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			CHAPTER ONE

			The tent was full of laughter and excited conversation. Reports were coming in that the Guild was leaving Feesia. The mass destruction from Khaly and her group had been enough to drive them out.

			“The three of you will do more training and, when Khaly is back on her feet, we’ll send you out to one of the other continents,” Algernon said.

			“Why?” Bancroft asked.

			“Just because the Guild has been defeated here doesn’t mean it’s the same everywhere else,” Khaly said. The others nodded.

			“But Chahara died in the explosion, you said so yourself.” He pointed at his brother.

			“No, I said it is likely she did, but she wasn’t working alone. She couldn’t have been. We have to be sure those robots didn’t get out of Feesia.”

			“So, it’s not over then?”

			“Don’t be a moron, Bancroft,” Jahallah said. “Of course it’s not over.” Khaly gave her a nudge in the back. Jahallah shrugged.

			“I’m excited to see what kind of dragon Khaly’s going to bring to life this time.” Oalina smiled as she brushed her long hair off her shoulder and gently touched Chaith’s bicep. Khaly gritted her teeth at the action.

			She also wasn’t sure if bringing another to life was something she intended on doing. The two she already had, were a handful.

			One of the men sitting on the couch picked up the body of the unfinished dragon.

			“Did somebody say you can touch that?” Jahallah said, narrowing her eyes. He slowly put it back down, and Khaly tried to conceal a smile.

			Her eyes swept the room, catching Chaith watching her. His gaze steady, he refused to look away. Khaly’s heart skipped a beat, and she swallowed hard.

			“Ah, Khaly?” Bancroft’s voice came from the other end of the tent, drawing everyone’s attention.

			Khaly craned her neck to get a better view. Sumora was perched precariously on the arm of the chair, watching him. Even though she spent a great deal of time protecting Bancroft before he learned to use his active gift, she would still stare at him for no other reason than to intimidate.

			“Sumora.” Khaly sighed. Everyone fell silent, no one knowing what to expect. The dragons spent little time around others and preferred to be left alone. Both Sumora and Orantheio spat either water or fire if approached, or if someone moved too quickly in their presence.

			The water dragon kept a steady gaze on Bancroft. She smacked her lips.

			“Do you have something in your pocket?” Jahallah asked.

			Bancroft shook his head. “Khaly, do something.”

			“Sumora, leave him alone,” Khaly said again, this time getting up on her elbows.

			Sumora clicked at her.

			

			“Don’t talk back. Get down.”

			Sumora refused to move, turning back to Bancroft narrowing her eyes. Her behavior was odd, a little unnerving. The tension in the room grew, and no one dared to move or breathe. Sumora appeared to grow as she took a defensive stance. Orantheio turned toward Bancroft and set a steady gaze upon him.

			“Khaly,” he pleaded, his voice quivering in fear.

			People started to get up from their seats, the light atmosphere gone.

			“Nobody move.” Khaly tried to keep her voice low, so as not to startle the now visibly agitated dragons. Pulling herself into a seated position she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Jahallah and Khaly moved together easing onto their feet. “Orantheio, come here.”

			He didn’t move or respond. Khaly swallowed; never had they defied her this way. Carefully she crossed the tent.

			“Sumora.” Her voice was gentle and Sumora clicked back at her, but she never took her eyes off Bancroft. Khaly eased closer and stepped in front of Orantheio, knowing he wouldn’t spit fire at her.

			Khaly took one last step toward Bancroft, reached out for Sumora, then froze. She realized Sumora wasn’t watching Bancroft at all. There was something, or someone, on the other side of the tent. The hairs on her arms stood on end and a shiver ran down her spine. Khaly made eye contact with Bancroft and could see he understood immediately. He was never in danger from the dragons; Sumora was only doing what she had been doing for months: protecting him—protecting all of them.

			“What’s going on?” Oalina asked, causing everyone to jump.

			Bancroft glared in her direction, bringing a finger up to shush her. Khaly straightened, widening her stance, and glanced over her shoulder. Jahallah moved to her side. Bancroft carefully slid from the chair and Orantheio eased through Khaly’s legs, skulking toward the back of the tent. Khaly glanced over her other shoulder and saw Chaith give a silent command to everyone in the room.

			They all eased from their seats and made for the door. Oalina was the last to leave.

			A series of shouts and explosions came from the camp, which for a second shifted Khaly’s attention, but then came instantly back when three men cut through the tent. They were caught off guard when confronted by Khaly and her family, but still they charged.

			

			Sumora sprayed boiling water into their eyes, and Orantheio spat flames. In a flash Jahallah and Bancroft were on two of the men. The third came at Khaly, wielding a short sword, everything happened so quickly for a second her mind drew a blank on what to do. Orantheio spat blue flames, but they didn’t seem to slow her attacker. Khaly staggered back and felt something fly past her ear. A knife had found a home in the man’s neck, and he dropped instantly. Chaith was immediately by her side, wrapping his arm around her waist.

			“I got ya. It’s okay. You’re okay.”

			“What about Oalina? Is she going to be okay with this?” she asked. Bancroft and Jahallah stood heaving for breath.

			“Really? You want to do this now?” Chaith was exasperated yet couldn’t help but smile.

			Khaly looked at the other men on the floor.

			“Dead,” Bancroft said.

			There came several more explosions, rattling the tent.

			“What in the gods is going on?” Bancroft asked, shoving his feet into his shoes.

			“What do you think? Come on.” Jahallah ran out of the tent.

			“Khaly—”

			“Go. They need everyone they can get.”

			Bancroft chased Jahallah. Grabbing her bag from the floor, Khaly started shoving the unfinished dragon and its parts into it.

			“What are you doing?” Chaith had not left her side.

			“I’m not leaving this behind. I find it odd—” She was interrupted by a loud squawk followed by an ear-splitting scream. “Don’t you find it odd they came to our tent first? That the instant they broke through they attacked out there as well?”

			He shook his head, obviously confused, but said nothing. Instead, he helped her finish packing. Khaly pulled her boots on. With the dragons on their heels, they ran from the tent into the camp. Many of the tents were on fire, and it was a mere second before another firebomb came at them. Chaith threw a shield up, deflecting the bomb so it hit the tent instead.

			She scanned the area and spotted Jahallah and Bancroft. Bancroft stood in front of Jahallah, protecting her with his shield as she raised the ground around the intruders and pulled them into the earth. Chaith threw out one defense after another. The young man who had grabbed Orantheio’s tail screamed as his heart was ripped from his body. Khaly remembered the conversations they had about his affinity for mechanics, how he wanted to go to the Academy after his aptitude tests. He was so young with so much potential and now he was gone, lost forever and rage grew inside Khaly. The image reminded her of her own father, sitting at their table, his heart in front of him.

			Steadying her stance, she threw a wall of flames in front of the attacker. She advanced on him as she raised the ground up, wrapping roots around his ankles. He struggled, unsure of what to do. With each step Khaly took she attacked with a different Elemental. All her anger and betrayal she had felt during the last year was built up inside. She closed her eyes and tilted her face to the sky. Clouds formed above and fighters on both sides of the battle froze, watching the power Khaly was demonstrating. 

			Opening her eyes, she locked her gaze with him as he was struck with a bolt of lightning. He turned to ash in seconds, but there was no smell of burning flesh. There was nothing left to smell.

			Without hesitation, Khaly turned her attention to the rest of the intruders. Those remaining backed up and ran away. 

			Khaly doubled over, hands on her knees, and retched. Her family, and Chaith, ran to her side, and she looked up at Bancroft.

			“What in the gods was that?” She asked seconds before passing out.
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			CHAPTER TWO

			Khaly awoke to find herself in bed. Orantheio was sprawled on her chest, and Sumora was curled by her side. Her head was pounding, and her mouth was dry. She blinked several times. The lighting was dim, but she could faintly see two unoccupied beds. A piece of cloth was hung where the door should be, and there were no windows. She touched the wall, finding it was smooth stone, cold but not damp.

			Orantheio lifted his head at the movement and gave a quiet squawk. Sumora moved forward to give her a head bump. Khaly wrapped one arm around Orantheio, using her other to push up to a sitting position. The pounding in her head worsened. She let Orantheio go and he climbed clumsily off her lap. She pulled back the blankets and shivered, even though the pajamas she wore were heavier than she was used to.

			Khaly swung her legs over the edge of the bed and Sumora clicked at her, protesting her attempt to get up. Khaly pursed her lips. She noticed the floor was smooth stone, and extremely cold on her bare feet. She studied the space further. Along with the three beds, a chest sat at the back of the room beside a makeshift table with a lantern on it. There were no other wall hangings or decorations. In the center was a ceramic container, round and open at the top. Inside, small embers burned to heat the room.

			Using the edge of the bed as leverage, Khaly pushed herself into a standing position. She wobbled, her muscles stiff. Shuffling to the chest she pulled it open. Inside were three piles of neatly folded clothing which were distinctly hers, Jahallah’s, and Bancroft’s. After a moment of rummaging, she found the proper outfit.

			She shuffled back to the bed as both dragons watched her. Did she sense disapproval?

			Khaly ignored them and began to change, and as she removed her pajamas her skin pimpled up from the cold. She shivered and hurriedly put her clothes on, scanning the room for her boots. Orantheio jumped off the bed and disappeared under it before dragging them out.

			Khaly smiled. “Thanks.”

			He squawked in return.

			Once she finished tying her boots, Khaly forced herself off the bed and made her way to the makeshift door. Behind was a hallway. The floor wasn’t as flat, but there were wooden planks to walk on. Lanterns hung on the rough and jagged rock walls, several paces apart. They weren’t bright but gave off enough light to safely move about. As she stepped out, she noticed a distinct change in temperature; it was much colder than in the room.

			Next to her, Orantheio squawked.

			“What’s with you?” She watched him for a moment, then continued down the hallway.

			Sumora took her usual place a few paces ahead. As they walked, they passed several other cloth doorways. She considered opening a few but decided that if they were other people’s rooms it would be intrusive. 

			Exhausted, she stopped and placed a hand on the cold, uneven stone wall. All this movement was strenuous.

			Sumora stopped after a few more steps, realizing Khaly was no longer following. She sat, curling her tail around herself watching, waiting. Orantheio did the same next to Khaly.

			“What is it with you two?” Somehow, their behavior was different.

			Khaly pushed herself off the wall and continued down the hall, the dragons with her. They reached a set of meticulously carved stone stairs, a railing for support on the right and a smooth stone wall on the left. Khaly used both for support. When she reached the bottom another set of stairs led further down. 

			At the bottom of this flight was another long hallway. Khaly considered it for a moment, noticing the same cloth doorways, and decided to continue downward.

			She descended six more flights of stairs until finally reaching the bottom. The exertion had almost been too much for her and she leaned on the railing, contemplating whether she had made the right choice in leaving her room.

			“That’s a long way back up,” she said to herself.

			Khaly could hear voices from somewhere ahead, and she glanced at the dragons one last time. They both seemed resolved to the fact she wasn’t going to return to bed. She walked toward the sound, and the hall began to widen and the wooden planks wobbled in a few places. As the voices grew louder and she drew closer, Khaly slowed her pace. People walked around but took no notice of her.

			She frowned, not recognizing anyone. Khaly inhaled deeply and pulled herself to her fullest height. 

			Stepping out into the large room, she noticed several stalagmites of varying size and realized she was inside a mountain. But this room looked different than the rest; it was a different shape, and most of the walls were smooth and hung with maps and plans. Much of the floor was flat and smooth, but there was no waterfall or pools of water. Instead, there were couches and chairs, which children ran around. Tables had been set up in another area, and seemed to be blocked off from the rest of the room. Opposite were more tunnels, from which people came and went.

			Khaly’s mouth dropped open. This was not Dead Rise Mountain. Still unnoticed, she took another step into the large area. Orantheio squawked and it echoed. Everyone froze, looking in the direction of the call.

			Khaly gave a small wave and smiled. “Hello.”

			A short, stout man came out of the partially blocked-off room. He had salt and pepper hair that grew down into his thick beard and mustache. He wore a heavy winter coat, which was open, and the sweater underneath seemed to be one size too small, wrapped around his large stomach.

			“Go get Taithun, and let her know she’s awake,” he ordered to the room at large. Khaly couldn’t tell if he was happy about this or not. A woman took no time in carrying out the order. “You must want to sit. Six flights of stairs is a hefty trek in your condition.” He stepped closer, waving his arm to guide her toward the couch and chairs. “We’re in the process of making you a more comfortable living space.”

			The children had stopped running around and stared at the dragons like women would stare at priceless jewels.

			“Dragon,” a young girl exclaimed. One of the smaller children rushed at Sumora, who backed up quickly, increasing in size with each step. Khaly didn’t know what to do, but the man responded by grabbing the child around the waist.

			Getting down on one knee he met her eyes. “We’ve told you; dragons aren’t toys and can be very dangerous.” The little girl nodded and proceeded to pout. He spun her by the shoulders and patted her arm, indicating she go elsewhere.

			“I-I’m sorry,” Khaly stammered.

			“Don’t be,” he said as he continued to direct her to the couch. “When you arrived, the dragons were very curious. Well, more so that one there.” He pointed at Sumora as she jumped onto Khaly’s lap. “But the kids basically attacked her. Before anyone realized, they had the poor thing tied up in such a way she couldn’t fly or get away. I don’t think they meant any harm.” 

			He took a seat on the arm of the chair across from the couch. “Well, we heard some screams and a squawk. A couple of the kids came out with minor burns, both fire and water, and some of the parents were pretty upset and wanted to cast them out. But your family, well, they had a pretty strong say in what was happening. They explained the dragons were only defending themselves, and Taithun and I agreed. So, after that, they kept with you. The dragons, I mean. They never left your side. Well, unless Bancroft or Jahallah pulled them from the room.” He rubbed his beard and was about to speak again when a familiar voice came from behind.

			“It’s good to see you again.” Taithun smiled as she approached and sat on the same chair as the man. “I see you’ve met Avahur,” she said, patting his arm. “The kids must be just beside themselves with the dragons being down here.” She smiled.

			“Something like that, I guess.” Khaly half smiled, her protective instincts kicking in the second she had heard what happened.

			“Well, the rest of your family will be happy to see you up and about.”

			“Where are they?”

			“Hunting.”

			Khaly lifted an eyebrow.

			“For food.”

			“How long have I—”

			“You’ve been out for a couple weeks, but we’ve been here for only a couple days.”

			“What happened?”

			“Khaly?” She heard Bancroft’s voice from behind.

			She turned as best as she could and smiled when he and Jahallah rushed up. They both leaned in to hug her so she wouldn’t have to get up.

			“We’ll let you all talk.” Taithun stood and shoved Avahur off the chair to get him moving.

			Chaith then stepped into her line of sight, carrying several small, skinned creatures. “I’m really glad you’re up and about.”

			Khaly’s eyes fell on his catch, and she pointed. “That’s not much for everyone here.”

			“What?” Chaith lifted the hand holding the food. “No, this is just for us. We’re responsible for our own groups.” He smiled.

			“Come on, Kay.” Bancroft reached down to help her up. “Let’s go eat.”

			Khaly let him help her, as Bancroft refused to let go of her hand. He held it so tightly she was afraid he might break it. She grabbed his forearm with her other hand, giving him a small squeeze. He looked down and she smiled, then he loosened his grip a little. Orantheio kept close to Khaly’s feet and Sumora stayed ahead, walking a step behind Jahallah. They went down a different tunnel than the one Khaly had and ascended a flight of stairs.

			They walked down a long corridor which was also lined with doors with cloth coverings, but these were spaced further apart. They stopped at the last door and Chaith pulled the curtain back. Jahallah entered first, followed by Khaly, Bancroft, the dragons, and then Chaith. The room had smooth floors and walls and another room lay directly in front, separated by an archway. 

			In it Khaly could see a bed, a nightstand, and a dresser. The room they were in had a cook station, much like one used when camping, a table with two benches that could comfortably seat four, and a couch and chair on the other side. Furs were strewn about the room, covering large sections of the floor. Despite this size, this room was considerably warmer than the others.

			Bancroft helped Khaly to the table. She sat on the far bench, overlooking the rest of the living space. The others took to starting a small fire in the ceramic pot centered in the living room. It produced no smoke, and she narrowed her eyes. She was familiar with the material they were using, but was surprised to see it here. 

			It didn’t take long for the space to heat up to a more comfortable temperature. Orantheio sat under the table and rested his chin on her foot, while Sumora took to the couch. Smiling, Khaly watched them.

			“Where are we?” she asked. “I know we aren’t at Dead Rise Mountain anymore.”

			“We aren’t even in Feesia anymore,” Bancroft said.

			“This is Tlyhsh Peaks.” Jahallah said.

			“We’re in Nylm Hills?” Khaly’s eyes drew to the material used to start their fire. It was a type of moss that grew in her land. Her people had used it for centuries. On this continent, her home continent of Nylm Hills, it was winter year-round—to varying degrees of cold. They had long ago found cold air would still find its way into the home through a chimney, so they found better and more advanced ways of protecting themselves from the climate. 

			She brought her attention to the meat which Bancroft was hacking. “You’re not planning on eating that, are you?” Her face scrunched up at the thought.

			“Yeah, why?”

			“That’s a voblue.”

			“So?”

			“They’re vile creatures. Their meat can make you sick. Have you been eating a lot of them?”

			“We had it once before.” Jahallah stared down at the creature. “It was the only thing in all our snares this morning.”

			“Yeah, of course. They’re slow, stupid scavengers. Their meat is sour and can cause stomach issues.” Khaly shook her head. “They can be found all over the place in the Peaks. Is this all you have?”

			“That explains their reactions.” Jahallah nodded at the dragons. “Only Orantheio would eat it, but he seems to eat anything.”

			“And the stomach cramps,” Chaith added.

			Khaly laughed. “Are there no Nylm citizens living in the cave?”

			“We’re responsible for our own meals, unless someone takes down bigger game. I guess they have a community meal every month.”

			Khaly nodded. “It’s a tradition. Because the temperature is so cold, we have community meals to stay in touch with each other. It brings neighbors and family closer. That was the thing my mother missed most when we moved. A couple of times she tried to get the neighbors together in Vlarlee, but nobody wanted to.”

			“So, what are we going to eat now?”

			“I’ll take you out; we learned hunting and trapping in school.” She shrugged. “I’m a little rusty, but I can take us later and show you how to set up snares higher in the trees so voblues don’t get there first. I need a bow, arrows, and a heavier jacket. Do you have anything else to eat?”

			“Just these.” Bancroft brought over a bowl of roots and what looked to be nuts.

			Khaly scrunched her nose. They were edible, but there wasn’t enough to fill them all. “Maybe you should ask one of your neighbors if they have any spare food. Tell them all you caught were voblues. If they’re from around here they’ll understand.”

			“I’ll go.” Jahallah was out the door before any one could say anything.

			Khaly quirked an eyebrow at Bancroft as he took the seat next to her. 

			“There’s a guy she likes on the other side of the mountain.” He shrugged.

			Khaly rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes.

			“You should lie down,” Chaith said a few quiet minutes later. His voice startled her. “Sorry, but maybe you should lie down on the bed.” She sat up, groaning with the movement. “I’ll take another look at you.”

			Slowly, she started to stand. Orantheio was still laying on her foot and he squawked with her movement. Chaith was soon by her side, helping her up.

			“I don’t understand why I hurt so much.” She gritted her teeth as they moved her to the bed. Sitting on the bench for so long had caused her muscles to seize up.

			“You’ve been sleeping for a couple weeks and then the colder weather. It tends to seize up and tighten muscles. It’ll take a few days before you feel better and loosen up.” 

			Chaith pulled back the bedcovers, helping her to sit. He gave Bancroft a quick look, who closed a curtain tucked up on the wall as Chaith lit a lamp. It bathed the room in a warm glow and gave off a little heat. “Lift up your shirt.”

			Khaly eyed him, suspicious.

			“Just lift it. It’s better if I have direct skin on skin contact.”

			“Fine.” Slowly, she raised her shirt.

			He placed his hands on both sides of her ribs. Khaly felt a warm sensation throughout her body as he gently moved his hands over her skin. Her flesh prickled under his touch. He stopped again on her spine, and the warm feeling overtook her. The stiffness in her muscles loosened and she felt it a little easier to move.

			“What did you do?” she asked.

			“How do you feel?” Chaith pulled her sweater back down for her.

			“A little better. What did you do?”

			“That should help you get a little rest. I’m sure the kids will join you shortly. You can sleep here for as long as you need.” He helped Khaly take her boots off and lift her legs up onto the bed.

			“Chaith.”

			“What?” He pulled the covers up to her chin.

			“Come on.”

			“We’ll talk later. For now, let your body rest.” He placed a warm hand on her forehead. Their eyes locked with his and a tingling sensation ran over her face, causing her eyes to gently close.
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			CHAPTER THREE

			

			Khaly awoke with a start, and the jolt made her wince. Her body stiff again, but not nearly as bad as before. She gazed around the room. The lantern by the bed was out, but she could see a glow from under the curtain. She rolled into a seated position, rotated her body, and swung her legs off the bed. That’s when she noticed neither dragon was in the room.

			She pushed herself up and shuffled to the curtain, pulling it back. Chaith was sitting alone on the couch, reading a book.

			He looked up and greeted her with a warm smile. “Well, hello.”

			“Hey,” she said in return, although it sounded more like a croak. “I have to use the bathroom.”

			He smiled again, pointing. “Out the door and take a quick left. You’ll find it.”

			Khaly nodded, wasting no time rushing from the room. When she returned, she took a seat at the table on the far bench. The smell of meat and spice now filled the air. She sat in silence while Chaith warmed up the meal, plated it, and placed it in front of her.

			“This looks good.” Khaly’s mouth watered. “I guess Jahallah found someone willing to share.”

			“Oalina brought extras over for us,” Chaith said.

			“Oalina?” Khaly asked, food in her mouth, pointing her fork at him. “The white-haired girlfriend of yours?”

			“She’s not my girlfriend but, yes, her.”

			Khaly swallowed back the chunk of meat and Chaith poured her some water. She took a long drink before putting the glass down. “Where is everyone?”

			“The kids are with Bancroft, and Jahallah is…visiting a friend.”

			“I see. How long was I out for this time?”

			“A few hours. Your drowsiness should wear off soon. It’s just a side effect.”

			“Side effect of what?” She shoved another forkful in her mouth.

			“The healing.”

			Khaly lifted an eyebrow. She was both intrigued by the notion of someone being able to heal her, and annoyed he wasn’t being more specific.

			Chaith smiled and raised his hands. “All right, I’ll explain. You know about the five Elementals, right? Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and Spirit.”

			“Of course.”

			“Well, Spirit Elementals have the gift of healing.” He shrugged.

			

			“But you healed me.”

			“Yes, yes I did.” He took a sip of water.

			“I thought you were a Water Elemental. They can’t heal.”

			“You’re right, of course. Spirit Elementals heal.”

			“Gods, Chaith,” she said, her frustration mounting.

			“Each continent is known for different Elementals.” He paused as though he expected her to say something, but she only watched him. “Those who develop a gift only develop one but, sometimes, once every so many generations, there is someone who is born with all five Elementals.”

			Khaly lifted her eyebrows in disbelief.

			“Dragon Elementals.”

			“So, you’re a Dragon Elemental?” she asked.

			“Yes. As are you.”

			“I’m sorry. What?”

			“You have the gifts of all five Elementals. That’s how you were able to defeat the Laalar and the men who attacked the compound at Dead Rise. You need a lot of practice, but you have all the gifts.”

			“I’m going to be able to do all those things Jahallah and Bancroft can do?”

			“Maybe, but not all Elementals master all their gifts. Bancroft is only moderately able to control his air manipulation, but he has nearly mastered his ability to control his premonitions—and I don’t have to tell you about his eidetic memory. Jahallah has pretty much mastered both of hers, although she needs to work on stamina. Your skills with the Fire Elemental are unmatched; the giving life part of it anyway.”

			“And you?” she asked, nodding her chin at him. “What skills have you mastered?”

			“I’m more of what you would call an active Dragon. The passive skills I haven’t been able to work in my favor, but I’m skilled, highly skilled, in the active gifts.” He smiled, giving a wink.

			Khaly rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t deny he was skilled at what she had seen. He had used those gifts to protect them when the office building blew up.

			“Is that why you can talk to the dragons?” she asked.

			“I don’t really talk to them. Not like you. I think they know what I’m saying but only do what I ask because you’re around. Trust me, when you’re not, they don’t listen at all.”

			“I see. I think I would prefer to stick with what I’ve been doing. I don’t want any other so-called ‘gifts’.”

			“You don’t have much of a choice, but if you don’t want to train you don’t have to. It does explain how you were able to bring the dragons into existence. That’s a powerful gift in itself. Normally, Fire Elementals can bring something back to life. Like a plant or, occasionally, an animal. I’ve never heard of one bringing a machine to life.”

			“So, all Fires are also Earth?”

			“No.”

			“You just said I could bring plants to life.”

			“No, back to life.” Chaith stood up, taking Khaly’s empty plate.

			“That doesn’t make sense.”

			“Earth Elementals create, and grow, plants and other things, but if something was to die an Earth couldn’t bring it back to life. They would have to grow a new plant, whereas a Fire has the gift of life and death. So, if a plant dies, you can bring it back.”

			“What about people? Could I bring people back to life?”

			Chaith stood in the small kitchen. “No, Khaly. A human life is too complex. Only the gods wield that kind of power.”

			“Have you tried?”

			“Khaly, if you’re thinking of bringing your parents back, you can’t. It’s been too long, for one thing, and it’s beyond any Fire Elemental’s abilities.”

			Khaly wasn’t sure if she was satisfied with his answer, but her parents had been dead for over a year. Not to mention she had Orantheio reduce the house to ash, with them inside. There would have been nothing left of them to bring back.

			She nodded, her eyes slowly drifting around the room. “Just you living here?” she asked.

			“For now. They’re working on making it a bit bigger, adding additional rooms. We have some space to the side of us.” He pointed to a spot to the left of the couch. “When they’re done expanding that chamber they’ll connect to this one. You, Bancroft, and Jahallah will take over this space and I’ll take yours.”

			Khaly got to her feet and shuffled to the couch. It was made of wood and covered in soft cushions. She eased herself down, and Chaith added more moss to the fire. The flames shot straight up before settling back down into the pot. A sudden influx of warmth filled the room.

			“What now?” Khaly asked.

			

			Chaith brought a blanket from off the bed and laid it over her. “You rest, then train.” He returned to the kitchen, grabbing a pot of water to heat over the fire.

			“That’s it?”

			“Every day they send out teams to get information. Now we wait for the right type of information to come back, then we’ll decide our next, best, course of action.”

			“What kind of information? What happened after the attack?”

			Chaith handed her a mug of hot tea and took a seat in the chair next to the couch. “We were basically run out of Feesia. We couldn’t stay at Dead Rise knowing the Guild knew our exact location.” He took a sip of his own tea and stared at the fire. “After your demonstration of staggering, terrifying power, they all ran. The survivors packed up what we could and cleared out. We came here while some went to a smaller camp in Feesia, and others went to Aelborne.”

			“The desert? People went to the desert?”

			He shrugged. “One of our main camps is there.” He pulled his eyes from the flames and looked at her. “We weren’t nearly as successful as we thought when we returned from our last mission. The Guild is bigger and stronger than we anticipated.”

			Khaly narrowed her eyes, about to speak when Chaith stopped her.

			“Word got back early this morning,” he said. “We left people behind to get intel. Dead Rise was overrun by Guild soldiers mere hours after we left. They’re recruiting people faster than we can save them. We don’t know why anyone would join, but they are.” He looked haunted. “This war, Khaly. This war is reminiscent of the Sage Wars. Only this time, Elementals are the ones being hunted.”
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			CHAPTER FOUR

			It was cold. The small group huddled in the blind, waiting for their snare to trip. Khaly stood up front and away from the rest of the group, who were watching intently.

			

			“You know, I read in all the textbooks Nylm Hills was a cold climate, but I never imagined it was this cold.” Bancroft shivered, moving closer to Jahallah.

			Khaly smiled to herself. She was chilled, but growing up on the continent taught her how to properly layer clothing.

			“I think, if you have the right person to snuggle up to, you find it’s quite nice,” Oalina said, pushing against Chaith.

			Khaly rolled her eyes. She knew what was happening, even though she couldn’t see it.

			Jahallah scoffed. “Whatever.”

			Chaith peeled himself away from Oalina and moved to Khaly’s side. She glanced over at him, a wider smile forming.

			“Shut up,” Chaith whispered back. “Why don’t we start a fire? The moss shouldn’t give off too much of a warning for the animals.”

			“Did you bring any?”

			“No, but we can go get some. There should be a growth around here.” He tapped a lump under her coat. “You can’t keep those dragons in there all day.”

			Khaly looked down. Even though she was certain they could handle the cold she had allowed them to stay in her coat, taking advantage of the extra body heat.

			“Besides, Sumora will likely find us food faster.” Chaith shrugged.

			Khaly slumped her shoulders and unzipped her coat. Both dragons looked up at her, protesting to the intrusion.

			“Sorry, kids, gotta come out.” They were reluctant, so she bent over to force them. With a squawk and several clicks, they dropped to the ground. Khaly shivered as the heat they provided left with them, and she quickly straightened up and zipped her coat. “All right, let’s go.” She turned to leave the blind.

			“Where’re you going?” Bancroft asked, teeth chattering.

			“To find some moss to light a fire. You can go home. I can wait for the snares to go,” Khaly said.

			“That’s a perfect idea.” Jahallah stood with a groan and shook her legs. “It was stupid we all came out here anyway.”

			Bancroft’s eyes went from Jahallah then back to Khaly. Khaly could see his indecision between going home to warmth or staying out hunting for the week’s food.

			“Just go, Ban.” She half smiled. He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and chased after Jahallah.

			

			Oalina stood up. “Well, I’m staying.” She smiled at Chaith. “That is, if you’re staying.”

			Khaly cleared her throat and left the blind, followed by the dragons. Once outside, Sumora took off on her own. Orantheio looked up at Khaly, smacking his lips.

			“All right, go. But if you don’t keep with Sumora, I’m not coming after you.”

			He let out a squawk and followed Sumora, who had stopped at the edge of the trees to wait. When he caught up they both took off at a run, soon out of sight. As they disappeared into the woods Chaith stepped out of the blind, Oalina close behind.

			“Do you still want to get moss?” Chaith asked, as the main reason for gathering some was to keep the others warm. He seemed as comfortable in the weather as she.

			Khaly paused, looking up at the sky. She didn’t need a watch to know what time it was in Nylm Hills; the position of the sun was all she needed. They weren’t quite yet at midday.

			“I think I’m going to go into the nearest town, Kjoyleer.” She pointed down the mountainside. “It’ll only be a couple hour’s walk, and I can get back before dark.”

			She turned without waiting for a response from the other two but heard footsteps running up from behind. Chaith appeared by her shoulder. “You don’t have to come.”

			“Meh, got nothing else to do. Besides, on our way back up, we can gather moss for the stoves at home.”

			Oalina sidled up to Chaith’s other shoulder, wrapping her arm through his. Khaly watched as emotion crossed Chaith’s face. Annoyance?

			“What about the dragons, Khaly?” Oalina asked.

			“Oh, right.” She stopped and turned to face the mountain, letting out a long whistle followed by two short ones, then continued down.

			“What was that?” Chaith asked.

			“It lets them know to follow. It’s not likely they’ll come out of the trees, but they’ll pick their way down behind us.”

			“How do you know they understood you, or even heard you?” Oalina asked.

			“Practice, lots and lots of practice.”

			They walked in a single line for a short time, making their way down the mountain. There were no trails up to the caves, so with each step they had to be careful not to lose their footing. It was about an hour before the ground leveled out and the trees were thinning. The tops of houses could be seen in the distance. 

			Sumora and Orantheio appeared as if out of nowhere. Sumora took up her lead position and Orantheio fell in behind Khaly.

			“This isn’t any small town, Khaly,” Chaith said as he fell in step with her. “This is your home town, isn’t it?”
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			The small town was quiet and empty. There were no signs of life in the store windows or on the tiny stone streets. Khaly stood staring at the scene. She didn’t realize it had been completely abandoned. She thought maybe there would still be some residents. Khaly made to walk further down the street when Chaith grabbed her arm.

			“What?” she asked, glancing down at his hand.

			“Where’re you going?” He was whispering.

			“We shouldn’t be here.” Oalina’s eyes darted about.

			“I need to find something.” Khaly pulled her arm from his grip. “You two can go back now. You didn’t have to come with me.”

			“No, we’ll stay with you. You might get into trouble.”

			Khaly opened her mouth to say something but changed her mind and rolled her eyes instead.

			They eased their way through the abandoned streets, stopping briefly to look into store windows. The shelves were empty, as if cleared out in a rush. She heard a small squawk behind her and turned to see Orantheio. He backed up, stomping his front feet a couple times. Khaly scrutinized him before responding. Chaith was also watching the fire dragon, and Khaly’s gaze shifted upward and over Chaith’s shoulder, to the location Orantheio faced.

			Two cloaked men stood at the end of the street, watching.

			“Who are they?” Oalina asked, bringing Chaith’s attention back around.

			They stared at each other, unmoving. Khaly couldn’t see any Guild emblems on their cloaks, but they were of the same style and color.

			“I’m not sure,” she said, her mouth dry. “Where’s Sumora?”

			Chaith scanned the area, trying to locate her, then shook his head.

			

			Orantheio let out another small squawk, pulling Khaly’s attention back. He again backed up, this time looking down and in the opposite direction. Khaly followed his gaze, realizing Sumora must have gone in that direction and was likely in trouble.

			“We need to go,” she said, mostly to Chaith. She hadn’t seen Oalina’s Elemental, if she even had one, but she trusted Chaith and his skills were strong. She knew she could count on him.

			“Where?” Chaith asked.

			“Back behind us,” Khaly said.

			“Okay, on three.” But as the words came out Khaly had already turned and scooped up Orantheio. “Really?” Chaith spun on his heels, grabbing Oalina’s arm and pulling her along.

			The two men came toward them, taking off down the street at a run.

			“They’re coming,” Oalina shouted.

			“I know.” Chaith was surprisingly calm.

			Khaly rounded a corner between two abandoned businesses. Trash piled up on both sides of the alley, and she was forced to hurdle over it. She could hear Chaith grunting behind. She rounded a second corner, looking briefly back. 

			At some point, Chaith had picked up Oalina and was running with her over his shoulder, the same way he had done with Khaly when she was injured, months before.

			Khaly heard clicking overhead. She sighed in relief, spotting Sumora on the top of the building.

			“We need to split up.” She spun unexpectedly as Chaith ran up, nearly crashing into her.

			“Khaly, I don’t know this town,” he said, showing little sign of exertion.

			“They’re still coming.” Oalina’s voice rose.

			“Oalina, you go up. Follow Sumora. She’ll protect you if need be.” Khaly shoved Orantheio toward her. “Take him with you, too. Once you’re higher he’ll be able to fly. The dragons will keep you safe.”

			“But—” Barely giving her time to object, Chaith shoved her toward the building. It was low enough that she could grip the edge of the roof, but Orantheio was too much of a burden.

			“Drop the dragon,” Khaly said.

			Oalina complied and Khaly grunted as she caught him. He smacked his lips, but she couldn’t tell if it was with relief or annoyance at being tossed around like a ball. No longer holding him, Oalina was able to pull herself up and over the ledge. The voices and rustling from the alley were getting louder as their pursuers got closer.

			Chaith snatched Orantheio, bent his knees, and threw the dragon as hard as he could straight into the air—high enough for him to spread his wings and disappear over the rooftop. Khaly and Chaith locked eyes as the two men rounded the corner. 

			With no words spoken between them, Khaly wheeled around and started running. Chaith gathered what air he could in the small space and threw it at the two men, stunning them and knocking them off their feet.

			Khaly could hear Chaith pushing himself hard to catch up. Khaly pointed three fingers down another alley then pointed to the sky and kept running straight ahead. It indicated he should go down three streets before again turning and scaling the building. 

			Khaly knew her message had been received when she heard Chaith grunt as he struck the wall and rebounded off. He wouldn’t have been able to slow down fast enough, so he had used the wall to push himself down the direction Khaly
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