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        In book 1, Spark of Defiance

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The group of friends are told by Isha and Minna, who is really Yminnyla the dragon of spirit and guardian of the Spirit Gate, that the remaining gates must also be closed to stop the Ashanti or they will cross into the spirit realm against the decree of the Goddess, who punished them. Decisions are made to get the spheres of Fire, Earth, and Air. Lavinia must journey to each gate before the Ashanti discover them and enter the spirit realm.
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      “You did not defeat Isha.”

      Keifa'kana loomed over Riva from where she stared upwards in defiance, bits of marsh mud and reeds drying on her skin under the desert sun from where she lay prone at the gates of the Ashanti city. For a moment, Behk'sah expected to hear Kefa'bey protest that Riva did not know the Ashanti ways and that a Water Elemental who served Isha was not a threat. But Kefa'bey was dead. Behk had killed him.

      "Do you think she is greater than us because she found friends to aid her?" Keifa growled. The walls of Ekhaba shimmered with the anger of the Ashanti King.

      Behk had never thought Keifa strong in Elemental power, but the connection he had to Ekhaba that allowed him to conjure the desert city in the marsh was a feat beyond Behk. Ekhaba moved furthest on its ruler’s whim, though it had been faint and fragile when it had appeared above the marsh. But it had come, and the Ashanti had left, access to the spirit realm denied to them once again.

      Riva looked away, refusing to answer Keifa's question. He grabbed her chin and yanked until she faced him.

      "What else do you know of the spirit realm?" he demanded in a hiss.

      "That I look forward to the day you are there!"

      Keifa backhanded her. Blue flared around Riva as she called upon her power, but there was little water in the desert and none that the Ashanti didn't control. Which was what gave Behk the idea.

      "Leave her," Behk said, catching Keifa's arm as he moved to hit Riva again.

      For a moment, the eyes of his ruler and longtime friend stayed wild and dark. The agony of having lost the path to save his newborn daughter from a short life of duty and little joy overwhelmed his reason. But then the tension slipped from Keifa'kana. He looked down at the Water Elemental prone in the sand of the great desert that stretched from horizon to horizon, its color a pale echo of the vibrant sun scorching overhead.

      Keifa snorted and booted Riva into the hot expanse of the desert then turned his back on her. The world outside Ekhaba shifted. But only someone who knew the desert would see the gray tinge in the sky to the west and know it was from the sea or notice the dunes here held brown pebbles and formed low humps compared to the piled mountains of sand in the deep desert.

      "How long should we leave her?" Keifa asked. Impatience glinted in his eye.

      "She never left the marsh before. I imagine a Water Elemental lost in Ak'Ashanti's embrace will not take long to convince to cooperate," Behk answered.

      Keifa'kana nodded before walking toward the central palace. "We will check on her at sun's height. You should see your sister and niece. Lyra'shoo learned to say her first word while you were gone."

      The news dropped Behk to the ground. So soon. The child grew, time passed, and they had lost their first chance to save her. When Behk could walk steadily without guilt and fear weighing his steps, he followed Keifa to the palace to greet his sister and her daughter.

      Lyra watched him with clever dark eyes, the power whisping around her a harbinger of great abilities as she aged. Within a month, she would control the sparks that danced chaotically about the room, just as she would be able to walk. Such was the ways of the Ashanti, and all Behk knew. If he hadn't known short lives were a punishment for a past great transgression, he wondered if he'd be content to watch his niece grow into the promise she held. For the tiny fragment of time he'd be alive to see it.

      No. There could be no denying the fate placed on the Ashanti by Mhyrah was wrong and cruel. Lyra'shoo deserved more. All the Ashanti deserved more time than a lucky ten years. Behk hid his growing anger while he visited his sister and niece, but Keifa watched him with eyes that held the same thoughts and pain.

      "We will not fail again," Behk said as he and Keifa left the nursery.

      Keifa remained silent as they walked the windswept streets of a nearly empty city. Each echoing footfall reminded Behk of the lost city of Ramen and the approaching and matching fate of Ekhaba.

      "You are certain there is another way?" Keifa asked as they paused at the gate.

      "Riva called it the gate to the spirit realm of water. If there is a gateway for water, there will be one for the other elements too."

      "Five gates ..." Keifa closed his eyes for a moment, hope loosening the tight muscles of his face. "We have four more chances."

      "We need only one," Behk'sah answered before stepping into the desert.

      Riva lay half buried in the sand, her exposed skin enflamed red. For a frightened moment, Behk thought her dead. But as Keifa pulled her upright and lifted his hand to her lips, water filling the hollow of his palm as he conjured it out of the dry air, Riva's dazed eyes filled with awe.

      "Drink," Keifa said gently. "Slowly, or you will choke. Let it moisten your tongue. It is swollen almost as large as your throat, yes?"

      Riva nodded as she paused from taking small, thirsty sips. She tried to speak, but her lips cracked from dryness and sun. Other than a rasp, no sound came. Even her blood had lost its moisture, bubbling to the surface of her split lips, but not spilling a droplet. Keifa sighed, placing his free hand on her forehead. She winced but then froze as Keifa's power flowed through her. The blistered redness of her skin faded, returning to dusky paleness.

      "How do you have this power?" Riva whispered, able to speak again. She knelt in the sand at Keifa's feet. "Only the Goddess ..."

      "We are like the great Goddess," Keifa answered soothingly. "Help us return to the spirit realm so that we can right the wrong done to our people."

      Riva shook her head, shying away as her eyes turned dark. "But it was Mhyrah who punished you. Isha stood against you. Whatever you have done must have been beyond forgiveness. I cannot help you."

      Keifa'kana grabbed her by her dark hair, pulling her upright until her neck stretched long. "Tell me, or it is you who will feel what the punishment of a god can be."

      Riva met Keifa's angry gaze without fear. "Will you leave me in the sun again? To what? Come back and heal me?"

      "Very well," Keifa answered. He drew a knife and plunged it into her gut.

      Riva slumped forward as he withdrew the blade, hesitating as if tempted to stab the woman again. Blood flowed from her like the marsh's water, staining her dress and the sand at Keifa's feet.

      "Tell me what you know of the other gates, and I will heal you. I will save your life," Keifa said as he tightened his fingers still entwined in her hair.

      Tears spilled from Riva's eyes as blood dribbled from her trembling lip. For a moment, Behk saw a spark of rebelliousness flash in her eyes and thought she'd fight still. Her death would gain them nothing. But then Riva sobbed and clutched at Keifa's hand that held her upright.

      "There are five gates," she said hurriedly. "I've seen them when I was in the spirit realm."

      "Where are they?" Keifa growled.

      "I don't know!" Riva cried, coughing on blood. "I've never been outside the marsh. I don't know where they are in the world."

      "But you saw them. Through them?" Behk asked. "What did you see?"

      "There is a place of darkness that holds fire, and a place of dryness and dust that holds earth. A place of rock and vast water that holds air, and a place of mist and spirits that holds life."

      "How does that help us?" Keifa asked, shaking her with such force that clumps of her hair came loose in his hand.

      Riva cupped her hands against her injured belly, wincing with each rough movement. "Heal me," she whispered. He opened his hand, and she fell into the bloody sand at his feet. "Heal me, and I will help you find the places I saw."

      Keifa stood over her a moment. "What you have told us, that is all you know?"

      Riva gave a tearful nod. "If I knew where they were, I would tell you."

      "You should have answered the first time I asked." Keifa'kana knelt next to her and drove his gilt dagger into her heart.

      For a moment, Keifa and Behk stood in their golden desert in silence over the body of the Water Elemental. "Are there others we can question?" Keifa finally asked.

      "Not easily," Behk'sah admitted. Yet when he turned to Keifa, he smiled. "But I know a place we can go that may have answers."
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      Darkness ate the horizon. Lavinia would have found that less unnerving if she didn't watch the thick blackness grow to the west while the sun moved toward midday. Memories of her previous visit to the coast of storms rose so that the sight gave her chills. What made it worse was that she had to face those fears alone.

      For the first time since he had found her in the desert, Darag was not with her. She missed his silent presence, laughing green eyes, and russet hair, even though he had not laughed much in the last six months since the war and the death of his sister and mother. Without him, the pull to return to Lus na Sithchaine ached within her, interrupting sleep and any fleeting peace. Which compounded the worries she carried, and there were far too many of them.

      "If it weren’t for the storm, we'd be able to see the Mountains of Night from here," Zhao said, joining her at the ship's rail. Every time Lavinia thought herself overwhelmed, she only needed to look at Zhao to feel her burdens manageable. She knew Darag, Niri, Khodan, Ria, and Ci'erra worked to bring her the spheres needed to close the gates to the spirit realms, while Minna and Isha sought the old gates and Guardians. No one aided Zhao and the difficulties his fluctuating power imposed on him. Yet he undertook a role as guide and protector for her.

      "How are you?" she asked instead of commenting on the growing dark clouds.

      Color heightened in his golden skin on his wind brushed cheeks, though his eyes remained on the threatening western skies. "Fine." The single word ended with a sigh as he leaned against the rail in a tired pose that reminded Lavinia of her brother.

      "Really?"

      Now he looked at her, and the turbulent anger in his gray eyes made her shrink away. At least her brother Ty showed open hostility when he was upset. Zhao buried his until it surfaced with like lightning. "I got you from the marsh and through Rah Hahsessah. Even if I lose my control of water or fire again, I still have air. I can make us invisible if the Ashanti find us on the way to the Temple in the Clouds."

      Zhao spun as if he were a twist of air, pacing away though he couldn't go far on the small boat. Unless he wanted to risk using his power over Spirit and transform into a bird. Something Lavinia hoped he wouldn't do as losing that ability over the sea and away from the sailboat would be disastrous.

      She'd watched him struggle practicing control over water or fire several times as they'd crossed the marsh, though she'd never asked how he was until today. Instead, she'd been happy Ty and Felya came along on their hurried rush to Ty's docked boat in Rah Hahsessah. She'd barely said goodbye to Ria, Ci'erra, and Minna before they'd sailed out of the harbor, racing a fear the Ashanti would discover where the gate to the realm of fire lay before Lavinia could reach it.

      Since Ty had raised the sail, it had been Felya's control of the wind that filled the sails and steered them toward the storm-shrouded coast of Akypf. Felya, who had never learned control of more than one element, guided them. It was Ty's skill at sailing and the familiarity of working with Felya that kept the boat's direction true despite the confused wind and sea. But the sky grew darker, and soon they would need more than control of the wind to help them reach the rocky coast of black stone and forever dark clouds. And what they needed was a power beyond her as well. So Lavinia swallowed her doubts and went after Zhao.

      He stood at the bow where the swelling waves splashed foam and spray as the boat heaved over a crest. "Darag and Laireag will see your sister and her family safe to Lus na Sithchaine," Lavinia said, hoping to find a safe topic.

      Zhao faced her, his expression contrite. "I shouldn't have snapped. I'm sorry." He ran his fingers through his wind-blown dark hair. "It isn't my sister and niece that I'm worried about ... or my power." He flashed her a quick look under his lashes. "I haven't lost control of any element since that one time."

      Lavinia flushed, wanting to argue but biting her tongue. She knew she'd seen him struggle. But for as much as she liked Zhao and had fought by his side, she didn't know him well. Not like she knew Ria and Darag. "Then what?"

      "We shouldn't go any farther."

      She stared at him too surprised to speak, disbelieving he could mean giving up and turning away. Too many words to describe the threat the Ashanti posed and reminders of the battle they had just fought against them in the Marsh of Isha for the Gate of Water rose to her lips so that she couldn't manage a single one. Which was just as well; it gave Zhao a chance to explain what he planned.

      "No!" Ty argued when Lavinia and Zhao told Ty and Felya what they meant to do. He paced across the deck of the ship, turning on his heel to glare at Lavinia with arms crossed. She sighed. No matter she was married and the Guardian of the Spheres, Ty was determined to be her older brother.

      "But through the storm?" Felya asked with a nervous glance toward Ty, the motion emphasized by the green color of her eyes. "I know you control wind ... and more! But to fly through that?" Her gesture swept toward the dark storm that ate sunlight. Lightning flashed in the depths of the roiling clouds.

      "It is how Ria and I left the Temple the first time. It isn't pleasant, but as dragons, we could fly above most of the storm."

      "Lavinia can't become a dragon," Ty said through clenched teeth.

      "I don't have to." She met Ty's angry glance calmly. "I control enough elements to protect against wind and cold."

      "And lightning?" Ty seethed.

      "It is an aspect of fire," Lavinia answered.

      "The danger isn't the storm," Zhao said, his low voice breaking the argument between Lavinia and her brother. "It is the black marsh. Through most of it you can't use any power because it is littered with bones that block or absorb power. They are what were used in the stone Khodan wore and the cage the Temple of Solaire used to hold Dahal. And the places where you can call on elements, you shouldn't, or you'll attract nightmarish creatures."

      Felya shuddered, but Ty snorted. "I don't control any elements. It won't affect me. And Lavinia can fight with her sword."

      "But it will take days, Ty," Lavinia said. "Possibly weeks. I went that way with Darag to see the Sphere of Air. That is how I touched it. We had a large group, and we still journeyed a week and were attacked several times. I'm not sure we can risk waiting that long to reach the Temple. And then we still need to search for the Gate of Fire."

      "Not to mention we will be exposed to the Ashanti if they find us there," Zhao said flatly. "I'm sure they can fight without power, and being outnumbered will not help us even if they aren't skilled with weapons."

      "How do you think the Ashanti left the marsh so quickly?" Felya asked.

      "I don't know," Lavinia answered. "Darag thinks they may have called Ekhaba."

      "And if they can call the city from the desert to the marsh, how much farther can it travel?" Zhao asked. "They could be at the gate now if they know where it is. And even if they can only reach the black marsh, who knows what an army of Ashanti can accomplish that a few Elementals cannot?"

      Felya slumped. Overhead the empty sail flapped listlessly as Felya directed the wind around the boat. They bobbed on the rolling waves, drifting as the group of four argued what to do. And only four. Lavinia nearly pointed out that Ty felt the journey so dangerous he'd left his small crew in Rah Hahsessah. But she saw the anger fade from his blue eyes so like hers. Instead, she saw worried acceptance.

      "If your power fails⁠—"

      "It won't," Zhao said to Ty, his voice tired but strong. "I'm hoping to learn more at the Temple if there is more to learn. But even Khodan agrees it is balance that enables abilities in all elements. I cannot be too angry or too afraid or too calm. I can see us to the Temple of Winds. Darag will meet us there with the Sphere of Fire. He'll be able to help Lavinia find the Fire Gate."

      Lavinia blinked away her surprise. Zhao sounded like he wasn't going to help find the gate. She'd expected him to join her and Darag. They needed him, but looking at the darkness under his eyes and the weariness to his frame, she resisted the urge to ask. There would be time once they reached the Temple as they waited for Darag. If they flew through the storm, they could have days to recover and scour the archives for any information on the gates. Then maybe Lavinia would be able to convince Zhao to help.

      For now, Lavinia focused on the problems before her. She took her brother's hand and squeezed it as his piercing gaze fell from Zhao's confident face to the deck boards. "I know you are worried, Ty. But this is the best way."

      Ty swallowed hard, pulling away to pace the width of the boat before ripping his fingers through his wind-tousled hair. When he returned to face her, it felt like a wall had formed between them.

      "I can't stop you from going, but you know I want to help."

      Felya flashed Lavinia a desperate look so that Lavinia swallowed the snippy answer on her lips. "Then go back and help Niri reach Akhetta or look for Sinika."

      Anger flared in his eyes as if she dismissed him to a secondary task. But like it or not, he was not an Elemental, and fighting the Ashanti with only a knife was not the best choice. Lavinia turned from her brother. "Are you ready to go?"

      Zhao glanced toward the dark clouds that reached for the midday sun. "Yes. We are close enough to the coast. It will be a long flight, but waiting longer will just waste more time."

      Lavinia sensed Ty stiffen behind her, but she ignored him as she went to gather her small bundle of clothes below deck. In the quiet of the ship's cabin, nervousness for what lay ahead weakened her knees so that she sat on her cot. Hands twisted in the tunic she had been stuffing into a satchel, the memory of Ria frightened by what she had done in Mirocyne rose in her mind and made her cough on a sobbed laugh.

      Then she had been the one to convince Ria all would be well with foolish hopes of a simple path. They both knew better now. The journey ahead would be difficult. Lavinia was sure of it. And those she wanted by her side were scattered across Myrrah seeking the spheres or the gates. If Ty knew how frightened she was, he'd never let her go. If Zhao did, he would doubt himself too much so they'd never make it. And she just didn't know Felya well enough to want to confide. Lavinia swallowed rough tears and joined Zhao on deck.

      The ocean swells rolled with waves that dwarfed the boat. Even here at the edge of the dark and brooding storm, its power frightened Lavinia and made her feel a speck of foam on the sea. A new emotion rose in her breast. She was grateful that Ty would not sail toward a coast of black rock through a storm as dark as midnight.

      "Lavinia is right," Zhao said, speaking more to Felya than the quiet Ty. "Khodan can fly, but they are heading toward the desert. If the Ashanti are not seeking the gates, they may be in Ak'Ashanti. Niri and Khodan might need help."

      Felya nodded, a tear glinting on her lashes. "Thank you. Be careful, both of you. Send word through the Sphere of Air if you can. I'll listen for you."

      Ty eyed Lavinia without offering well wishes or a last effort to delay them. She wanted to storm away but threw herself into her brother's arms instead. "Be careful, Ty," she whispered as she kissed his cheek. "Take care of him, Felya," Lavinia added as she released Ty before he could hold on.

      Zhao was waiting at the rail and stepped off the moment Lavinia moved away from Ty. The spray-lashed wind hid his form, and she nearly thought he'd fallen into the sea before she saw a sea tern nearly the color of the stormy waves skim above the whitecaps.

      With a gasp of relief laced with the fear of what she was about to do, emphasizing how little faith she had in Zhao, Lavinia grabbed the two small satchels waiting on the deck as she swept by them on her way to the ship's side. With a glance at her brother, his eyes full of fondness and worry, she stepped onto the rail. Lavinia paused long enough to see Zhao had become a dragon and raced toward the boat through the storm-tossed foam of the heaving ocean. Then she jumped, trusting dragon instincts to catch her before she fell to the waves; trusting Zhao as she would if it were Darag flying toward her. Because it was what she needed to do.

      Cold talons clasped her, sheltering her from the wind as Zhao gained altitude. Below, the boat appeared small and fragile as it bobbed on the vast, empty sea. "They will be safe," Zhao whispered in her mind, the thoughts bright as sunflowers.

      The reassurance warmed her as clouds wrapped around them, first as faint as mist, but then they flew through a sudden tempest. Storm clouds roiled as if they'd fallen into the storm-whipped sea. Only this was air full of water, wind, and crackling fire.

      "Zhao?" Lavinia called, hoping he'd hear her thoughts because he'd never hear her voice amid the storm.

      His answer was not comforting, coming in a gray as heavy as the thick clouds. "Wait."

      Lavinia balled herself in the cage of Zhao's claws as if being small would protect her from the storm. To distract herself from fears of falling through the turbulent sky toward black rocks and a heaving sea far below, she hummed. A barely remembered childhood lullaby slipped to one Beite often sang in the days before the war came, before her death. With tears joining the rain on her cheeks, Lavinia concentrated on memories and pulled at the little power she did control: fire for warmth, air to breathe, water held at bay, and earth so very far below.

      Zhao rumbled without thoughts, the noise a comfort that shuddered his scales against her shoulder. With forceful downbeats, he knifed through the cloud. They burst into a clear afternoon sky.

      "We're through it?"

      "Above it."

      Lavinia peered at the storm flowing below them like a second ocean, only this one contained bursts of lightning. Ahead, the clouds rose like distant black mountains to heights beyond flight.

      "We will go through it again to reach the Temple," Zhao warned.

      "Worse by the look of it." Lavinia faced what lay ahead with bravery born of practicality. Down or forward, they would have to face the tempest to find shelter.

      When the clouds consumed the sky again, Lavinia was prepared. She helped Zhao keep the elements at bay and provided enough warmth and dryness that she could breathe as they flew at the upper height of what he could sustain. With no sign of the ground, the flight stretched onward for what felt like days. Exhaustion pulled at Lavinia's concentration as the gusts grew.

      Slammed by turbulent wind too tempestuous to control, Zhao roared into the storm as he struggled to correct his path. Sweeping wings and tail as he fought air currents, Lavinia realized Zhao knew where he was going. Because he was connected to the Sphere of Air. As was she.

      Lavinia reached for the fragile pulse, sensing something ahead and losing it to the need to stay warm and aid their flight. In a lull, she tried again and found a connection to the sphere that drew her ahead. It wasn't far, but still a distance. The few times she reached for the connection, the quickly closing gap renewed her determination. They would arrive to safety beyond the black marsh and rest.

      In a burst of speed, Zhao plunged downward, twisting through the storm with wings tucked. They plummeted, protected by his power as lightning hissed around them, but barely a breeze ruffled Lavinia's hair. However, there was no reducing the jolt when Zhao snapped open his wings to stall their descent. It knocked the breath from Lavinia. When she opened her eyes, she was looking up at the towers of the Temple in the Clouds silhouetted by the roiling mass of the storm held at bay by the Temple's protective shield.

      Zhao landed before the front gates, so tired that he crouched with wings partially spread as he remained a dragon. He lifted his head a fraction, eyes on the heaving clouds before he looked at Lavinia.

      "We can't take the sphere," Zhao thought, his words barely holding a spark in his weariness. "It is the only thing that protects the Temple."

      As the front gate opened, Zhao transformed to a man and passed out at her feet.
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      Niri held her breath. Not that it would make any difference to her and Khodan being noticed, but the act gave her some comfort as if she were diving into water. As if she were in control.

      "I do not sense anything on the sand," Khodan said, his eyes mere slits under the deep cowl he wore to protect himself from the glaring sun. "Or in it." He offered her a half smile.

      Niri snorted, nudging the camel forward as she took a tentative breath. "We both know that doesn't matter. From what Darag and Lavinia have said of the Ashanti and Ekhaba, they could be on the far side of the desert and still sense us ... and come with a thought."

      "If they are here," Khodan answered.

      Niri hesitated. She finally looked at her husband, not hiding the worries and fears she felt. "I'd rather they are here than searching for the gates. Isha seemed certain they would learn of them."

      Khodan swept his eyes across the rolling dunes that swept outward as they rode south from the strange border town of Bakk. "Let's be certain they don't learn of them from us."

      Niri couldn't agree more. After fighting the Ashanti above the Water Gate and watching Isha dissolve as Niri's ability to control water melted from her, from the very world, she very much wanted to make certain the Ashanti didn't reach another gate. She didn't want to risk it accidentally closing and the power over an element being lost from Myrrah. If she didn't fear what the Ashanti would do if they returned to the spirit realm, she'd escort them to the nearest one rather than risk one of her friends losing a power. Or even struggle with regaining control as she did with hers.

      "Do you feel a change in water?" Niri asked.

      Khodan was a Spirit Elemental and could control all five elements. He'd been trained in each and how to hold them in balance as was the Erowok way. She hadn't asked before, her mind too full of thoughts on the Ashanti, what Lavinia faced, and what had happened to Khodan in Rah Hahsessah when he'd been trapped beneath the Temple of Rains that she had only considered she didn't have another Water Elemental to ask.

      "It comes slow," he admitted with a quick glance toward her.

      "Like it is blocked," she agreed but added with a breathy laugh, "but then when it comes it is like a waterfall and hard to stop!"

      Khodan's smile was fond. "It is new again, but not gone at least. We will figure out how to use it, and then when the other gates are nearly closed, we will be able to teach the others to use their powers again."

      "If," Niri said and paused. Khodan's patient but curious glance convinced her to finish the fear she held tightly. "If I can still touch the other elements after their gates are narrowed. My only born ability is water. When the other powers are reduced ..."

      Worry clouded Khodan's deep violet eyes. Desert silence that held hissing sand and the camel's huffing breath fell between them. "I don't know," Khodan finally admitted. "It is possible. Can you touch the other elements now?"

      "I sense them," Niri said, not wanting to admit that at times that sense felt more like her imagination than reality. "Whatever happens, at least I will still have water. And you will have all since you are a Spirit Elemental." Her smiled faded, and she fought a flash of tears. "It is Zhao I worry over. Losing some control in the steppes bothered him enough. If all but air is gone?"

      Khodan reached for her hand and squeezed it without answering, his copper-colored skin contrasting with the dusky olive of hers. There was no answer. Not yet, at least. And the problems that lay ahead were more troublesome and deadly.

      They rode amid the dunes now. The hardy, thick leaved plants and ephemeral grasses of the landscape near Bakk had been left behind before daybreak. They'd ridden out in the cool depth of the night, more as a means to escape the heat day would bring than to make better time. Because if they wanted to be quick, Khodan could fly them. But the Ashanti would certainly know it was them traveling above their desert, or at least one of the creatures they'd just fought in the marsh. But two riders heading south from Bakk to the Temple of Stone ... perhaps the Ashanti would not consider that worth noting. And besides, they were both tired.

      The battle in the marsh had come on the heels of the smaller conflict in the Temple of Rain. Khodan had been trapped in its dungeons for over a week, barely fed, and with his power locked away by a firechain. Despite that, he'd fought its effects fiercely enough to break a link with his control over earth, thinning the chain until exhausted, collapsing, and then trying again. Days spent alone in the dark, remembering what had been done to him when he'd been the Curse. The few words Khodan had shared about either time he'd been a prisoner made Niri happy to be riding with him through the growing heat of a desert day, Ashanti or no Ashanti.

      As the sun reached broiling heights, they stopped to rest under the shelter of a cloth stretched between thin poles. Lying with eyes closed against the warm grains of sand, Niri reached out her power to feel the earth of the desert as Khodan had once taught her. For a moment, the vastness of the sand flickered in her mind but faded like a dream. The individual grains she raked her fingers through were more real than any sense of the desert as great as the ocean.

      Instead, she centered herself and reached outwards, seeking water. Far behind them should be the marsh or to the west the Bay of Tiak. Somewhere ahead lay the fragile oasis born of a spring she had called in need. It took a moment, but the whisper of far off water brushed against her mind. Tension she hadn't meant to build in her chest released.

      "Rest," Khodan whispered, his lips brushing her temple. "It will come back easier."

      "I know ... with practice," she replied. But her thoughts as she drifted into something like sleep as she sweated in the baking air were for those Water Elementals who were not so strong in their ability. Niri wondered if they felt a connection to the Elemental at all. And if they did not, how would they learn to control it again? Even she needed to practice, but the desert offered little opportunity to touch water, and none she would risk lest the Ashanti sensed it. The worries lingered as they left their meager shelter in the late afternoon, more real to her than dreams of water in the desert.

      The journey staggered onward at a pace that felt too slow as the days passed like a mirage. From the small oasis that had grown around the spring she had made, a route marked with twisted glass sculptures stretched southeast. The path from Karakastad to Bakk was not the main roadway to reach the Temple of Stone, but it was a trail nonetheless. Unlike the time she, Ty, Ria, and Lavinia had wandered lost in the desert.

      In the distance, flame spouts danced in rising funnels. Deep in the desert, thermals of hot air grew so strong they ignited, sweeping fire and sand upwards to leave behind strange glass sculptures as testimonies of the desert's supremacy. These were what had been used to line the path to the Temple, though an unwary traveler could easily be misled by the new ones created daily.

      Ahead of her, Khodan reined in his camel, his gaze fixed on something in the distance and off the pathway.

      "What is it?" Niri shaded her eyes with a hand to deepen the shadows beneath the loose head scarf she wore. Nothing but desert, fire columns, and the glinting of glass dotted the landscape. As tense as she felt, not seeing the gleaming towers of Ekhaba was a relief. The illusion of the Ashanti city that she'd seen morning and eve on her first delirious journey through the desert had been absent on this trip. She'd begun to worry that meant the Ashanti truly were not in the desert.

      "Something white ... a piece of cloth perhaps?" Khodan replied. He held his hand frozen on the reins, not giving the beast he rode the signal to continue.

      "A traveler who wandered from the path?" Niri glanced skyward. "It is nearly time to rest anyway. Let's go see."

      She led the way based on Khodan's gaze, seeing a flutter of white as her camel crested a dune. Cloth wrapped around something heavy rippled in the hot air. Niri guessed a traveler tired of carrying extra baggage had stashed it off the trail to lighten a load best reserved for water.

      When she was close enough to see what the too bright daylight hid, Niri jumped from her camel more than dismounted. Stumbling through the sand that buried each footstep to her ankle, she fell before the body of a young woman wearing a white dress similar to a novice priestess' robe and dug grains away from her face.

      Khodan pulled Niri away as a small landslide of sand collapsed and partially covered the woman's body again. "She's been dead for a while," he said, holding Niri gently against his chest.

      The woman's mouth was open in a silent scream. The desiccated flesh emphasized the woman's last agony with fleshless lips pulled back over bright teeth. Vacant, shriveled eyes stared into eternity, so that Niri closed hers and leaned against Khodan—until realization tensed her frame. She lunged back at the mummified figure, furiously clawing the sand away from her arms.

      "Look at her," Niri said as Khodan hesitated. "Dark hair, her eyes look dark too, and tanned skin. She looks Ishian, but without tattoos."

      "Riva," Khodan breathed. He started freeing her as well.

      Niri had been wrong about one thing. The dead woman had a tattoo, but just one. It was a water drop marked on her shoulder, visible through a rip in the fabric of her dress. The first hand they found was stiff with fingers clenched which made it difficult to tell if she had the webbed fingers of the Ishian people. But the second stretched rigidly from her body as if reaching for something or pushing someone away. A delicate membrane of dry skin stretched between her splayed fingers. She was Ishian. It was Riva.

      "Poor girl," Niri whispered, looking over the remains of the young Water Elemental. "To die alone in the desert ..." She shook her head unwilling to think of the horror Riva must have felt.

      "Killed, you mean. She was stabbed."

      Now that Khodan drew her attention to it, Niri saw the dark stains on the front of the dress leading from a gaping wound.

      "I guess the Ashanti came back to the desert," Niri said. "Though it surprises me they would use a blade when they control so much power."

      "Who knows what they did to her before," Khodan said, his voice sad and empty. Niri pulled her gaze from the ended suffering of the young woman to Khodan, wondering what memory stirred within him. "We must assume that the Ashanti know about the gates."

      Niri swallowed the question she'd been about to ask. "We need to hurry to the Temple. Hopefully, they do not know we seek the spheres. If they get the Sphere of Stone, we will not be able to stop them from crossing into the spirit realm in Akhetta."

      "And when we get there, we need to see if you can speak to Lavinia through water. We need to warn her."

      Doubts threatened to drown Niri, but she nodded. He was right. They needed to tell the others.

      They took the time to bury Riva in the sand, pulling it across her body with their hands. They wouldn't dare use power here in the desert and alert the Ashanti to who they were, especially now. Despite a need to hurry, the fear of facing the Ashanti in their homeland kept Khodan from transforming and flying them to Karakastad.
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      Two days later, the wind full of sand hissed as they approached the Temple. Niri knew they were close, despite the blinding storm of air and earth that had formed the day before, because she sensed the water that lay in the bottom of the vast sinkhole of the underground Temple. And it was a relief to feel connected to it.

      To ride through the homeland of the Ashanti, Niri had refused to take the fragment of the Sphere of Water with her. She wouldn't risk the small amount that was left, nor the potential that if the Ashanti did find it they might realize the importance of the spheres. So she had ridden through the desert with no contact with her element beyond what sloshed in the canteens. With the gate so newly closed, if not completely then enough to diminish her touch on an element she'd sensed since a child, Niri could not even feel the sea. But she felt the cool call of the water in the Temple.

      "We are almost there," Khodan yelled to her, voice muffled by the cloth wrapped around his head to protect it from the stinging sand. Keeping to their false role of ordinary travelers, neither of them used Elemental powers to shield themselves from the storm. Which kept Niri from discovering if she even could.

      "I know," Niri said. She spoke to herself with warm comfort and relief, but Khodan must have retained something of his gifts when he was a dragon or sensed her mood because he glanced back at her.

      "You feel the water?"

      Niri sensed his smile without needing to see it. "Could I not? It is the only puddle in the middle of fire, earth, and sky." The words were matter of fact, but she was grinning like a child.

      Khodan laughed, putting an arm around her shoulders to lead her forward and shield her as they led the camels to the rough stable, sand filtering through openings in the boards with each gust. Horses and camels already sheltered inside groaned at the onslaught as they opened the doors, but their three sighed with relief. No one was there to greet them, all having taken refuge below. Not even a Temple of Elementals fought the fury of the desert. Or it was empty like the first time Niri had come. Her heart fluttered with the fear of that idea, but she pushed it aside.

      Khodan opened a door in the back of the stable. Moist air free of dust reached out to welcome them. Reaching the Temple of Stone was a relief in many ways.

      For the first few turns of the staircase, the only sound was the hiss of the storm behind them. But as they went deeper into the Temple, faint voices broke the growing silence. In the first room below the stable, gear was strewn across the stone floor. Blankets were rolled and tied to saddles while bags spewed contents of bedrolls and soiled clothing. The air smelled of wood smoke and mud.

      "... once the storm blows itself out," a woman said to a boy behind her as she walked into the room. She stopped on her heels at seeing Niri and Khodan hesitate in the doorway leading down from the stables. "Nirine?"

      With a blink, Niri recognized the small woman with dark brown braided hair streaked with gray and an oddly styled wraparound rough spun shirt over leather pants. "Kheten! Have you just returned from the steppes?" The baggage and smells clicked into place.

      "Yes," she said hurrying around the debris-choked floor to offer greetings. "That turmoil is done with, at least for now. I do not trust that Elder of the Tiak. Phet was his name. But Zhao left to join you in the Marsh of Isha. He said there was other trouble?"

      Niri followed Kheten as she led the way onto the main staircase. Glimpses of the far wall of the Temple were visible through windows carved into the stone wall. The sinkhole that comprised the center of the Temple was vast in width more than depth, but it was deep. Near the top where they were, the light was dimmed by the sand cloud of the storm, though no grains fell into the Temple thanks to Air or Earth Elemental skill. Openings to rooms and other staircases lay across the hazy expanse while far below the faint light reflected upwards from a basin of water cut by stone pathways. From this high, the walkways looked tiny and narrow. Niri had stood on them before. They could hold a team of horses pulling a cart.

      "Yes, you could say there had been trouble," Khodan said. The tension in his voice made Kheten glance toward him.

      "Have the Ashanti been here?" Niri asked Kheten, too anxious for the answer to wait until they were in Kheten's private quarters. Or next to the Sphere of Earth, which seemed potentially the best place to go first.

      "No," Kheten answered. "Not since Behk'sah's visit a few weeks ago." Niri froze in fear.
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      "You really knew the Goddess?" Ria asked Minna.

      Minna glanced at Ria with her white eyes, smiling and patting Ria's hand as if she knew Ria was nervous. Ria waited at the Temple of Rains for Misshal and Nahrhia, abandoned by all of her friends except Ci'erra and Minna. With the news she had to share, Ria fervently wished she were trekking through the power-blocking black marsh with Lavinia.

      "You are the second Goddess I have met," Minna said. Ci'erra snorted from where she hovered near a window, gaze on those walking past.

      Ria blushed. "I'm not a Goddess, Minna. I told you that."

      "Of course, Goddess."

      Even Kadesha chuckled at that, and he had far more reason than Ria to be nervous. For his part in ending the conflict on the steppes and capturing Dezzirah, Kadesha waited for those who would pass judgment on his actions without bindings, unlike Dezzirah who waited in an intact section of the dungeons. The damage created when Khodan transformed into a dragon and escaped the tunnels under the Temple remained visible. Levels of columns supporting the balconies rising above the interior courtyard were warped by his barely contained power while the cobbles of the open yard lay in broken heaps around the hole Khodan had crawled from.

      The damage could have been fixed. Ria had imagined it would have by now, but Kadesha had ordered it to be left for the members of the High Council to witness. He wanted his crimes and what they'd caused to be accurately measured.

      "They have arrived," Ci'erra said, leaving the window with quick steps toward the stairs. Ria and Kadesha followed at a slower pace.

      "I know you told us the severity of what happened here," Nahrhia was explaining when Ria reached where Misshal and Nahrhia greeted Ci'erra inside the front doorway. As always, the dark-skinned Fire Elemental, native to the southern shore, unnerved Ria with her poise made all the more regal with Nahrhia's height and tightly woven black hair that contrasted starkly with her flame red robes. Ria tried not to trip as she approached.

      The front door, at least, had been repaired. From the tunnel-like front entrance, the Temple looked nearly whole. Nahrhia's glance took in Ria's presence and Minna's stumbling arrival as she continued, "But with reports of Sinika in Nolta, we wanted to check a few more cities before we turned back."

      "We left orders for the search to continue," Misshal added. He stood composed next to the older Fire Elemental, but Ria thought the pale Water Elemental appeared lighter than usual. Redness rimmed his blue eyes. He fidgeted with the cuff of his blue robe. "Waiting for others to arrive and continue took longer than we guessed." Misshal paused, gaze sweeping between the silent three before him to the fragments of rubble visible in the sunny courtyard beyond. "But it sounded like the problems here are resolved, so there was no need to hurry?"

      Ci'erra lifted an eyebrow. "Some problems are just beginning, but a few are over. I am disappointed you didn't find Sinika yet, though. I'd like to roast him and be done with it." She swept her arm toward the interior of the Temple.

      Nahrhia and Misshal made it to the hazy line of sunlight before the massive destruction around them brought them to a halt. "Khodan did this?" Misshal asked.

      "You are surprised?" Ci'erra said. "You fought him in the war. Wrecking a building is minor."

      "Niri thought he might destroy Rah Hahsessah," Minna mumbled, shaking her head. "If she had touched him before he came back to his mind ..."

      Nahrhia looked ill, her dark skin taking a waxen glint.

      Ria cast Ci'erra a glare. They had been waiting for Misshal and Nahrhia for days, and the first thing Ci'erra did was to make the two members of the High Council who represented Solaire feel unwelcome.

      "And you were where while Khodan did this?" Nahrhia asked.

      "Tell them," Minna snipped, glaring at Kadesha with wounded anger.

      "I had Ci'erra imprisoned in the dungeon as well," Kadesha answered.

      Ria gave up skipping the details with a sigh. "I was here with Zhao and Laireag rescuing Ci'erra. Kadesha had Khodan held separately."

      "Why did you imprison two members of the High Council?" Misshal asked Kadesha, voice a fraction too high.

      Kadesha gazed at the abused Temple meeting Misshal's gaze. "I didn't trust them?"

      Misshal winced. The remainder of the story was shared in an intact room along with an assortment of food to refresh Misshal and Nahrhia from their journey.

      "We did not want scrutiny," Kadesha admitted. He paused in his pacing to stand with head hung in shame. "We modeled this Temple to be free where Elementals could choose how they wanted to live."

      "Yes, free. That is why you imprisoned me," Ci'erra snapped.

      "It makes no sense," Kadesha replied. "I see that now. Dezzirah's choice to aid the Tiak Elders in a cause that was not our concern proves we need principles. We need the High Council lest individual desires for control destroy the good Elementals can do."

      "And add to the harm," Minna added.

      "We will consider the steps you have taken to seek redemption while pondering your punishment," Misshal said to Kadesha.

      Kadesha bowed his head. "I accept whatever you feel I deserve and wait to hear your decision." He left, still unchained and free. Yet the prison he'd built around himself appeared greater than the dungeons below the Temple to Ria's eyes. She wasn't certain Misshal and Nahrhia would see things the same way. But that wasn't the most important part, or what made Ria nervous.

      "And it is something that should be discussed," Ria said, impatience driving her to interrupt. "But there is a threat worse than Sinika and problems greater than what to do with those in the Temple of Rains."

      Nahrhia and Misshal flicked each other glances before giving Ria amused attention. The air around Ci'erra warmed. "What do you know of the Ashanti?" Ci'erra asked, voice as heated as her power.

      "I've not heard of them," Misshal answered, gaze cool and chin lifted. Misshal had faced Sinika daily. Though Ria did not know much of Misshal or Sinika, she doubted Ci'erra's anger would intimidate the Water Priest.

      "You need to learn," Ria said, pulling a chair to sit across from Nahrhia and Misshal.

      The story that Ria told of the history of the Ashanti and the fight for the Water Gate to the spirit realm unfolded in silence. Until she mentioned the other gates and needing the spheres.

      "You cannot have the Sphere of Fire!" Nahrhia said, rising to her feet so quickly she knocked over her chair.

      "I'll return it," Ria said.

      "We won't use it all," Minna added kindly.

      A halo of light surrounded the Fire Priestess as she stared at Ria. Misshal broke the tension in the room. "How much of it do you need?" Nahrhia stared at Misshal as if he'd spoken treason. "If what they say of the Ashanti is true⁠—"

      "It is worse," Minna said with a tired voice that held none of the sing-song insanity that the old woman usually expelled. She reached into a pocket and gingerly pulled forth a tiny blue orb that glowed with shimmering light and cupped it carefully in her hand.

      "That is the Sphere of Water," Misshal whispered, looking every bit as panicked as Nahrhia had a moment before. "I can feel it; I'm drawn to it. What did you do? Is that why my control of water is poor?"

      "It could have been none," Minna retorted, sightless gaze steady as power radiating around her gave the ancient woman import.

      "Your power over water is reduced because the door to the spirit realm of water is nearly closed," Ria explained as best she understood. "But the door is not closed. You'll adjust and⁠—"

      "Gain back what I had?" Misshal asked.

      Minna didn't answer. The impact of what had been done wrapped around Ria so tightly she couldn't breathe. Niri had not complained because they had stopped the Ashanti. Because Isha still lived. Because the near choice had been no control of water in all of Myrrah. But Misshal suffered from the result, and they asked Nahrhia to willingly do the same.

      Tears stung in Ria's eyes as she admitted, "I don't know."

      "And you want to do that to the Sphere of Fire?" Nahrhia demanded, refusing to look at the tiny orb in Minna's hand. "To Fire Elementals?"

      "It is my sphere too!" Ci'erra hissed. "It will affect us all, but it is better than death." Nahrhia didn't look convinced. "I will guard it." Ci'erra's heated gaze steadied with solemnity as she met Nahrhia's. "I swear. I will carry the Sphere of Fire and bring back ... what remains to Solaire."

      "You'll leave me?" Ria spoke with a squeak before she could stop herself.

      "What will we have left?" Nahrhia asked, lowering herself into a free chair. "Will we be able to speak through flames? Or will we be like Sinika, ghosts of ourselves?"

      Misshal dashed his hand through his unruly hair. "It is not as bad as that. I can use my power. I feel water. It is simply harder to touch steadily, like when I was young and learning."

      "How can there be no other way to stop these Ashanti?" Nahrhia argued.

      "They are powerful," Ria said. "All of them."

      "The first war against the Ashanti nearly ended the world ... before it had really begun," Minna said with a sniff. "The Goddess was so angry."

      "Fine," Nahrhia said, her voice sharp. "As long as you guard it, Ci'erra. I trust you in that."

      "You believe us ...  about the Ashanti?" Ria asked. That surprised her more than Nahrhia's agreement or Ci'erra volunteering to leave.

      "Yes, and at least you asked," Nahrhia said. "Besides, we were without the Sphere of Fire for centuries, and the Sphere of Water was lost too. Water and Fire Elementals still exist. Misshal has his power, I've seen it. Your words are dire, but I doubt it is as bad as you say." Nahrhia waved a hand.

      "And with Sinika free," Misshal added. Nahrhia stiffened at his words. "The sphere may be safest away from Solaire." He paused as Nahrhia glanced away. "Niri would not have reduced the ability to control water or sacrificed the Sphere of Water, without need," Misshal continued. "I do not like this and have questions, but I do believe you." His gaze rested on the tiny orb Minna carried. "May I hold it?"

      Minna stared at Misshal a moment before nodding her head with a wobbling motion. She held it out to Misshal. When it touched his hand, it flared a bright blue. Misshal smiled, expression fond and mesmerized.

      "Carry it," Minna said. Misshal jumped at her voice and took a shaky breath as he realized what she meant. Minna patted his shoulder. "I am waiting for Niri and Khodan to go with them to Akhetta and the Earth Gate. I will tell her you guard what remains of the Sphere of Water."

      "Darag will be going to Solaire to pick up the Sphere of Fire," Ci'erra said. "I should wait for him there."

      "I will send word," Misshal said. "So that you are not questioned. Unless you think you, Nahrhia and Ria, will be fine here without me?"

      Nahrhia snorted, but Ria felt like hiding. The idea of being left with the older, and far more experienced, Fire Priestess left her trembling. Ci'erra took pity on her with a glance that faded from impatience to understanding.

      "I'd prefer you stay," Ria stuttered, blushing to add to her discomfort.

      "I'm a member of the High Council," Ci'erra said to Misshal. "I would hope I would not be barred from Solaire. Let's discuss Dezzirah and Kadesha tonight, and I will leave for Solaire in the morning."

      Misshal's glance at Nahrhia appeared uncomfortable. "That sounds wise. We will find rooms for tonight."

      Ria said nothing as Misshal and Nahrhia's footsteps faded. Minna sat on the ground, oblivious to what occurred around her as she mumbled to herself, the words "Akhetta" and "Grakkethi" faintly audible.

      "Offering to protect the Sphere of Fire seemed the fastest way to get them to agree we use it," Ci'erra said, taking Ria's hands. "And I do feel drawn to it ... it is my sphere. I can't wait while Lavinia⁠—"

      "I know." Ria sighed. "I just don't know what to do." Ci'erra chuckled. "I'm serious! Lavinia is the one who must close the gates. I want to help, but everyone is already retrieving the spheres. I thought we would deal with the problems here."

      "You could help Isha locate the Gate of Air," Ci'erra said with a mischievous smile. "I know how much you love the eastern islands."

      "Haha." Ria pulled away and changed her mind, throwing herself into Ci'erra's arms. "Not without you."

      "You can't go to the Air Gate, Goddess." Minna gazed at them from her seat on the floor.

      The old woman who was supposedly one of the greatest warriors and dragons of all time looked no greater than a pile of rags. A possibly insane one at that, though the perceptive depth in her white eyes made Ria swallow a flutter of nerves.

      "You will be needed at the Spirit Gate," Minna said, voice steady though frail and unlike her usual ravings. "You should come with me to Akhetta. There are things we need there before we wait at the last gate."

      "The Spirit Gate will be last?" Ci'erra asked, voice still holding warm amusement. "Why not Air? It is the furthest."

      Minna shook her head. "It must be Spirit."

      Ci'erra laughed silently. "Well, there you go. You can deal with the Temple of Rains and then go with Minna. It will keep you from looking for Sinika."

      Ria smiled. "True! I don't think he'd want to see me again."

      "Or Niri!"

      "And especially Lavinia," Ria added. "She is the one who cut his power."

      Ci'erra's amusement faded from her face. "We need to find him. Even without power, he will be dangerous."

      "I'll work Nahrhia and let you know if there is word. She or I can contact you through flames."

      Tears welled in Ci'erra's eyes. "If closing the Fire Gate doesn't take that away."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            NEW GROWTH

          

        

      

    

    
      The relief that suffused Darag for being so close to his tree contrasted with the constriction of his heart that this homecoming would not bring greetings from family. His father had died when he was a child, his mother and sister in the recent war. It was not love that brought him home, but necessity.

      He and Laireag had debated how to take Zhao's sister, niece, and brother-by-marriage across the sea and north to Lus na Sithchaine during the journey to Rah Hahsessah. In the end, it was seeing the four-month-old child that decided Darag. Miyu might already control strands of air, but the baby was far too delicate for dragon's claws to undertake such a long journey. So they found a ship and sailed, aiding its passage with the wind and favorable seas.

      The ship rounded the mouth of the inlet to Drufforth's harbor. Darag tried to see it as it was now, green again with new docks grown from tree roots and the scatter of strange buildings, partially built and partially grown, that spread along the shoreline with the massive trees behind. But in his mind, he saw the trees afire, docks blackened ash, and the inn broken remnants of the great building.

      The difference between the two was too much. Darag looked away and saw Laireag staring at the strip of beach where Beite had died. Laireag's dark hair, a rare color among the Kith, was bowed while he clenched the ship's rail with enough force to
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