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[Failed] Heroes Get No Honour


The room was the same as it had always been, with two canopy beds, a shared wardrobe, and socks and trinkets scattered around as if we’d never left. We had left though, and even if everything looked the same it felt far different. When we left, I’d thought we wouldn’t be back for a year. It felt like we had been gone for decades, instead of just short of three months. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like we were ever leaving again. 
Smooth stone blocked off the door and windows. Not even a hint of sunlight seeped in. Several candles were scattered around the room, casting warm shadows. I’d dug them out of a toy trunk and lit them the moment our father had sealed us in.
“You can’t just keep us in here!” I yelled.
“How many times do we have to tell you? The Wind Tribe is willing to risk war—and it’s our fault! We have to stop them!” Mira screamed from beside me. Mira rarely raised her voice, and I couldn’t remember the last time she had done it towards our parents. Her pale skin was flushed pink from yelling, and her red hair shone like fire in the candlelight. The candles picked out a golden shine in my brown braid, our hair the only difference between us as twins.
“Are you listening to yourselves? You’re hardly more coherent than when you showed up half starved, wearing tatters, and rambling about a crystal! This is for your own good!” our mother’s voice snapped, muffled by the wall of rock between us.
“Our own good?” Mira said, her voice shrill. “This is for the good of everything—yet you lock us up and claim you’re protecting us!”
“We wouldn’t have to if you would just grow up,” our father said. He was loud enough to be heard, but he sounded calm, steady, like his element of earth.
“Would children be able to do what we did?” I asked.
“We're not little kids. We came of age and we know what we're doing. Besides, it's our responsibility. We tried to tell you, but you didn’t believe us!” Mira huffed.
“Your only proof was—is—a lopsided policy! There's still no sign of your—your war.”
“Not yet, but that’s why—”
“You came back with a concussion, Fera.” I tried not to let the sadness in my father’s voice get to me.
“But I came back,” I said. “Which was apparently a mistake!”
“It’s not like we haven’t gotten injured before,” Mira said.
“But it could have been worse! Just because you’re 17 doesn’t mean you’re allowed to risk your lives. You’re too young. Being elementalists doesn’t make you invincible,” our mother said. 
Mira made a frustrated sound. “You realize we’re going to get out eventually!” 
I glanced at my sister, hoping she was right as our father said, “How exactly do you expect to get out?”
“Even if we told you, it’s not like you would believe us!” I taunted.
“Um, we don’t have a plan,” Mira whispered. “Please don’t start bluffing.”
“You got a better card to play?” I replied.
“I was going to wear them down into letting us out with a guard. Then we can slip past them. We don’t exactly have backup coming.” Her green eyes were troubled. She always wanted to be calm and talk everything out. I disagreed with the approach.
“Well, I don’t see slipping past a non-existent guard as a viable plan.” Fire flicked along my arms, fueled by my anger at our parents.
“We don’t have another.”
“Yes, we do. Bluffing.” I raised my voice. “You have no idea what we’re capable of now. We’re not the same people who left. We can escape. We know powerful people! People who can do things you can’t even imagine!”
Mira squinted in my direction. “Um, how do the . . . others . . . help?” she asked me quietly.
“I don’t know, that guy probably followed us,” I answered. We hadn’t seen our stalker since he left us at the lake, but I knew he could be pretty much anywhere. He led a group of elementalists who had kept themselves secret from the world for hundreds of years. He was good at the whole ‘going unnoticed’ thing.
“Oh, and who do you know that can do unimaginable things?” our father asked in a mocking tone. “Earth elementalists? Some mysterious group of gods?”
“Maybe,” I said.
“I really don’t see how that’s any of your business,” Mira retorted.
“Girls, this isn't the first time you've mentioned—other people. How can you trust people you can’t even tell us about? How do we know you haven't been dragged into some sort of . . . of outlaw gang?” our mother asked. 
I was offended that she thought we would sink as low as thieves.
“Because we’re your daughters. We met outlaws, and we kicked their butts. Twice.” My throat was starting to hurt.
“Fera. Maybe don’t mention that,” Mira murmured.
“Do you honestly take us for some fools who would spend time trying to pick fights with people?” I continued, ignoring Mira. “The Wind Tribe started it! They were coming for us anyway! We’re just fighting back! And the only reason we're doing it is to save the world!”
“From what exactly? Political squabbles happen all the time. You’re blowing this all out of proportion. There’s merely a minor disagreement that hasn't even affected anyone yet. There are no reports that it’s even been implemented. The Council will resolve it soon.” Our father used a tone of voice that meant the conversation was over.
“Yeah, ‘cause trying to kill witnesses is normal for a squabble,” Mira muttered under her breath.
“We are not discussing this anymore today,” our mother informed us. “Someone will be up with your dinner later, girls. Dear, let’s leave them alone for now.” 
Silence. 
I pounded on the wall, screamed insults and threats, but there was no answer.
“Well, that went well,” I huffed. I crossed the room and threw myself down on my bed, rolling over onto my back. 
Mira sighed and sat down on her bed. “Just great. We’re still barricaded in.”
“I guess we should have expected it. So . . .” I trailed off, looking at my twin. “Any plans?” 
“Aside from saying one of us is, like, dying, which would . . . probably backfire, I don't know. You keep riling them up. At this point, we could probably wear them down if we had a few months.”
“We don’t have a few months. The passages are blocked, the door is blocked . . . even the window is blocked.” I exhaled. “Well, Freckania had a good run.”
“Uisce’s waves. We’ve reawoken an ancient war that has the potential to upend Freckania and the entire rest of the world, and we’re just giving up. That’s brilliant. We need someone to spring us. Someone who can get past our parents. Someone who can get through solid stone. Except we don't have anyone like that. Or anyone we can trust. Or contact.”
“I could try melting the stone? I swear I almost had that pebble years back.”
“Fera. You slept for, like, a day after that. And it was barely even hot. It's no good. You can’t melt stone.” 
I thought back to the time that I’d tried for hours to melt a pebble. I swore I had seen it turn red, but honestly, everything had gone red, then black. Mira had a point.  
“Well, what about—the—” I stopped myself, not even sure what I could suggest. There was nothing for me to burn, no lock for Mira to pick. Our only option was outside help, and clearly hiding notes on meal trays did nothing.
We tried again all the same when dinner came through the smallest slot in the door slab. 
At least, I thought it was dinner. Days and nights and meals blurred together when you didn’t have the sun. The rest of the time I paced and paced, trying to burn off anxious energy that kept bursting inside me. 30 steps. Turn. 30 steps. Turn. 17 steps. 
I stopped short at the sound of grinding stone. I spun to see the slab of stone in front of our door splitting. Flames raced up and down my arms, and it took a great deal of concentration to keep them from igniting my clothes.
Mira rose and stood by my side, pulling water from her Relic.
“Be ready,” she whispered. The rock disappeared into the walls, revealing the door, and I heard the soft click of the latch.
I yelled and funneled fire through my hands.
“What the—Hey!” It was a voice I only dimly recognized, and it was not my parents. Flames curved upwards and separated me and Mira from the voice’s owner. Despite my efforts to keep the fire blazing, it sputtered to nothing.
Standing in the doorway, snuffing my flames, was Asher. I had met him when we’d come of age at our 17th birthday ceremony and fallen for him that night. He wore a soft navy sweater, unlike the last time I had seen him, and his black hair still flopped in his face, almost covering one dark brown eye, and contrasting his pale skin.
The first time I’d met him, he’d been funny and kind and had made me excited to go to the Fire Tribe in Nilemere, even though it meant I’d have to leave my sister for a year. The last time I saw him, things couldn’t have been more different.
“You?” I asked.
“Yeah, me,” he said with a smile, clearly not remembering how he’d told Mira and me that we were on a suicide mission. 
I hadn’t forgotten.
I swung my arm out quickly, flames growing to wrap him in tongues of fire. 
“Really?” he called out. “You know that won’t do anything.” He was right, fire of any kind wouldn’t harm a fire elementalist, but it still made me feel a bit better.
“She knows,” Mira said, crashing a wave of water over him. It was a small amount in comparison to what I’d seen her throw before, but it was still enough to soak him thoroughly. “But that will,” she added with a smile.
“I didn’t ask for that,” Asher protested. I could see his discomfort at being wet, and didn’t bother to hide a smile of my own.
“I know. That was for Fera.” 
I gave her a quick high five before crossing my arms and staring coldly at Asher. “What are you doing here?” I demanded.
“To start, your parents sent me up here to talk some sense into you,” he replied, shoving dripping hair out of his face.
“You. Talk sense. Into us. Excuse me, but we are perfectly sensible,” Mira said, proceeding to soak him again. I resisted the urge to laugh at him standing there like a drenched rat.
“Yeah. Right,” Asher sputtered, spitting out water. “Look, I’m sorry.”
“What could you possibly—” I stopped as his words sank in. “Wait, what?”
“I think you need to clarify why you’re sorry,” Mira said, crossing her arms to match mine.
“How many things do I have to be sorry for?” he asked before heaving a sigh. “Alright. I’m sorry I brushed off your theory before. I believe you. The Wind Tribe is up to something, and they’ve started getting more aggressive. As insane as it sounded at the time, I think you're right about them.” 
Mira and I stared at him, neither of us sure what to say. 
Mira found her voice first. “Wait—what? You actually believe us? Now? Why? Oh—that can wait.” She made her way past him to the door. “We need to get out of here.”
“I don’t believe you.” My voice was steady and low. For a moment I didn’t think either of them had heard me.
“Why not?” Asher asked.
“Because you said you were sent in by our parents to ‘talk some sense into us’. Meaning you believe there is sense that needs talking,” I explained. I could feel flecks of fire growing in my hands and closed them into fists.
“Well, I did, but that’s more of a cover; like I said, the Wind Tribe has been acting more aggressively lately.”
“And we should trust you, because . . .?”
“Because I also told your parents I could assess you for Fire Tribe proficiency levels, and that the testing must be done outside. And I even convinced them to let Mira come along as fire prevention.” He gave a little smile, and I felt my stomach flip like it had when I first met him. I forced it away and remembered why I was mad at him, why I had to focus on the crystal, and the fate of the world.
“Oh,” Mira said, raising her eyebrows. “Look at that, he’s actually kind of smart. Fera, could you please grill him for answers later? Perhaps after we get away from home and our disbelieving parents?” 
I sighed in resignation. She had a point.
“We need food. We won’t be able to stop until we’ve gotten well away. Last time, we didn’t have nearly enough supplies. This time, we’re being prepared.” I said, marching over to my bed.
“Well, we can’t just walk into the kitchen. Someone will notice,” Mira pointed out.
“Or, we skip the kitchen,” I replied, prying up a loose floorboard by my bed. It came away easily without a sound, a movement I had perfected over the years, to reveal a hollow spot that was filled with food.
If I’d expected Mira to be shocked, I would have been disappointed. She sighed and shook her head slowly. “This explains a lot.”
“A girl gets hungry,” I claimed, pulling out an assortment of dried meats and fruits and even a jar of preserves. Also, a block of chocolate in wax paper. A girl needs her sweets. “This solves food for a while. Now we need money.” 
Mira smiled. She stepped onto the edge of her bedframe and reached up to pull a sack off the top of the canopy. She dropped it on the mattress and jumped down. I reached over and looked in the bag, finding it filled with shining coins. 
“How?” I asked.
“Pickpocketing is a very useful skill,” she said. “I’ve been collecting, since I knew they weren’t going to help us.”
“I’d like to see you pickpocket me,” Asher said with a touch of smugness.
I suppressed laughter as Mira reached into her pocket and pulled out a small purse of coins.
“Would you like to see it again?” she asked with a sweet smile. Asher patted down his pockets, but there was no doubt the small pouch was his. 
I shoved some of the food in my bag, already packed with clothes, cold weather gear, and first aid supplies. Mira slipped the money into her backpack and swung it on as I slipped my satchel over my shoulder.
I straightened my fuzzy orange sweater, the neckline higher than my old off the shoulder one. Underneath, I had a long-sleeved black shirt, which I’d paired with heavy, narrow black trousers and tall, dark red socks that peeked over the top of my brown, lace-up, leather winter boots.
Mira had on a white woolen top, thick grey trousers tucked into boots like mine, and a sleeveless, light blue overdress with the skirt slit on either side. A braided, gold-embroidered belt criss-crossed her waist, and from it hung her Relic. It looked like a disk of swirling blues and green, with an elegant backing of engraved gold, and ensured she had an endless supply of water.
Mira and I picked up our cloaks. Although we didn’t like the fact that they’d been a handout, they were simpler than the other ones we owned, and thick enough for winter. We moved together, swirling them over our shoulders and doing up the clasps.
“Let’s go,” I said, eager to get out before someone caught on.
Mira led the way out of the room, with me right behind her, and Asher taking up the rear. 
It was easy for Mira and me to move without a sound. We knew every inch of the old mansion, which some might describe as a castle with its towers and secret passages. We knew which floorboards would creak, which corners had the perfect shadows to stand in and not be seen.
At a place where the hall split into two directions, Mira and I turned towards the back of the mansion, down a hardly used hall, while Asher turned to the front. I grabbed his arm and pulled him roughly in our direction.
“But the front door is—”
“We’re not going through the front door,” I said.
“The front door will get us noticed,” Mira explained.
“And the stables are at the side, anyways.”
“There will be a lot of travelling.”
“Being on foot is what cost us the water shard. If we had been on horse—”
“We would have gotten in and out before the Wind Tribe got there.” Asher’s head whipping back and forth was comical as Mira and I finished each other’s sentences casually and without effort.
We rounded a corner and stopped. Chiseling away at the wall was the stable boy, Ben.
“Ben? What are you doing?” I asked.
“Getting you and Mira out.” He paused in his work. “Wait, hold on.” He turned towards us with a confused face. “Who’s he?” he asked with a nod towards Asher.
“What are you doing?” Asher asked, eyeing Ben suspiciously.
“Who is he?” Ben repeated, returning the stare. “Member of the Fire Tribe?”
“How’d you know?” I asked.
“Well, you’re clearly annoyed with him, and he isn’t burnt to a crisp but he is damp. So, that means you couldn’t do any damage and Mira took over, otherwise he’d have some bruises and burn marks.”
“Ben, meet Asher. He’s helping us escape, apparently,” Mira said.
“I’ll repeat my question,” Asher said. “What is he doing?”
“He is chiseling the wall,” I said, my brain processing it. “Wait, you were trying to get into the passage that goes to our room, weren’t you?”
“Yeah,” Ben admitted, running a hand through his light brown hair. He was a year older than us, but you wouldn’t know it. Despite his goofy attitude, he was a pretty cool guy; in my opinion, anyone who worked with horses couldn’t be bad.
“Well, that’s sweet of you. My knight in shining armour.” I smiled and leaned against the wall opposite him. “With bad direction,” I added, lightly pressing a stone beside me, opening up the door to the passage with a dull click.
“Oh.” Ben looked at the small line he had chiselled away in the stone. “Don’t tell your mother.”
“Deal, since we don’t plan on seeing her again,” I said, my voice cold.
“Come on,” Mira urged us.
We started off again, now with Ben beside me. He offered me his arm and I took it. We were constantly flirting with each other, even though, as I was constantly telling Mira, nothing would ever come of it.
We came to a side door and Mira shoved it open, its hinges squealing in protest. I glanced around nervously, worried that someone would hear it and come looking.
We hurried out into the sunlight. The grounds were neatly kept, with lush, enchantment-laden grass that softened the sound of our hurried footsteps. The air was crisp with the promise of winter.
I lagged back behind Mira and Asher at Ben’s light grasp on my shoulder.
“You alright?” he asked in a quiet voice.
“I’m fine,” I told him, glaring at Asher’s back.
“And that’s how I know you’re not. So, what is it?”
“He didn’t believe us when I told him what was happening last time. I cared enough to tell him, and he didn’t care much back.”
“Then it’s his loss,” Ben said with a smile. “I say we put him in with Tilly. You shove him in, I’ll lock the stall.”
I laughed. “Mira would probably have something to say about that.”
“I would,” she called over her shoulder.
“You would what?” Asher questioned. Clearly, he hadn’t heard the conversation even though Mira had.
Asher probably would have questioned further, but we reached the stables.
Although the stables may not have looked like much, just a simple wooden building with piles of hay outside, it was a place I loved. Stepping inside I was greeted with the familiar sounds of horses sighing over their food and nickering to each other, and the peaceful feeling that seemed to radiate from the beautiful animals.
I took a moment to breathe in the horse-y and hay sweetened air before turning to Asher.
“I assume you’re going to insist on coming with us?” I asked. 
“You assume correctly,” he said, dashing my little hope that he wouldn’t.
“Fine. But we’re going on horseback. You can’t ride Tilly, and you’re not riding Penny. Ben, are there any horses he can take?” I asked, setting off for Penny’s stall.
Penny was my beautiful mare, with a copper-coloured coat and a mane the same shade. She could be a little sassy some days, but was the perfect horse for me.
Mira’s mare, Tilly, had her stall right beside Penny’s. Tilly was a blood bay, with a beautiful rich black mane, and bright white star. She also hated anyone who wasn’t Mira. I stuffed her full of treats and that only got her to tolerate me most days. She tolerated Ben mainly because he brought her food. 
“How do you think I got here? I have my own horse, Top Gun,” Asher said before Ben could answer.
I remembered him mentioning his gelding among the many things we talked about at our coming-of-age ceremony. Supposedly he was a really sweet chestnut horse.
“I put him in the stall next to Penny,” Ben said, with a sideways look at Asher.
I reached Penny’s stall and saw her with her head sticking out, trying to reach the horse in the stall next to her. They seemed to be getting on well, which annoyed me.
I grabbed a brush from the small chest outside of Penny’s stall and pulled her back into her stall, away from Top Gun, before giving her a quick brush down as Mira did the same with Tilly.
“Hey there,” Asher said, reaching out to stroke Tilly’s muzzle. Fast as a spark, she lunged for his hand, her teeth snapping and ears pinned flat back.
Asher jumped backwards, crashing into Ben, who was already struggling with a saddle on each arm. While Asher managed to keep his footing, Ben fell backwards with a loud clatter. Luckily, he landed on a hay bale, though not so luckily the two saddles landed on top of him.
“Ben!” I dropped the brush and went over to help him. I lifted Penny’s saddle from him as Mira came over and took Tilly’s. Without the weight of the two saddles, he had no problem standing up and brushing himself off.
“Are you alright?” Mira asked him.
“Yeah, think I’m fine,” he replied. Tilly snorted and stomped a hoof, and Asher took another step away from her.
“Is that horse even tame?” Asher asked, eyeing the mare warily.
“Tilly is the sweetest horse you will ever meet,” Mira retorted, smoothing a saddle pad and swinging the saddle easily onto Tilly’s back. Tilly perked up her ears and shook her head at the sound of Mira’s voice. I would never understand how she did that.
“Just tack up your horse,” I told him.
I grabbed my saddle pads and quickly saddled Penny as Ben ran to the tack room for our bridles. I finished the girth as Ben returned and handed it to me. 
I slipped off Penny’s halter and pressed the bit to her mouth. She took it easily and I had the straps of her bridle done up moments after Mira finished Tilly’s. Ben handed us each a pair of saddlebags he’d hidden under a pile of straw.
I was still somewhat amazed that the paper bird notes thrown through our bedroom window had worked. Though it resulted in the window being sealed, it would have been even worse if our parents had found the packs. The packs were stuffed with blankets and food for the horses, as well as all the maps Mira had thought might be useful.
We had been planning our escape for a while, waiting until we were recovered, and now was the moment to put it into action. We strapped on the saddle packs and were ready to go.
Mira led Tilly out of her stall towards the barn doors. I followed with Penny, pausing long enough to give Ben a hug.
“Go get that shard,” he said.
“Try not to damage any more walls,” I responded. “See you when we get back.”
I heard Asher leading Top Gun behind me as I made my way out.
Mira was already mounted by the time I got outside and was standing up in her saddle keeping a lookout.
“Come on,” she whispered. “They’re going to notice you’re not doing tests in the yard.”
Sticking my foot in the stirrup, I swung gracefully up onto Penny’s back. She stood perfectly still for me, like she always did; my noble, fiery steed.
“So, where to?” I asked. 
Mira thought for a moment before turning to Asher. “You said the Wind Tribe was acting aggressively. Where?”
“In the north. Mostly with trade sanctions. Nothing, well, military. Yet,” he replied. 
It made sense they would be in the north. The Water Tribe was west of our house, the Fire Tribe was east, the Earth Tribe south, and Wind was north.
“Then we head north.” Mira decided, starting Tilly off at a walk. After a gentle squeeze of my calves, Penny followed.
“But, wouldn’t going towards the Wind Tribe be the most dangerous option?” Asher asked, clearly confused.
“If there is anything tracking down that last shard taught us,” I started.
“It’s that the right route is the most dangerous one,” Mira finished. Her eyes widened as she looked past me. “And the fastest.”
Twisting around in my saddle, I saw our parents running towards us, yelling our names, and not looking happy.
“Should we, uh . . .” Asher’s voice faded, as Mira and I had already taken off at a canter, leaving him to follow.
“Good luck!” Ben called. Something told me we would need more than luck to make it out of this all right.
We were off to find a crystal piece, with no idea where we were going. Again. At least this time we had an idea of what we were getting ourselves into. Honestly though, as I thought back to everything we faced before, I think I preferred not knowing.
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The Bush Which Hates Airnites (No, We're Not Calling Them That)


Ididn’t have a plan. And seeing as Fera was relying on me to have a plan, that wasn’t good. So far, things hadn’t gone according to the little plan we did have. We had gathered money, food, our horses, blankets and warm clothing, and it was then we’d hit the roadblock. Literally. 
We’d come home, and amidst Fera’s recuperating, started gathering supplies. Once Fera was better, we’d thrown all our energy into getting ready. Then our parents had found out and implemented a grounding. It’s very effective with an earth elementalist for a father. 
Fera and I were good, but not ‘jump four stories out a window’ or ‘break through solid stone’ good. We’d tried. 
Guilt gnawed on my insides as the three of us cantered down the road. I had faith in Ben stalling our parents, so we ought to be well away by the time our parents tried to catch up with us. It was horrible what we were putting them through—watching us go off into unknown danger with scarcely an asset to our name.
I still wished they had faith. We had found the water shard, and survived all those traps and riddles. But faith in one’s abilities meant nothing in the face of familial love, and the complete refusal to even believe what was happening. I wasn’t even sure Asher fully believed us. Nor did I know how much to trust him. He’d hurt my sister, and she was still hurting. His sudden change of heart . . . it was hard to believe.
We reached the crossroads, and I pulled Tilly up. It’d been a while since I’d ridden her hard, and I wanted to work her stamina up gradually. She exhaled loudly and scratched her nose on her ankle. 
Looking around, it was clear winter was well under way. Frost and a light dusting of snow covered the grass, and each breath misted faintly. It was hard to believe that just a few months ago, we’d been leading normal lives and about to go train at the tribes. Everything was so different now. 
I turned Tilly north and pushed her up to a trot. “Come on, we’d best cover as much ground as possible,” I said. 
“Shouldn’t we try to find a town with an inn?” Asher suggested. 
I shook my head. “We should conserve money, and it’s not too cold that we won’t survive the night. We’ll have to get rooms in a week or so, though, being further north.” 
“I think I have enough firepower to last for longer,” Fera grumbled from beside me. I said nothing in reply. I knew Fera, like everyone else, drew power from emotions. Of course she had lots of power right then, she was angry at Asher. He’d basically called her an insane liar. 
I supposed he had his reasons. If someone had approached me and tried to convince me that there was something called the Arasha Crystal that was broken into four pieces, gave people incredible god-like power, and was being sought after by the Wind Tribe—I’d probably have done the same thing. It was crazy when put like that. 
I glanced over my shoulder, wondering about the stranger who had followed us last time. I could still hear his last words; I doubt either one of you will go back to a quiet life. Until we meet again, Mira Dublay. Was he following us now? Or was he somewhere else, fighting the Wind Tribe and leading the secret society of aether elementalists? 
I pushed those thoughts away and focused on something else. North. The Wind Tribe was acting aggressively in the north, because that was where their city, Avlemere, was. Made sense. Now we had to worry about what they were doing, while finding the location of another shard and beating them to it. 
Of bigger concern, though, was that I didn’t know if they already had any other pieces. And where was I to find clues?
Giving my mare her head, I hoped she didn’t pick up on the nerves jangling about in me. Fera relied on me for the bare bones of a plan. Asher was a mystery. Perhaps he knew something useful. Why did he suddenly believe us? 
We rode on until it began to get dark. Night was falling swiftly as we reined in our horses. Fera lit a fire in her hand. I dismounted and gave Tilly a pat. She was breathing hard and there was sweat on her. After exhaling on my hand, she nosed around for what grass was left. Fera popped down off Penny. 
Asher looked around the spot we’d chosen. “Seriously?”
I took off Tilly’s saddle and leaned it against a tree. “There’s space. That’s all we need.” Asher was frowning as he got down. I pulled out one of the scrubbing brushes we’d packed and started to work the sweat off my horse’s side. Fera did the same, scowling to herself.
Taking a deep breath, I said, “Why did you release us?” 
“Yeah, I remember you calling me insane and then running off like—like—” Fera couldn’t even finish a sentence, she was so angry. 
Asher looked sheepishly at the ground. I stared at him, sure that expression was for Fera’s benefit. Yet behind that mop of hair, I thought I saw fear in his eyes. “Like I said, the air elementalists are getting aggressive. They’re . . . they’re forcing towns into debts and bad contracts. Once the town is dependent, that’s when they start all these restrictions . . . it’s all in tiny places, towns near Avlemere with no political connections, and . . .” Tears shone in his eyes. “My parents—they live in one of those places. I don’t know what happened to them.”
I was frozen, stomach churning. Asher cleared his throat, blinked back tears, and looked at Fera and I. “Still. The Wind Tribe made a mistake. They thought that by doing this to small places they were being clever, but they affected me, and I know you two. I remembered what you told me . . . and you were right. So, I had to come and help you. To stop this. To save my parents.”
Fera and I exchanged a look. Her face was pale. I probably didn’t look much better. If the Wind Tribe was binding towns to them, they were making a bid for land, resources, and manpower. It was a horrible notion, that land and people would be beholden to the will of any one tribe. 
I’d read about such things in fantasy books. First the villains would strip the land bare, and then take the only thing of value left, the people, and force them into an army. That was how the plots always worked. 
An army. Oh, dear gods, we weren’t going to have to worry about that too, were we? We could barely hold off a handful of people! 
I tangled my fingers in Tilly’s mane, trying to get a handle on myself. You can’t lose it, Mira. You have to be strong. Be strong.  
I took a deep breath. Now was not the time to get emotional. Well, overly emotional. I was always emotional. Right now, we really needed to come up with a plan: how to get the crystal shards, and how to free those towns. 
This was just great; we were turning into a pair of wannabe heroes.  

      [image: ]We continued with the bearing of north the next day. The horses were still tired, so we let them go at an easy pace. I looked over my shoulder frequently but saw no sign of pursuit. Part of my mind wondered if we were being followed, that maybe our home had been staked out by people disguised as trees.
Our second journey had barely started, and the stress was already getting to me. I closed my eyes and shook my head to clear it.
Tension coursed through Tilly. I snapped my eyes open and yanked back on the bit. She drew up behind where Asher had stopped Top Gun. “What is it?” I demanded.
He was staring at the bushes with a smattering of fallen leaves and snow on them. “I thought I heard something,” he whispered. 
Knotting the reins shorter, I swung to the ground and crept over to the bush. I bent over and pushed a couple branches aside, thinking I’d probably find a rabbit, if anything. Something quickly shot out and smashed into my skull.
The next thing I knew, I was flat on my back with an aching head as someone was yelling, “Hey! You do know I’m flammable, right?”
“That’s kind of the idea,” Fera snapped.
I felt a nudge against my shoulder. I pried my eyes open and sat up with a groan. I got a few more insistent nudges on my shoulder. “I’m fine,” I muttered, using my concerned horse to get to my feet. “I’m good.”
Around me, things were either smouldering or soaking wet from melted snow. Fera held a fist full of fire over a girl around our age. She was stout, with skin the colour of ebony. Under her winter coat, she wore a sweater of a pink so bright it was blinding, with a knit cap to match. In her hands, she held what appeared to be two sticks. 
I realized she’d nearly brained me with one of them. “Ow,” I complained. “Why did you do that?”
“Why did I get flamed?” the girl asked. “It’s rude.”
“You smacked me in the head first!”
“I didn’t know who you were,” she replied. “You could’ve been someone bad. I’ve come across quite a few of them lately.” She brandished her sticks. “Luckily, I follow Carreg and Talamh, so I know how to protect myself.” 
The sticks were some type of weapon, I realized, each as long as her forearm and almost as thick; and she followed the Warrior and the Protector. That explained the attack first, questions later thing. She’d get along great with Fera. 
She gave us a smile and sheathed her weapons on her back. “Still don’t know who you are—but you’re not air elementalists, so I think I’m good. A lot of them have turned to the thug life, lately. Name’s Shay. You are?”
My sister looked at me and I gave a shrug. “I’m Fera,” she said, “the one you so rudely smacked in the head is Mira, and this idiot is Asher.” 
“Why am I an idiot?” Asher protested.
“Fera, don’t answer him,” I said, as she opened her mouth with an angry glint in her eyes. She snapped her mouth shut and glared at me. That was better than her giving him an opening. 
Rubbing the bump on my forehead, I walked over to this Shay. Snow crunched loudly underfoot. “You mentioned air elementalists,” I said, “why—”
“Okay, if you don’t know, then you have got to be blind and deaf. Or living in a cave,” she snorted. “Every time I run into one of those guys, they say something stupid, and when I disagree, they start flinging knives! No thank you. They’ve all gone crazy. Cross the river, and you’ll see what I mean soon enough.”
“That’s kind of their idea,” Asher muttered.
“Do you have a better plan? No? Then shut up,” Fera snapped at him. 
Shay raised her eyebrows at us. 
“We’ve been against the Wind Tribe since . . . well, that’s a long story,” I said as a poor way of explanation. “Let’s just say, we’re not fans of their actions either, and we’re just as likely to receive those knives. We . . . have
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