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      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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      Sinika’s tomb was as dark as it was wet. The small amount of air that was encased with him was so thin his head spun. Fingers raw from sliding along the rock walls, he knew every inch of the room where he was trapped. Even the wall that was not a wall. It was water.

      The fear of it rose in his throat again, choking him until he coughed. The spasm racked his frame until he bent over, snot overflowing his nostrils and his eyes watering. If someone were to have designed a prison for Fire Elementals, they could have done no better than what Niri had accomplished.

      His memories of the battle were tinged in red and unclear. But he was certain he was nowhere near the surface of what had been the Temple of Dust. He could tell that the same way he knew day from night, when a soft glow filtered down to his wall that was not a wall. It gave him the faintest light to see his prison, pulled him closer to the edge of the abyss, and taunted him with the hope of seeing how far freedom was above him or how far the bottom was below him in the dark. After four days, he still could not tell. And he still could not call fire.

      He’d tried ever since he’d woken, chest in pain and veins throbbing. He wasn’t sure how Niri had defeated him. They had been fighting, he was trying to ignite her and burn her to oblivion. And then the world went dark. It still was. But this was a waking nightmare, or at least a semi-conscious one. Trapped there with little air, no food, but plenty of water. So much of it that it made him want to scream. So he did. The result had been a headache and swirling vision. Too little air, Sinika knew that. A cavern such as this was a death trap.

      Sinika pulled his thoughts back. They wandered, skittering up and down the cage of his mind, looking for the light he should be able to call but could not. There was too much water, too little air, and too much rock. His hands trembled before him. He could not remember a time in his life when flames did not dance to his whim. His first memory was of a candle flame wavering.

      Calmly, Sinika sat and turned his thoughts inward, clearing his mind. He sat on the damp floor, hearing the instructions he had given to hundreds of young initiates over the years. The realization enraged him.

      “I am not some apprentice!”

      Sinika’s voice echoed against the stone and caused the fragile membrane of air and water to tremble. A precious bubble broke off and raced toward the surface he could not reach. It was just too achingly much.

      In desperation, he groped in the dimness for anything on which to vent his anger. There hadn’t been much in the beginning. There was even less now. He kicked at the wooden bed, hauling it toward the center of the room. His fist slammed the walls until the rage that ate at him burned itself out. Sinika fell to his knees before the curtain of water, the blood on his hands flowing to the damp floor.

      He could throw himself out, just as he had thrown the drawers to a dresser, a chair, and a small table. Throw himself into the weightless wetness beyond his cell, knowing he could never reach the surface. Even if it got him nowhere, it would feel so good to try. So much better than sitting defeated in the dark, entombed by water and rock.

      “Ci’erra.”

      Sinika spat the name, even while he lingered on the syllables reverently. She had deserted him while he fought Niri. Had she escaped? Could she be above seeking help for him? Or was she trapped somewhere below in a cell like his?

      “If she is alive and free, she would think I’ve drowned.”

      The realization settled in him with the cold weight of stone. Niri had left him below to die. Ci’erra, if she weren’t dead herself, would never expect he had survived the sea filling up the Temple of Dust. No one was going to come for him. Sinika drew a shaking hand across his eyes. He settled back on the floor, sitting with far less grace than a youthful acolyte. Sinika closed his eyes and tried again.

      A deep breath in. He wasn’t drowning. He could breathe. And out, like he wanted so badly. Even the desert, for all its emptiness, would be a beautiful sight to behold. Sinika opened his eyes and held out a steady hand. He kept the desert in his mind, its heat and brightness. It burned inside of him, a part of what he was.

      Wavering red light, just the faintest splotch, hovered above the floor. Sinika almost took it for desperate illusion. Then, with desire fueling his need for it to be real, the faint light congealed. A tiny flame hissed against the wet stone floor. A weak moment of relief nearly extinguished it. Sinika fed energy to it and was surprised at how little he had in him to give. It was almost painful to pull the flames back and let the fire before him fall to a fragile light. He wanted the warmth and brightness so badly, but the manifestation ate his strength too quickly. He needed time more than he needed fire.

      Quickly, he reached into the flames with his mind. Now that he was master of his element again, it was not so difficult to remember his training and power. He had spent days planning what he would do as soon as he managed to create a flame.

      Within the High Council chambers of the Temple of Solaire, a fire was always kept burning. An apprentice would be there, keeping watch. Sinika felt the connection with a surge of energy. The flame before him burned hotter. The flames in Solaire would be dancing, he knew.

      His small fire changed before him, diffusing and elongating into a form. To Sinika’s surprise, it wasn’t that of an initiate. Instead, a woman, old but with sharp eyes, stared at him.

      “High Priestess Timpada. I did not expect you.”

      “High Priest Sinika. Where are you? We’ve been trying to speak to you for days. There are rumors of the sea leaving its banks near Tabook and Priest Rannell is missing in Rah Hahsessah. Then, we did not hear from you or High Priestess Ci’erra. What has happened?"

      Sinika leaned forward, a thin smile on his lips. “You need to call the High Council and then you need to send a Water and Air Elemental to Karakastad as fast as possible.”
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      “I can do it myself.”

      Ria’s voice pitched up an octave. It sounded childish to her ears, but did result in Niri leaving her alone.

      Ria tucked her long, blonde hair behind her ears and focused her concentration again. The tiny briar before her grew new leaves, all a healthy green. Snow around it melted slowly, feeding the roots as the plant grew. Ria exhaled a shaky breath.

      The trick was in combining all the elements at once. At first, Ria had thought she could force plants to grow using just spirit, an ability the Church called magic. When Kailal had seen what she was doing, he’d looked at her with expressionless, dark violet eyes. When the small strawberry plant had grown, withered, and died without producing a single fruit, he snorted and turned away.

      She’d wanted to throw something at him, like a good fireball, as she had when he’d been the Curse. It had been two weeks since the fight in the clearing where she'd freed him. But, he still could not remember his name or much of his life before the Church changed him into a creature of magic, bound to hunt and kill those like it. They needed something to call him though. Darag had suggested Kailal, the name of the island he claimed was his home, or had been almost nine hundred years ago.

      Since the day Ria had broken the bond holding Kailal to the Church of Four Orders, he had not used his power. Not for himself and not to teach her. He had met her early requests for help, explanations, and lessons with angry silence at best. The first days after he woke, he just turned and walked away from her. It drove her to near madness, until Niri pointed out that Ria could try on her own.

      “The Curse is gone. Nothing will chase you anymore if you use your gift. Just go and try.”

      So, she had. Ria had been working on growing food as they traveled. Zhao, born in the foothills of the mountains, recognized the first, withered patch of alpine berries and wished fervently that it was spring. Zhao’s hungry yearning had given Ria the idea. Unaided, she learned to warm the air with fire as well as create light. Ria melted the snow or called water to the tiny plants. She pushed them to grow with her true gift of spirit until they produced fruit. It wasn’t much, but it was food and it was useful.

      It helped that she’d grown up among olive trees and vineyards. Still, it had taken Darag to show her how to ensure pollination. Ria hadn’t been bright enough to figure that out on her own. Without any help from Kailal, the most practiced Spirit Elemental within the known world, it was still hit or miss. Sometimes everything came together right and Ria could convince a small plant to provide some berries. Sometimes it would shrivel and die, becoming a withered twig, surrounded by snow and mountains.

      Niri often offered to help, but there were so few plants and Ria barely knew what she was doing. Niri and Zhao completely floundered with calling forth life from something. Niri was a Water Elemental, but had learned to control earth and air. Zhao was an Air Elemental, the first gifted child born to the Tiak in generations. He could control fire and water, but like Ria, he was still young and learning. It wasn’t worth risking their limited food supply just to have them try as well. Darag, being Kith, was really the only other Elemental with skill in spirit. Darag and Kailal, but unfortunately, Kailal only walked silently with them. He was more of a ghost than a Spirit Elemental.

      Ria kept thinking of summer, warmth, and life. The briar burst into tiny white blossoms. Ria smiled and pushed it a little further. They really needed the food. She didn’t want to fail. A worm of doubt grew in her. She should let Darag do this, or even Niri. They were so much more skilled. It was too important to fail. A few blossoms died and Ria could feel the balance slipping from her.

      Instead of reaching out to grab the pieces before they collapsed, Ria held still. Calm like the mountains, isn’t that what Zhao had told her? Calm and sure, as if she were Darag.

      “You were born to this too,” she whispered.

      With a twist of will, the blossoms were fertilized, just like Darag had shown her. Berries grew and ripened as she sat watching as still as the rock beneath her. Shadows lengthened and light grew dim everywhere but the small patch of thorny weeds before her. The raspberries were still warm as she reached out to pick them.

      “I have nearly a handful for each of us this time,” Ria said as she walked back to camp, stretching the stiffness out of her legs. She must have been sitting for over four hours. A long time to wait for food when days were already short. She needed to learn to be faster.

      Niri beamed at her. “You are really getting good at this. We’d starve without you.”

      Ria smiled and turned away, handing out berries to everyone. She didn’t look at Kailal when she gave him his. If she wasn’t wasting so much time learning, Darag would have figured out how to grow food. If Kailal would simply show her, she could do it better. Ria sighed as she sat near the fire. Lavinia glanced at her, her sky blue eyes startling against her pale skin and black hair. Lavinia looked so much like her brother, Ty, that they could have been twins instead of him a few years her senior.

      “I always feel bad when I stop keeping the plant warm. I hate watching it freeze again,” Ria said as she savored a berry, sucking on the light red stain marring her fingertips.

      Lavinia laughed. “We can’t take them with us.”

      “Too bad,” Zhao sighed. “It would make finding food easier.”

      The journey through the mountains had grown steadily harder. The frost rimmed clearing where they had fought the Curse seemed a warm memory now, not even two weeks later. The river Dhazoh had changed from a small water course, to a stream, and finally to an alpine trickle as they climbed higher.

      They never found the hoped-for path. Even Zhao no longer mentioned looking for markers to indicate that Air Elementals had come this way, traveling down from Finndale and through the mountains to reach the Temple of the Winds. Ty lead them now as he had in the desert, reckoning by stars and sun.

      Zhao seemed confident that somewhere ahead of them they would connect with the headwaters to the great river Torfel. If so, they would descend from the mountains into the forests along the river. Ria had seen a few maps, looking over her parents’ shoulders as they laid out shipments to foreign ports. She didn’t remember much of the southern shores of the Sea of Sarketh, but both the river Dhazoh and Torfel looked to have many branches. It would have been so easy to take the wrong fork.

      It snowed for the first time six days ago. Ahead of them, mountains rose above the clouds into icy heights. Passes between them were hard won as they scrambled up through snowfields that never melted, beyond the reach of even stunted trees. It was cold and windy. There was almost no food and winter was coming fast in the mountains. And they were lost.

      Ria knew it from the line between Ty’s brows when he looked at the sky and then scanned the mountains before them. Yes, they were heading north but the mountains were a wall not easily scaled. Ty sat in silence, often with Darag, most mornings and nights, looking for a way forward.

      After Ty's initial dislike of Darag and poor reaction to Lavinia having married him, it seemed an unlikely friendship. But since Darag had come to their rescue in the desert, it was one that had grown. The two men conversed quietly, Ty proposing a route and Darag speaking softly to the stones of the mountain to see if it was passable. Darag’s power was unfathomable to Ria, like being able to comprehend the entire sea from shore to shore. Something she was certain Niri could do, if she wanted.

      Snow swirled through the evening air. Dusk lingered on the horizon, the tallest of the peaks reflecting golden light on their snowy summits. Ria breathed out and huddled closer to the fire, hoping for enough warmth to at least not see her breath.

      Lavinia handed Ria a cup of soup before she slid next to Darag where he draped a blanket across both their shoulders. They sat further back from the beating flames, their breaths twin puffs in the deepening twilight. Ria had grown used to Darag's patterned skin, so similar to the tree he said his spirit, and now his wife's as well, was joined to. Like all Kith, that bond granted Darag a lifetime measured in centuries. It was hard for Ria to imagine that Lavinia would still be much as she was now when Ria was an old woman. It didn't seem to bother Lavinia. She looked up into her husband's bright green eyes while brushing his russet hair back from his face. Darag took her hand and kissed it, pulling Lavinia closer under the blankets.

      Ria sipped the broth without even examining it. She had helped find or grow most of the ingredients: wild onion, bay leaves, and shelf mushrooms. A few grains of rice floated in her mouth. Most likely it was the last of the rice they’d brought from Xiazhing. It made her heart flutter to think of it as she looked north at the wall of mountains. Ria’s eyes slid toward Niri.

      Niri sat resting against Ty, her long, brown hair sweeping over his shoulder. Two layers of blankets swaddled them. Still, Niri's cheeks were pink with cold beneath her olive skin tone. Niri could not call fire like Darag or Ria. Zhao had more control than Niri over what was a very precious element when the temperatures dropped below freezing most nights. Yet, Niri did not look worried, not about the cold, shortage of food, or lack of a path. Niri’s calm puzzled Ria even as it gave her confidence. Surely, Niri had a plan or had faith in Ty’s to be so unflustered.

      Next to her, Zhao shifted uncomfortably.

      “How is your arm?” Ria asked Zhao.

      Like Ria, Zhao sat as close to the fire as he could. He had taken on the responsibility of finding firewood and keeping the flames dancing as his contribution to their nomadic camps. Scouring the mountaintops for fuel gave him the chance to help identify plants for Ria. He was far more used to the mountainous land of frost and snow than she. Nothing looked like olives, oranges, or grapes here.

      “Healing. It itches, but that is better than the pain.”

      Zhao’s gray eyes slid toward Kailal as he rubbed the arm that the Curse had broken during battle. Kailal did not remember much of the fight, or much of his centuries as the Curse, but he had apologized sincerely to Zhao and Lavinia for their injuries while waving away Lavinia’s regret for the slash across his nose. He had been trying to eat her at the time he received the blow, Kailal had pointed out.

      Still, it was easy to feel uncomfortable around Kailal. He rarely spoke and his dark eyes were always haunted as he gazed across a world and time he did not know. Nine hundred years or thereabout, he had been a creature controlled by the Church of Four Orders. When the magic broke, Kailal returned to the young man he had been, at least physically.

      He was nearly as tall as Darag, with straight, long, black hair and reddish skin. Ria had not travelled much before the discovery of her gift of magic. The ability, forbidden by the Church, had driven her from her home. So the fact that she had never met anyone who looked like Kailal didn't mean his people were gone like he feared. Ria had never met Tiak either with their dark hair and eyes contrasted by golden skin. Zhao was unique as a Tiak to have gray eyes, but then he was the first Air Elemental in generations as well. As for Darag, few people had ever met a Kith because they so rarely left their forest. Ria could be forgiven for never having heard of them.

      Gazing at Kailal from under her lashes, she wondered what memories he did have. Her few experiences with him when he was the Curse gave her nightmares. She didn’t want to imagine what it was like to be him. Ria had come upon him twice when he’d walked away from camp by himself. Unnoticed, she watched him rock in silent sobs. She could no further understand him than she did Lavinia’s love for Darag. It was a reasoning apart from her.

      Ria snuggled into her few blankets feeling more contrite toward Kailal. Perhaps it was reasonable that he did not want to use his gifts after what he had done. Who he had been. But still she wished fervently that he would teach her. All she wanted was to learn what she could do.
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      Darag was shaking his head the next morning. The tiny camp was packed and everyone was ready to go, but Darag and Ty could not agree on a direction.

      “It doesn’t feel right. The ground feels steep and loose. We should go further east.”

      Ty’s mouth tightened as he looked eastward. His gaze swung back to the north. “I think we are too far east as it is. We need to go north or northwest for the quickest way to reach the Torfel. East will lead us deeper into the mountains.”

      “Until we reach another branch of the Torfel to follow north,” Darag argued.

      “Niri, can’t you feel the river at all?” Lavinia asked. Her hand held her blanket closed around her shoulders. This morning, Lavinia had belted the blanket around her waist like it was some great coat. Ria thought it looked like a good idea.

      Niri closed her eyes. Wind played with her dark brown hair as they waited. It took too long for her to answer. Worry chewed at Ria’s stomach again. Niri sighed as she opened her lavender eyes. Always lavender, whether she used her power or not. They had been ever since Niri called the sea to drown the Temple of Dust.

      “There is water all around us, slowly trickling down. So many streams, all flowing, winding paths. Some go south, some north. I cannot say where the headwaters to the Dhazoh or the Torfel might be.”

      Ty's brows drew closer together. He stood with one foot on a rock as he leaned an elbow on his knee and looked down the mountainside. His fingers drummed against his chin.

      “Is it that steep, do you think?” Darag nodded apologetically. Ty sighed. “I just wish I could see. We are above the clouds here like blind birds.”

      Ria blinked. Birds, she had been a bird once in an effort to escape the Curse. She had even been a dragon. As a Spirit Elemental, Ria could change the form of other things, cause plants to grow, and she could become something else as well.

      “I can do it,” Ria stuttered as everyone turned to look at her. “I mean I could change into a bird and scout out the path. I did it before,” she added when no one said anything.

      “I think you’ve been doing quite enough,” Darag said, an unaccustomed crease running across his brow. “I am a Spirit Elemental too. I’m sure I could manage to transform.”

      “You could, I’m sure of it. But I don’t think jumping off a mountain is the best way to have to learn. I don’t mind, really. It’ll be fun to do something other than trip over boulders all day.”

      “Yes, learning to transform to escape from being eaten was a much better way to learn,” Niri said with a wry glance. “If you are tired...?”

      “I’ll be fine, really.”

      Ty described the path he hoped to follow while Ria listened, balancing on her toes as she gazed down the sloping terrain. She couldn’t help it. Ria could not wait to launch herself into the air. It promised a sense of freedom, a time away from the worry of the mountains. Maybe she could fly all the way to the Torfel.

      With Ty finished, Ria walked to where the terrain dropped away. “I’ll be back soon, maybe an hour. Don’t go too far,” she teased.

      Lavinia, her best friend since childhood, stuck out her tongue. It made her laugh. As Ria turned back to the open sky, her eyes slid past Kailal. It was not the usual haunted look on his face. He opened his mouth to say something, but hesitated. Ria did not wait. She bounded forward and then leapt into the air. She did not come back down.

      She wasn’t sure how she knew what to do. Maybe it was like Niri had once said to her, that using your birth element was as easy as knowing how to smile. One moment she was a soil bound girl, the next she was a hawk on the wing.

      Updrafts hit her stretched feathers. Ria let instinct tell her how to correct the flight, how to soar along the ground, and then into the abyss of air between the peaks. The world fell away below her. For a moment, Ria simply soared, circling out over the nothingness. Then she wheeled back and down.

      With a bird’s eye, she could pick out her friends. How small they were, standing on such a huge peak. Seeing Lavinia wrapped in a blanket made her realize she was no longer cold. The feathers insulated her against the chill air.

      I wonder if I can sprout feathers as a girl to wear while we are in the mountain?

      Ria smiled, if hawks can smile. She screeched into the wind. Niri waved a hand as Ria plummeted along the mountain flank, looking for a path.
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      It had been less than an hour before she came back to join her friends. She dove from the clouds, spreading her wings to stall her descent at the last moment. As her legs came forward to land, she became a girl again, stepping lithely from the air.

      “The only way down is east. North has an ice field that ends at a cliff, that is why Darag couldn’t feel it.”

      Ty rubbed his temple. “When we get down and cross the valley, can we head back west?”

      Ria smiled despite herself. “I didn’t go that far. I wanted to come back before it had been too long. I’ll go and see. Be back soon!”

      This time, she bent forward as if to hurl herself from the mountain. Before she could fall, Ria became a hawk, shooting down the steep slope like an airborne rock. Flying was that much fun.

      Hours later, near the lingering dusk of alpine evenings, Ria realized she wasn’t alone on the wing. Far off down the valley, another creature zipped from shadows to sunlight to shade again. Her hawk eyes recognized another flier, light colored like the alpine snow. Curiosity caught her. Whatever it was looked large and fast.

      Ria had been back to her friends several times, telling of a good camping site in the valley tucked amid a copse of pines. She was to meet them there after scouting a route for the following day. So far, the way back west had been blocked by impassable heights and steep terrain. Ria was now gliding east. It was the wrong direction, but it was passable.

      Now Ria pumped her wings to fuel her speed. Staying to the shadows along the valley’s edge, she craned her senses for other aerial beings. It was a shadow passing over her that told Ria she had missed something, but it hadn’t missed her. Ria banked and dove out of instinct, landing deftly on a rocky ledge. When she turned, her pounding bird heart gave a double beat.

      It wasn’t the sudden fear of capture, but born by what was watching her that startled Ria. A massive bird with white and gray feathers, a dark gray, curved beak, and bright black eyes approached the ledge at a gentle glide. The creature was easily twice Ria’s size as a girl. Looking at it from the perspective of a small hawk, it was gargantuan.

      The giant bird eyed Ria with a cocked head, as curious as Ria had been earlier. The familiar gesture eased Ria’s nerves enough for her to realize what she’d been too surprised to notice before. The large bird was a Spirit Elemental as well.

      Niri had taught Ria to see other Elementals after Niri had recognized Zhao. It was an easy gift. Elementals, even when not using their power, were surrounded by a soft aura of colored light. The animal before her had a green tinge in Ria’s vision, a sure sign of a Spirit Elemental.

      Calm now, Ria watched the massive bird fan wings over forty feet from tip to tip. A gust of wind swept over Ria as her larger companion settled on the rocks to her left. Roosted, with dark, pointed wings tucked, the bird tilted its head down toward Ria.

      Words, carried on thoughts as lively as she imagined Beite’s would be, sang in Ria’s head. “What are you?”
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      “We shouldn’t have let her go alone. Not all day," Darag said, scanning the quickly darkening sky. Ria had been gone for hours.

      Darag stretched for his power again. He’d used his gift of a Spirit Elemental since birth, though unknowingly. Kith thought themselves different, not spirit or earth. In truth, they were not either, but both, albeit with strange rules stemming from their connection with their tree. Darag felt more akin to plants than he did with creatures. He had never transformed into anything. But holding his connection to life, feeling the vast ebb and flow of all living things in the mountain valley, he thought he could.

      "Maybe she didn't realize how far west she'd flown?" Lavinia said.

      "Or maybe she flew east or over a pass to the north," Darag replied, pausing his pacing. He held his power, the desire to search for Ria pulling him to act. He let it go. "We really don't know where she might have gone." Frustration colored his voice, not a usual thing for him.

      Walking to the forest edge, Darag returned to the task he had assigned himself. The tiny mushrooms he'd encouraged to sprout from the dense soil under the pines elongated and grew thicker. It was a feat that made him appreciate Ria’s skill in growing food on their journey all the more. The girl was quite gifted for someone untrained and new to their power. His focus wavered. From the corner of his eye, Darag saw Kailal shift away from him.

      "What if she is injured?" Zhao asked. He kicked at the dirt near the fire pit with his heel. With his arm still healing in a sling, Zhao was very limited both in mobility and as an Elemental.

      "I'm sure she is fine," Niri said into the silence, though she spoke through stiff lips. "But maybe we should think about how we'll look for her if she isn't back soon."

      Darag’s eyes strayed to Kailal before coming back to meet Niri's gaze. She looked as torn as he felt.

      Kailal kept to himself, never using Elemental skills. Darag had noticed Kailal disappeared when any of the other Elementals used theirs, as if the proximity to power bothered him. When Darag had called stones to make a fire ring that night, Kailal had been absent. The healer in Darag told him that Kailal may appear whole, but there was deep trouble in his soul.

      That didn’t surprise Darag. He could not imagine what Kailal had been through. Niri told him some of the visions she’d once shared with the Curse and of her time as a Priestess in the Church of Four Orders. Torture did not begin to define what he guessed Kailal had lived through.

      Yet he was another Spirit Elemental. One that was very skilled. If he and Kailal split up the valley, each going a different direction...

      Darag did not need to finish the thought. Out of the night sky, a hawk’s screech echoed off the mountains.

      “Oh, thank Mhyrah,” Niri whispered. She hurried to her feet and headed toward the edge of the trees where Ria would have a clear spot to land. Lavinia, having bolted the instant she heard the cry, was ahead of Niri.

      Ria was just straightening up, transformed once again to a girl. In the dim light, all Darag could see was Ria’s slim outline. She was taller than his sister, Beite, by a good head. Still, the slight frame of a young woman evoked his older brother tendencies. Words to scold her were on his lips as he stopped behind Lavinia.

      “Sorry I’m late. You’ll never guess what I found!”

      Ria’s enthusiasm bubbled over Darag’s concern. She turned away from the group, looking back over her shoulder into the dark. There was a sudden draft of air and then a form landed behind Ria. Darag forgot to breathe as he took in the towering raptor.

      Dark eyes like polished boulders looked down a hooked gray beak, the bird’s head tilting in inquisitiveness. It was that look, more than anything else, that gave Darag the sense it meant no immediate harm. His first instinct to protect dissipated. That’s when he noticed the bird shimmered with power. Darag hesitated again.

      “This is Keira,” Ria said, turning back toward her companions. “She’s a...”

      “Girl,” Niri finished for her.

      Ria spun back to Keira. “Oh! I didn’t know you could change. Of course, you can change form, you are a Spirit Elemental too. I just didn’t think you’d become a person.”

      Keira smiled at Ria. She appeared about the same age as Ria and Lavinia. A slight, white haired girl, despite just having been a massive white and gray bird of prey.

      “I am Torek,” the voice whispered in Darag’s mind, understandable and recognizable without the ears needing to hear it. He was amazed.

      “Yes, that is right. She is from the bird tribe.”

      Ria explained how she met Keira as they walked back to the fire. Keira’s dark eyes took in everything, jumping from individuals to bed rolls to the fire and to the cooking gear with quick intensity as she observed all the things new to her.

      “We live in the mountains, in hoves above the tree line.”

      ‘Hove’ appeared in Darag’s mind as a cross between a cave and a nest. Something built into the mountain that was warm and safe.

      “So you know the mountains? Could you help guide us through?” Ty asked.

      Against Darag’s side, Lavinia’s form relaxed. Darag smiled at the warmth that spread across his chest, brushing the crown of Lavinia’s head with his lips. Everyone had been worried about their wandering path, the cold and the snow. Ria’s new friend brought hope.

      “I suppose I could. I’ve never thought of walking somewhere though.” Keira looked at the faces around her in the sudden silence. “Where do you plan on going?”

      “We are looking for the Torfel River. We want to follow that to Finndale,” Ty said as he sat, stretching his legs out before him.

      Keira frowned. “The closest branch is westward, a few days flight. But there are high mountains between with strong drafts and gusts, and sudden snows. The Torek do not usually fly that way this time of year.”

      “There is no other path?” Darag asked.

      “To the Torfel? No, you’d be trapped by snows in the mountains far before you reached the eastern branches.” Keira’s mind-speech zipped with images of distances and dangers as seen on the wing. It was too fast to grasp individual scenes, but the intent was clear. They were trapped in the mountains.

      Ty’s gaze focused angrily on the ground near the fire. Niri compressed her lips.

      “Another way to Finndale, perhaps?” Niri asked, one hand touching Ty’s arm.

      “My kind do not go to Finndale or the north. They... eat Torek.” Keira shuddered. “And the storms on the coast are dangerous for fliers. The furthest we venture from the mountains is when the adults go to raise young on the grass plains.”

      “You go to the Steppes?” Ty asked, sitting up and blinking. “Can you show us a way there?”

      “It is further than the other branch of the Torfel. If you could fly, it would not be so difficult. But if you walk as slow as Ria has told me, you will not make it before winter.”

      Ty’s shoulders sagged once again. He leaned back against a tree, casting his face in shadow. The fire crackled in the clearing, sending sparks rising aloft.

      “Could you or your tribe, carry us?”

      Everyone jumped at Kailal’s soft voice. Keira turned her bright eyes to him, a wrinkle growing and fading on her forehead in an instant.

      “Maybe, yes. I think I could convince a few of the others to help. You don’t look any heavier than... well, other things we carry. I will ask my sister and the others tomorrow.”

      It was a good idea. Darag looked over at Kailal, giving him a slight nod in thanks. The corner of Kailal’s mouth twitched upwards.
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      "Not alone, not today at least."

      Ria greeted Darag's statement with a sigh.

      "You don't trust her," Ria said as she crossed her arms, reminding him again of Beite.

      Darag pushed aside the sudden wish for the aerie and the forests of his home. He brought his concentration back to the young woman testing her independence who stood before him. Keira had flown off to find her version of breakfast, leaving the small group alone for a brief time. It was the opportunity Darag had been waiting for.

      "It isn't that, sweetie. Do you really want to be alone when you meet an entire tribe of Torek?" Niri responded.

      Ria swallowed, her eyes widening slightly. "No, I suppose not."

      With that, the small disagreement was over. Tension drained from Darag's shoulders. In its wake came a light stomach. He'd never considered becoming something other than what he was. He'd confessed as much to Lavinia the night before when he told her that Ria could not go to the Torek hoves alone. Lavinia agreed. Morning brought the support of Niri, Ty, and Zhao with the plan. The thought still left Darag nauseated.

      They waited for Keira's return, slowly eating a handful of nuts that Zhao found while scavenging for wood. Anxiety heightened the draw Darag felt toward Lus na Sithchaine. It itched through him so that he could not stay still. When he stood, Lavinia's bright blue eyes were on him. Her concern made him smile. It was enough to break the knot of worry. With Lavinia in his arms, there was not much that could trouble him.

      Keira returned in a backdraft of air. Her natural hawk form rose to over half the height of the alpine trees when she stood on the ground. If not for her movements, he would have found it easier to imagine her as a strange statue rather than a flesh and blood bird. When Darag walked forward with Ria, Keira tilted her head, her dark eyes jumping from him back to Ria.

      "Darag is coming too," Ria said.

      Keira bobbed her head. "I hadn't considered that. How many of you can become flyers - three? You will not need as much help as I thought."

      Kailal stood up. "Two," he choked out.

      Keira tilted her head to the other side, gazing at Kailal sideways. "But you..."

      "No!" he interrupted. Kailal turned and fled from the clearing, his hands curled into fists at his sides. Darag heard one more faint "No" from Kailal's retreating form, but it sounded more like a sob than a denial.

      Darag, Ty, Niri, and Lavinia crossed gazes. Zhao stared at the ground. Ria blushed, her lips compressed into a tight line. Keira scratched the ground with her talons, leaving three inch deep gouges in the dirt.

      Niri spread her hands, fingers splayed wide. "I'll go. It is long past time someone talked with him. Be safe, Ria, Darag. Thank you, Keira."

      Keira bobbed her head as Niri faded into the forest shadows after Kailal.

      "He is a flyer, but he is injured. Not like Zhao with a broken wing... arm," Darag corrected. "But sick in ways that cannot be seen."

      "He is soul sick," Keira's mind voice said. She shook her beak. "Not good, a flyer that will not fly will not survive long."

      Her words gave Darag a throb of foreboding. He hoped it wasn't true, or wouldn't be. It was obvious though, Kailal was not well and Darag doubted even Laith Lus had the means to mend him.

      Keira looked skyward. "It will take a few hours to reach the hoves. If the other Torek agree quickly, I should be able to show you the way back before dusk."

      "We would leave tomorrow?" Ria asked.

      "Yes, hopefully. The snows are coming and it will take at least two days to fly to the Steppes. We must go soon." Keira ruffled her feathers, changing the shiver of coming snows into an adjustment of her wings. It was time to go. Darag took a deep breath.

      Keira launched herself skyward, the downbeats of her enormous wings sending leaves and dust into the air of the clearing. Ty and Zhao backed to the safety of the trees. Lavinia's hand brushed his and then she joined her brother. Ria took two hopping steps and launched herself skyward. Gracefully, she became the same bronze hawk she flew as the day before.

      What if Kith are only Spirit Elementals in relation to plants?

      Darag pushed aside the idea as it formed. Then he didn't think. He let the power in his blood swell, rising and growing from the ground below him. Darag stepped a pace forward and then he was treading air with beats of outstretched wings. His longing for Lus na Sithchaine drew him into the air, the desire to return so strong that he could almost see the silvery pull northeastward. His love of Lavinia turned his course. He circled the clearing with the tip of his left wing pointed at his wife below. Lavinia waved once, her face turned skyward.

      Keira and Ria were soaring on updrafts along the valley's edge. Once Darag’s attention was directed their way, Keira swooped, diving until she caught the lower winds moving along the valley. Ria followed, a small, golden-brown mimic of Keira.

      Darag felt the wind flow along his flight feathers, the force bending the edges upwards. Adjusting muscles to control the angles of feathers happened instinctually, as if he had been born to soar. He pulled in his wings and dove after Ria and Keira, testing out his new ability to fly.
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      Lavinia buried her face into the white down of Keira's feathers. Under Keira's wings, the feathers were soft as silk and smelled of pine and wind. Protected as Lavinia was, encased in Keira's wing and held against the warmth of her body, the howling wind born of the snowstorm raging a few feet away was barely noticeable. Lavinia was restless for another reason. Darag and Ria were out in the storm.

      Keira shuffled her feet, sending a waft of cold air through Lavinia's living shelter. Keira froze, pausing before lifting her wing slightly to peer under at Lavinia.

      "I'm sorry. I just..."

      "Yeah, I know. Me too." Lavinia sighed and looked out between Keira's pinions.

      Her first glance was toward the cave opening. It was a wall of swirling white.

      The blizzard had nearly overtaken them. Zhao sensed it first with its massive gust front sweeping down the valley. Alerted to it, Niri's eyes had grown large at the amount of frozen liquid held in its fury. The Torek flew hard to reach this meager shelter used mainly in summer or emergencies.

      Behind Keira and Lavinia, the other Torek who had agreed to help stood like silent guardians, a look only slightly besmirched by the feathers fluffed against the chill. In the gloom of the abandoned hove, Lavinia saw the glint of Freyhoak's ebony eye. Keira and Lavinia were not alone in their worry.

      Four Torek, besides Keira, stood shoulder to shoulder in the narrow passageway. Each sheltered the human they had carried for the last day and a half, hiding them from the storm in the warmth of feathers. But nesting against a bird was not ideal. Lavinia's legs were cramped.

      Darag told her it had been Zhao's presence, more than anything, that won them the help of the Torek. Lavinia could see the meeting play out in her mind from Darag's tale. Keira led him and Ria deep into the mountains among some of the highest peaks. Rounding the flank of a mountain, Darag realized the snowfield below him held hundreds of Torek, sunning and playing on the icy expanse.

      "Like it was the central clearing in Lus na Sithchaine," Darag had said.

      Above, the rocky cliff was riddled with what Keira called hoves, cavern mouths that opened... to what, Darag wasn't sure. With a cry, Keira had taken them down to the snowfield and a rock outcrop at its center. After introductions, the debate began.

      Freyhoak's great, great grandmother had known the Air Elementals who lived in the Temple of the Winds. The connection was a cherished legacy. When Keira had defended her offer to help, she cited the fact that many of the group were Elementals and so it was her family's duty to offer assistance. When Darag mentioned that an Air Elemental was among them, Freyhoak backed her granddaughter's offer of assistance.

      With Keira came her older sister Rhiva, her cousin Keenan, and Rahnok, their mother. In age, Keenan was between Rhiva and Keira. Lavinia knew little of birds, much less a creature like the Torek, gifted with spirit powers, but Darag assured her that it was common in many bird species that the females were larger than the males. It was the reason Keira hoped to enlist her sisters' help. Her brothers would never have been able to carry one of them for more than a short hop. This fact both amused and fascinated Lavinia and Ria. In Mirocyne, only men held authority in the council seats.

      With five Torek, two of the group were not carried by the great birds. Darag and Ria flew on their own: Ria as a bronze hawk and Darag as a gray eagle. When they reached the shelter, with blizzard winds ruffling tail feathers, Darag had not waited before suggesting he and Ria go back out.

      Lavinia's dismayed, "But why?" overlapped Niri's, "You can't be serious!"

      Darag shook his head. He had already reasoned it out. "We need food and fuel. The cave will not keep us warm and when was the last time we ate?"

      The Torek looked uneasy, glancing at each other and shuffling feet. Darag held up a hand before they offered. "Ria and I can control wind and water. We will be safest in the storm."

      Freyhoak dipped her beak. "Beasts will be hunkered down with the coming storm. Game will be difficult to catch."

      "Then we will just bring back fuel. But we must try," Darag argued. Lavinia had known then that he was going. And there was no way she could join him. "If you are willing, Ria?"

      "Of course."

      Ria brushed off her heavy skirt, though the action was only for show. She had spent most of the past two days as a bird, having transformed back to a girl less than five minutes before.

      Darag saw the worry on Lavinia’s face and smiled in a way that lit up his eyes and made her heart beat faster. "We'll be fine, Heart of Mine. We'll be back soon, you'll see."

      They left as the first snowflakes fell. That was over three hours ago.

      Lavinia squirmed under Keira's wing so she could crane her neck and see the cave opening. Keira shifted her wing to look at her charge.

      "Was I pressing you too tightly?" Keira's voice chirped in Lavinia's mind.

      "No, I'm just... anxious."

      Keira resettled by fluffing her feathers. The move was combined with a mental sigh. "Yeah, me too."
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      It was more than half an hour later before the curtain of snow parted. Darag and Ria left in bird form, but that wasn't how they returned.

      The cavern walls barely fit the massive, green dragon that swooped in through the snow with ice melting on his scales. Darag had to pull his wings tightly against his sides just to move forward. A mountain sheep dangled from his jaws, its white fleece darkened by blood. The sight would have been terrifying if not for the awkward shuffle caused by each of the four clawed feet being encumbered by loads of snarled trees he brought back for fuel. Lavinia giggled, relief tearing her eyes at the same time.

      Darag cocked an eye at his wife. "You don't eat meat, remember?" she teased as she emerged from Keira's feathers.

      Darag spat out the ram before transforming back to his true form. Lavinia was in his arms before he could answer. He smiled down at her. "Perhaps I should stay carnivorous to make eating it appetizing."

      Niri's smile showed worry. From where she had emerged from the shelter of Rhiva's wing, she looked beyond Lavinia and Darag, brows drawn. The snow blew aside before Niri could part her lips.

      Ria also swept in as a dragon with gilt scales and golden wings. Smaller, she fit more comfortably within the cavern entrance. She pushed her burden forward before transforming back to a girl.

      "Apples and apple wood. How is that for efficient?"

      "What did you do, pull up the whole tree?" Ty asked, his teasing tone not masking a note of awe.

      Ria shrugged. "No, I just broke off the top half."

      "Great! See, Darag, you won't starve," Zhao said cheerily. He tossed Darag an apple as he surveyed the mounds of twigs and logs. "And I get to make the fire."

      "Have at it," Niri said with a laugh. She walked over to join Ty. He rubbed her arms to warm her before wrapping her in an embrace.

      In the darkness beyond
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