sunlight and shade dancing. Lavinia could have walked the pathway blindfolded, she’d become so accustomed to the journey when she’d lived among the Kith before the war when Beite had been alive and life had been so simple.

      “Will you really go to Solaire?”

      Lavinia had to force out the words. After the weeks of silence between them, it took effort to re-establish what was once so easy, and something she wanted again so dearly.

      Darag squeezed her hand. “When I am well and not until after the Air Gate is closed. The Ashanti will have no choice but to seek the Spirit Gate. That is where we will meet them.”

      “And you will face Beh’kana.”

      “Not alone,” Darag promised as he raised her fingers and swept them with his lips.”I promise.”

      Lavinia nodded, throat dry. “All of us face danger, but I worry most about you.”

      Darag’s sidelong glance and half-smile warmed her soul more than his words. “I know better than to worry about you. You can defeat anything.”

      Lower in the trees, the branch path grew wide and thick enough that two horses could have run side by side without shaking the stout limb. Here houses grown out of branches and hollows in trunks sprouted like mistletoe from the great trees. The bustle of life in the close-knit world of the Kith quieted as they walked by at their measured pace. The path cleared to allow them to pass as if by fate. But Lavinia knew the truth. It was because of who they were, what they had done, and what they had yet to do. And it was because they walked when all knew Darag could fly if he chose.

      It was the sight across the golden lit central clearing that cemented the place and role Darag and she were called to in Lavinia’s mind. Not for the memories of family dinners or contentious council meetings, but for the sight of the one great tree that stood alone on the far end, nearly bare of leaves and bereft of all but the strongest branches. Laith Lus would be gone soon. Darag had led the Kith once. Though she liked Cuileann and admired his compassion, she doubted he had the wisdom to lead as Laith Lus had. At least not in the troubled times that seemed to plague the world as it changed while the Kith tried so hard to remain the same. The fate to guide her chosen people forward lay on her shoulders as much as her husband’s.

      The vision of the future faded as Lavinia’s gaze fell on the small crowd gathered in the clearing. A golden head bobbed among the browns and russets of the Kith. With a quick step and growing smile, Lavinia hurried forward and embraced Ria.

      “You look well!” Ria said. Her glance took in Darag before returning to Lavinia. “Both of you.”

      Niri flashed a warm smile, embracing Lavinia as well. It hadn’t been until after the fight in Akhetta for the Earth Gate that Lavinia had learned of Khodan’s injury and near death in the desert or for Niri and Khodan to learn about the threat to Darag and Laireag’s life. She and Niri had worried more about the other’s near loss and pain than their own. The compassion had been healing to them both.

      Darag’s silence pulled Lavinia’s attention back to him with a tingle of anxiety. But his thoughtful gaze lay on Minna. “I have a favor to ask of you.”

      Minna glanced at Darag, surprise widening her white eyes. She sniffed. “I do not owe you anything.”

      “Minna!” Ria exclaimed. “Darag is our friend and has helped fight the Ashanti.”

      Minna pursed her lips, but her only response was stubborn silence.

      “It isn’t for me,” Darag continued. Lavinia took his hand, nervous with uncertainty. “Laireag is ill and not healing, not like I am. You are the dragon of spirit and have great skill⁠—”

      “Laireag is that ill?” Ria asked, color fading from her face. She glanced anxiously at Zhao who swallowed hard as he nodded. “Minna, if you can help him …”

      “He shouldn’t have crossed to the spirit realm,” Minna snapped. “That is his undoing and his choice. The Kith were not meant to return just like the guardians of the gates.”

      “How are we supposed to know that?” Lavinia said without thinking. Silence saturated the clearing as all eyes turned toward her. “If no one tells us what role we have to play, what the spheres are for, or even what the old weapons can do, how are we supposed to be certain we don’t make the same mistakes?”

      Laith Lus, frail and only just hobbling across the small space between his cabin at the foot of his great tree and the group greeting the new arrivals, offered Lavinia a proud smile on his feeble lips.

      “At least
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