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        In Born of Water

      

      

      A moment of inattention causes Water Priestess Nirine to fail in her duty to claim a girl with Elemental potential during the summer solstice ceremony in the small harbor town of Mirocyne. Fearful of punishment, Niri sneaks into the town during the festivities to find the girl to take her back to the Temple of Solaire for training by the Church of Four Orders: fire, earth, air, water.

      Following the girl, Ria, and her two friends, Lavinia and her brother Ty, Niri witnesses three men assault the trio. Before Niri can react, Ria uses magic instinctively to save her friends. Niri helps the three youths and warns them that use of magic, which is separate from elemental power, is punishable by death. She tells them to flee. Ty demands proof.

      With a piece of basalt, Niri summons a fire spirit which allows her to speak through fire and contact the Temple of Solaire. Fire Priest Sinika answers and tells Niri that the Curse, a magical creature that does the bidding of the Church, has been released to kill whoever used magic. Niri also learns that unless she brings the girl to Solaire where she will be killed, Niri will be an outcast and hunted as well.

      Niri refuses. To protect her, Sinika suggests Niri go to the Temple of Dust where the old library may have information on the making of the Curse and something to protect the girl. Now a fugitive, Niri helps Ria, Ty, and Lavinia flee in a stolen sailboat. Ty doesn't trust Niri, Ria is afraid of her budding power, and Lavinia thinks the journey will be resolved soon and they will return home. Selling goods from the boat, they allude capture from Priests searching for them while hiding from the Curse. The episodes of near discovery and confession help build friendships among the four as they sail along the northern shore toward the archipelago.

      Ready to sail south to the Southern Shore to journey to the Temple of Dust, Lavinia sees one of her parent’s merchant boats chasing them. They flee along the uninhabited islands of the archipelago where Niri conjures a storm by evaporating water. It grows beyond her control and threatens to capsize the pursing ship against rocks.

      Ria uses her magic to save the ship, but by doing so alerts the Curse to their location. It arrives and attacks their small sailboat. Niri manages to bind the Curse with thick water and captures the creature in deep water while Ty sails the damaged boat away.

      With the mast cracked and rigging lines broke, they cannot sail the boat south. Instead, Niri suggests they head north to the Kith, who are rumored to be very powerful as well as secretive and in defiance of the Church of Four Orders. The Church during the ancient War of the Orders wanted Kith to join, but the Kith resisted and deny their powers are elemental or magic but something different since they can shape wood and stone as well as grow plants.

      Terrified of Curse, which she hadn’t fully believed in, Ria rebels against Niri’s suggestion as she wants no part of the Church to which Niri belonged. Ria’s adamant stance ignites Ty’s prejudices and he relates how he was used by a Wind Priestess during his apprenticeship and witnessed the corruption of the Church. He wants to take Ria to the cities of the archipelago even though Niri tells him they are as full of Priests and Priestesses as the Temple of Solaire.

      Lavinia breaks the stalemate and decides they sail north. Ty is devastated his sister is against him and promises that he and Ria will leave as soon as they arrive in Drufforth. The journey north is quiet and full of tension. Arriving in the strange harbor town of Drufforth, Ty finds Lavinia hiding a sword she’d found in their stolen boat. Angry, Ty tries to take it from her, telling her she is to be a sailor for their parents’ and not learn to sword fight. Lavinia runs into the forest with the sword where she meets Darag, a Kith man. He offers to take her to Kith village of Lus na Sithchaine where she can petition to have the boat fixed and to teach her to learn to sword fight while she waits.

      Niri, Ria, and Ty are escorted to Lus na Sithchaine for the evening gathering. There they find the houses are built of living branches amongst the giant trees of the forest. Ty’s obvious anger, Ria’s shyness, and Niri’s status as a former Priestess nearly cause the Kith to deny them help. But the Kith elder, Laith Lus, is curious about Ria’s gifts and believes Niri while witnessing the rift between Lavinia and Ty. He agrees the Kith will help and allows Lavinia to stay in Lus na Sithchaine while Ria, Ty, and Niri stay in the port town of Drufforth.

      Ty and Ria fight while in Drufforth. Having calmed and realizing she can trust the former Priestess, Ria decides to remain in Drufforth and sail to the Temple of Dust with Niri. Unwilling to leave his sister, Ty stays as well, angry that Lavinia resides in Lus na Sithchaine and disliking the time Lavinia spends with Darag.

      Darag helps to fix the sailboat and spends time with Lavinia. Lavinia learns the Kith are soul-bound to a tree at birth and live as long as their tree, which can be over six hundred years. Darag is actually sixty-two but according to the Kith lifespan that equates his status similar to Lavinia’s age. They quickly grow close, but Darag resists his growing feelings as a relationship with an outsider can be troublesome. Lavinia would have to accept the Kith ways and her soul would be bound to his tree as well, lengthening her lifespan so that she will witness her family, brother, and friends die while she remains young.

      With the sailboat almost repaired and Lavinia’s time in Lus na Sithchaine nearly over, Darag admits his feelings to her and promises to wait for her to return. She tells him she already knows she loves him. By choosing him, they are married by Kith ways and she is bound to his tree and will feel a pull to return to Lus na Sithchaine when she leaves.

      Determined to help her friend, Lavinia sails south with Niri, Ty, and Ria. The rifts between friends and siblings are slowly healed on the journey as they reach the coastal city of Rah Hahsessah and then sail south to Tabook. There, they buy camels to travel through the desert to the ruined city of Karakastad to discover the Temple of Dust is built into a massive sinkhole amidst the desert. They explore the ruined Temple that was abandoned after the War of The Orders nearly nine hundred years before.

      In the once fabled library of the Temple, Niri discovers a letter that states magic is the same as elemental gifts, and that an Elemental may learn control of other elements beyond the one of his or her birth. Just as she reads the letter, Sinika finds her alone in the library.

      Sinika tells Niri he is there to help her, but she doesn’t trust him. Quickly, Niri uncovers that Sinika is there hoping she has brought Ria to claim the girl. Niri alerts Ty, Lavinia, and Ria to run as Sinika and another Fire Elemental, Ci’erra, attack Niri. She calls water into the sinkhole, flooding the lower levels of the library as she fights her way out of the building. Free of the library, she tells Ria, Lavinia, and Ty to flee while she confronts the two Fire Elementals as sea water cascades into the sinkhole and begins to fill the Temple.

      Ci’erra blocks Sinika’s fire to barter her freedom. When Niri hesitates, Ci’erra attacks and runs. Sinika and Niri fight. Niri manages to knock Sinika unconscious by slowing the water in his blood. Niri seals Sinika in a lower room by keeping the water from filling it before swimming to the surface to join Ty, Lavinia, and Ria. Niri falls unconscious from the strain of the fight. Ty leads the four into the desert to escape pursuit from the Church, whom he fears may be waiting for them in Tabook where their boat is moored.

      After Lavinia’s departure from Lus na Sithchaine, Darag journeys to the nearby Temple of Ice, hoping to learn more of the War of the Orders which isolated the Kith and destroyed the Temples of Mists and Stone which changed them to the Temples of Ice and Dust. Searching the frozen buildings locked in the permanent cold, he discovers the rooms left empty as if waiting for new occupants. Finally, he discovers a desperate letter that says the fighting is caused by the Order of Fire and not by those with magic as history suggests. Realizing Lavinia is in danger by journeying to the Temple of Dust at the recommendation of a Fire Elemental, Darag leaves Lus na Sithchaine to head south.

      Ty navigates through the desert, taking them into its depths before turning north to head to the town of Bakk. But they run out of water while still a few days away. Overcome by the heat, they make camp in the desert while Niri searches for water with her power. Desert riders find them. Lavinia recognizes one as Darag and they are reunited.

      Darag explains he arrived in Rah Hahsessah to hear of the sea flowing inland. He knows that must have been Niri so he journeyed to Bakk hoping to find a faster route to the Temple of Dust. There he tried to find them with earth power and realized he and the Kith really are Elementals just with different gifts that are similar to those with magic, who can shape living things. He felt their footsteps in the sand and joined with the Ashanti desert riders, who speak a language similar to Kith, to travel into the desert to find Lavinia and her friends.

      The Ashanti tell them that there are not four elemental gifts but five: fire, water, air, earth, and spirit. Those the Church considers magic wielders are really Spirit Elementals, who can alter living things. The Ashanti control all five elements and though powerful do not say much else about their culture or city in the desert, leaving in the morning to journey onward.

      Joined now by Darag, the five friends travel to Bakk where they decide to go north to find the remains of the final temple destroyed in the War of the Orders, the Temple of Winds. On the way, they decide to test the theory that an Elemental can learn to control other elements beyond their birth, which would allow Ria to use her power without attracting the Curse, who still seeks her. Niri discovers she can call fire, but it causes her pain. She does have some abilities with earth and air. Darag learns to control all elements, though air is difficult at first. Ria has the hardest time learning water with slightly more ability in earth. On the journey, Niri and Ty admit their feelings for each other.

      Reaching the marsh village of Ashi’Shinai, they hire a captain to sail them to Xiazhing. Arriving in Xiazhing, they meet Zhao, an Air Elemental who has been hidden by his village from the Church. Despite the protection, Zhao lives a life of isolation and has had little training to use his Air Elemental abilities. Ignoring rules that prohibit outsiders from visiting the Temple of Winds, Zhao agrees to take them as long as he can accompany them as he’d like to see the former home of his Elemental Order.

      They journey into the mountains. On the hike to the mountaintop, they discover illusions conceal the correct path from everyone but Zhao. When they finally reach the mountaintop location of the Temple of Winds, they find one wall still standing and nothing else remains of the complex. Disappointed they cannot find information on the Curse, Niri suggests they band together to fight it. Ria is terrified of the idea. Journeying back to the river they traveled to reach the Temple, they pick a location to fight and Ria uses her magic to call the Curse. It arrives in the form of a dragon.

      Niri binds the Curse with water, while Darag entraps its legs in stone, Lavinia uses her sword, and Zhao confuses it with illusions. The Curse quickly remembers how to fight and calls on its power. Ria tries to help fight, but in a panic flees by transforming into a bird. Her escape angers the Curse and it manages to hit Zhao and turns on Niri.

      Ria returns, transforming into a dragon to match the Curse. Fighting against the Curse, she senses the spell that binds it to do the bidding of the Church. She breaks the spell and frees the creature who collapses and changes into a man. When he awakens, he doesn’t remember his name but only that he’d lived on the moors of the island of Kailal during the War of the Orders. Panicked to learn that was over nine hundred years before, he is desperate to journey to his homeland to find what happened to his people. The five friends agree to help.
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        In Rule of Fire

      

      

      Niri, Ty, Lavinia, Ria, Zhao, and the man who was the curse journey northward into the Alin mountains to escape the Elders of Zhao’s people, the Tiak, who will be angry Zhao took them to the Temple of the Winds. They call the Curse Kailal since that is the island he is from. Ria becomes frustrated because Kailal is a Spirit Elemental but he will not use any power and won’t speak to her much less teach her. Niri encourages Ria to try her gifts as nothing will chase her now. With ideas from Darag, Ria learns to grow food to eat as they journey into the mountains where it is late in the year, especially at altitude. Snow and ice make travel difficult and food scarce.

      To help scout the route to Finndale, Ria transforms into a hawk and flies ahead. She meets Kiera, who is a member of the Torek - a tribe of birds with Spirit Elemental abilities. Kiera agrees to take Ria and Darag to meet her people and ask for assistance in journeying through the mountains. Darag uses his Spirit Elemental abilities to transform for the first time and becomes an eagle to fly to the Torek. The Torek will not go to Finndale as the people there capture their kind, but they agree to take them to the steppes.

      Left on the western edge of the steppes, Ty instructs Ria and Zhao, who are learning their elemental abilities, to create a grass fire to alert the nomadic Nifail tribe of their presence. The Nifail arrive and agree to take the six from clan to clan to reach the Sea of Sarketh. The Nifail do not like elemental gifts and the friends try to keep their abilities hidden as they ride across the grassland, though Ria and Zhao taunt some of the tribesmen with errant gusts, sudden bursts in the cooking fire, and disappearing spoons. The steppes also remind Kailal of home and he struggles to regain his memory and overcome the sense of lost time. Niri is drawn to Kailal. Ty does his best to keep her from worrying about Kailal.

      Arriving at the coast, Ty lights a beacon fire to signal passing ships of stranded sailors. A merchant boat picks them up. On the way to Rah Hahsessah, the ship is attacked by pirates. To their surprise, the captain of the pirate ship is Tam, the same captain who took them to Xiazhing. With him is a friend of Ty’s from Sardinia, Jistin. From Jistin, Ty learns Jistin’s father died soon after aiding Ty, Niri, and Ria as they fled the Church [in Born of Water]. Ty blames himself for the loss of Jistin’s father, a man who had helped him when Ty had left behind his apprenticeship to escape the Air Priestess who turned him against the Church. He falls into a deep depression.

      Tam takes the friends to Tabook to their sailboat. Arriving, he makes an offer to Zhao, and anyone who wants to come, to take them someplace that is very important. But he will not say where or why. Zhao, annoyed by Kailal’s criticisms about how he’s left his family and people, happily agrees. To everyone’s surprise, Ria goes as well.

      Niri, Lavinia, Ty, Darag, and Kailal take their sailboat and return to Drufforth. On the journey, Kailal admits the use of any elemental power causes him extreme pain. Arriving in Drufforth, they are met at the dock by Laith Lus, who recognizes Kailal as Khodan. Khodan was a powerful mage during the War of the Orders. Relearning his name does not return many memories to Khodan, but he is more determined to return to the island of Kailal to see what became of his people after the War of the Orders. Laith Lus gives Khodan a stone to wear that nullifies elemental power so that he no longer feels pain when it is used near him.

      Lavinia and Darag have been away from their tree too long and some Kith are angry that Darag, one of their chosen leaders, has left and not been available for guidance. Lavinia and Darag decide to stay in Lus na Sithchaine where he will teach his people to use other elemental abilities. Laireag, a young Kith man, agrees to accompany Khodan in Darag’s place. Niri, Ty, Khodan, and Laireag sail to the island of Kailal to search for the Erowok, Khodan’s people, while avoiding the Temple of Solaire on the island’s southwestern shore.

      Trapped in the flooded Temple of Dust, Sinika manages to conjure fire after several days and many failed attempts. He contacts the High Priestess Timpada in the Temple of Solaire through flames and asks her to send an Air and Water Elemental to his aid. Felya and Misshal arrive along with Timpada’s servant and healer Dahal, who is of the Erowok tribe. After several tests, Felya and Misshal manage to create a bubble that can carry Sinika to the surface. They free him and stay along the edge of the flooded Temple while he recovers.

      Realizing Timpada means to minimize, if not eliminate, Sinika’s place on the High Council, he demands to return to Rah Hahsessah. He regains power and health on the journey, relishing in the desert heat. On the way, he learns Ci’erra has returned to Solaire and claims not to know what happened to Sinika. Arriving in Rah Hahsessah, Timpada bids him wait as she tries to uncover what Ci’erra has been doing. He bides his time by searching for news of a missing Priest, discovering his disappearance might be related to Niri and Ria’s time in Rah Hahsessah.

      Ria and Zhao travel with Tam to Rah Hahsessah. There they sneak off the ship to explore the city. Sinika, searching for more information on the missing Priest, discovers Ria and Zhao. He attempts to capture them. Zhao is injured by Sinika’s fire when he is trapped in an alley with Ria and Jistin. Desperate to escape, Ria transforms into a dragon, accidentally wounding Sinika as she flies Zhao and Jistin to freedom.

      The fire Sinika starts in Rah Hahsessah rages out of control and burns the city. In danger from the flames, Ria helps free Tam’s ship and other boats trapped in the canals of Rah Hahsessah. Afterwards, she adds power to a storm created by Water Priest Misshal that is already brewing over the city. Power combined, they manage to stop the fire and save the city though they do not know of each other’s aide.

      Tam sails on to Finndale. Ria falls in love with the mountainside harbor town where ships are built. Tam dismisses most of his crew and then sales to Ryvndark located on the harrowing Coast of Storms where an eternal storm plunges the area inter permanent night. Ria and Zhao use their elemental abilities to protect the ship, but they are exhausted and fall unconscious when they finally reach the shore of black rock.

      Zhao awakes to find himself alone in a strange, locked room. Tempted to use his power to break the door, Zhao tries pounding on it first. Rameth, a young black man, comes to his aid. He tells Zhao he is not a prisoner and helps him locate Ria, who has also been sleeping off her exhaustion. They learn that Tam is a prisoner for risking their lives in the storm. At the hearing to sentence Tam, Zhao and Ria learn that Tam wants to take them to Akypf to travel inland to Vykipf. Tam is barred from going further, but Rameth and Minerva, who helped Zhao find Ria, volunteer to take them.

      The journey from Akypf to Vykipf through the black marsh proves difficult because of power nullifying bones so that Ria, Zhao, Minerva, and Ramath must fight through the marsh with swords and spears in a land where even the plants eat meat. Despite warnings not to use power in the few places where it is possible, Ria chooses to save a starving Gyr, a large wolf-like creature, that attacks them. Ria names the Gyr Silver and keeps her as a pet.

      They arrive in Vykipf and Zhao realizes the massive structure is the remains of the Temple in the Winds. Zhao and Ria are welcomed to the Temple in the Clouds and offered training. Zhao learns that during the War of the Orders, the Air Elementals at the Temple of Winds were warned the Church of Four Orders ruled by Fire Elementals was coming to force them to join. So the strongest Wind Elementals transported the Temple back to its original home in the Mountains of Night where the Sphere of Air was originally located. The Temple is protected from the dangerous storm beyond its walls by an elemental shield created by Storm Guardians who utilize the power of the Sphere of Air.

      Zhao gets to see the sphere of his element. His teacher, Lyrick explains there are four spheres and hence only four elemental abilities. Each Temple once held a sphere but the only remaining sphere known to the Temple in the Clouds is the Sphere of Air. The Sphere of Fire was lost when the Temple of Incendia sank below the ocean during a volcanic eruption. The Temple of Mists became the Temple of Ice and no one knows what happened to the Sphere of Water that was housed there. The Temple of Stone held the Sphere of Earth, but it too is missing since the Temple fell during the war. Ria tells Lyrick that when she uses her power it feels like she draws on the whole world. Lyrick realizes that the sphere of Spirit Elementals is the world and it really is the fifth order.

      In Rah Hahsessah, Dahal saves Sinika from the fire he started. They escape the burning city with Felya’s help and sail to Portoreayl. Sinika abandons Felya, who is exhausted from calling wind to guide the ship. Dahal helps Sinika heal his wounds inflicted by Ria. While recuperating, Sinika develops a plan to find a charm to protect him from Niri and seeks out secret Elementals who purport to have magic. He meets a woman who calls herself the Moon’s Light. She sends him on a journey inland to the old ruin of Akhetta where he meets a strange old woman, Minna.

      Sinika tells Minna that he is seeking protection from a Water Priestess and that he is the son of a wealthy family in Portoreayl. She puts him to work while promising to give him a charm in a few days. His impatience reveals he is a Fire Elemental to her. She protects herself with magic and by using a fragment of the Shield of Istek, which was used during the Forgotten Wars and reflects elemental power back at the attacker. Dahal grabs the shield from Minna and gives it to Sinika. They return to Portoreayl and Sinika prepares to return to Solaire.

      Still searching the moors for signs of the Erowok, Khodan demands to see the Temple of Solaire. Ty calls the idea foolish. Trying to stop Khodan, Niri grabs his arm. They are both stunned by pain at the contact. Khodan tells Niri not to stop him again and he will go alone.

      With Laireag’s help, Niri instead develops a plan to sneak into Solaire. Ty stays behind after warning Niri not to go. In Solaire, Khodan is confused for Timpada’s servant Dahal. Niri is recognized and she claims to be on an errand for a High Priestess. Forced to prove her lie, Niri leads Khodan and Laireag into the oldest section of the Temple. There, they run into Ci’erra who claims Niri is helping her. As Ci’erra asks why Niri let her go in the Temple of Dust and Niri wants to know why Ci’erra just protected her in Solaire, a knock sounds on Ci’erra’s door. Niri, Khodan, and Laireag hide as Ci’erra is arrested on orders of High Priest Sinika, who has just returned to the Temple of Solaire.

      Waiting for a chance to escape, Laireag learns how to make himself invisible. With Khodan and Niri, they sneak into the dungeons to hide. There Laireag is drawn to a room where they discover the Sphere of Earth. Ci’erra is imprisoned in the dungeons and they overhear plans to have her made into a new Curse. Khodan cannot let that happen and promises to save her.

      Sneaking out of Solaire through the cave where the Curse used to be held, Laireag transforms to a raven to find Ty. Jealous that Khodan and Niri are together, Ty and Laireag hurry to join them where they are following Ci’erra and the small group of Priests taking her to be transformed.

      The people Ci’erra have been sent to in order to have her transformed into a new Curse are Erowok. Khodan discovers the remaining people of his tribe are subjugated to serve the Church. Dahal arrives to reveal he is secretly spying on Timpada and the High Council. Wanting more for his remaining Tribe, Khodan encourages the Erowok to leave. Laireag offers them a place with the Kith and leads them as birds to Lus na Sithchaine.

      Niri, Ty, and Khodan are left to take a wounded Ci’erra back to the boat they’ve left on the western shore of the island. Knowing the Church will discover the Priests escorting Ci’erra are missing and will pursue them, they hurry northward. With wounds worse than initially suspected, Ci’erra falls unconscious as a storm sweeps the moors. Finding shelter, Niri realizes they have no way to create a fire. Even though he has no power, Khodan guides Niri through calling the elements and she manages to conjure flames at last.

      Seeking to be the sole leader of the Church, Sinika manipulates Timpada into proposing him as the supreme leader of the Church to guide the council through the turbulence resulting from the loss of the Curse, Ria’s continued freedom, and Niri’s defeat of two Fire Elementals in the Temple of Dust. The motion is not accepted until news returns to Solaire of Ci’erra’s escape and the disappearance of the Erowok. One of the Priests escorting Ci’erra recognized Laireag as Kith, inflaming old animosity.

      Sinika begins to mobilize the Church for war by instructing different Elementals to learn to fight together to combat the wider-ranging abilities of the Kith. Ci’erra’s imprisonment means there is a free chair on the High Council of the Church of Four Orders. Sinika sends a message to Rah Hahsessah, offering Misshal the chair and welcoming gifted children of the city’s elite to learn to harness their powers. One new arrival from Rah Hahsessah has magic. Sinika allows him to stay and watches the young man closely to learn what he can do. Then Sinika heads north to join the search for Ci’erra, those that freed her, and the missing Erowok.

      Beite and Laireag arrive on the moors to help Niri, Ty, and Khodan. After getting separated from the others, Sinika corners Ty and Khodan. Laireag and Darag, who were searching for Ty and Khodan, arrive and help fight Sinika, who uses the Shield of Istek to repel attacks. To escape, Khodan’s nullifying stone is used on Sinika.

      Ty, Niri, Khodan, Laireag, Beite, and Darag along with Ci’erra, who is more a prisoner than a welcomed guest, arrive in Lus na Sithchaine. Ty and Niri have an argument and end their relationship. In need of a distraction, Niri, Darag, and Lavinia journey to the Temple of Ice, which was once home to Water Elementals like her. After seeing the Sphere of Earth, Niri hopes to find the Sphere of Water.

      Khodan requests a realignment ceremony from Laith Lus. He has come to believe his power isn’t gone since he can feel the use of elemental abilities, but his magic has become polluted, which is why it causes him pain. The ceremony carries great risk and nearly kills Khodan, but when it ends his power is restored.

      In the Temple in the Clouds, Ria and Zhao learn that Air Elementals communicate with an Air Priest in Solaire using the Sphere of Air. Wanting to know what is being said, Ria transforms Zhao, Rameth, and herself into mice and sneak into the room where the sphere is kept. There they learn that Sinika is preparing the Church for war against the Kith. Feeling that Ria and Zhao are still too untrained, the leaders of the Temple decide not to tell Ria and Zhao their friends are in danger. Concerned and angry, Zhao and Ria decide to leave. Without help to guide them through the Black Marsh, Ria chooses to transform herself and Zhao into dragons, even though doing so is dangerous. Staying too long in a different form can make them forget who they are and since Zhao isn’t a Spirit Elemental, changing him back can injure him.

      They flee the Temple and fly across the Sea of Sarketh as Ria tries to remember how to find the Kith from her one visit to Lus na Sithchaine. On the journey, Zhao nearly forgets who he is. Ria saves his mind by sharing memories with him of growing up in Mirocyne and Zhao with her of his childhood with the Tiak.

      When they arrive in Lus na Sithchaine, Zhao nearly dies when Ria transforms him back to a man. Khodan saves Zhao and learns from Ria that the leaders in the Temple in the Clouds believe the Sphere of Water isn’t in the Temple of Mists but is in the spirit realm while a creature from the spirit realm is now in the Temple, which is why it is frozen. Realizing that Niri, Lavinia, and Darag are in danger, Khodan and Ria fly to the Temple of Ice. There they find part of the Temple destroyed, Niri unconscious, and Lavinia covered in ice as she cradles Darag, who is nearly dead.
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      Lavinia rested her hand against the rough bark of the tree. Their tree, her tree. Darag had shown it to her the morning after they chose each other. She remembered standing with his arms wrapped around her waist, the warmth of his chest behind her. His breath brushed her cheek as she stood looking up at the tree before her. She couldn't even wrap her arms around its trunk.

      "This was a seedling when you were born?" Lavinia had asked, doubtful and teasing. Darag laughed.

      "It is still young and has a lot of growing left. We will be together a very long time," he'd said.

      Joined. They were joined to this tree that shared Darag's spirit. He through being born Kith and her by having chosen to love him. Spirit bound, they should have a life of centuries. But nothing is guaranteed, Lavinia knew that.

      The memory wrenched at her heart. Tears slid down her cheeks again. They hadn't really stopped, not since the Temple of Ice. Since then, Lavinia couldn't stop crying.

      She, Niri, and Darag had gone to the Temple to look for the Sphere of Water. They had left danger behind them when they evaded Sinika on the Island of Kailal and before that when they defeated the Curse. This little expedition had been for Niri to see where the Order of Water, Niri's Order, had once lived and taught. It was a chance for Niri to put physical distance between herself and Ty to match the growing emotional one. Nothing beyond the threat of cold fingers was supposed to have happened.

      The frozen Temple had been eerie. A battle had obviously raged at the gate during the War of the Orders over eight hundred years before. But the rooms within the Temple had been untouched as if preserved. The Temple of Mist, as it had been known before the war, had been the second to fall. The Temple of Stone, the home of the Order of Earth, had been defeated first, becoming the Temple of Dust. Both Fire and Earth Elementals stood against the Order of Water at the Temple of Mist. Its destruction must have felt unavoidable.

      Perhaps that was why they found the remains of men and woman and their families sealed behind stone walls. There had been fighting on the Temple grounds, but not inside. There, the Elementals had been rounded up and left to die in a Temple turned tomb where they lived and taught. The discovery of the sealed room full of silent bones and death had been poignant, but it offered only more questions. It didn’t tell them what had become of the Sphere of Water, which was once the sacred heart of the Temple and the Order of Water. The Temple had been built around the Sphere, but now it only held emptiness, bones, and ice.

      There had been only one chamber that Darag hadn't searched the first time he ventured to the Temple of Ice when he had hunted for clues to what caused the War of the Orders. It was a room holding darkness and cold that lay underground between the two wings of the Temple. Like the rest of the frozen complex, it felt empty and vast. Only it wasn’t. The blackness had been alive.

      Lavinia still wasn't certain what attacked them after Niri summoned fire to light the chamber. Lavinia had heard Niri's scream. She'd turn to run back along the wall, pulling free her sword in the hopes she could help Niri. But whatever it had been, it had come for her and Darag as he fought it in a way she could not. Darag was Kith and the strongest Elemental among them. He could control all five elements: fire, earth, air, water, and spirit. Which is why what had happened seemed all the more impossible. Whatever was down there in that room had been stronger.

      Lavinia had been pushed forward with a force greater than physical. She didn't know how, but Darag saved her. He hadn't saved himself. She'd fallen across the vast underground room while it collapsed, finding herself near the surface on the other side.  Alone.

      Barely scratched, ankle sprained, she looked for Darag and Niri. She found Darag first. After that, time froze. She might have sat there for hours, beyond all thought. Niri would forgive her for not looking for her. Lavinia had been incapable of doing more than holding Darag's cold hands and crying.

      Khodan had been the first to find her, but it was Ria who pulled her away. Blood on snow, it was the only image Lavinia saw when she closed her eyes. Red blood staining the snow tumbled between the broken stones of the frozen courtyard when it had collapsed.

      It couldn't be real. The pain was too vast.

      Standing in the quiet of the Forest of Falin, Lavinia looked up into the tree's branches laden with green leaves. It looked unharmed, healthy and growing. She knew she should take comfort from that, but couldn't. She hit it with all her might. And then again. Kicking, not caring that it hurt her ankle worse. She spent her anger on it until she fell, sobbing, cradled by its massive roots.

      Suileag found her.

      Lavinia wasn't aware of much, other than it was dark. The day had passed. Weeks could pass, a lifetime, for all she cared. Barely opening her eyes, Lavinia recognized Suileag's hair. It was so like her son's, almost the same shade of russet. Lavinia cried against Suileag's shoulder, unable to walk.

      So much of Darag came from his mother. Even his green eyes came from her, but not the patterning of his skin, unique to every Kith. They resembled the trees their souls were joined to. No one else had Darag's particular pattern of skin color. That and his smile, or the way he laughed when he spoke to her. That was only Darag. Lavinia remained lost to the ache of memories, dreaming of arms that should be holding her close.

      Somehow, Suileag got Lavinia home. But not to the home Darag had crafted with his will and power to grow high in the branches of the giant trees of Lus na Sithchaine. Lavinia had not gone there since returning from the Temple of Ice. No, this was Suileag's home, mid-way between forest floor and canopy. Lavinia knew without opening her eyes. The leaves did not move the same so low in the trees.

      "I found her." Suileag's voice roused Lavinia from the nothingness that came beyond exhaustion. Murmurs and the sound of chairs moving came from the world out there. Lavinia didn't open her eyes. She didn't care.

      "No, out of here. Everyone. Let her sleep," Suileag ordered. "Now."

      "I'm staying. She is my sister. You can't make me leave."

      It was Ty's fingers brushing her hair back from her face. Strands stuck to her check, coming away tangled and damp.

      "Sis, please, you can't give up," Ty whispered.

      The pain hit her again, driving into her chest like a sword on fire. Lavinia screamed. Different hands touched her, filling her with warmth. The world dissolved. Lavinia slept.
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      "I knew you were a Fire Priest. Yet, I seem to have caught more than I expected," a woman said, her voice hovering with laughter.

      The grayness of Sinika's vision cleared, returning to the bright day he knew was the truth. It was only a moment before that he had been fighting four men in the field. And winning. Until something stopped him, clouding his mind and sight. Whispers slipped over his skin, binding his arms tighter. Power would not come to him ever since the Erowok man had touched him. Now, neither did movement. He could barely tilt his head to see the woman standing a few feet away. He was disappointed it wasn’t Nirine. He disliked that a part of him was relieved.

      The woman was tall, but that could have been because of the position he had at her feet. Her curves were as full as her lips. A memory stirred. Something in the set of her gray eyes and her light brown hair reminded him of someone. He knew her, but could not place from where.

      "Sinika," he replied, finding that at least his voice was free. "I am High Priest Sinika."

      "So you lied about your name as well as your abilities. It does not matter. You succeeded in other things."

      "And what would those be?"

      "You got the shield away from that ancient madwoman, Aprious. Forgive me, I mean High Priest."

      Then Sinika knew her. "The Moon's Light," he whispered.

      Her smile was cold, pulling her beautiful lips into a half-sided scowl. "Since we are having honest introductions, I am Elantha."

      "A pleasure," Sinika replied. She looked amused.

      "Really?" she asked, nodding to his prone and immobile state.

      "Ah, well, perhaps not this. But the first time certainly was."

      Elantha's smile deepened by a fraction. "I can hardly believe you actually got the shield away from Minna. I have been waiting for years..."

      Minna had guarded her treasure with a shrewdness that belied her age. Secreted away, Minna lived in the ruins of an ancient and forgotten school three days into the dry foothills of the Archipelago. Minna had known Sinika was a Fire Elemental from the moment he arrived. Even if she, just like the Moon's Light, as Elantha had called herself, pretended to believe his story of being a noble in need of protection from a jealous Water Priestess.

      The story fit. He did need protection from a former Water Priestess. Nirine had nearly drowned him with sea water in the Temple of Dust, despite it being located in the Great Desert of Ak'Ashanti days inland from the coast. He'd been trapped in the watery caverns for nearly two weeks. The next time he met Nirine, he wanted to be better prepared. That was what led him to seek one who used magic, someone like the Moon's Light, who may have a charmed object of protection. Elantha had sent him to Minna.

      The old woman was powerful, but there was no defeating fire. Fighting Minna had given him a taste of the powers locked in the small fragment that remained of the Shield of Istek. Having his flames reflected back was unpleasant, but he learned what attacks the shield could and could not repel. So had Elantha, obviously. It was the only reason he lay at her feet after failing to deal with the four he'd been fighting, two he was sure were Kith.

      "Why not do it yourself?" Sinika asked.

      "Huh, I tried. What do you think led to our breach?" Elantha tried to look amused, but anger was eating away at the glee in her eyes. "No, my cursed powers are no match for Minna," she said with bitterness.

      "They do not seem so weak to me," Sinika said dryly.

      "Well, I've had time to practice and learn to avoid activating the shield."

      "I've noticed. So you waited to find someone to defeat Minna for you. Clever, I'll give you that."

      "What, you are feeling forgiving even though I have misused you?" Elantha asked, sitting next to where Sinika lay under her power. More than her power. Memories of the fight before her arrival were returning. A phrase, barely heard after he'd been hit on the head, floated to the surface of his mind.

      "I could be persuaded to forgive you. It does not seem fair you would have me fetch the shield for you when you were well paid for it."

      She laughed. "I never did say what my price for the shield was. You assumed it was jewels."

      "Indeed. And what price do you propose for it then?" Irritation edged into his voice.

      "The shield itself, of course."

      She reached for it, or at least the most obvious pendent around his neck. The moment her fingers closed on the black stone at his throat, the invisible force restraining him disappeared. Sinika grabbed her wrist.

      Elantha pulled back in surprise. Sinika did not let go. A howling whirl filled the air, making it full of chaotic motion and presences, angry and confused presences. Elantha twisted away, trying to break his hold. Her gray eyes were wide, panic showing in quick darts left and right.

      She squirmed in desperation to get away from him, but she was not a fighter. Sinika pulled her against his chest. When she sought to claw him, he grabbed her free hand. He pinned her with both of her hands pressed into the soft ground on either side of her face. With his weight, he held down her legs.

      "Hmm, this is familiar."

      "Let go of me!" she snapped.

      "I think not," he said.

      "What did you do? The shield cannot take away power!"

      "Conveniently, I have more than the shield. You are an Air Elemental?" he asked with a nod toward the swirling air that bumped against them both, whispering and keening.

      "No, I have magic. I... control spirits," she admitted.

      "All Elementals can conjure them," he responded, his grip tightening. It was just as well for her that his power was beyond reach too. Sinika was beginning to think she might need more persuasion.

      Elantha shook her head, twigs and leaves clinging to her hair. "No, that is my power. They... talk to me and do my bidding."

      "Which?" Sinika asked. "Air, water?"

      "All of them. Any." He hesitated. Elantha's expression was defiant and ashamed. "Why do you think I wanted the shield? I was born with the magical abilities of a gnat! Minna tried to teach me more, but this is all I've ever been able to do."

      "You wanted the shield for protection?"

      "Yes," she admitted. "Born with an ability that has a death sentence if the Church, if you, discovered it. Not to mention the blasted Curse. I need the shield for protection, but Minna would not give it to me."

      "The Curse is gone, or at least no longer under the Church's control," Sinika told her. Elantha looked at him sharply. "The whispers I've heard, voices telling me to seek the Water Elemental... that was your doing?"

      Elantha glanced away. "Yes, I needed to get you alone. With my powers, being what they are, I could not have the spirits bind more than one person at a time. I never could have reached you in the Temple of Solaire, not without being discovered. I had them whisper ideas to you." Elantha hesitated. "What will you do with me?" There was a tremor in her voice. She shifted under him, but not in an effort to flee. Sinika chuckled.

      "Tempting, but maybe later. I think I see a use for you."

      "Where?" she asked, stone still again.

      "Solaire."

      Now she did fight for freedom. She pushed up with her legs, trying to buck him off while twisting sideways. The spirits whirled around them both, buffeting but not interfering. It seemed that they did not know what to do without Elantha's direction.

      It took a few minutes, but Sinika managed to subdue her again. In the end, he had to straddle her, locking her legs under his, her wrists captured under his hands.

      "Stop it," he demanded. "This will not win you freedom, only my annoyance."

      "Why don't you burn me then? Destroy me as I know you would like." She was as frightened as she was angry, boldly meeting his eyes. The struggle had further mussed her hair and raised color on her cheeks. Pinned and powerless under him, yet she looked ready to bite if given the chance. Sinika was beginning to like her.

      "Ah, you see, my power is negated as well."

      Her gaze was shrewd for a moment. "We are at an impasse then," she replied.

      "No, I do not think so. I have the shield and the canceling stone. Plus," he said, leaning closer to her lips. "I am on top."

      The look she gave him was of extreme annoyance. "Then I guess we are back to what are you going to do with me? Take me to Solaire to be burned?"

      The perfection of the last half hour rose in him. Wearing the stone, fire would not come to his call, but it burned in his blood. He felt full of it.

      "Do you know what you interrupted?" he whispered to her, his hold loosening so that his skin could slide against hers.

      "A fight, but I could not see with whom. I thought you may be weaker while distracted," she admitted.

      "Yes, a fight with someone who could have led me to that Water Elemental I've been seeking."

      If it were possible, he would say her skin chilled under his touch. "You will kill me then," she said hoarsely.

      "Oh no. I was annoyed at first, but you see," he put both of her wrists in his left hand, freeing the right to gently brush the tangle of hair from her face, "what I learned about their abilities is far more valuable than finding Nirine. I will have plenty of time to return what she has done to me. Indeed, it will be difficult to decide if I will use the shield to reflect her power or the stone to take it away when that time comes." The possibilities were enticing, pulling his thoughts to a time when it would be Nirine trapped in his grip rather than Elantha. He smiled.

      When he returned his attention to Elantha, she was pale and no longer struggling. Sinika continued, "With what I learned of the Kith's powers while fighting them plus gaining this stone... it is worth enough that I could kiss you."

      His lips brushed hers as she spoke, "How about my life instead?"

      "I think I could tolerate that."

      "In Solaire... where I will be killed?"

      "Things have changed. Have you not heard? I am the ruler of Solaire and the Church of Four Orders now. There is only one thing you need to fear, and that is me."

      He pulled her along as he sat up, using his free hand to pull off the buffering stone. It came away with a weak snap. It had been barely fastened. That made him laugh.

      Sinika regarded the captive in his arms. She appeared weak, almost pliant. Yet she had manipulated him to recover the shield for her and leave the protection of Solaire to deliver it. As poor as she claimed her abilities were she even managed to hold him like a spider's prey while he wore the shield.

      "I could use this on you, but I think we will both be frustrated by that on the way back to Solaire."

      Her eyes were on the dark stone dangling from the broken cord. "How so?"

      "You wouldn't be able to use your gifts to do something with your minions," Sinika said, gesturing to the swirling spirits around them. "And I wouldn't be able to touch you."

      She met his eyes with a dry smile. "There is no need. I swear I will do as you say." Elantha leaned forward and kissed him.

      The thought that Minna may have gotten the same promise but without the kiss amused him even more.
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      Niri was in a place of light and color. Yellow sparks flashed like lantern bugs against a world of shifting blues and greens. A bright transparent form swirled past her, larger than the others. It turned to look at her. The reptilian eyes of a dragon returned her stare. Niri took a surprised breath, or would have if she could. No air filled her lungs. It was at that moment she realized she wasn't breathing.

      Panic should have filled her, but the place where she hung was too peaceful. It was like being one with a sea of light. But there was a sense of loss. Something had happened, but Niri could not remember what.

      A voice Niri recognized called to her, pulling her away from the light and the forever blue. It summoned her though she could not place the person. She wanted to fall back to where she had been, to the dragon and the light. But the summons wove against her skin, under it, filling her with memories, hopes, and dreams. It brought her back to life.

      Niri gasped. Air filled her lungs. There was no pain. For some reason, she thought there should be a lot of pain. Instead, there were hands cradling her head, gentle palms on her cheeks.

      "Niri?" a voice spoke, kind but persistent.

      She opened her eyes, finding herself staring into ones the color of the night sky over the desert.

      "Khodan," she whispered, knowing who had found her at last. "How?" she asked, taking his hand in hers. It weighed so much. She could not grip his finger. "It is different," Niri murmured.

      "Yes," he said, smoothing her hair. "Later. I will tell you later."

      Tears stung her eyes. "Lavinia, Darag?" she asked through a throat tight and raw.

      "Later. Sleep." She couldn't disobey.
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      Two days later, Niri sat in Suileag's house wrapped in a blanket. She still could not walk far before weariness overwhelmed her. It seemed a small price. She was healing very quickly after all.

      On the surface, she appeared whole, as if the events in the Temple of Ice had not happened. Her olive skin was undamaged, and her brown hair as long and wavy as before. The change to her eyes from when she called the sea to drown the Temple of Dust remained despite Khodan's healing. It seemed the alteration from brown to the lavender of a Water Elemental calling power was permanent. Despite her appearance, Niri knew the normalcy was like an Air Elemental's illusion. She was not whole or well. But she was better than Lavinia, better by far than Darag.

      Ty walked in, his glance passing over her like she was not there. It was no surprise. He had treated her as no more than an unwanted ghost since the events in the Temple of Ice. Niri looked out the window again. Morning light was touching the highest leaves, shining through the heavy mist that enshrouded the forest of giant trees this time of year. It was more than the confining presence of the fog though that had quieted the Kith town. Not a bird or lizard broke the stillness to greet the dawn.

      A rustle of fabric sounded behind her. She realized Ty hadn't left the room. Niri looked back, hit anew by his resemblance to his sister, both with the same black hair, blue eyes, and pale skin. Right now, it hurt to see the similarities even if they were only skin deep.

      "This is your fault. You know that? I asked you not to go to the Temple. You caused this." Ty's voice was low, trembling with barely held anger.

      "I know," Niri said, tears running down her cheeks. She turned away.

      Niri had thought the same thing since Khodan pulled her spirit back to this world. The lingering physical pain was minor compared to the regret wrapped around Niri's soul. Helping Suileag relieved some of the guilt while eating away the day, every hour longer than those spent lost in the desert. Those had been easy compared to the last two.

      Ty headed to his sister's room. A raven flying through the open door stopped him. Laireag's eyes were somber as he transformed back to his true shape. As Kith, he was unusual for his dark hair, but there was no mistaking the patterned skin. Laireag was all gray, dark to light, with eyes that were nearly silver in the morning light. Niri imagined him as an ash tree dampened by a storm. It was fitting. Laireag was, like all Kith, born with control over earth and life elements. But he was also an Air Elemental by birth, a legacy most likely passed down with his dark hair by his Tiak grandmother. Laireag was powerful, having learned to control all five elements. He was almost a match to Darag. The thought constricted Niri's heart.

      "It is time," Laireag said. Niri looked away, unable to speak through the tightness of her throat.

      "I'll go get Lavinia," Ty replied.

      Suileag stood in the doorway to her kitchen. Grief and worry had aged her face. Niri was unable to meet her eyes. Suileag, Beite, all the Kith continued to welcome Niri, but it didn't change that she felt undeserving of it.

      "I'll get Beite," Niri said, forgetting her own weakness. Laireag caught her as she stumbled, her legs unable to bear her weight.

      "I already told her. She will meet us there. I'll help you," Laireag said, his voice hoarse.

      It was a slow walk down to Laith Lus' house. The hour was very early and few Kith were about. But it was more than the time of day and Niri knew it. Lus na Sithchaine had been under a pall the last two days, ever since Khodan, Laireag, and Ria had brought her, Lavinia, and Darag home. Niri started to shake, knowing the wait was nearly at an end.

      Around them, the silent Kith city appeared as the mist lifted to the forest canopy hundreds of feet overhead. The houses made of shaped living trees and branches were hardly noticeable against the massive trees. It was the branch pathways grown between that drew the eye from forest floor to leafy ceiling. Lus na Sithchaine awed her, even when it felt grief had cancelled all other emotions.

      Feet finally off the living, wooden walkway, Niri stood on the grass of the central clearing. It was where she, Ria, Lavinia, and Ty had come almost nine months earlier to beseech the Kith for help in repairing their sailboat damaged by the Curse.

      The Curse, a creature of magic created by the Church of Four Orders to hunt those with the forbidden gift of magic, had attacked them at sea after Ria used her power to save her and Lavinia's parents' ship from wrecking against a rocky coast during a storm. It was a storm Niri created. It felt to her that she had made many wrong choices. She no longer could tell which ones were right.

      Surely not taking Ria back to the Temple of Solaire where she would have been killed was a good choice, even though it led to Niri being cast from the Church where she'd been trained as a Water Priestess since she was nine. Ria was born with great beauty but also the gift of magic, a death sentence in a world controlled by the Church.

      Discovering that the gift of magic was actually related to the other Elemental powers of fire, water, earth, and air was not a mistake either. Control over life was the ability of a Spirit Elemental like Ria and the Kith. Discovering that connection allowed Elementals to learn skill in other elements. It was what had given Darag insight into the amazing abilities he controlled and taught to other Kith.

      Defeating the Curse released Khodan from lifetimes lived under the torture of the Church. Khodan was the Curse. It also gave rise to a new friendship. Even though helping Khodan led to the end of Niri's relationship with Ty. Yet, she did not regret it. Khodan deserved to be free and Ria, along with every Elemental who controlled magic, was freed from the beast that had tracked magic to kill.

      For a moment, as Niri crossed the grassy expanse with bands of mist moving across it like the tails of dragons, she did not doubt herself. Then she remembered the clearing was also where Lavinia and Darag had told his people they had chosen each other and were accepted as a married couple, Lavinia joining her life to that of Darag and the tree that shared his spirit. It did not matter that Lavinia had been born on the northern shore of the Sea of Sarketh and was Sarkethian without Elemental gifts. To the Kith, she was one of them. It meant she was bound by their rules as well. A life measured in centuries with only one love. Suileag had been alone for decades after her husband died when his tree succumbed to an illness. She would be alone for centuries longer. Now, dark haired Lavinia, not yet eighteen, faced the same fate.

      It hurt too much to imagine.

      Ahead, in the doorway, Niri saw the pale shine of golden hair. Ria, pale as frosted glass, stood at the door to Laith Lus' house at the feet of one of the great sentinel trees. The green of her eyes was the same color as the leaves of the forest. Zhao stood by her like a dark shadow with his black hair and golden skin. His hand rested on her shoulder. Other than that, it looked like only the door frame kept Ria on her feet. Still, Ria walked forward and took Lavinia's other side, supporting her childhood friend into the dimness of the house.

      Ria and Zhao had returned to Lus na Sithchaine almost in time to warn Niri, Darag, and Lavinia about what waited in the Temple of Ice. They had flown from the Coast of Storms as dragons, Ria having transformed them both, after learning the Church meant to attack the Kith for their part in the disappearance of the Erowok, a tribe of people with magical abilities that the Church kept as prisoners since the War of the Orders. They were what remained of Khodan's people. The Kith had welcomed the Erowok to the forest, stirring up old hatred between the Kith and the Church. As students in the Temple in the Clouds, Ria and Zhao had learned the full history of the Temple of Ice, something even the Kith had not known. If they had been an hour earlier, it would have been enough. But they weren't to blame. Niri knew that. She was.

      Inside the house, books and writings that had sat on Laith Lus table were still scattered across the floor, forgotten papers trampled and torn. In their place, Darag lay across the surface as if asleep. Seeing him whole, Niri's knees finally gave out. Laireag caught her and helped her to a chair.

      The sight of her husband had the opposite effect on Lavinia. She stepped forward without the aid of her brother or Ria, walking to Darag's side. Khodan touched her shoulder as she took Darag's hand. Khodan looked like he had fought the entire Church of Four Orders alone and wasn't sure yet if he had won. His normally deep bronze skin had a waxen sheen. The straight black hair was pulled back to a pony tail with escaped strands tucked behind his ears.

      "We have done all we could to mend his wounds, but... it has been over two days. There is no way to mend his mind if it is gone. He must come back to us. We cannot keep his body alive for much longer," Khodan told her gently, but firmly.

      A sob came from the shadows behind Khodan where Laith Lus leaned against a cluttered bookcase. He had always been old, even for a Kith, but his help in healing Darag placed years beyond counting on his frame. He was stooped, hands shaking as tears rolled down his cheeks. His gray hair hung in thin strands against his dark patterned skin. Niri could not remember him appearing so frail.

      There was no fear in Lavinia's clear blue eyes as she met Khodan's gaze. "Thank you," she told him and then gave all her attention to Darag.

      Suileag and Beite moved to stand on the other side, Beite taking her brother's hand. She was crying so hard that she was unable to speak. Suileag enfolded her daughter against her side. Beite looked more like a wailing ghost than a girl with her pale red hair and white marked skin offset by dark eyes.

      Wounds, Khodan had said, but Niri remembered the flight home. She had been conscious then, Khodan having brought her back from a place in-between life and death. Crushed bones and torn muscles were words too simple to describe what the creature under the Temple had done to Darag. He died a horrible death. His friends spent all their power the last two days repairing unbelievable damage. Niri wanted so badly for it to be enough, but there was no light in her to hope.

      Lavinia leaned over her husband, drawing his hand up to her cheek. Limp fingers cupped her face as she stared down with heartfelt love. She returned the manufactured gesture, placing her palm against his face while smoothing down his russet hair.

      "Darag, byhl el'hah, come back to me," she called to him.

      Muscles twitched along his forearm, a slight pull at the corner of his mouth. Darag's chest rose with a breath, falling to pause for a heaviness of hours compressed into moments and finally rose again. Darag opened his green eyes.

      "I did not ever think to see you again," he whispered, looking at his wife leaning over him.

      "Don't you ever save me again without saving yourself too," Lavinia told him as tears slid down her face.

      He chuckled, a sound low and deep in his chest. Lavinia collapsed against him, his arms holding her though they moved slow and without strength. Relief, joy, regret, and the weariness of days spent in despair flooded over Niri. Dizzy, she rose to her feet and stumbled out the door to fall onto one of the benches resting against Laith Lus' house. As sobs racked her body, she felt someone take her hand, placing an arm around her to cradle her.

      "He will be fine," Khodan whispered to her.

      She leaned into his shoulder, the tears slowing. Relaxing, she could feel a tingle where Khodan's skin touched hers, but it was mild as if even this strange phenomenon between them was weary as well. She lifted their joined hands.

      "How?" Niri asked him.

      "There was a ceremony," Khodan told her. "It adjusted whatever becoming the Curse did to my gifts."

      "Yes, Laireag told me," Niri replied. Laireag, she realized, sat outside nearly at her feet. Ria and Zhao sat in the grass back to back, having left the family to the privacy of their reunion. Tears flooded Niri's eyes again. Darag would live.

      "That isn't what I meant," Niri said, wiping away her tears. "We couldn't touch before without pain. Now it is..."

      "Not painful," Khodan said, a half smile on his full lips, which made Niri blush. Those were the closest words that she wanted to admit in public.

      "Yes. You feel it too?" she asked. She knew from the way he glanced at her that he did without needing to hear him say it.

      "There is something between our gifts, a resonance. That is all I can guess. When my gifts were warped, the connection between us was as well. Now it is healed, as am I."

      Niri settled into the crook of Khodan's arm, falling into the warmth that his touch brought to her. The previous days felt to have lasted years, each hour comprised of a month. She felt as tired as Laith Lus looked. The tingling pleasure that ran up her side where she rested against Khodan was a simple bliss that she could not fight.

      Khodan shifted next to her." You are in pain," he said, accusingly.

      "It isn't bad," she began as a more intense warmth and light flooded through her. "Don't," she gasped. "You are too tired." The brightness faded, taking with it the pain
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