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PRAISE FOR THE ELEMENTAL SERIES
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"I love Shannon's Rylee Adamson series . . . and I was wonderfully surprised that I loved her Elemental Series even more!" 

-Denise Grover Swank USAT & NYT Bestselling Author of the "Chosen Series"

 

 

"I could not put it down and greedily consumed it in one sitting!" 

-Books In Veins

 

 

"I think Larkspur aka Lark is the new heroine to watch out for . . ." 

-Coffee Book Mom Reviews

 

 

“What a fantastic start to a new fantasy series! I love a strong female lead and we were delivered that in spades with Larkspur . . . This story is fast paced and exciting right from the start. I can't wait to see what comes next!”

-Boundless Book Reviews


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
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This is for everyone who has ever been told they weren’t good enough, that they weren’t smart enough, that they couldn’t be of use to the world. No matter your ability, no matter how the world sees you—keep your head high. You never know whose life you might touch, whose life you might change.

Whose life you might save.

 

 


SETTING
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This book takes place BETWEEN Windburn and Rootbound . .. but the author recommends you do not read “ASH” until AFTER you have read Rootbound so as to enjoy the twists and surprises within it.


QUOTE
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From the third telling of the world’s demise.

 

And the heart of the world was weary, the heart of the warrior was broken, the heart of belief no longer beat, but instead despaired. A glimmer, though, a glimmer of possibility waited on the horizon. For that, the heart beats on, gaining in strength as it gained in purpose. The telling is thus: the reflection the warrior sees is not the truth, the words floating on the air like dandelion seeds twisted in on themselves as Spirit becomes a weapon in the wrong hands. Then the warrior shall need all the strength of the earth to hold to the truth. 

To find the power needed to stand tall.

And to overcome the enemies that surround.


CHAPTER 1
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[image: ]here is an old tale amongst the Terralings, one I have not thought of since I was a child. A story so old, I’m not sure any of our people remember it in its original form; rather, they recall it, torn like pieces of paper shredded and thrown in the air, so you can’t possibly grab them all, but find them scattered in bits and pieces. 

With my eyes closed, blocking out what was in front of me, I could bring the memory forward of one of the lines of the tale. One that had always stayed with me, coming to me when I was sure I could not take another step. 

“For that, the heart beats on, gaining in strength as it gained in purpose.” I kept my voice low, as the words were only for me, and opened my eyes as the words flowed through me. I needed purpose more than ever before, because in that moment my heart walked away from me, and seeing her banished gutted me as surely as a blade running me through. 

Larkspur’s long blonde braid swung side to side as she walked away from the Rim, away from her home. Around us, the redwoods groaned and creaked in the wind as if they, too, mourned her loss, as if they understood that the only elemental who truly understood the cost of standing by and doing nothing was being cast aside. 

The set of Lark’s shoulders was bent, though I was one of the few who would see the slight curl as though the weight of a redwood had been placed squarely on them, holding her down, trapping her underneath it. Her chin was high, and her stride defiant, even now. But her heart . . . I could almost hear it cracking under the punishment. 

Banished by her father, the King of the Rim, to the desert; it was a death sentence for most Terralings. For Lark, though, I prayed to the mother goddess it was not the same for her. She was more than just a Terraling. Born a half-breed, she carried two elements within her. Earth and Spirit flowed through her veins in amounts that made her a powerhouse of epic proportions. 

Spirit allowed her to be more than any other elemental that our world had seen in a thousand years. I could only hope it would be enough to keep her mind intact. Elementals didn’t do well outside their homes for more than a few months. They slowly lost their minds as their hearts and souls craved the connection they had to their place of power, whether it be the Rim, the Pit, the Deep, or the Eyrie. Without a foot in the place of their home, they seemed to unravel, an event that left not only their lives in danger, but the lives of the humans around them. 

If Lark unraveled . . . I was not sure the world could survive the consequences.

I could not let her go. I steeled myself for what I was about to do.

The king raised his voice as I took a step to follow Lark. 

“Any who have contact with Larkspur will also be banished. I will not have her ideas infecting our family further than they have thus far.” His voice rolled through the Rim, boosted by his connection to the earth. Unlike Lark, I couldn’t see him use his power, but I could feel it course across my skin like a faint breeze. The crowd was dispersing, and I should have held my tongue. I knew better than to challenge the king. I was an Ender, not even of the royal family. I had no right to call him on his actions. But it was Lark he was sending away, not some criminal. 

And she was my heart. I was not sure I wasn’t already banished.

“Are you serious?” I didn’t even try to stop the words, and powered them as he had powered his only a moment before. They drew not only the king’s attention, but the remaining crowd too. If nothing else, they loved something to gossip over. And an Ender facing the king was about as good as it got after the scene with the king and Lark. First he offered her the crown, which she turned down, and then he banished her as punishment. It made no sense. 

His green eyes flashed with irritation, but not true anger, which surprised me. “I have lost my daughter today, Ender. Do not question me.” His words hummed with power, almost making me want to go to my knees. My vows as an Ender were simple, but they bound me to be obedient to the ruler over all else. Which made me want to bow my head in acquiescence to his words. I fought the urge, steadied my knees, and kept my eyes on him, locking him in a stare that had made more than one elemental shake with fear. 

“You chose to lose her,” I said. “You chose to cast her out. That was your decision, not hers.”

The remaining crowd sucked in a collective breath. But the king just shook his head as though a deep sadness permeated him. “You are an Ender. I do not expect you to understand what I must do to rule our family and keep it safe. I do not expect you to truly understand the costs we all must pay.” He turned his back on me and walked away, his back stiff and his stride firm as he entered the Spiral. Belladonna, Lark’s older sister, followed him. 

She glanced back at me and mouthed something I didn’t quite get, but guessed at. She would keep trying to convince her father that Lark should not be banished. That she should be brought back. 

A hand touched my arm and I glanced down to see Blossom, an Ender who trained with Lark, at my side. Her brown eyes were crinkled at the edges with worry and her mouth trembled ever so slightly. As if she were holding back tears. For an Ender, she was soft. But seeing as there weren’t many Enders left, I wasn’t about to tell her that. 

“Ash, are you going to lead the Enders still?” she asked.

What choice did I have? I had been commanded not to follow Lark, by her own words, and by her father’s. 

“Yes.” The word felt like a betrayal to Lark, like I was giving up after nominal effort. An effort blown away like dandelion fluff on the wind of a child’s breath. 

A thought began to gather in my skull, a dangerous, traitorous thought I did not try to tamp down. Because it meant taking action, and action I understood. 

I put a hand on Blossom’s shoulder. “Gather all the Enders and the Rim guards in the barracks. I need to speak to them right away.” 

She bobbed her head. “I’ll have them there before the sun tops the redwoods.” She spun and ran from me, her braid flapping against her back. I glanced up where the sun cut through the trees. Less than half an hour, then, and Blossom would have the other Enders waiting for me.

Which gave me time for those who were left standing, grieving Lark’s loss. 

Three of us were left in the main clearing of the Rim. The other two who loved Lark the most, perhaps outside of Belladonna and myself, had not moved from their spots. I stared across the Rim to where Peta sat in her snow leopard form where she had also watched Lark leaving us; Shazer stood with his head bowed beside her. Lark was gone, disappeared into the forest, but they remained where they were. As if she would suddenly appear, and tell us to come with her. 

But that wasn’t Lark’s way. She would take this punishment, and try to protect those she loved. 

Peta quivered all over, making the spots on her coat tremble and dance as though they were alive. Her ears laid flat back to her skull as the tip of her tail lashed violently back and forth, creating a groove in the dirt. As Lark’s familiar, she was bonded to her charge, and losing that connection with her was going to be brutal on them both. From what I knew, it wasn’t only the elementals who suffered when they were banished. 

And in Peta’s case, she’d lost more charges in her life than any other familiar, which could only make this that much more painful. A reminder of the past, as well as the culmination of this current pain.

Shazer, though, wasn’t a true familiar. More like . . . an addition to Lark’s small army of those who would fight at her side. He chose to stand with her against his very creator. Against those forces breaking the world apart piece by piece, despite the fact he didn’t have to. His ears flicked toward me as I approached, but he said nothing. A rare thing when it came to him and his smart-ass quips. 

Carefully, I drew close to Peta, mindful of the fact that she could decide I should have done more to stop what happened to Lark, and end up taking her grief and anger out on me. Not that she would be wrong, in my opinion. I dropped to one knee beside the spotted feline and gently put a hand on the top of her head. 

“Peta, she will be okay. She is strong enough for anything that is thrown at her, you know that. We both do.”

A soft mewl escaped her and she pressed her face into the crook of my neck, surprising me. “You don’t understand, Ash, my heart is shattered. I only just found her. To lose her again is more than I thought would be asked of me. This is beyond cruel.”

I didn’t argue with her; the bond between elemental and familiar was one I didn’t have. But I knew what it was to love someone, and know you might not ever see them again. I’d believed for two years that Lark was dead, with only the driving hope that I was wrong, and that Peta’s belief was right—that Lark lived somewhere. To find her alive, to hold her again . . . and then to see her cast out and cut off from all those who loved her. A spear to the belly would have hurt less. 

I kept an arm around Peta, keeping my thoughts to myself. There would be no arguing with Peta that perhaps I did understand, at least, a little of what she was going through. Her own grief was too overwhelming. And perhaps that said it all—I could still function, while she struggled to breathe, her sobs against my neck shuddering through us both. 

“I must go.” Peta pulled away from me, and seemed to gather herself, closing down her emotions with a single blink of her big green eyes. She flicked an ear at Shazer. The Pegasus snorted and trotted in time with the snow leopard toward the far side of the Rim. 

“You sure you want to go now, cat? I won’t begrudge you a time to rest,” he said. She answered only with a leap, shifting as she did and landing on his back with ease. She glanced back at me. “Stay out of trouble while I’m gone.”

“Wait, where are you going?”

“I have a task that Lark asked of me.” She blinked twice and then bobbed her head. “I will be back soon enough, and then we will find a way to fix this.”

I nodded, grateful she was still with me. For two years, we’d acted as elemental and familiar, even though we did not have that connection. Peta was my friend, probably my closest friend after Lark. “Yes, we will. Be careful, Peta. There are still forces out there that would take you out if they could.”

She bobbed her head again, but neither of us said the name out loud. Cassava. The bitch queen who had started the avalanche that had caused these current events to unfold. She was still out there. I was sure of it. 

And with her alive, no one, especially those who Lark loved, was safe.

I lifted a hand in farewell, stifling the urge to tell Peta . . . what? That I would be fine and wait quietly for her to return? I snorted to myself. If Peta or Lark thought I would let the banishment slide, perhaps they didn’t know me as well as they thought. I had other plans, and already I saw how I could make them happen. 

There was something I could do, something I should have done before. I had been too stunned by the events to truly realize what was happening before it was too late. And there had been more than a few moments where I thought all would be well, where I would see Lark as our queen. 

Instead she’d taken her punishment, but at a cost that was ridiculous . . . banishment was meant for those who were traitorous, murderers . . . for elementals who would try to destroy our world, not save it. Not all who were banished lost their minds; some faded into nothing, their bodies going back to the element they were spawned from. A few went wild, their minds cracking under the strain until they lashed out. Those were fewer and further between than the four families made them out to be. 

I did not doubt that if Lark cracked, the very foundations of our world would be at risk.

Which meant that both for her sake and the sake of our family, I had to stop this madness before it twisted any further out of control.

I strode toward the Spiral, needing to speak to Bella before I faced the Enders. She would be integral to what I planned, the linchpin I needed to know I could rely on. 

The Spiral was where the seat of Terraling power resided, and where I would find both the king and Bella. A giant grouping of trees from every nation wrapped around one another, woven together in time, bark and sap. A variety of leaves and flowers swept outward from the trunk, a true mishmash of flora. 

I hurried up the steps that led to the great tree and the curling trees that made up the massive living structure. The interior was far larger than the exterior, a gift from the mother goddess. 

The two guards at the main door nodded to me as I passed. I paused, making eye contact with them one at a time. “Fifteen minutes, I want you at the barracks.” 

Both saluted me. As an Ender, it was my job to keep not only the king and his family safe but our entire elemental family. As the head Ender, I was in charge of the Rim guards as well. And I would need all the help I could get if I was truly going forward. 

There was no reason to hold me back from what I planned in my head—the safety of those I was sworn to protect was on the line. The safety of my elemental family, and even the royal line. 

A coup was not something easily done.

With Bella and the other Enders and Rim guards standing with me, we could make it happen, and with Bella on the throne, she could lift Lark’s banishment. The solution seemed simple, even though I knew it was anything but. 

Bella could make right where her father had gone so very wrong, and the only way to do that was to take the king down once and for all.  

The halls of the Spiral were sparse. Those elementals who kept it clean were nowhere to be seen, and I quickly realized why. The yelling from the throne room was no doubt the cause of their absence. I picked up my pace, feeling the tension rise in the air as I drew closer to the throne room. 

I found the king and Bella nose to nose, and she wasn’t backing down. The sight was odd; it was unusual for him to go toe to toe with his oldest daughter. Briar and Keeda, the younger two sisters, were also there, though they stood off to the side. Keeda stared at nothing, her mind gone ever since her encounter with Lark in the Pit. 

Briar kept her eyes down, as though the ground at her feet was incredibly interesting. She was the quietest of the bunch, with no thoughts of the throne or power. 

“Father. You must lift the banishment off Lark,” Bella said. At her side sat her daughter, River. As a half-breed, the small child didn’t look as much like our elemental bloodlines as the others in the room. River had dark hair and bright blue eyes like her biological father, and her body was going to be tall and slim, not curvy like her mother—that much was already apparent in her long limbs. She clung to her mother’s skirt, staring up at her grandfather as he glared down at them. 

“Father, Lark was doing what she had to do to keep us all safe. To keep the world safe. Is that not enough to retract the banishment? Your pride is going to get us all killed, you old fool!” Bella snapped, her short temper rearing its head. 

He shook his head, his eyes glittering with anger. “You push the boundaries of propriety, Belladonna. Do not make the same mistake Lark did and think you can force me to do as you wish! Your mother was the last who will ever control me!” The last was said with a roar. River cringed against her mother, but Bella . . . I had to give her credit. She didn’t back down from her father. She drew herself up, never once looking away from him. 

“I am the only one you have left as an heir. You wouldn’t dare banish me.”

My feet slowed of their own accord. That was a deadly thing to say to him in his current state. But even as his face purpled with rage, I could see she was right. 

He had no choice but Belladonna now. Keeda was mindless. Briar was a weak-willed child who had no head for politics or power. Raven had disappeared, and the oldest boy, Vetch, had been killed by Lark.

I looked at my king, no longer seeing the great man he once was, but the broken-minded leader we now had to deal with. Again, because of Cassava. Her manipulation of Spirit had kept my king from the greatness he could have given the world. She’d forced him to keep Lark away as if she meant nothing to him. 

So for the man he could have been, I would give Basileus one last chance to make things right. 

“My King,” I stepped up behind Belladonna, just to her left side, “your oldest daughter is wise beyond her years. I beg you to listen to her, and let her help you lead our people. Bring Lark back, show them that you are merciful as well as wise. That you can recognize when a mistake is made, and you are not so full of pride to admit it.”

The king’s eyes shot to mine, flashing with anger and power which made my skin twitch. The Spiral rumbled under my feet, echoing his displeasure. “An Ender thinks to advise the king? Since when do you think you could possibly understand what it is to lead?”

I tucked my hands behind my back and gave a small nod as if I agreed. “I see your children dying off one by one, and I realize that if we are going to keep our family alive and well, we need to protect those who are left. Belladonna. Larkspur. Briar. One of your three daughters will lead us next. As I see it, Belladonna is the obvious choice, seeing as you just banished Larkspur,” not to mention she’d turned down the crown when offered it, “and Briar is a child yet, unsuitable to lead.”

Briar gave a soft gasp as if I’d slapped her. But I ignored her. She was not of my concern. 

His jaw ticked. “Of course, Belladonna is the obvious choice. I know that. But she is not the queen, and if she keeps on this path, she will never see the crown on her head.” But I could see he didn’t understand things as they were, not really. There was confusion mixed with the anger and frustration in his dark green eyes. The emotions warred with one another, all but humming through the air. From what I understood, his mind was broken, pulled apart and manipulated too many times by both Cassava and Raven. 

Was there enough of the man I’d known when I’d first become an Ender? 

The king’s next words showed my point even clearer than I would have liked. He took a step back and his eyes swept the room. I wondered what it was he looked for. Perhaps Cassava? Or maybe Lark’s mother, Ulani?

“Belladonna,” the king pointed at her but didn’t look to her, “you are the heir to the throne. But you have a half-breed child, and it is obvious to me that half-breeds cannot be trusted. Until my death and your rise to the throne, you will not live in the Spiral.” He turned his back and Bella gasped. I stepped up beside her and kept my eyes trained on the king’s back. I had to try, one more time.

“Basileus. I beg of you again to reconsider your punishment of Larkspur. She saved us. Lift her banishment and bring her home.” 

Hope shattered as he spun and pointed a shaking finger at me. “You . . . one more word and I will have you sent to the dungeons. You helped Lark in her traitorous ways when you should have been stopping her from breaking the laws I have set forth.”

My jaw ticked. He really had lost it. It had not been me with Lark on her last journey, but Cactus; and he’d already been banished. 

The laws of our world were not the king’s; the mother goddess had made them and then placed us, elementals, as the wards of those laws. That the king could no longer see that he was off the path was the final blow to my hope. 

I held a hand out to Bella. “Let’s get you and River out of here.”

Bella nodded, bent and scooped her daughter into her arms, then took my offered hand. “Thank you.”

As soon as I could, I took my hand from hers and then led the way out of the throne room. We were silent until the doors thundered shut behind us, blocking us from the king’s sight.

“Where will I go?” Bella’s eyes were narrowed with anger and a good dose of fear. She’d never been an outcast as she’d always been the favored one of both her parents. I struggled not to recoil from her. Between us was an ugly past, one that had been orchestrated by her mother, Cassava. 

The queen had used Belladonna to . . . distract . .  . me, forcing me to bed her while Cassava killed Lark’s baby brother, Bramley, and mother Ulani. They were my charges, and I had failed them in the worst way possible.

I had not forgotten that day, nor the revulsion I had for Bella’s part in it. While she was as used as I by her mother, it was difficult for me to get past what had happened. I doubted that Bella had forgotten either. So it was with a stiff air between us that we walked.

“I’ll escort you to Lark’s home,” I said. “It’s far enough from the Spiral to give you the space you need, and it’s not like Lark will be using it.” The words came out harder than I intended. 

I slowed so we walked side by side as we strode through the halls of the Spiral. 

“You should not provoke him. Lark needs you to stay alive and keep from being banished,” Bella said as I walked with her out of the Spiral and down the main thoroughfare of the Rim. Other elementals walked here and there, going about their daily activities as if nothing was wrong. 

As if they hadn’t just seen their only hope banished to the desert, sent away by a half-mad king. Their faces were drawn, their eyes downcast. There was not the laughter and easygoing banter that should have been there. So perhaps they were not so oblivious as I thought. 

“I cannot stand by and watch him throw our family, and Lark, away without doing something any more than you can,” I said.

Our world was going to suffer for this day. I felt it under my skin like an itch I could not reach in the center of my back. 

“Ash, do you think Lark is coming back?” Bella hitched River a little higher on her hip, holding her child tightly. River laid her head on her mother’s shoulder, clinging to her.

I looked away from her and shook my head. “I don’t know, but I’m not going to wait on her finding her own way back.”

“We need her,” Bella said softly. “Without her, I don’t think our world is going to survive.”

I didn’t like that she echoed my own thoughts so closely. 

I hurried my pace. “Come, let’s get you settled into Lark’s place. Then we can discuss what we’re going to do.”

Bella grabbed my arm with her free hand, spinning me toward her. “What do you mean?”

I raised both eyebrows. “You don’t think I’m going to sit here and do nothing, do you?”

She frowned. “Just what are you planning?”

“Settle River into Lark’s place,” I said. “Then meet me at the barracks as soon as you can.”

Bella nodded, but I could see she was not convinced and that worried me. Would she fight at my side, or fight against me?

There was only one way to find out. 
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[image: ] stood in the center of the barracks training room. Weapons lined the walls, ready to be pulled and used to defend the Rim at a moment’s notice. From swords to axes, bow and arrow to spears, there was no shortage of weaponry. 

I tallied the numbers of the Enders and Rim guards. 

Ten Enders, most of them new to the calling.

Twenty Rim guards. 

We’d not use up even half of the weapons on the walls around us. There was a time when the blacksmiths’ fires had burned hot all day as they tried to keep up with the need for new blades and arrowheads as they were constantly being broken in the training of new Enders and Rim guards. 

The numbers of the protectors of the Rim were . . . low at best. While I’d been searching for Lark the last two years, the trainers I’d left in charge were supposed to be building those numbers up. I looked to my two replacement trainers, Elk and Dreg. “What in the seven hells have you been doing the last two years?” I snapped as I paced the room. 

Elk didn’t slump, but Dreg did. “You don’t understand, being an Ender takes more than—”

“I damn well know what it takes to be an Ender. I’ve been training them for years,” I growled. I rolled my shoulders. Any of the other elemental families would have at least triple those numbers at a minimum. 

“What really happened?” I spun and pinned Elk with a stare. He held my gaze, but barely, as the pulse in his throat jumped and bobbed. 

“The king commanded that we stop actively recruiting. We tried to work around him, Ash. But he threatened us with banishment. The best we could do was train up those we already had in the program and hope that nothing ever came our way where we would need to truly defend our family.”

I ran a hand over my face as a soft footstep turned me around. Bella stood in the doorway wearing a deep red dress the color of blood. Suitable for the situation . . . had she guessed what I was about? Her hair was pulled up in a tight bun so not a single strand escaped it, and her eyes were lined with a pure black that only highlighted how very dark her own eyes could be in certain lights. 

“Did I hear that correctly? My father has actively denied the recruitment of guards and Enders?” She stepped farther into the room, her skirts swishing along the floor, stirring up the hard packed dirt.

Elk nodded and inclined his head to her. “Yes, Princess. That is true.”

I clenched my jaw. That was all there was to it. Now was the time to act, and try to bring things in line once more.

“All of you, listen up. Our king is ill. Sick in the mind as a result of Cassava’s tampering. This sickness will be the death of our family if we allow it to continue.”

The group nodded, and I locked eyes with each guard and Ender one at a time, seeing in them all the understanding of what I was putting forth. “We are the protectors of our family, against all threats. Both from outside the Rim and from within.”

One by one they went to a knee until I was ringed by the best fighters in our realm. By the last fighters in our realm.

I looked at Belladonna. “Bella . . . I do not want you to be culpable in this on the chance that something goes wrong, but you do need to know it is coming.”

Her eyes widened. “You are planning a coup.” Not a question, a statement. I nodded once. 

“Yes. You are the heir to the throne. This needs to be done, and done fast before he finds out what we plan. Once you are queen, you can lift the banishment on Lark and bring her home.”

Bella drew a deep breath. “Ash, this is dangerous. If you fail, you will be executed. Or worse, banished.”

I went to the wall of weapons and began to pull them down, handing them to the guards and Enders as they approached. “I know, but this is my job. To protect my family.”

The weapons were dispersed quickly, efficiently. I checked my own swords strapped to my sides. “I do not want to kill him, Bella. But please understand that if he forces my hand, I will. I will do what I must to protect you all.” And to bring Lark home. There was no cost too great in my eyes. 

Her dark brown eyes fluttered shut and tears squeezed out from under the lashes. “I understand, Ender.”

I had to make sure those with me truly understood just how serious this was. I faced Bella and went to one knee and began to speak the Ender’s vow taken when a new king or queen rose to the throne, or when an Ender emerged from their final trial. Within seconds, the rest, even the Rim guards, followed suit. Their words wrapped with mine into a swell of resolve and strength that made me proud, and more than that, hopeful.

“I swear to put your life above mine, my Queen. I swear to protect our family, the Rim, the world of elementals even unto death and on penalty of the mother goddess denying me the last embrace of her arms. I do this willingly, and with all my heart and soul.” I stood slowly and then bowed at the waist. “My Queen.”

The Enders and Rim guards did the same, solemn in their actions. She touched me on the shoulder as I passed, stopping me. She said nothing, but her eyes spoke volumes. To wish us luck would condemn her, yet there was hope in her that we would succeed. That we could help her take the throne and end this madness her father had foisted on his people.

I led the way past Bella, leaving her in the barracks. I glanced back once to see her touch the shoulder of each guard or Ender. She would make a good queen. Perhaps not as good as Lark would have, but a good queen nonetheless, and a far, far better leader than her father. 

“Tactics?” Elk moved up to stride next to me as he adjusted a whip on his belt. 

“Circle the prey. Cut it off from help and hamstring it,” I said. “Drive it to the ground and we will collar it swiftly.”

In other words, knock the king out and get him into the dungeons as fast as possible. 

I had helped to put together the various tactics that an Ender could take when facing a variety of situations. It had been part of my job as second-in-command to Granite all those years. 

The dungeons would block the king from his ability, and that would give Bella time to take the throne and bring Lark back. Then perhaps, together, they could figure out what to do with their father. Perhaps they could find a healer, though that thought flickered into the air like dust motes. Healing was a false hope, and even I knew it. 

Whatever damage had been done to his mind was too great. I had a bad feeling banishment wouldn’t work on him. Nor would he permanently step down from the throne if we let him out of the dungeons—his pride was too much for him do that. I suspected the only way to deal with him would be death. But I would not go that route unless I had to. 

Keeping our pace steady, I could feel the energy shift in the warriors around me. The call to battle was upon us and it rushed through our veins as if we were one beast. I loosened my weapons and listened as they followed my lead, the sound of metal and leather shifting around me. 

Into the Spiral we strode, three abreast in a line of ten. Thirty warriors to take down a single mad king.

The door to the throne room was still shut, locked against outsiders. I put a hand to it, feeling the power of the earth running through the layers of the wood. I called up my own connection to the earth and threaded it through the door. I’d seen Lark do what I was about to attempt, only once. 

I pulled the door apart, fiber by fiber, sending splinters of wood flying into the throne room. 

“Impressive” came a voice I knew all too well. “I should say you’ve been learning naughty things from Lark.” He laughed. “But we all knew that already, didn’t we?”

Raven sat next to his father on the throne. His blue eyes flashed with irritation. I wasn’t sure if it was because we were there, or because I’d been in Lark’s bed and he had not. Raven had no issue with bedding family, as his twisted relationship with his mother proved. 

My blood ran cold. “Circle,” I breathed out, and my men and women rushed into the throne room, keeping to the edges. Thirty to two. 

The odds were not in our favor with Raven standing with his father.

“Raven, we have no quarrel with you,” I said. “The king, on the other hand, must answer for his crimes against this family.”

Basileus didn’t move from his spot. His eyes were vacant and he sat slumped, as though drugged. But drugged I doubted. Raven laughed. “Oh, he won’t be waking up anytime soon, Ash.” He patted his father on the face and stepped down from the throne. “You, though, are going to be a thorn in my side, aren’t you?”

Tight-lipped, I motioned to him with the tip of my right sword. The Enders and guards around the room adjusted their stances and we circled Raven. He grinned. “Oh, so that’s how it is? What will my father say when he awakens and you are attacking me?”

“Thank you,” I said.

Raven laughed and raised both his hands above his head. “Oh, you have such a sense of humor, Ash. Are you sure you do not wish to fight on my side? I think you will find we are actually already there, you just can’t see it.” Something in his tone tugged at me and I realized he was weaving Spirit through my mind. 

I began to close the distance between us, both swords held up and ready to strike. He pointed a finger at me, but I didn’t slow. 

“Brave, so very brave. I can see why Lark likes you so much.” He winked. “I have to ask, is she any good in bed? With those long legs, I can imagine the fantastic positions she could get into, and all that long hair to grab hold of. Just . . . lovely.”

I didn’t flinch, nor did any of the other Enders, though several of the guards did. This was a classic tactic of distraction Raven was using—try and shock those who were coming at you and force them to make a mistake. 

I didn’t make mistakes like that. “Arrows ready,” I said.

The three that had bows had their weapons up in a flash. I held a hand up. “Hold.” 

Raven went still, his eyebrows arched high. “Damn, I underestimated you. You really would kill me?”

“In a heartbeat, but I am not here for you today.” I stopped moving. He was playing with us. But as much as I would like to take him out, I needed to collar the king. “Elk, take the king to the barracks as we discussed.”

Elk jogged to the king and, with ease, pulled him up and over his shoulder. This was going too smoothly, and I knew it. There was no way Raven was going to just let us make this coup happen. I could feel it under my skin, the tension of something on the horizon, that same tension that had started when I made the decision to try for a coup in the first place.

Raven smiled. “Enders and guards, you are all so sure. But would you not rather stand with the rightful king?”

The shift around me was palatable, a shaking of the heads, a lowering of weapons. Son of a bitch . . . I didn’t have to see it to know that Raven was using Spirit on them, twisting their minds. 

“Loose arrows!” I rushed Raven, knowing I had only seconds. Maybe less. 

The arrows were not loosed; the confusion he placed in their minds had worked to his advantage. I leapt at Raven and he flicked a hand at me, holding me above his head with ease. Air held me tightly, squeezing my ribs and lungs, drawing the breath out of me. I struggled, but I might as well have fought iron bands as the air that was around me. 

I was going to die if I didn’t do something. I called on the earth and ripped it away from under Raven’s feet. He stumbled and I dropped. He was on his knees. Not a perfect kill position, but I would make it work.

I sucked in a breath and was running at him in a flash even while my muscles screamed for me to breathe more first. I went low this time, dropping to my knees, and using the earth to propel me forward, both swords driving toward Raven’s chest. He flicked a hand at me and I was thrown to the side and slammed into the wall of the throne room. He pinned me there. 

“You are a tenacious bastard. I don’t really want to kill you, you know. I would have just done it if I’d wanted to,” he grumbled, rubbing his head as he stood. I clenched my fingers, the only thing I could do.

Elk was there, holding the king over his shoulder, standing like a statue. Unable to deny the power of Spirit Raven had over him.

Raven laughed, whatever seriousness I’d seen gone in a flash. “Oh, Ash, this is going to be fun. I wouldn’t want the king to banish you, that’s too easy. And you’d go right to her, and we can’t have that, can we?” He tapped a finger against his lower lip as he slowly began to pace the room. “You see, I have plans, and they don’t involve taking the throne here yet. Can’t rush these kinds of things, you know.”

“You’re a—”

A binding of air slapped over my mouth. Raven tipped his head to one side. “No bad language in the throne room, please. My mother hates a potty mouth. Except in bed, perhaps I’ll give you to her. But wait, you were already in her bed, weren’t you?” He winked and I tried not to gag. 

Another thing I’d done my best to forget. As the queen, Cassava could call any she wished to her bed. And that included me for a period of time. I shivered, pushing those memories away. They would not help.

Raven walked to me, dragging my body down so we probably looked like we stood side by side. “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to make sure all the Enders and guards hate you. And then I’m going to let my father loose and they,” he pointed at the others, “are going to tattle on you.”

I refused to close my eyes, the utter loss of what I’d planned washing over me in a wave unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I’d failed Lark, Bella, and our family of Terralings.

Raven snapped his fingers and the world sped up triple time. The king was yelling, Elk and Dreg outed me as a traitor, and I hung against the wall, unable to refute any of it. Unable to even fight back. 

I’d never felt so helpless in all my life, not even when I’d been forced into Cassava’s bed. Not even when I’d been forced to bed Bella.

Not even when I’d watched Lark walk away from the Rim.

Rage and crushing disappointment battled over me for control of my emotions. 

“Ash, what have you got to say for yourself before I banish you?” The king was in my face, his eyes flashing as though lightning danced in them. I’d not even seen him approach, so lost in my own misery as I was.

The gag of air was removed from my mouth. “You are a fool and will destroy our world if you keep on as you are. Your mind is broken, old man. I pity you, for you were once a man worth laying my life down for. A king I was proud to call my leader. Now . . . I am embarrassed I ever followed you.”

The king’s eyes widened, and behind him, I saw Raven nod slowly. “Well said.”

Basileus pointed at me, his hand trembling, the Spiral again echoing his emotions. “You are bani—”

“Father, wait,” Raven said. “I think perhaps you might be acting in haste.”

The king slowly turned. “Raven, what are you doing here? I thought you were missing?”

I wanted to shake my head at his confusion, but I couldn’t even do that. Raven approached his father, bent and whispered in his ear. Slowly the king nodded. “You are a wise young man, Raven. Thank you.”

Raven grinned and gave me a wink. “You can thank me later. Even I can see that the world needs true warriors, Ash.”

I didn’t understand his sudden shift. But my attention was brought back to the man I’d called my king for so many years. No more would I bend my knee to him. “What would you do then, Basilieus?”

“Raven has pointed out that losing Lark has pushed you over the edge. I can understand that. I loved her mother that way too and her loss . . . it was . . . .” His eyes softened and for a moment I saw the king I knew and loved. He shook his head. “You need time to cool off. Throw him in the dungeon for a few months.”

My weapons were taken from me and I was yanked away from the wall. Or maybe more accurately, Raven allowed me to be taken. 

Arms and legs bound tightly, I was dragged off to the very dungeons I’d planned for the king to be taken to. Through the Spiral and across the short distance between it and the Enders barracks, we saw enough other Terralings that I knew the word would fly that I was being punished for something. 

Once more in the barracks, I was glad to see that Belladonna was not there. Hopefully she would not try and get me out of here. A few months in the dungeon I could handle; it would give me time to plan. To decide what step to take next. That was the only thing that kept my head up, and my small amount of hope intact.

I was tossed in the first cell and the door was slammed shut behind me. My connection to the earth was gone and I was weaponless. I stood in the center of the cell. I’d been in here once before as a prisoner, I knew what to expect. Still, there was a shocking sense of exposure to suddenly be stripped of all that made me strong.

Raven appeared suddenly at Elk’s side as the Ender locked the door. “I think you should leave him in here permanently. Feed him only once a day. Enough to keep him alive, but that’s it.”

Elk nodded, his eyes glazed over with the command that was obviously pushed through by Spirit. 

“It will be done.”

Raven clapped him on the shoulder. “Excellent. Now leave. I want to speak to Ash. We have things to discuss.”

Elk left without a question and Raven leaned against the bars of my cell. We had things to discuss, did we? 

Just what in the seven hells was Raven up to?
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[image: ]aven grinned at me, and there was something off about him. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Perhaps he had a split personality? “I know you think we are on opposite sides, but we’re really not. We just are coming at this from two different directions, you know?” he said.

I didn’t move from the center of the cell. I was pretty sure he couldn’t affect anything in the cell with any of the elements, but I didn’t want to chance that I was wrong. I still didn’t understand why he hadn’t killed me outright. 

“What, nothing to say to that?” He leaned in and reached through the bars. His fingers were about an inch from me. 

I folded my arms and drew in a slow breath, forcing myself not to move. “Why didn’t you let your father execute me right there?”

His eyebrows shot up. “Well father is a rather loose term, don’t you think? Perhaps the man who raised me would be better.” He winked as if telling me something I didn’t already know. “As to why I didn’t kill you, that’s simple. It’s not time for you to die yet.” As if that was going to make me feel any better about him standing there. 

He pressed his head to the bars. “You want to know how my mother did it, how she managed to have me?”

“Not particularly,” I said, though I’ll admit I was curious. 

“Ha, I see it in your eyes. You want to know the sordid details.” He grinned, and again I was struck by the fact he didn’t seem mad, just . . . disturbed maybe was a better term. As though he enjoyed making people uncomfortable with the truths of his past.

He clasped his hands together on my side of the bars. “She’s not even truly my mother. Though that isn’t something most people know. Her handmaid bore me.” 

I stared at him, unable to fathom exactly what he was saying. He wasn’t Cassava’s son? 

He nodded and gave me a wink. “Yes, she raised me as hers, but I share no blood with her. That wouldn’t do. She gave the handmaid the pink diamond to wear, along with the ruby from the Pit, and the smoky diamond from the Eyrie, and then forced her to bed an Undine. While the details she never really shared, I have not quite duplicated it.”

“You are not of the royal house at all,” I said, my voice icy even to my own ears. 

Raven laughed softly. “No, I’m not. But does that matter when I am obviously the strongest one in the whole world?” He wove his fingers together. “Lark, she isn’t really my sister you see. If I could convince her to have me, show her we aren’t related—that seems to be a sticking point for her—I’d make her my . . .” He trailed off and made a suggestive motion with his lips while his eyes sparkled. I stood struggling to breathe around the anger that snapped through me. 

I lunged for him and he jerked back, scrambling away from the bars as he laughed at me. My hands brushed over his fingers, but he slid through my grasp, leaving me with a piece of cloth I ripped from his shirt. 

“Oh, you almost had me there, Ash.” He waggled a finger at me like I was a naughty child.

“You’d be better off killing me. Because I will never stop coming after you and your mother.”

“Phah.” He waved a hand at me, leaning in as if we were conspirators. “The trick is to control people, Ash. And as long as I can control you, I may yet have a use for you. In fact, I’m sure I will have use for you. Dead people can’t help me, not really. It’s too much of a pain in the ass to have them resurrected.”

I couldn’t stop my jaw from dropping open. Raising the dead? Goddess tell me he wasn’t so foolish as to play in matters of necromancy. That was a line of power that had been stripped from the elemental world for a reason. 

He waved at me again. “Don’t worry, I only did it once to see if it was possible. It is, but . . . well, let’s not go there. The result was not what I’d hoped.” For a moment his eyes clouded over as if he were truly disturbed, and then he shook himself. 

“Are you mad?” I asked, unable to not ask the question. 

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. Though, I suppose it is possible. But I think the problem is I’m just very, very bored. You see, there is no one as strong as me, except Lark. I want to be in charge, she doesn’t want me to be in charge. I mean for a long time, it’s a game I played with Mother, but she’s—”

“Dead.” 

He shook his head and smiled. “One would think so. I was going to say Cassava is succumbing to the same madness as Father. Using Spirit when you aren’t meant to is as dangerous to the mind as having Spirit used on you.”

His words rebounded over and over in my head. I knew it. Cassava was not dead. Which mean she could be out there plotting against Lark, yet again.

Raven went on. “It’s a game I enjoy greatly. And there are more players in this game than even I realized. Maybe more than you realized.” He grinned and his blue eyes sparkled as though he had a great joke going. “But I’ve found I can’t just go into the different families and take over things the way I’d planned. They are on the lookout for me now, thanks to Lark. Between the mother goddess and my sister—well, she’s not my sister, but that’s semantics—my plans keep getting twisted.”

It hit me what he was saying, the undertone of it all. “You don’t want to be seen as a monster. You want the people to love you.”

Raven pointed a finger at me. “See, I knew you would understand. You get me, Ash. Another reason I don’t want to kill you. I think we could be friends one day. I think we could understand one another. You are not the only one in a dungeon, you know.” His eyes softened, and there was a glimmer of pain there. 

He was mad, that was the only answer I had for his reasoning that he and I could possibly ever be friends. 

“I really want to help our world,” he went on, “I do. Just not the way anyone can see right now. It’s going to take a cleansing before we can make things right again, even I can see that. Mother doesn’t agree with me. Neither of she nor the mother goddess actually agree with me. But I am right. I just need Lark to see it.”

“So you leave me to rot,” I said. 

He nodded. “Until you agree to serve me, and by serving me, we will help Lark.”

“Fuck off.” The words were out of my mouth and he laughed. 

“Potty mouth, yeah, my mother would love to have you in her bed. Perhaps I should be threatening you with that . . . but wait, you already spent time there. How was it? Did she tie you up?” 

I gritted my teeth, keeping my words to myself. They would have only inflamed him further anyway, and I didn’t need that.

He took a few steps back so the shadows partially swallowed him. “Let’s see if you are singing the same tune after a few years in here.”

Years. Cut off from my connection to the earth. Would it be the same as banishment? Would I lose my mind? For the first time, fear for myself coursed through me. I’d been punished like this before. 

Tight spaces and I did not get on well together.

His footsteps faded and I found myself alone the cell. Hours later, Dreg brought me food and a single cup of water. The routine continued the same the next day, minus Raven.

And the next and the next. I fought the growing anxiety that spooled around my belly, looping tighter and tighter within me.

Dreg was always the one who brought me my food and water, and he spoke not a word. No matter what I said, or how I pleaded, he kept his mouth shut. As though he couldn’t hear me. Maybe that’s what Raven had imprinted in his mind, that Dreg would be deaf to me. I wouldn’t put it past the bastard.

A week passed by in a blur of tediousness and growing agitation. Because I was given so little food and water, I knew I could not even push my body with exercise to pass the time. I would dehydrate too quickly, leaving me weak and vulnerable. Which left me one option. Either I stared at the walls and slowly went mad, or I did as Lark had when she was cast into the oubliette. 

She’d told me what she’d pulled off, letting her mind float, and in that state she’d been able to see things that went on in the world outside her prison. It might have been because of her connection to Spirit, but perhaps I could make it work for me, too. If nothing else, it was worth a try and would keep me busy for a period of time that would otherwise leave me staring at the walls as my mind slowly cracked.

I sat in the center of the small room and slowed my breathing, counting each inhale and exhale until the scrambling fear in my mind slowed its spread, until my body sunk into a space where there was nothing but the sound of my own heart and the calm of not seeing the walls around me.

Like a fog rolling over my head, the cell faded, and when I opened my eyes I was left sitting in a place of calm. Empty, the place was nothing but gray and white. I stood and thought about the Rim, and slowly trees grew around me, reaching to the sky. The ground was warm beneath my feet. The place was the Rim . . . and yet not. There were no people, no homes, nothing moved, not even birds or the breeze that always flowed between the massive tree trunks. Almost as if I’d stepped into a picture painted so lifelike, yet without any actual life to it. 

“What is this place?” I spoke the words out loud to see how they sounded as much as anything. What I didn’t expect was an answer. 

“A place between the Veil, yeah?” Griffin strolled out from behind a redwood on my right. I turned to face him. He was a bit taller than me with black hair and eyes just as dark. A wolfy grin stretched across his face and I almost expected his tongue to loll out. He was a shapeshifter, though I wasn’t sure I’d call him a werewolf. Griffin was something more than a mere werewolf. More like the father of all wolves, the Great Wolf. He had been a friend to Lark, so I did not fear him.

“How do you mean it is between the Veil? I know there are seven levels; how is this different?” 

Griffin squinted up at the branches over our heads. “You see, the Veil is set up in layers like you said. This is a place between them, like what you’d see if you stopped in mid-stride as you crossed over them, yeah?”

I frowned. “And how exactly did I manage this? I have no connection to Spirit.”

Honestly, I’d thought the meditating was more a way to pass the time than anything else. 

“Ah, well, I may have had something to do with that, yeah?” He winked. “I just needed you to relax long enough that I could draw you here. Now that you’ve been once, you can come and go as you please.”

Interesting as that all was, I wasn’t sure how it helped me, and I said as much. 

Griffin laughed. “It don’t. Not one bit. But it might keep you from losing your mind, which if I recall can be an issue for you elementals when you are cut off from your power. Which even though you weren’t banished, you’re cut off, yeah? Long enough and you would lose your mind.”

He was right, and he’d touched on the fear that had begun to grow in me. Griffin went on. “Here, you can work your connection to the earth, here you can practice with your weapons. Your body will be weak when you get out of the dungeon, but your mind and muscles will know all you’ve trained them to do. You elementals always bounce back. You were made to.”

He turned and began to walk away. 

“Wait, how can I train? I have no weapons, I have no opponents,” I said. Doing strengthening exercises was all good, but even I could only do those for so long. As it was, I suspected I was going to be in the dungeon a long, long time. Years, as Raven had said.  

Griffin didn’t turn around. “Make them, Ender. Make your weapons, make your opponents, yeah?” 

I took a few steps after him. “Why are you helping me?”

I didn’t want him to go. I didn’t want to be left alone in this place or in my dungeon cell. Elementals did not do well when captured. It broke something in our spirits, and already I could feel it eating at me. A few days and I could see what was coming if I didn’t find a way to keep myself together. Griffin had tossed me a lifeline I hadn’t expected.

“Larkspur.” 

Just her name, nothing else. And then he was gone and I was alone in the cell again, snapped out of the meditation by the clanging of a tin plate and cup on the floor. Dreg’s shadow was already disappearing into the gloom of the rest of the dungeon. 

I reached for the food, a slice of bread, cheese, and some sort of meat, a few pieces of fruit. Better than I’d been getting. I grasped the tin plate and pulled it toward me. My fingers brushed the edge of a piece of paper that was attached to the bottom of the plate. I pulled the paper off and flipped it open.

You are not alone.

I recognized Bella’s handwriting, having seen it more than once on orders. I folded the paper and tucked it under my vest. I ate the food, savoring it, knowing that there may not be much for me in the way of good quality soon enough. I had no doubt that Raven would find ways to make people forget about me. To make them believe I was gone for good. And then the food would suffer and with it so would my spirit as well as my body. 

As I ate, I mulled over my options. They were slim, but I still had a choice. Captive as I was, I could still try and change things. Purpose, I had a purpose, and I needed to keep reminding myself that as long as I was alive, all was not lost. 

I had to find a way to bring Lark back, to have her banishment reversed. Or to have Bella take the throne from her father. I took a bite of the cheese and frowned as I tried to see the problems from different angles. How could I have Lark’s banishment reversed? 

I wasn’t sure there was a way without Bella taking the throne, and that spun me around in circles. “Damn it.”

Those two words echoed in the small chamber. What else could I do? Raven would see me coming a mile off if I chose to go after him. He was strong, and I had nothing on his powers, not to mention I had no doubt he would not offer to meet me one on one in battle. 

I popped the last piece of bread in my mouth and chewed. Who was against Lark, who was always the one to hurt her, the one to stop her from doing what she had to? 

I slumped where I was, suddenly and with no warning, as a heavy sleep rolled over me and only one thought rebounded in my head. Who was the one who still had some control over Raven?

That strange tension curled up my spine. With my eyes closed, I saw Raven in front of me. His blue eyes were serious. “My mother is the cause of all this strife. Of all Lark’s pain. Kill her, and we will all be free, Ash. Find her and kill her, that is what you must do.” 

Cassava. 

The puzzle pieces fell into place and I let out a breath and woke as suddenly as I’d fallen asleep. There it was. I knew what I had to do, what could help Lark and our world. A part of me saw that I was being led by the nose, but the majority of me thought it was a good idea, maybe even a great one.

I had to kill Cassava.
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[image: ] spent my days between the layers of the Veil. Slowly I learned to make weapons, and with them I practiced my Enders skills. Every weapon I’d ever used, and several I hadn’t. I worked with the weapons from the other elemental families like the tridents from the Deep and the clubs from the Pit. 

I started with the trees, just using them as static opponents, but quickly fell to creating Sandlings. Drawn from the earth, I could build them up and give them directives. We used Sandlings when we trained Enders because they were impossible to hurt, and made good opponents. They were shaped with arms, legs, and a head, and could even be given weapons, if need be, along with simple commands. The first I gave them was the most basic. To attack me one on one, then one on two, three, and four. Quickly I learned to create weapons out of the earth for them, again simple weapons, but they were good enough. 

By the end of the third month in my dungeon, I was spending all my waking time within that meditative state, doing as Griffin had suggested. 

I began to play with the earth, finding ways to use the strength innate to me, manipulating it in ways I’d never considered before. Lark had been the one to open my eyes, to show me that the limits placed on us by those who were our trainers were just that—limits. I learned how to beckon the earth to me faster, connecting without moving my hands or eyes. I no longer let my beliefs of possible and impossible hold me back . . . but there was only so much I could do when it was just myself.

Griffin never came back to check on me, but I didn’t care. I could feel my body growing stronger in that place, could feel the natural ease with all weapons sliding over me even more than before. The earth all but sang around me, and that gave me some solace.

Month four ticked by, and the food coming to me slowed to every other day, though the water still came daily. I was going to be starved to death if I did not find a way out of here soon. 

At night I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling of the cell while I waited for sleep to take me. Between my dreams and the waking meditation, I could feel my hold on reality slipping. I would not go mad perhaps, but I wasn’t entirely sure where my body truly lived any longer. 

My dreams showed Lark as she suffered in the desert, kept company by two of her father’s familiars. They were watching her, keeping her in line. Making sure she didn’t step out of her boundaries. Making sure she didn’t leave the desert where her heart hardened against the world. 

I saw her look to the Rim and knew what she thought. That I’d abandoned her. That I’d not been willing to break the rules to be at her side. 

I tried to turn away from that, but she was everywhere I looked, and her eyes condemned me. 

Somewhere in the sixth month by the scratches I’d marked on the wall, I jerked awake in the middle of the night. I turned my head; the sound that woke me was so soft, I was sure I never would have heard it if I wasn’t so used to the complete silence. 

A soft breath that was not my own, and the sound of padded feet on the stone. I rolled in my bed and looked down beside it. 

Peta stared up at me, her green eyes unblinking. “I thought I told you to stay out of trouble. You’re as bad as Lark, you know.”

I reached out, not sure if I was seeing things or not. “Peta, are you real?”

Her eyes softened and she leapt up onto me, landing in the curve of my belly. 

My stomach was concave, my muscles dwindling from not only lack of use, but lack of food. She sat in the hollow and stared at me. “Ash. This one time, I’ll let you hold me.”

I laughed and curled my arms around her, pulling her tightly against my chest. I buried my face in her soft fur and knew now why Lark loved her so. When you needed her most, Peta found you and gave you hope. 

I lay back, still holding her. I fell asleep and she stayed with me, her warmth a steady presence that I didn’t know how desperately I’d craved. 

The morning light came soon after that and I woke to find myself alone. 

“Shit.” I ran a hand over my face. I had been dreaming, then; Peta hadn’t found me after all. 

There was the sound of claws scratching on stone and I turned my head. Peta stretched and yawned, in her housecat form—gray and white—her tail twitching at the tip. “I’m going to find us some food. Wait here.”

She was gone in a flash, slipping between the bars of the cell. “You think I’m actually going somewhere?” I called after her, and I was sure I heard her laugh echo back to me. Saucy cat.

I couldn’t help the grin, though. I wasn’t alone, and now with Peta, we would find a way out of here, we would go after Cassava, and make the world right again for Lark. 

Ten minutes later, Peta was back in her snow leopard form . . . a whole cooked chicken dangling from her mouth. My mouth filled with saliva at the sight of that much meat. I wobbled to the cell door and she waited for me to take the bird before she shifted down to her gray and white housecat shape once more. 

“Don’t stuff your guts or you’ll be puking it all back up,” she said. 

I ripped off a leg and put it on the floor for her. “I know that, Peta. I’m not a pup. I’ve been starved before.”

Her ears perked up. “You have? When? How could you not have told me about that on our travels together?” I noted she made no mention of Lark. That was the reason we’d traveled together before, looking for her. 

I tore into the chicken, making myself go slowly when all I wanted to do was swallow it down in delicious, heavenly chunks of roasted goodness. Speaking around the mouthfuls helped me to keep my pace steady. 

 “When I was first brought on as an Ender, my trainer thought we should understand what would happen if we were captured and tortured by another of the families.” 

Peta nodded slowly, which shouldn’t have surprised me. She was a hell of a lot older than she looked. “I remember those days. I didn’t realize you were around then.”

Around then was about two hundred years prior. Elementals aged rather well, and I was no exception. “I was young and determined, and I believed I could face anything and come out on top.” 

“You mean you were cocky,” she snorted.

I smiled slowly. “That, too.”

I took another bite of the chicken and chewed it slowly. “I was placed into an oubliette with a flask of water and a loaf of bread and told I wouldn’t know when I was going to be brought out. My trainer, Sedge, said he would ask me one question when the oubliette was opened. ‘What is the name of your trainer?’ I wasn’t to give the answer at all costs.”

Peta watched me closely. “And what happened?”

I shrugged and pushed the chicken away from me. I was still hungry, but if I ate any more I’d lose it all. I leaned back against the cot and licked my fingers. “I think it had been three or four days from my last drop of water before they opened the oubliette. Sedge stood in front of me, and asked me what my trainer’s name was.”

“What did you tell him?”

I grinned. “Asshole.”

Peta flopped to her side laughing, kicking her feet out. I grinned at her. “He laughed, too, and promptly shut the oubliette on me.”

That stopped her laughter. She sat up, a frown etched into her brow. “He didn’t let you out?”

“No. Another day and he tried again. I gave the same answer. Went on for maybe four or five days. Then . . . I couldn’t answer anymore, or maybe more accurately, I don’t even recall what happened. Not really. They told me later.”

“They pulled you out then?”

I nodded slowly. “Yes, but I was raving by all accounts.”

We were quiet a moment. Peta padded over to me and sat at my side. She flicked one ear my way. “That is why when we found Lark in the oubliette after so long, you were so . . .” 

I nodded again. “Yes, that’s why I was so careful with her when she came out of the oubliette. I remember the pain of being imprisoned all too well, even though it happened a long time ago. And my punishment was nothing to hers. She was in there for years; mine was only weeks.” 

Secretly I wondered if Raven had somehow dug up my records, if he knew of the fear I had of being imprisoned, or if he’d just guessed. 

Easy enough to guess I was claustrophobic when most elementals feared banishment or the dungeons as much or more than being killed. Being cut off from our power was akin to being confined to being human.

A fate worse than death.

Over the next few days, Peta continued to bring me large quantities of food, varying it so I received some of everything. Fruit, breads, cheese, bags of nuts, and of course, more meat. She even snagged me a bottle of wine, which we shared into the late hours. 

That had ended the night quickly as she grew morose, speaking of Lark as tears trickled over her fur. As much as I missed Lark, and wished we were together, getting soppy wasn’t going to help her or me. 

Peta’s efforts to fatten me up worked, faster than I could have hoped. Within a week, my belly was no longer concave, and my energy slowly began to rise. Though I slept a lot, and Peta stayed close, I knew it was just a matter of time. Something I had a lot of. 

Her timing could not have been more perfect as, within a few days of her arrival, I was no longer being brought food or water. Without her, I would have wasted away in the most literal of senses. Peta saved me, as she’d saved Lark so many times. 

Days swiftly turned into weeks, and through it all, I didn’t speak to Peta of my plan. Because I knew I would have to convince her to help me, and I knew I didn’t have the words quite right. 

But I waited too long, and my chance to bend her ear to mine slipped from me. 

It was the morning of the start of the third week that Peta had been with me and I was in the middle of a side plank. With my weight balanced on one hand and foot, I stretched the other hand as though I would touch the ceiling. 

Peta, ever helpful that she was, had perched herself on the palm of my upraised hand. 

“You’d better not drop me.”

“Never,” I breathed out as I worked to keep my body completely still, engaging every muscle to hold both Peta and me in place.

The sound of footsteps snapped both our heads around to the front of the cell. I spun and caught Peta in my arms as she dropped.

 “Hide.” I let her go and she scooted under the bed. I sat on the edge of it so she could stay out of sight behind my legs. Not much of a hiding place, but it was all I had.

Dreg thumped down the stairs, not even bothering to be quiet. His eyes were on his key ring as he approached the door. “Damn waste killing you, if you ask me. Big damn waste.”

Shit. 

“Who is trying to kill me?” I asked. Dreg’s head jerked up, his eyes flying open wide. He stumbled back from the cell, his one hand going to the sword at his side. That did not bode well for him. Because if he opened that door and drew his weapon on me, I was going to kill him without blinking. No longer were the Enders of the Rim on my side, and I had no qualms about finishing any of them off. 

His hand wavered at his side. “How are you still alive, Ash?” 

I shrugged. “Tougher than I look, I guess.”

Dreg scratched the back of his head. “Look, I respect you, always have, but I had no choice in what happened here. You know we have to go by the orders.”

“Spit it out,” I barked the words at him, and he complied. 

“The king said to starve you, and if that didn’t work he’d bring you out and make an example of you. He’s going to pit you against all the remaining Enders.”

I nodded. “Good. Then let’s have at it.”

Dreg shook his head. “Even you aren’t strong enough to take us all. Not after being starved.”

I shrugged, wondering at Dreg’s intelligence, not for the first time. Was it not obvious to him that I had not been starved? That I had in fact been fed quite well for the last couple of weeks at least? Elementals weren’t like humans in that department. Starved, yes. But we bounced back like nothing else in the supernatural or elemental world. We were designed to survive. 

My lips twitched, even though I didn’t say the words out loud. “Dreg, tell them I’m ready to face the Enders if that is my punishment. I will take it gladly.”

He backed away. “I’m sorry, Ash.”

“I’m not. And if you’re smart, you’ll stay the hell away from the fight.”

He shook his head as he backed up. “I won’t have a choice. None of us do.”

Dreg all but ran from the cell block and up the stairs. Peta peeked out from around my legs and looked up at me. “You think this is a good idea.”

“It’ll get me out of this goddess forsaken cell, and allow me a chance to . . .” I was about to say kill the king, but I wasn’t sure if I’d get that chance. I didn’t know if Raven would be there, if he would try and stop me. 

“I’ll fight them, and try not to kill them all. Then we’ll make a break for it.”

“Shazer isn’t here.”

That was a surprise. I’d just assumed he’d stuck around. “Where is he?”

“I don’t know. He dropped me off on the outskirts of the Rim and said he had something to do.”

So Shazer wasn’t going to be much of a help then. “We run, Peta.”

“I’m fighting at your side,” she said.

“No, you’re not. Lark would kill me if I let anything happen to you.” I rolled my shoulders as I focused on loosening my muscles, getting them ready to move at top speed. 

“And you think she would do less to me if I let you die when I could have saved you? You are a fool. I had thought better of you, but apparently, you are as dumb as the rest of the men in her life.” She took a swat at me with a paw and I dodged her claws. But just barely.

I held up both hands. “Peta, I would welcome your help, but you are not my familiar. That alone precludes you from the fight, and we both know it.”

She slumped with that. “Damn.”

“Yes, rather.” I wasn’t stupid. Having Peta at my side in a fight would give me the leg up I needed, but there was no way the king would allow it. I knew it and so did Peta. 

I stood in the center of the cell, waiting. I knew the drill of what was about to go down, seeing as I had set up the protocol. I’d spent a lot of years as second-in-command for the Enders and as such had done a great deal of the grunt work. Part of that grunt work had entailed contemplating all possible scenarios when dealing with prisoners—those who would be banished, and those who would be executed. 

I was the one who designed the program on how Enders and Rim guards would respond in all the different situations. Funny enough, I never thought I would actually see the scenario roll out where there was an Ender in the cells being brought before the king. Certainly I’d never thought it would be me in the dungeon. 

“Peta, three Enders will be sent to escort me to face the king in the common field where judgment will be held.”

“Where?”

“The same open field where Cassava spelled the Terralings while the lung burrowers ripped through our family.”

She blew out a big breath. “I remember Lark pointing that out to me. It’s at the far end near the planting fields.”

I nodded. “From there, I will either be executed, banished, or otherwise punished. I highly doubt that ‘otherwise’ is even remotely possible. So expect that I’m going to be executed or banished.” 

She looked up at me. “Or maybe both.”

I grimaced. “Maybe both.” 

“And you have a plan, right?” Her one eyebrow flicked upward as if she knew the truth. I had no plan. I had no idea that this scenario was even a possibility. She rolled her eyes. “No plan. Really?”

I shrugged. “Let me think. All your nagging is doing is distracting me.”

She let out a hiss, but there was no real heat to it. We’d been together long enough that we both knew there was nothing behind the sound. 

The problem was, my plan came to me as the sound of heavy thumping feet clattered down the stone steps. 

“Peta, hide and follow us up after.” 

She ducked under the bed without argument, and crouched in the shadows of the small cot. I turned away from her and faced the cell door. The Enders approached in a line, three abreast. Dreg, Elk, and Blossom. The two men had stony faces, but Blossom’s skin was red and blotchy as if she’d been crying. She wouldn’t look at me, but she still did her job for this protocol, which was to step to the side of the cell door and hold it open wide with one hand, while she kept her short sword out in the other.

She had heart, Blossom did, I would give her that. 

Dreg and Elk stepped into the cell and moved to either side of me, their weapons out and pointed. Elk was on my left, sword leveled at me, and Dreg had a crossbow held at the ready, his finger on the trigger. 

I didn’t move, just sat on the edge of my cot, waiting for them to say something. If I so much as twitched, I had no doubt Dreg would let loose the crossbow bolt on me. And while elementals are tough as steel, a crossbow bolt to the head would be the end of my story. 

“Ash, you are to be brought before our king. Will you do so peacefully?” Dreg asked. 

I looked up at him but otherwise kept still. “And if I do? What is to be my sentence?”

Blossom let a sob escape her before she pulled her emotions back under control and she spoke through her tears. “Banishment, cut off from the mother goddess, then immediate execution.” 

Dreg shot her a dirty look, taking his eyes off me, breaking protocol. This was my shot. I grabbed the tip of the crossbow and jerked it forward, pointing it at Elk as Dreg belatedly scrambled to stop me. The weapon went off and the bolt slammed into Elk’s left shoulder. He dropped his sword, his fingers going slack. 

“Take him down!” Elk roared as he fought to pull the bolt out of his joint. 

Peta shot out from under the bed, shifting as she came clear of the cot. She leapt at Elk and did to him what he’d asked of Dreg. She tackled him to the floor, snarling and slashing with her wicked sharp claws and teeth.

I fought with the big man, wrestling him to the ground as Peta drove Elk to the floor. I grabbed the sides of Dreg’s head and slammed it onto the stone floor three times. His eyes rolled back and I let him go. I scooped up his crossbow and looked across to where Peta lay on Elk, her mouth on his neck. A soft growling rumble coursed out of her. 

Elk’s eyes were wide, terrified—being in the jaws of death, seeing her breathe in your last breath as you died would be no small thing. 

“Peta, let him go, his death is not warranted. Not today.” She didn’t move and I put a hand on her back. “Peta. They are following orders. Not all are as strong as Lark and able to defy the rules.”

She dropped him, all but spitting him out, and stepped sideways away from him. “You’re lucky Ash spoke for you, I was hungry.”

Elk passed out, more likely from fear than anything else. I pushed him with a foot to make sure he wasn’t faking.

“He’s out, his heart slowed,” Peta said.

A sword swept toward me, and I spun, just dodging it. Blossom, tears running down her face, whipped her short sword toward my middle. I jumped back, stumbled on Dreg and went to one knee. 

Blossom reversed her swing mid-arc, showing her skill with the weapon as she drove it upward toward my neck. I threw myself to the side, missing the blade by a breath and a prayer.

Peta shot forward, swiping at Blossom’s legs, driving the young Ender to the side. All three of us were in the cell now, and I saw what Peta was doing. With each slash of her wicked claws, she forced Blossom further into the cell and created a pocket for me to escape. 

I dove toward the open door. “Peta, with me.”

Our years of working together were showing.

She spun and leapt through as I slammed the door shut. 

I stared into the cell, and Blossom smiled back at me, her lips trembling. “I didn’t want to kill you. I don’t want you to die, Ash, I . . . don’t know what is going on, but I know you are one of the best elementals we have. One of the best Enders. You’re going to bring Lark back, aren’t you?”

“I am.” The words were out of me before I thought better of it. But really, what was I doing if not trying to bring Lark back?

Without hesitation, Blossom scooped up the other weapons in the cell and handed them across to me. “Do you want Dreg’s vest?”

I nodded as I laughed softly. “That was you trying not to kill me? You almost had me. You’re fast, Blossom. Very fast.”

Blossom shrugged. “I learned from the best. From you and Granite a little. And a little from Lark, too. She was in my training class and she pushed us all to be better.”

My old mentor’s name woke something in me. Now there was a place to start, a person I was sure I could find, and an elemental who’d tied his life to Cassava. “Good luck, Blossom.”

She nodded and stepped away from the cell door after handing me the two short swords and the vest. “The Traveling room is your best bet. There is a full escort waiting for you outside the barracks.”

“They should have been here as well. Why didn’t they follow the protocol I wrote?” I didn’t understand why it would have been broken.

Blossom shrugged and a tiny smile flickered over her lips. “I may have convinced them that seeing as they were your ideas as to how best to deal with prisoners, that the foolish thing would be to do what you expect. You would know what and how we would do things.”

I reached through the bars and took her hand. She held on tightly to me for a moment and then pushed me away. “Go. You won’t have long. They’ll come looking soon.”

“Thank you.” I knew what it would cost her. If she was lucky, she would still be an Ender, but there was a good chance she’d be busted down to Rim guard, seeing as it was her idea as to how to deal with me, and I was about to escape. 

“Go. And . . . find a way to bring Lark back. Please.” The whisper followed me through the hallways of the dungeon level. The living and training quarters for the Enders were three floors above, and then there was the Traveling room. 

The Traveling room was actually a floor up from the dungeons, and I treaded carefully as I made my way there. I couldn’t help but reach for the power that connected me to the earth, letting it roll through my veins and recharge me as nothing else could. 

“Not too heavily. If Raven is around, he could pick up on you,” Peta said softly. 

I glanced at her as we climbed the steps that would take us to the floor we needed. “What?”

“Lark could see when someone was using their elemental ability. How do we know Raven isn’t the same? Or worse, that he’s even more sensitive.”

Shit, she made a good point. I released my connection to the earth, a little reluctantly, but still, it was better to be safe. 

“How the hell did you know I called on the power?”

Her ears twitched. “I seem to have some connection to the earth that mimics Lark’s. I could feel you connect right then.”

I glanced at her. I’d forgotten she’d started to take on traits of Lark’s. Then again, it wasn’t like she used them often, only when absolutely necessary.

As we neared the top of the stairs, I crouched, then flattened myself on the steps, creeping forward in full body crawl. There were no voices above us, no sounds of subtle movement like the creak of leather or the slight jangle of metal on metal.

That didn’t mean no one was there waiting, and I was not so young and foolish to run into things. I motioned for Peta to go up ahead of me and she shifted down to her housecat form. Taking the stairs two and three at a time, she raced up the last few steps and peered out around the edge. She ducked back fast and shook her head. Hurrying to my side, she put her mouth right to my ear, her whiskers tickling my face. “Two Enders outside of the Traveling room. Hopefully no one on the other side as the door is shut tight.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, thinking. The minute they saw me, they’d raise the alarm and the rest of the Enders and whatever Rim guards were with them would be on us in the matter of a minute, if they were waiting on the top level of the barracks as Blossom had said. 

I crept the rest of the way up the stairs, and then slid to the side, putting the wall to my back. I stood and did a quick check around the corner, so fast they didn’t even notice me. Jace and Chive. Two of the youngest Enders. They had been in training before I’d left to find Lark, not yet raised to the position. Damn it. 

I wasn’t worried because I couldn’t take them. 

I was worried because neither of them would give up. They would fight until the bitter end if for nothing else but to prove themselves. Both of them were hard-headed, and nowhere near the humble men I needed in order to raise them to the position of Ender. Yet on my quick glance, I could see that someone had done just that. 

They’d been raised long before they were ready. Double damn it. Believing they were truly Enders would only add to the difficulty in dealing with them. Jace and Chive would have something to prove.

I took one more quick look. 

To either side of the two of them, torches were set above their heads. I put my hands against the wall at my back and connected with the earth. 

Though I couldn’t have done what I was about to attempt before my imprisonment, my time working with my power between the Veil had opened me to new possibilities. Like manipulating the earth even when I wasn’t looking directly at what I needed to do. 

I closed my eyes and imagined the two torches and the earth over the Enders’ heads. With a gentle urging, the soil above them was easy enough to loosen, but I did not release the now-hovering dirt. “Peta,” I barely breathed her name. “Lead me through the dark.”

She blinked her green eyes up at me and gave a tight nod before she leapt up, forcing me to catch her with one arm. She clawed her way up to my shoulder. “From here I can guide you.” Her words were again in my ear. Her claws dug into the leather of my vest and she swayed there, the same as she had done when she was with Lark. 

“Ready?”

“Ready,” she confirmed. I took a breath and released my hold on the loosened dirt. 

Pebbles and soil cascaded down from the ceiling all around the two young Enders. 

“Stop dicking around, you,” Jace said. “You’re going to put the light out, you idiot.”

“I’m not doing it,” Chive snapped. 

I pulled hard on the earth above us and the torches went out, plunging us into total and complete darkness.

Shouts came from below us in the dungeons, and above us in the training room.  

Now or never.
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“Run,” Peta said, and I bolted forward, trusting her completely. I had to, there was no choice for hesitation; and the truth was, I did trust her. After two years working together to find Lark, we had an easy understanding of one another. 

The distance between the stairs and the Traveling room doors was not that far, and yet in the dark it felt like I was stuck, trapped in tunnels I couldn’t escape. As if I were in an oubliette once more. The panic of being held down, trapped and kept from the light sent my adrenaline into overdrive.

I forced those thoughts away. I had to, or I would end up making a mistake. 

“Your left,” Peta said, her voice the only guide I had. I swept my sword to the left, turning it at the last second so the flat of the blade smashed into Jace’s head, sending him flying. But the blow would not kill him. I might come to regret not ending his life later, but I refused to kill a man I’d trained when he’d been led astray by Raven. Not unless I was forced to. 

There was a thud of his body hitting something solid and then I was tackled from the right. Peta screeched and Chive screamed. We still fell to the ground together, Chive on top of me. Peta was thrown back somewhere into the darkness. 

“Ender Ash, stop fighting!” 

I answered him with my fists, driving one into the side of his neck, landing a second blow over his kidneys. He grunted, but he didn’t let go. The sound of a weapon being drawn, the sudden jerk of his body and the piercing pain of my flesh parting for a blade stole the wind from my lungs. 

The shouting was getting closer, the voices clearer and more defined. 

Voices I knew, most of them I’d trained with, if not flat-out trained. These were my friends, the family I clung to when my own was killed . . .

The world swayed and for a moment I was a child again, trapped in the burning house that swallowed my family. I could taste the smoke on my tongue, feel the heat from the flames. No. I was not there. 

“Chive, get off me,” I snarled, tasting blood on my lips.

“No, you tried to kill the king, You’re a traitor!” He shifted his weight on me, leaving the dagger in my side—a mistake. “You’re going to be executed. I wish you’d never trained me.” His words were as sharp against me as the well-honed weapon he’d used to cut me open. 

Seconds between making a vow and breaking it, that had to be a new record. 

“That makes two of us,” I said as I pulled Chive’s dagger out of my side and swept it upward, driving it under his rib cage and into the lower half of his heart. We all made mistakes as Enders, especially young ones, but rarely were they fatal. 

That I was the orchestrator of his death sliced through me. But if I didn’t get out of here and find a way to bring Lark home, I feared even more lives would be lost. What was one life to hundreds?

Just because I knew I was right didn’t make it any easier to swallow that I’d taken the life of a young Ender before he truly began to live. 

He gasped once, the darkness hiding the sight of his dying face from me. “I’m sorry,” I said as I got to my feet and stumbled in what I thought was the direction of the Traveling room, away from the voices and growing light. 

“Hurry, Ash, they’re close.” Peta leapt back to my shoulder. I crashed into the doors and they fell open into the Traveling room. The soft glow of the globe that blinked back at me was a welcome sight. I turned and slammed the doors shut, sliding one of the short swords from my side through the two handles. 

A bit of time was all I needed and there would be no following me. I limped to the side wall and grabbed one of the Traveling armbands. Made of cedar wood and polished to a high gleam, it smelled of the Rim. 

I slid it up and over my bicep. 

The door thundered as something, or someone, slammed against it. I walked to the center of the globe and stared at it. As if I were standing in the heart of the world and looking out, the options were endless as to where I could go. But this would be my one last easy jump anywhere in the world. 

Unless I went to one of the other elemental families. 

No, that would not work. Cassava was not hiding within any of the other families’ homes. But . . . she’d fallen at the Eyrie, there could be a clue there. Then there was Granite. He’d been my mentor and trainer. And he’d helped Cassava in all her plans.

I cleared my mind and thought of him, but all I could see was the Eyrie. 

“Damn you, Granite.”

“Granite?” Peta twisted to look me in the face. I told her of him, and his part in Cassava’s plans, but that had been a long time ago. When we’d first gone after Lark.

I stared at the globe, as sweat ran down my body. Where was he? 

Still, the Eyrie persisted in my mind. Could Granite be there? 

It was all I had to go on, and there was no more time to think about it as the door rattled and the wood cracked. 

The decision made, I reached out and touched the globe, adjusting it until a narrow valley in the Himalayan Mountains drew close to me. 

“Peta, hang on.”

She dropped her head and tucked her face under my chin. “Ready.”

I reached up and touched the valley with one finger while with the other hand I twisted the armband. Behind us, the door shattered open, the splinters flying to either side of me as I was sucked through the globe. 

There was a moment or two of complete peace, silence like that spot between dreaming and wakefulness where you aren’t sure that you are even real, the place where you wonder if your body is even a tangible thing or if you are completely made of thought, of spirit and intangible matter. There were stories of people being lost to Traveling, of becoming addicted to the feeling, and I could see why. 

My ears popped, light bloomed around us, and Peta and I were spit out of the air. 

I gasped at the instant cold, and then we were falling. Down the side of a mountain we tumbled, the snow cushioning us. She shifted into her snow leopard form and stopped her slide but I continued to roll. 

I headed straight for the edge of a cliff. I scrambled, doing all I could to dig my hands and feet into something that would slow me. I managed to spin around so I was going feet first, and I stared back up at the streak of blood I left in the snow behind me. The snow was too soft to use as a grip. 

I called up the earth under the snow, but it was too far down to help me, and I wasn’t strong enough to pull on it. I wasn’t Lark, I couldn’t draw the earth like she could. 

“Peta!”

“Hang on, I’m coming!”

She raced down the snow, leaping fifty feet with each stride, but it was going to be close. 

I held my hand up as my legs shot out into open air. 

With a last jump, she landed and grabbed my hand in her mouth, stopping my flat-out race down the mountain.

“You know, I think you like the drama of the last-second rescue,” I breathed out. I put my free hand into the snow and she helped me away from the open overhang. I turned and took a look back. 

My heart pounded as I stared at the abyss below. As far as I could see, there was no bottom. No end to the fall that I had no doubt would have killed me. 

“Peta . . .”

She snorted. “Drama of the last second? I’m good, Ash, but even I’m not that good. I almost didn’t . . .” She flexed her shoulders and shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. You’re on this side of the mountain, as am I.” 

We made our way up the slope, away from the loose snow. I rubbed a hand over my bare arms and looked around. The snow was cold, but it was summer, so the depth of the chill wouldn’t kill me. 

At least I had that going for me. 

Peta sat and stared out at the mountains around us. “I suppose you had a reason for bringing us here? You said Granite, but you also said Cassava. Which is it?” 

“Both, I think.” I couldn’t shake the sense that Granite was here too. Something I’d never shared with anyone . . . a trait I had that had bubbled up during my training had given me the title of being one of the best. 

Latent Tracking abilities had shown up in me. Not to the depth of a true Tracker . . . but I could often get a generalized area for those I knew well. Granite, I knew very well. Cassava . . . I knew her better than I wanted to.

“Cassava was buried here in the rubble of the Eyrie when she faced Lark.” I stared out from our vantage point. The mountains spread in a blanket of white and gray around us, and as I situated myself with the four points of the earth, I twisted so I faced the Eyrie. Or at least where the Eyrie had been before Lark had destroyed it. 

“I think they are both here; the pull to the Eyrie was too strong,” I said softly.

“I’m sorry, what?” Peta reached up and put a big paw on my thigh. “What did you say?”

I crouched beside her. “I can . . . sometimes sense where a person is when I look at the globe in the Traveling room. Not quite like a Tracker. I think it’s something else. But . . .”

“It’s why you thought Lark was dead. Because you couldn’t sense her?” Peta blinked several times. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

I shrugged. “You were so certain she was alive, and I know what it is to believe that someone is alive when they are dead. You won’t listen to anyone, you can’t. You have to see the truth for yourself.”

Her ears twitched. “I hear a story from your past there, Ash.”

A story . . . I wished it was only a story. “A long time ago, yes. It is not a tale for right now.”

She bobbed her head and let the topic drop. “What is your plan then? You can’t possibly think to walk into the Eyrie, can you?” 

“I wasn’t with Lark when she was here. They won’t see me as a threat even though Samara threatened her life,” I pointed out, standing and making my way toward a chunk of the mountainside that looked like it had some half-decent handholds. 

Peta moved through the snow beside me and shook her head. “And what about me? They know I am her familiar.”

“Then you will have to stay back at the edge while I go in and ask some questions.” 

I was hoping there would still be enough chaos that I could slip in and out without drawing the attention of the new Eyrie queen. The last thing I needed was to add a few Sylphs to my problems.

“And your reason for coming to the Eyrie? They will want to know.”

I shrugged. “I have no reason to lie. I am searching for the traitors, Cassava and Granite. We believe she didn’t die, and that is all the reason I need to come to the Eyrie. We believe that he is still helping her. Under the laws of the Enders, I have every right to search for a traitor of my own family even within another elemental family. You know that.”

Peta was silent for a few minutes, her whiskers twitching now and again. “Ash, you know Samara may try to kill you just for being from the Rim.”

“She might.” I went to my knees to inspect a section of the mountain I thought would be good to scale down. “But I have dealt with pissy rulers before, Peta. I am not new to this.”

“Could have fooled me. You were in that cell for months and you decided where to go seconds before we had to leave.” She snorted. 

I smiled. “I never said I was perfect.”

She snorted again. “Tell that to Lark. She thinks the sun shines out your ass.”

There was no stopping the laughter from escaping me. “Gods, Peta. She’s not that bad.”

She shrugged and peered down at me as I slid over the edge. “She loves you. That’s enough to keep her from seeing your flaws, of which you have more than a few. But I approve of her feelings. You are the one for her, Ash. Don’t doubt it no matter what happens.”

Her words stopped me, and I stared up into her green eyes. “How do you know that?”

“That she loves you, or that you’re the right one for her?”

“The second bit. I know she loves me.”

She smiled, which showed off all her pearly white and wickedly sharp teeth. “I am her familiar. Whether she likes it or not, I can see the people around her and how they affect her. You . . . you support her, help her to be more than she is on her own.”

Her words reflecting what Raven had said to me in the cell made me shiver. I started down the side of the mountain, not sure I wanted to hear more of what she had to say. 

“I’m not done, Ash.”

Laughing to myself, I hurried up my climb. 

“You can’t get away from me, you should know that by now,” she called down, which only made me go faster. A literal game of cat and mouse proceeded down the slick mountainside and I let the movements and pull of my muscles push all the thoughts out of my head. 

The ache in my side from the dagger wound Chive had given me slowly eased as the skin knit together. I touched it once, checking it. Chive . . . another life lost because of Cassava. I didn’t think my hatred for her could grow, but I was wrong. She’d done so much and caused so much pain in this world of ours. 

But before I found her, I would have to deal with the Sylphs.

My left foot slipped and I scrambled, hanging from one hand for a heartbeat before I got another point of contact on the mountain. 

“Keep your mind on what you’re doing or you’re going to fall,” Peta said from above me. She was almost vertical in her stance, head down and tail up, but she didn’t seem bothered by the positioning.

I grimaced. “Yes, Mother.”

Peta was right. There was no room to worry about what Samara would say, or what Lark was doing, or what trouble the Rim faced. There was only my body, the rock and snow beneath me, the next hand- or foothold. That was all I could feel, all I could do with the moment at hand and the slick rock as it tried to dislodge me with every move. Either I paid attention to what was in front of me, or I was going to pay a very steep price. 

Finally, my feet touched ground that was not vertical and I took a breath that turned into a deep sigh. As I turned, I got a look at the direction we were headed. From what I could see, there were three mountains between us and the Eyrie. The missing peak that Lark had so recently destroyed had left a gap between two mountains, like the gap between a child’s front teeth. 

My positioning of us from the Traveling room was poor at best. This was what I got for using a Traveling band under pressure. A half-assed move.

Hardly something I was going to brag about when I saw Lark . . . I stopped, my line of thoughts skittering off to one side. 

“What’s wrong?” Peta butted her head against my thigh. I shook my head.

“Was thinking about telling Lark something, and—”

Her voice cracked. “You remembered that you can’t tell her anything.”

“Yeah.” I breathed the single word out, surprised at how much it hurt.

She pushed her head into my hand. “It’s like when we were looking for her when she was in the oubliette.”

I nodded. That was exactly the problem. “Almost like finding her was a dream, and losing her again, we’ve gone back to the nightmare and had to start all over. Only this time . . . we’re looking for the one who created the nightmare.”

Two years we’d spent looking for Lark, our every waking moment searching out corners of the world that she might have been stuffed into. In the beginning, I’d believed as Peta had that Lark was in an oubliette, and I knew we only had so much time. Weeks at the most, where Lark would survive as she slowly starved to death. 

Those first few weeks had passed, and I began to lose hope. Not because I thought we wouldn’t eventually find her, or that I’d give up. No, I never thought that. We’d stopped in at the Rim more than once and I’d tried to find Lark on the globe in the Traveling room, and had picked up nothing. I tried to tell myself it was because she was in an oubliette, and not because she was dead.

I lost hope that we would find her alive. Oubliettes were designed to hold an elemental for a few days as punishment, a week at most if you’d been really naughty. They were the last effort before you were banished. 

Most times, the dungeon was used, as it had been in my case. The theory was the same: cut off the prisoner from his or her connection to their element, and they were in essence cut off from the mother goddess and her grace. In those moments of despair, they were to be humbled and as such, come to their senses. 

But in Lark’s case . . . the oubliette had been a death sentence, a horrible, torturous way to die, as well as a way to hide her death from the world and from those who loved her. So we’d searched the surrounding area of the four elemental families, we’d gone to the desert, the deep arctic plateaus, and solitary islands that floated on the ocean with no luck. 

In the end, it had been Peta’s idea to check the jungle. “It feels right. I cannot make more sense of it than that.”

I’d agreed, thinking that it no longer mattered, not in truth, and we’d gone to the southern jungle. And we’d found Lark, against all the odds, we’d found her.

I shook myself out of my thoughts. They weren’t going to help us now. 

“Peta, are you sure you can’t fly? Can you not shift into some great winged beast that could help speed things up?” 

She dropped to the snow beside me, sinking up to her belly. “Not last time I checked.” She lifted her nose and scented the air. “What makes you think Cassava is alive? Lark buried her under the mountain. While she is certainly strong, do you truly believe she could survive that?”

I started forward, working my way down the slope. For the moment, it was smooth and easy enough that there would be no vertical drops if I slipped. “I don’t know for sure. But the way Raven talked about her makes me think she’s not dead.”

Peta grabbed me with a paw. “Wait, stop right there. What do you mean the way Raven talked about her?”

I blinked several times and then frowned. “I thought I told you about Raven?” 

“You most certainly did not. What about him?”

I opened my mouth to speak and the words stuck in my throat. Almost like I was being kept from saying them. “Shit.” Well, at least I could manage that much.

“Ash, he probably used Spirit on you to keep you from speaking about him to anyone. Goddess knows what else he might have told you to do!”

“Then why could I even say that little bit?” I frowned, struggling to remember when Raven had given me any instructions.

She shrugged, the spotted fur on her shoulders rolling. “Probably because you weren’t really thinking about it. The words just blurted out.”

I scrubbed a hand through my hair and started walking again. “Well, do you get the gist of what I wanted to say?” I was hoping she could make the connections. 

Of course, she could; she was a cat.

She nodded. “Obviously Raven showed up at some point in your incarceration and you two had a chat. Whatever he said, you now believe Cassava could still be alive. Or it could be what Raven wants you to believe so you disappear on another long search for an elemental who is supposed to be dead. That would certainly put you out of the running for some time.”

I grunted. “Something like that.” A chat . . . Raven’s words echoed inside my head. There had never been a point where he’d told me not to repeat his words, yet obviously, he had somewhere in the conversation. He didn’t want anyone to know we’d spoken? Or did he not want anyone to know that he’d been in the Rim? Maybe some of each.

Or maybe something else altogether that I could not see. I touched my head as if I could dig out the answers from it. 

Again, I could understand why those who carried Spirit were so feared. How did you fight something you had no defense against? That you not only couldn’t see, but never even knew when it was used against you?

A rumble of the earth below my feet and the ground dropped, snapping me out of my thoughts and sending both Peta and me into a crouch. Peta flattened herself into the snow and I did the same until I was almost buried under the icy cold white crystals. The mountain seemed to shift and roll, sending a wave of rocks and snow thundering past us. I could have sworn that I heard a laugh echo through the mountains, and then I was sure of it. The words were booming, loud and thunderous as if they were all around us. As if she was the storm and we were being buffeted by her. The voice could only belong to one person. 

Cassava.

“Fool, you think you can come at me and survive? I will kill you both, and steal Lark’s heart and soul in one fell swoop,” she screamed.

I stared at Peta and nodded. We were more than on the right track, we’d hit the bullseye. But far sooner than we’d expected, which meant I was not prepared, and there was no plan. 

How had Cassava seen us coming? There was no one that knew where we were going, what we were doing; I had no thought of coming here when I spoke to Raven, so there was no way he could have known and been able to warn his mother. 

The ground rumbled again, a deep shudder that went on for a solid twenty seconds as we lay in the snow.

“Ash, that isn’t good,” Peta said, the breath from her words melting the snow around her mouth and nose. Her green eyes flicked to mine, fear trembling in them. As a cat of the mountains, she knew the landscape better than I.

“Avalanche?” 

She nodded. “A bad one.”

The shaking subsided, but a new noise grew around us, tripping and falling over itself as it swelled through the air. Cassava’s laughter faded, but I didn’t feel any better about the position we were in. She might not be able to see us now, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t try and strike us down.

I rolled onto my back and looked back the way we had come. The top of the mountain crumbled as I stared, as if in slow motion even though I knew it was anything but, and the speed would only continue to pick up. Snow and rocks crashed toward us like a raging river. The rocks I could handle, deflect and even soften; the snow was another problem. Made of frozen water, I couldn’t manipulate it. 

I pushed to my feet and lurched forward. “Peta, run!”

She looked back, only once, then bounded down the mountain angling to the right. I followed her, using my connection to the earth to power each stride and help me stay ahead of the tumbling snow, rocks, and chunks of ice.

Barely, though. Cassava’s laughter echoed in the air. “Fool. Such a fool. I will have you yet, Ash.”

I didn’t look for her, that would have been a fool move. My focus was solely on keeping my feet under me.  

Already, though, the river of snow flowed to either side of me, as if I were truly caught in a flash flood of fast-moving icy water. I fought to stay ahead of it, but even connected as I was to the earth, I was losing the race against the mountain and all its strength.

“Peta, go!” I had to trust that she would escape and be able to come back and help dig me out. Because I knew I was about to go under. I could feel the tug on my feet and legs, like a beast swallowing me bit by bit.

She didn’t look back but bolted forward, leaving me behind in only a few huge leaps. The tip of her tail and the spots on her coat were the last things I saw as I was dragged under the snow and plunged into a darkness where there was no air, where I couldn’t so much as move. 

Caged in a tomb of frozen water. 
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My entire body was pinned, crushed beneath the weight of however much snow was above me. Chest compressed, I could manage tiny gulping breaths, but even that was slowing as the air around me dissipated. 

Panic reared its head, battering at my mind. You’re going to die here. And it will be slow and painful and of no use to anyone. The words were my own, and I could not seem to stop them. 

The darkness and cold were complete, cutting me off from nearly all my senses, making the fear that much worse, stealing my ability to think things through . . . 

No. I refused that line of thought.

I was an Ender, and I had trained for this possibility when I was young and only just starting my training. I closed my eyes, though it didn’t change what I saw, and focused on the earth around me. I only needed a few large rocks. I found two. As the oxygen fled, and my mind began to wander into the abyss of death, I pulled the two large stones through the snow to me. One bumped into my right hand and I shot it “upward” with a mere thought. 

The other I pulled close to my face and then sent it “up” through the snow as well. The sound of shifting snow, the feel of new snow falling on my face, and then there was a blessed rush of fresh cold air as the two stones erupted out of the surface of the snow above my head. 

I managed to twist my head so that my nose was right under the opening I’d made with the second stone. The one near my right hand gave me the room to start moving snow, shoving it into the opening I’d created, eventually freeing my arm enough that I could bring it near my head. 

“You bitch, I’m going to kill you twice over.” I breathed the words out, more for myself than anyone else. 

“Who is that you’re going to kill?” A male voice, one I didn’t recognize, bounced down the walls of my snow chimney. I, well, I would have frozen if I wasn’t already encased in ice, but . . . you get the point. 

Friend or foe above me? There was only one way to find out. 

“Manner of speaking. Can you help me out?” I asked. I couldn’t see who was above me, but I assumed it was a Sylph drawn by the activity on the mountain. They were nosy bastards for the most part and territorial on top of that. 

“Well, maybe.” He seemed rather uncertain. Since when was a Sylph uncertain? Never. They were cocky on top of being nosy as hell.

More snow fell down the tube as if he was standing right near it. It splattered my face and went up my nose. This was not going well. I needed to get the hell out. “Can I convince you to help me?”

“Ha. Probably not. What you doing on this mountain, Terraling? Sylphs don’t like visitors.”

Now that was interesting. So he wasn’t a Sylph and he knew I was a Terraling. But what options were left as to what he was? Oh shit. 

“Yeti?”

“Well, duh. Who were you expecting, Santa Claus?”

Yeti were an interesting supernatural. They sprang from some sideline combination of Sylph, Undine, and human that had yet to be discovered. They were in a way cousins to the ogres on the North American continent. Just as mouthy, but not as prone to fighting. More prone to love a good joke, though, and they were always looking for ways to pull one over on anyone they could find. 

Maybe I could use that to my advantage. “No, I’m just . . . I’m trying to pull a fast one on the new Sylph queen. So I kind of need to get out of here to do it.”

He gave a low grunt and more snow fell down the tunnel, smacking me in the face. 

“Why you in there in the first place?” he asked.

Shit, this was not going as planned. I tried to move some more snow from around my head but only caused a cave-in, which left me barely able to keep my mouth and nose aboveboard. My bigger concern was that Peta had not shown up. Did that mean she’d been caught in the avalanche, or worse, had Cassava gotten her claws into the snow leopard? 

“Can I help you with the prank?” the Yeti whispered down the tunnel. “I love a good prank.”

“Yes, that would be great,” I mumbled around the snow.

With lightning speed, the snow shifted around me and I was released from its grip. I fell a few feet to land in the bottom of a hole the Yeti created. I stared up at the big beast, getting my first good look at him. 

He was about eight feet tall and covered in a fine dusting of long, floating hair that looked like it was made of spider web, it was so thin. He had a mouthful of flat, square teeth, though the top middle one was a sharp canine. Eyes of brilliant blue-green, he was obviously in a good mood as he grinned down at me, his wide nose wrinkling up. “Okay, how are we going to prank her? She’s pretty grumpy lately.” He clapped his hands together and the snow under my feet bulged upward, lifting me out of the deep hole. 

“Well, I have a companion that was caught in the avalanche too. I have to find her first.” 

“No, I want to do the prank now.” He caught me around my upper arm. I didn’t tense, didn’t try to pull away. He was strong enough he could have pulled my arm off and beat me to death with it. Yeti, like ogres, were not to be trifled with and not to be provoked when they were close enough to grab you. 

I smiled up at him, realizing quickly he wasn’t the usual Yeti. There was something . . . off with him, for lack of a better word. “Listen, friend, she’s integral to the prank. She’s the one who’s going to slip past all the guards and help us get in.”

He frowned and then nodded. “That makes sense. That the snow leopard, then?”

Hope soared. “You saw her?”

“Yup, she went down over there.” He pointed one of three fingers toward the base of the mountain. I broke into a jog, not knowing what I was going to find. Peta had been my companion while Lark had been in the oubliette. She was my friend and my unofficial familiar. My heart pulsed with anxiety at the thought of something happening to her. 

“Peta!” I called for her, hoping she wasn’t buried too deeply. In fact, preferring her to be buried deeply over the alternative—being taken by Cassava. 

“A lady took her,” the Yeti said, and I slid to a stop. 

“Please tell me you’re kidding.”

He tipped his head to one side and smiled. “No, but would it be funny if I were?”

I dropped to my knees, feeling Peta’s loss as keenly as if she were my familiar. I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. “Mother goddess, how do I find her now?” There was no way I could get into one of the Traveling rooms to see the globe and try and sense where Peta was. Or Cassava, for that matter. 

On my knees in the snow, I struggled to pull my mind around what had happened. How quickly things had gone sideways. 

“Hey, I thought we were going to pull a prank?” The Yeti crouched beside me. “I want to pull a prank.”

A one-track mind didn’t even begin to describe his intensity. As I said, there was something off with him. I was going to have to continue to play along for now. 

“It’s going to be hard now that I don’t have my cat with me.”

“Oh. Well, damn it, I was looking forward to pulling a prank.” He was thoughtful for a moment. “Can we pull a different prank?”

A different prank. The words rumbled through my head, sparking off a possibility. Cassava . . . why would she have taken Peta? Why not kill her?

Because she knew that I would come looking for the snow leopard. Because she said she wanted to destroy both Lark’s heart and soul. 

You can find them both. You just have to look. The Yeti can help you.  

I wasn’t sure if the words were mine or not, but I agreed, shivering away the crawling sensation on my spine.

“Yeti, do you have a name?”

“Me?”

Goddess, this was going to be painful. “Yes, you.”

“Well, my mema calls me Norm. I guess you could call me that. She said only my friends could call me Norm.” He scratched at his ass with one hand and then held it out to me. “What’s your name then, friend Terraling?”

“Ash.” I slapped my hand into his and shook it once. His grin widened.

“Never had a friend before, not since the accident.”

I did a slow turn, thinking about what I needed, and knowing that I was about to break every rule I’d held to as an Ender to find Peta, and stop Cassava. “Is there a mage amongst your people?”

“Oh, yeah, he’s great. Big guy, kinda grumpy, but I haven’t seen him in a long time. You think he can help with a prank?” Norm’s blue-green eyes lit up.

I nodded slowly. “Yes. I do.”

He reached for me and threw me around in a circle so I landed on his back with an oomph. I scrambled to get my arms around his neck. 

Again, this was not normal behavior for a Yeti, I knew that. From his back, I could see the possible reason why. There was a thick scar where the hair hadn’t grown back. It looked old, and yet I could see that it had been bad. What had he said? No friends after the accident. I knew that many supernaturals kicked their own out if they became sick, or injured. Survival of the fittest was a true principle in our world.

A head injury then, that did explain the strange behavior. He loped forward through the snow with ease, carrying me like I weighed nothing. I clung to his shoulders and used the higher vantage point to see if there was any trace of Cassava or Peta. Not that I truly expected to see them, but I could hope. I wanted to believe there would be some clue as to their whereabouts.

Nothing. There wasn’t even so much as a footprint. 

Norm bounded away from the site of the avalanche and along narrow slopes that I wasn’t sure even Peta could have traversed. He didn’t so much as blink. Though I will admit there was a moment or two where I closed my eyes and tried not to think about how high up we were, or how one simple misstep could have sent us tumbling to our deaths.

“Almost there, friend Terraling,” Norm said. “You think Miko will help with the prank?”

Miko, that had to be the mage then. “I’m going to ask,” I said. 

The big Yeti slid to a stop at the very edge of a ledge overlooking the biggest chasm yet, his feet scrabbling for purchase as his momentum carried us forward. His arms pinwheeled and I clutched harder to him while I considered leaping off. Shit, we were going down.

As fast as he’d slid, he stopped and I held my breath. What the hell? 

He barked out a laugh and looked over his shoulder at me. One big eye winked back at me. “I scared you, didn’t I?”

My heart was pounding and I was sure that a lesser man might have lost control of his bladder. I slid from his back and took a big breath, my legs trembling more than a little. “Yeah, you scared me. Good job.”

He slapped a big hand on my back, nearly sending me into the chasm a second time. I went to my knees and tapped into the earth, letting it anchor me. 

“Wow, that’s a nifty trick. Think you can show me?” He crouched down and put a finger to where the rock had wrapped up around my legs. 

“Probably not. It’s a Terraling power.”

“Darn. I’d like to learn a new trick.”

I drew a breath and somewhat reluctantly let go of the earth so I could stand up. “Your mage, Miko, is he here?”

Norm crouched beside me and shook his head. “You know, I wasn’t supposed to come back here.”

Oh shit. I wracked my brain for anything else I knew of Yeti. I vaguely recalled that they abhorred weakness or difference—again, survival of the fittest. Norm was not fit to survive here, even I could see that. 

“Stay behind me,” I said, and he slid around until he was between me and the chasm. Already, three Yeti approached us, their faces drawn and completely devoid of emotion. Built like Norm, their coats ranged from pure white to a soft pale cream, and their eyes varied likewise from a pale, almost silver blue to a deep summer blue that had hints of violet. All three were males, all three were posturing with the way their three-fingered hands were fisted, and their nostrils flared. Subtle, but the signs were there.

I held up both hands, palms facing the approaching Yeti. “I come to speak with your mage, Miko. It is of utmost importance I can hear his wisdom.”

The middle Yeti’s lips twitched. “Wisdom? From Miko?”

I frowned. “It is my understanding he is your mage, is he not?”

“Well, shit, yeah, but that doesn’t make him wise. He’s a bit of a dumb fuck if you ask me.” The Yeti frowned again. “Speaking of dumb fucks, we told you not to come back, Norm.”

Norm cringed. “I brought my new friend, Billy. He says he’s got a new prank I can help with. I like pranks, you know that.”

Billy’s head swiveled back to me. “A new prank?”

I scrunched up my face. “Something like that.”

Billy laughed. “You realize that by taking him on, you’ve taken him on?”

No, no, I was not keeping the Yeti. I shook my head. “I—”

“Too late, no backsies,” Billy said. “But I’ll introduce you to Miko if you really want. For what good he might do you, I don’t fucking know. He’s pretty useless to us. I mean, when he shows up, that is.”

His language was jarring, reminding me so much of the human world, I had to shake my head. But he was leading the way down a path I hadn’t seen that took us into the chasm and hopefully toward their mage, which was what I’d asked for. I followed, and the two other Yeti slid in behind me. Norm didn’t come down the path, but stayed up top and peered over the ledge. He waved a huge hand at me. “Bye! See you later, friend!”

I hoped his farewell wasn’t because I was about to get my ass handed to me. “What happened to Norm? That scar on his head isn’t an accident.”

Billy didn’t turn around. “He was a scrapper, one of our best fighters, and he got in a tussle with a pack of wandering ogres. It didn’t end well for them. He killed them all, but in the middle of it, he got a sword stuck in his skull.”

My jaw dropped. “Was there a healer nearby? Is that how he survived?”

“No, he walked through a snowstorm to get home,” the Yeti right behind me said. I glanced back. 

“Seriously?”

I had no idea Yeti were so tough. Ogres tended to be the supernatural badass everyone feared, but I was beginning to think their “gentle cousins,” as the Yeti were so often referred to, were perhaps a deadlier breed.

“How many ogres?” I had to ask. The warrior in me wouldn’t be happy if I didn’t know.

“Fifteen.”

I kept moving, but my brain stuttered over that number. Fifteen ogres? “Did he have weapons?”

There was more than a little pride in Billy’s answer. “Nope. Took their own weapons off those dirty fuckers, but mostly he used his hands.”

Again, my brain couldn’t quite wrap itself around that. A mob of fifteen ogres, taken out barehanded by a Yeti. The power and speed he would have had to display would have been nothing short of epic. I kind of wished I’d been there to see it. “And you still cast him out?”

Ahead of me, Billy shrugged. “That’s life. He’s no good to us now. Wouldn’t hurt a fly if you told him it had just bitten his own mema.”

He stopped in front of a random wooden door leaning against a chunk of the mountain. Like it had been placed there, ready to be thrown into a fire. “This is Miko’s place.”

Both my eyebrows shot up. The door wasn’t hinged on anything, and I could see the mountain behind it in places. Was this a prank maybe?  I glanced at Billy and he shrugged. 

“I haven’t seen him in years. Why Norm would think he could help is beyond my fucking ken.” 

I reached past him and touched the door. It glowed softly, the wood warming under my hand. Heartwood of a cedar tree from deep in the redwoods. The connection was not lost on me. 

I took a deep breath and pulled the door open.
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“If you’re going to go, I suggest you go quickly.”

Feeling like I was making a mistake, while at the same time realizing I didn’t know where else to start, I stepped through the archway. The door slammed shut behind me, locking if the metal click was any indication. I reached back and tried to open the door. 

Locked indeed. Damn it. 

There was a laugh from down the tunnel and then a male voice, husky with age, spoke. “Well, now that he’s here we can discuss this properly, Niah.”

Niah? That couldn’t be right. There was no way she could be here—she was in the Rim. Wasn’t she?

I hurried forward, not sure if I was hearing things right or not. Niah was our family’s bard and sometime magic woman from the Rim. A Terraling like me. What in the name of the mother goddess was she doing here deep in the Himalayan Mountains? 

The end of the hall opened into a large circular room with a high ceiling and smooth polished walls. 

But that wasn’t what kept my attention. In the center of the room, laden with food and drink, was a large, Yeti-sized table. On either side of the table were two people. One was a Yeti I assumed was Miko, and on the other sat Niah. She looked like a child at the adult’s table. Even her bear shifter, who sat quietly at her feet, looked small. She glanced at me and smiled. “Ash, good, I see Norm found you. That was rather tight timing, you know.”

Confusion rocked through me. “Wait, you sent him? How did you know I would be here? How did you know there would be an avalanche?”

“Well,” she put a spoon into a steaming cup and stirred, making the spoon clink on the edge of the cup, “to be fair, Miko sent him. But I asked him too since I knew you were going to need help out of that avalanche.”

I found my legs finally giving out and I dropped slowly to the floor. Too much, this was too much in a short period of time even for me. “But how did you know?”

Miko grinned at me. Built like the other Yeti, the only difference was his fur was tinged gray, shot through with flecks of silver, and his eyes were brilliantly yellow and glowed like fireflies in the dim light. They were not gold like mine, but a true yellow like the center of a daisy. “Yeah, yeah, sit down, kid. We’ve got lots to discuss.”

Kid, I hadn’t been called that in almost a hundred and fifty years. But I sat on the floor, letting the heat of the warm room wash through me and take away the last of the cold and fear for the moment. 

“Niah, Cassava is alive, and she’s got Peta.”

“Yes, I know. I told her you would be here looking for her.”

My jaw dropped and all I could do was stare at her. “Why, why would you do that? And how the hell did you know I would be here? I told no one!”

I couldn’t remain seated. I shot to my feet and glared at the old woman. Lark had thought of her as a friend. What had happened?

The air around Niah shimmered. For just a moment her eyes were not her own, and I thought I saw someone behind them. A man I did not know. Dark hair was the only strong image I got. But in an instant it was gone and I saw Niah as she was again. 

She leaned back in her chair and took a sip of her tea. “Lark needs to break out of the banishment she’s been handed. You will go to her and tell her that Cassava has Peta. That will push her.”

Miko nodded. “I agree. Cassava is a real trouble-making bitch. I’d like to see her handed a cream pie in the face.”

Niah smiled over her cup of tea. “Do you see, Ash? Lark won’t fight for herself. That is a problem. But we can use it to help her out of her banishment.”

The words made sense. I could see what Niah was trying to do. But it felt wrong. It felt . . . like something Cassava would do. I shook my head. Lark was safe for the moment, and I wanted to keep it that way. I wanted her banishment to be lifted, I wanted her father to see she was the one who would help us stop the madness our world kept facing. 

If Niah—and subsequently I—manipulated Lark by letting Peta be taken, Lark would never forgive me. Rightfully so. Peta was my friend as much as she was Lark’s familiar. 

“No, I will go after Cassava.”

Niah’s lips pursed. “Ash, don’t be a fool. You aren’t strong enough. You’ll end up getting killed and we can’t have that.” I could almost hear an unspoken addition of . . . not yet. But no, Niah wouldn’t want me dead. Would she? 

I snorted. “That line might work on someone else, but not me. I am an Ender. I have trained my whole life to take down elementals who have gone mad. I can take Cassava. She is weak without the pink diamond allowing her to control Spirit.”

Niah’s eyes hardened and again the air around her shimmered. “She is not the only one who can control Spirit, Ash. You’d best remember that you have no protection against that.”

The words echoed in the air between the three of us. I slowly backed away. “Unless you can help me, I will take my leave.”

Miko tsked softly. “He’s protecting the one he loves, Niah. I’m going to help him. I love a good love story, almost as much as a prank.”

She slammed her cup on the table. “And if it means the world is lost? Love is not enough; we have to be smart, smarter than those we face!” Her words were edged like a sword, hard and not like her at all.

The Yeti shrugged. “Perhaps you are wrong. He wants to save a friend and protect the girl he loves. Nothing wrong with that, as far as I can see, and I am a mage, you know.” His bright yellow eyes swung my way. “Look for the disturbance in the weather in the earth. Cassava is not stable, and so where she sets her roots, the elements will tremble and buck against her presence.”

That information was more than I could have hoped for. I nodded. “Thank you.”

Niah’s lips were pursed tightly. “You are screwing this all up, Ash.”

I glared at her. “Then I’ll screw it all up and be glad I at least did was I knew was right.”

Miko nodded in agreement. “Good man. One other thing. Take Norm with you.”

I grimaced. “I can’t, this isn’t a game. It’s not some prank.”

Miko pointed a thick finger at me. “You can and you will. I see great things for him still, but not if he stays here. You take him. Help him find his place again in this world.”

What was I supposed to say to that? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Damn it. I backed out and headed toward the door, fuming. I couldn’t take the big dumb Yeti with me. He wasn’t exactly inconspicuous and it wasn’t like he had even a clue of what was going on the world. And what in the seven hells was wrong with Niah?

She was not acting like herself, not one bit, and I didn’t like it. Could she have been influenced by Spirit somehow? And she’d never answered my questions about how she knew where I was going. We’d just kind of skipped over that. 

I opened the now-unlocked door and stepped back onto the edge of the pathway. Billy was the only Yeti waiting for me. His eyes flicked over me as if looking for an injury or something. “You leaving already?”

“Yes.” I gave him a nod and started back up the steep path that would take me to where Norm waited. As I came around the last curve in the path, Billy caught up to me.

“What did Miko say to you?”

I wasn’t going to tell him everything, but I was sure at least a part of my instructions would make Billy happy. “I have to take Norm with me.” 

A big hand settled on my arm and spun me around. “No.”

“You just told me he was mine to watch over?” I pointed out.

“No, that was different.”

I didn’t see the difference myself, but I wasn’t going to argue with a Yeti.

We were nose to nose, but I’d been in worse situations. I put my hands out to the side, well away from my weapons. 

“It’s not my idea of a good time either, but I don’t think I have a choice.” I kept my words even, feeling the tension rolling off Billy. No matter that they’d cast Norm out; it was more than obvious that he wasn’t thrilled I was taking the injured Yeti farther away. “You want to tell Miko you disagree with him? Fine by me. I’ll wait.”

His hand flexed over my arm and while I didn’t think it possible, he leaned further into me so that our noses were pushed hard against one another. “Norm is my little brother. You better bring him back.”

I didn’t say anything, didn’t make a promise I wasn’t sure I could keep. Besides, I could have pointed out that if he’d been at all worried, he could have stopped Norm from being cast out. 

As we approached the flat landing where Norm waited, Billy backed off. He stopped about ten feet down the slope and I continued on alone. Norm was at the top, sitting on the mountain. “Hey, friend. Did Miko give you a good prank?”

I burst out laughing, couldn’t help it when I thought about it in that context. “Shit, he did. Pulled the rug right out from under me.” I’d not seen Miko’s words coming at all.

Norm laughed with me. “Oh, I would have liked to see that! You fell down good then, I bet.”

I shook my head. “Miko said you should come with me. That I have a big . . . prank, and you can help me with it. But it means going away from the mountains here. And I don’t know when you’ll be able to come back.” I didn’t want to add if ever, because we were going after Cassava and I didn’t know if Norm would survive an encounter with her.

Norm’s eyes widened. “An adventure prank? Those are the best! Miko likes me, you know. I’m one of his grandsons.”

Suddenly Miko’s desire that I help Norm made even more sense. “Well, we have to go.” Though I had no idea how I was getting Norm through the world with me.

Because it was to the human world I was headed, the one place I knew I could find the information I needed about weather patterns. 

“Come on, Norm.”

I waved at him and he ran at me, scooping me up and throwing me onto his back once more. “I can go faster than you. Let’s go, friend!”

He bolted across the thin trails we’d traversed on our way to the mage, and for a few minutes I just hung on for my life. Traveling by Yeti back was something new to me, but I had to admit he was right. With his long legs and affinity for the snow, he covered ground like it was nothing. 

“Go to where the avalanche was, Norm.”

He flung both hands up and changed direction mid-stride. I had to look, I had to see if there was anything there that would tell me Cassava was still here. Even though I knew she would be a fool to stay.

Norm slid to a stop, spraying out a fine sheet of snow and ice in an arc. “Here we are.”

I jumped from his back and scanned the ground. “Where did you see the snow leopard?”

Norm trudged over to a flattened area. “You know, this isn’t fun.”

“I know. It’s important, though.” I followed him, then put a hand on his belly, stopping his forward momentum. 

The snow had been trampled down, but there was more than one set of feet. There were a few spots where I could pick out Peta’s paw prints, and Cassava’s smaller, more delicate feet. But there were two other sets of footprints. Both bigger than Cassava, and both distinctly their own. 

One I knew well. I’d seen it for years tamped into the ground of the training room. “Granite, you piece of shit,” I growled. 

The other . . . I put a hand over one imprint. The foot was as big as mine, which meant whoever was helping Cassava was over six feet. Not Raven then. I frowned. 

There was no blood, which surprised me. Why wouldn’t Peta have fought? That didn’t make any sense. 

Stranger yet was the fact that except for the area that was trampled down, there were no footsteps leading away. As if they’d all just disappeared into thin air. I knew Raven could manage that trick, bending the Veil with Spirit. But he wasn’t here, I was sure of it. Could it be a Sylph helping them? That was possible, but somehow I doubted it. There were few left in any of the families that would help Cassava. She’d caused too much grief, and death.

The clues were not helping me. 

I rubbed a hand over my face. “Okay, Norm. On to the prank.”

He grabbed me and swung me over his back. I grabbed around his neck and he took off like a shot out of a cannon.

As he ran, I mulled over what I’d seen, but no matter how I tried to piece it together, I couldn’t make it make sense, and that worried me. Was I losing my mind? Cassava had used Spirit on me while she’d been the queen. And the more Spirit was used on a person, the more their mind broke under the strain of that manipulation. I swallowed hard. No. I wasn’t losing it. Maybe I would at some point, but not here, not now. 

Lark needed me to hold it together, if nothing else. 

Ahead of us, the trails came to a divergence, branching in four directions. Norm slowed and blew out a big breath that fogged the air. “Which way are we going?”

I knew we needed a bigger town, one that had enough technology that we could find potential areas where Cassava was hunkering down. Preferably a town where I had a hidden Ender stash. 

“West. Head for the humans’ big city.”

He grunted. “I don’t like that city. It’s too noisy.”

He had a point. The city could be a real problem for him. “Do the humans see you as a Yeti?”

“Oh, heck no. They just see a big human with a lot of hair.”

I had to hope he was right and that we could slip through unnoticed. Because in a city like New Delhi, there were bound to be a few supernatural creatures looking for trouble. 

But as it was not only the closest major city, but one I’d been in before, it was our best shot to get what we needed and get back on the hunt for Cassava, Granite, and Peta as fast as possible. 

Norm settled into a ground-eating run that made the mountains seemingly flash by in a blur of white and rock. He paused for a break only once and ate a bunch of snow, happily munching on it. “It won’t fill me up, but it will keep my belly busy,” he explained, even though I didn’t ask.

I stretched my legs and wandered across the plateau he’d come to a stop on. The softest meow snapped my head around. About ten feet above me, peering over the ledge, was a tiny snow leopard kitten. 

Blue eyes instead of Peta’s green ones blinked down at me. Maybe one day that kitten would be taken as a familiar, but I doubted it. Peta was one of a kind. 

“Oh, a kitty,” Norm breathed out. He moved past me and held his hand out to the kitten, taking her gently into his cupped hands. 

“Norm. That’s not a good idea. That kitten has a mother somewhere around here.” I had no desire to injure or kill a snow leopard of any kind. 

Even as I spoke there was a low rumbling growl above our heads. “Norm. Put her back.”

“It’s all right,” he said softly, his voice full of . . . reverence. “It’s all right.”

I glanced at him. The kitten was stretching her nose up to touch his, and a soft purr rolled out of her tiny body. 

“Snow leopards are sacred, you know. One of them is going to help save the world one day.” 

An absolute chill cascaded over me. “What?”

Norm didn’t look at me as he spoke. “They are sacred, and they trust Yeti. We are their protectors now from the humans. They killed so many of them, you know.”

I flicked my eyes back to the ledge, shocked to see the mother leopard peering down at us. Her ears flicked forward and she licked her lips once, but otherwise didn’t move. 

“Put the kitten back, Norm.” Not to say that I didn’t trust him, but again . . . I didn’t want to add to the problems I had on my list.

“Okay. Bye, little heart.” He squished the kitten to his mouth and she batted his cheek. He lifted her up over his head and placed her next to the mother. Then patted the mother on the head with one big mitt. “Good kitty.”

The two cats backed away, leaving me staring at nothing.

I did the same, backing away from the ledge. “I didn’t know about . . . that.”

Norm smiled. “I like kitties.”

That might work in my favor. “You know the friend I’m trying to help is a snow leopard. She was taken by a . . . very bad woman.”

The big Yeti gasped. “That’s very not good.” He threw his head back and let out a long, warbling cry. The sound echoed through the mountains, bouncing off the crags and peaks. “There. My family knows to look out for her now.”

His words were a small consolation that I was moving so slowly to rescue Peta. Even though I knew there was no way I could move faster, all I wanted was to pull her away from that bitch who held her against her will. How long before Cassava decided to kill Peta? To take out her revenge on Lark’s familiar? My guts churned with sudden fear, knowing Lark’s banishment would be nothing to her if she lost Peta.

No, I had to be wrong about Cassava. If she’d wanted to kill Peta, she could have done it right there on the mountainside. There had been no blood on the snow. 

Cassava had a reason why she took Peta—more than the obvious to hurt Lark—and I had no doubt it had to do with drawing Lark to her. But instead she would get me, she had to know that. So what was her end game? I crouched and pressed my hand into the ground at my feet as if the answer could be found there. 

What did Cassava have to gain by killing Peta and me? Really, the answer was nothing. Our deaths would only electrify Lark into action, bringing about Cassava’s downfall all the sooner. There had to be something more than our deaths, then.

Hostages. 

The word slid through me and the truth of it hit me hard. If Cassava held both Peta and me, she could manipulate Lark to do her bidding. Cassava was using Peta as bait for me, as Raven had done the same thing to Lark to draw her into a fight. 

Like mother, like son.

“Shit.”

Even knowing that, I was going to walk right into Cassava’s trap. There was no way I could just leave Peta with her. And no way I was going to tell Lark. I scrubbed my hands over my face, anger and frustration flowing through me like a wave of lava.

“Norm, are you rested enough to keep going?” I called over my shoulder. The Yeti stood and gave me what I thought might be a thumbs-up, but it was hard to tell when he only had three fingers. 

“Ready.”

I walked to him and he grabbed my arm, slinging me onto his back. Any harder and my arm would’ve come out of its socket, but I said nothing. For now, the Yeti was a boon and I was glad of his speed. 

“Hang on,” he said, and I grabbed a good handful of his long floating hair. 

He leapt forward, letting out a long mournful cry as he ran. The howl was somewhere between that of a wolf and the rushing of a storm as it screamed, high-pitched and wavering through the trees. The sound echoed through the mountain air and was repeated back to us from somewhere in the distance. A call of his family to him maybe, saying goodbye. 

I only hoped it wasn’t the last time he’d set foot in the mountains. 
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[image: ]ew Delhi, with a Yeti at my side in the crush of summer heat. I had to shake my head several times as I dodged the elbows and carts that pushed close around us, because even I couldn’t believe the situation I was in. Norm, though, was happy as could be, just trucking along, occasionally waving to the odd person. 

I, on the other hand, was doing my best not to panic about Peta. I kept moving forward, one foot in front of the other, head down. Once I’d realized Cassava had set a trap with bait I wouldn’t be able to turn away from, there was nothing to do but keep moving. The only upside of the situation was that, at least, I would not be surprised when the trap was sprung. My plan, of course, was to spring the trap before I was in it. 

The last time I’d been in New Delhi, I’d worked with one of the local supernaturals and had been lucky enough to call him friend. But that had been close to fifty years before, and the chances he was still residing in the city were slim. Not because he would be dead, but because he moved around a lot. 

As a healer, he went wherever he was needed. I hoped he would be in the city, but really, it wasn’t fully necessary. I had access to his home at all times because I’d helped him create it. 

Carved into the side of a rock bluff, the back half of the house was a veritable fortress that I’d created out of the earth for him. That had been the price I’d had to pay to have not only his trust and help as I needed it but in order to leave a stash of weapons, clothes, human money and identification in his home. 

That had been during a time where I’d been chasing after a band of young elementals. They had been on a wild spree as they traversed the world and caused a fair bit of chaos. It was one of the few times the four families worked together, sending their Enders out in squads of four to bring the idiots under control. They’d set up in India, according to their leader, because there were so many humans, they thought they could hide unnoticed. 

I snorted to myself, thinking about how they’d begged for mercy, blubbering and wetting themselves. We’d sent them all home to be punished by their leaders. 

Behind me, Norm snorted too. “What’s funny?” he asked. 

“Nothing. I was just thinking about something.”

He stomped along with me, and once again I was struck by how the humans’ eyes just slid over him. Like he was as normal as them. They were moon-blind, not wanting to see the monsters in the dark. That was what my mother had told me once. 

Whoa. Where had that come from? I hadn’t thought of my mother . . . for longer than I cared to consider or remember. 

For a moment, I could see her, the soft smile on her lips. The golden glow of her eyes so like mine, the touch of her hand on my cheek as she whispered to me that the dark held nothing to fear. “Be strong, my sweet boy, I see great things for you. You are a going to be a brave warrior of the earth. Never doubt it.” Then the screaming within the smoke as our home burned, my mother and siblings within it, and the hands that held me back, holding me away from rushing into the flames. “It is not your time to burn. Not yet. Not yet.” The words had been there, in my ear, and I’d fought them. “Let me go.”

“What did you say, friend?” Norm put a big hand on my shoulder, snapping me out of the memory I’d thought I’d put away.

 I shook off the sudden lapse. “Nothing, just . . . the past.” I made my way around a vendor of saris, the long silk floating on the breeze like a series of colorful flags as I tried to banish the sudden chill on my skin. 

Looking as I did wearing a leather vest and khaki pants, I most certainly did not fit in. Normally I would have been mobbed as a tourist with my blond hair and fair skin. The newest wares would have been shoved under my nose to tempt me with the colors, textures, and smells of everything you could ever imagine being sold in a place like this. Being barefoot and carrying several weapons seemed to be working in my favor in keeping all the vendors and their sales pitches off me. 

My friend Dhanvantari’s home was on the far side of the city. We made good time in getting there, even with Norm stopping here and there to touch things.

More than once I had to slap his hands away from fragiles.  

The house built out from the rocky bluff was three stories high and looked to be breaking down in every aspect. As though the mansion had been left to ruin for a thousand years, but I knew that wasn’t the case in the least. I had helped build it only fifty years prior. I knew that it would last a lot longer than any manmade structure. That being said, Dhan liked to keep it looking as though not only did no one live there, but it wasn’t worth bothering in regards to being burglarized. 

I started to tap on the large iron gates out front and froze. The metal hummed softly like the faint buzzing of a beehive. I took a step back and dropped my hand. Electrified? Now, that was interesting. 

“Dhan, I need my stuff,” I yelled. 

Norm sniffed the air. “Who is Dhan?”

“A friend,” I said softly. Or at least, I hoped he still was.

There was no answer to my call, so I flicked my fingers at the dirt below the gate and moved it in a huge chunk, big enough that Norm and I could shimmy in underneath the electrified gates without touching the humming metal. What was so strange to me was that Dhan had never been afraid before. What had changed that he suddenly had put up an electrified fence?

I dropped to my belly and wriggled through the hole I made, and Norm followed, grunting as he got a slight shock on his ass. “Ouch, that’s hot. Wait,” he pulled himself through and glanced up at me, his eyes glimmering. “Is this where we’re going to pull the prank?” 

“No, my friend is here. He’s going to help me get all the things I need. For the prank.” It seemed wrong to keep leading Norm on, but I didn’t really know what else to do. If he was supposed to come with me, and to do so quietly, it seemed the only way. Still, I had a feeling it might come back to bite me in the ass. 

I strode toward the front doors of the mansion. They were askew, broken halfway off their hinges and hanging by mere threads of metal. Again, I wasn’t put off. Not by that; I knew what Dhan was going for. He wanted people to do a complete fly-by. I broke into a jog, and between one step and the next, the world flashed around me, and I found myself flat on my back as a pulse of electricity shot through the soles of my feet. I lay there, panting, unable to believe what had just happened. Norm burst out laughing. “Oh, mother goddess, you should see your face, that’s a good prank . . . AHAAHH!” 

He howled, and I could only guess that he’d been hit by the same electrical current that had caught me. I rolled to my belly and pushed away from the house. Using my connection to the earth, I found the trace-thin wires. “What the hell, Dhan?” I compacted the ground around the wires, crushing them flat and useless. 

And then I looked at Norm. He was flat on his back with his arms and legs straight in the air along with every strand of his long floating hair. His eyes were bugged out wide as he slowly turned his head to stare at me. “Wow, I don’t like that prank after all.”

“Yeah, it wasn’t so good.” Even though I had to admit Norm did look mildly funny. My lips twitched and I clamped my mouth shut.

I shook my head and stood. “Dhan, that was not nice.” I pushed my toes into the loose dirt and connected even deeper to the earth. The house in front of us rumbled in response to my call, the foundation of it rattled, and someone inside screamed. A woman, not a man. I frowned. “Norm, you stay here.”

“Yeah, I’m just going to lie here for a while.” He lowered his arms and continued to stare up at the sky. I jogged toward the house again, slowing as I reached the doors. While electricity wouldn’t necessarily kill me, there was no doubt it was unpleasant and could incapacitate me long enough for someone who wanted to do me harm to have an open window in that department. 

I peered through a crack in the door. There was a woman on the floor, or at least I thought it was a woman. She wore a sari faded with age, but other than that and the long dark hair, I was hard pressed to say if she was even human. Slowly, she lifted her head, and I jerked back. 

Skeleton. Her skull had retained her hair and that was about it. Another thing to scare the humans away, to keep Dhan safe when he rested between his healings . . . but it seemed extreme. I’d never known him to be so afraid, not for himself. 

I pulled my two swords out and pushed through the doorway. The female skeleton lurched toward me, her hands outstretched as she whispered a curse in Hindi, that I would die and not find release, that I would live and wish for death, that I would find myself trapped in darkness and pain forever. Not exactly what I would call pleasant. 

I removed her head with a single strike. She wobbled where she was for a moment, then fell in a strangely graceful clattering of bones within her sari. I didn’t put my weapons away, though, not after that odd welcome. “Dhan, it’s Ash, from the Rim.”

No answer, but there was a scuffle of feet from deeper within the house. I crept forward, all my senses on high alert. I entered the kitchen first but found no one. From there, I slid through each subsequent room, but still, there was no sign of my old friend. I slid both weapons away and frowned as I made a slow circle. A sigh escaped me. He had to be out on one of his errands, I shouldn’t have been surprised. And yet . . . something didn’t feel right. Like there were pieces here out of place. 

I backtracked into the kitchen where a small TV sat. I stared at it, quickly identifying the power button. I flicked it on and the screen came to life in a blur of black and white images. I moved the channels around until I found a weather channel. 

“Hurricane Charley is sliding across the Atlantic Ocean, but we expect it to dissipate before much longer.” The announcer was speaking over an image of swirling clouds that spun between North America and Europe.

Miko had said to watch for unusual weather patterns, that Cassava would throw the area she was in off its center. I frowned and leaned in close to the TV as if that would somehow give me the exact answer I wanted. The British Isles were in the direct path of the hurricane . . . if it were going to go rogue. I tapped my fingers on the edge of the counter, thinking. Behind me was the sound of a weapon sliding from a sheath. I spun, drawing my swords as I did so. 

Behind me was Dhan, or at least I thought it was Dhan. His eyes were sunken in and his usual healthy glow was sallow and grim. Even his jet-black hair was dull; not gray, but as if someone had taken away the shine. 

“Dhan, it’s me, Ash.” I did not lower my weapons. He was a healer, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t hurt me. I’d taught him how to use his curved sword that even now wavered in front of my face. 

“Ash?” He said my name as though he wasn’t entirely sure. 

“Yes. I am an elemental from the Rim. I helped you build your home here.” I kept my eyes locked on his while being completely aware of all around us. Just in case he had another trick up his sleeve. 

Dhan shook his head once. “No, she said Ash was dead. That I could no longer keep my home.”

A chill swept through me. “Who said that?”

“A queen,” he whispered. “But the cat spoke and she told me to wait for you. That she wanted a message given. You aren’t to go after her. Let her go.”

My jaw ticked and I lowered my two swords. “Dhan, thank you.”

He shivered and ran a hand over his face. “She spelled me to attack you, friend. Only . . .”

“Only because you are a supernatural, it didn’t work so well?” I offered. 

“Because I am a healer.” He breathed out softly and the weapon clattered to the floor. He slumped and I caught him right before he hit the ground. Moving swiftly, I carried him to one of the large bedrooms and laid him down. 

“What do you remember of her?” I sat beside him because he wouldn’t let my arm go. He clung to me, as though fear had made him wildly uncertain. 

“She said you would come here looking for her. She took my healing for herself. She was dying, wounded badly. But she took my healing and then hurt me.”

Understanding dawned slowly. Cassava had been injured by Lark after all. Driving the avalanche had been done to slow us down, to give her time to escape to Dhan. I was not surprised she knew about him; she’d been my queen and the one I reported to during the escapades with the idiots. I’d told her all about him and his miraculous ability to bring people back from the brink.

“Dhan, did she have anyone with her? A man, perhaps?” I didn’t want to lead him too much. I needed his words to be the truth, and not what he thought I wanted to hear.

“Maybe.” He frowned. “But . . . he . . . told me . . . to forget.”

Of course he did. There was no way Cassava could have spelled Dhan on her own—she needed Raven now to do her dirty work. Damn it, they were so many steps ahead of me. “Was there anything else?”

He drew in a breath and then shook his head. “I’m not sure. Get me that bottle over there, it will help me recover.”

I went to the dresser where he pointed and grabbed a large green glass bottle with a cork in the top. I brought it back to him and uncorked it. The strong heady aroma of jasmine filled the air. Dhan took the bottle and swallowed it down until it was empty. He leaned back and closed his eyes. “Give it a minute.”

From the front of the house came a loud grunt. “Hey. Is there a prank with this skeleton?”

Dhan’s eyelids flickered open and a smile hovered for a moment. “You brought a Yeti with you?”

“Long story.” I stood and made my way out to where Norm hovered over the skeleton, pushing it with one big foot. 

“Is it a joke?”

“No, come on back, I want you to meet my friend.”

Norm leapt over the skeleton, clearing it by a good six feet, and landed almost on top of me. I stumbled back and he shot out a hand to catch me. “Sorry, don’t want her to reach up and touch me.”

“Fair enough,” I grunted, and then led the way back to where Dhan was already looking better. “Norm, meet my friend Dhan.” I backed out of the room and headed to the kitchen. There was a pot of food on the stove; I peered into it. By the smell and color, I was guessing a curried chicken, and a part of me was hoping for butter chicken. I hadn’t had that in over fifty years and my mouth salivated at the thought. Even better, it looked fresh, probably made only in the last day or so. 

I flicked the gas stove on and started the food to heating. Dhan would need his strength back, and both Norm and I needed to eat as well. Unlike Lark, who went into things without much thought, I’d learned the hard way that you had to take care of yourself if you wanted to see a hunt through to the end successfully. Within minutes, the pot was bubbling. I scooped it into three bowls, stuffing some naan bread I found into each to use as a scoop. 

I stepped back into the bedroom and Dhan gave a low whistle. “I never thought of you as a housewife, Ender Ash.”

“Glad I could amuse you. Do you want to eat or should I give it to Norm there?”

Dhan held out a hand, and I gave him the smallest of the bowls, the largest to Norm, and the final one to me. As men are wont to do, we settled down to eat, no questions passing between us. The silence was a nice change after all of Norm’s questions about pranks. 

But the silence, of course, could not last. Dhan put down his bread when his bowl was only half empty. “What happened, Ash?”

I chewed the last of my meal and put the empty bowl on the side table. “The woman who came to you was my queen, and she has taken hostage a companion to my mate.”

That last word hit me in the chest. The first time I’d said out loud that Lark and I belonged together. The burn in my heart suddenly had nothing to do with the heat of the curry dish. 

Dhan gave me a solemn nod. “It is good to see you involved in this world, finally.”

I frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

Dhan laughed softly and adjusted his stance on the bed. “A seeker of justice you have been, but you never let yourself feel. I never heard of you with a woman before. Nor did I hear of you breaking rules.”

“You don’t know I’m breaking rules,” I pointed out.

The healer shook his head. “I know more than you think. Like why this Yeti is important to the task at hand for you. Why you need him still.”

“For the prank, right?” Norm said around a mouthful of food. 

Dhan smiled and slid to the edge of the bed. Already his skin was gaining in color and looking far better than it had only moments before. “Yes, for the prank, my hairy friend.” He clapped a hand on the Yeti’s shoulder. “When you are done with Ash, I will find you and heal that wound in your head, if you wish.”

Norm frowned. “Maybe. I was angry all the time before. I like being happy, even if it means being away from my family.”

I couldn’t help the way my eyebrows climbed. Norm’s words were the most cognizant so far, and showed he was aware of more than I’d thought. 

“That being as it may, Dhan, I need to get my stash. I’m going to need money to fly us to our next stop.”

“You think you know where the woman went?” Dhan stood and I held out a hand, but he waved me off. 

“Yes. I’m headed for the British Isles. There is a storm headed that way.”

“And you think that the queen would cause it? Is she not of the earth, should you not be looking for things pertaining to the ground?” Dhan frowned.

“She is out of balance and because of that, the world will twist around her. She will cause chaos, and all the elements will react to it,” I said with more certainty than I probably should have. 

The thing was, though, I was positive Miko had been right. In the past when I’d sought out those who’d defied the king or broken a rule, the first thing I searched for was a disturbance in the world. But in the past, I’d only sought out a disturbance in the earth, something I could do with my Ender training. But with Cassava . . . I wasn’t so sure that would be the case. Nor did I think it would be as easy as saying that it would only be the earth she would affect. Having had the Spirit stone, she had been able to do things she shouldn’t have in any normal circumstance. 

Dhan made a circular motion with one hand. “Your stash is in the back wall. I had it mortared in when I made repairs.” He paused for a moment. “And I may have a way for you to travel that will not tax you or the Yeti so much.”

My ears perked up with that. “Truly? I have an armband—”

He waved me off. “No, it has nothing to do with your elemental form of travel. This is older, and deeper. A way to cut through the Veil and travel that way.” 

Now that was interesting. I made my way to the back of the house and the oldest section where I’d carved out the mountain to begin the creation of the home. The wall was flat except for a single line that was indeed mortared over. I placed a hand on the edge and it broke open with a crack that echoed throughout the house. 

I peeled the rock back until the small pile of weapons and other items waiting for me became clear. I reached in and pulled out a heavy cloak that would repel water and keep me warm if the weather turned cold, but otherwise, would feel as though I wore nothing. There were two small daggers and a box that contained what I thought was a fair amount of human money. Four hundred American dollars—from what I understood it was taken in most countries, so it had been the money of choice at the time. I touched them, then shook my head. Would it get me anywhere? 

“Unless you will need it for bribes, leave the money,” Dhan said behind me. I turned and he held up a small weapon. A circular blade edged in gold, a chakram. I’d used that kind as a weapon before in my training, but this one was ornamental. A weapon made for beauty, not use. “Yes. This is how I travel. I will not be able to heal for some time, so you might as well use it.” He offered it to me and I took it. 

“Thank you. I do not know when I will bring it back, but I will.”

He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “I know you are a man of your word. I will give you a piece of advice. Be careful out there. The world is not what it once was. The myth and legends of old are dying, being replaced by the humans’ technology. They are worshipping new gods now . . . ones that have no heart, no soul.”

I could hope he was wrong, but that was a fool’s way of thinking. “How do I use this?”

He nodded once. “The place you wish to be, you must hold it in your mind. Then you touch the blade to the center of your forehead and then touch the ground. The place you seek will open up to you then. Step through. It will close within seconds, so make sure your friend is not slothful.”

I nodded and strapped the circular blade to my waist. “Again, thank you.”

“Of course.”

I paused, then turned and took the stack of money, stuffing it inside my vest. There was no way of telling what we might need on our journey. I touched the earth around the enclave and beckoned it to cover the hole. 

A thought rumbled through my mind. “Why are you helping me this much? In the past, you would barely even acknowledge me as I stopped in.”

He pursed his lips and his eyes went thoughtful. “Because . . . what you are doing, I feel it in my bones. These actions of the one who was your queen will shift the world somehow. Whatever happens, Ash, is meant to be. Fight and do not fight. That is what I see for you.”

Fight and do not fight? His words were about as clear as mud. 

I could only hope that by the end of my quest they would make sense. 
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[image: ] stood in the overgrown garden of Dhan’s home with Norm by my side. Dhan remained back watching us. We’d said our farewells, and he’d wished us luck in his own way. 

I thought of the cliffs of Moher on the western coast of Ireland. I’d been there once, when I was a child and Traveling was allowed for the common elementals. My mother and I had stood on the cliffs, looking out into the ocean, breathing in the fresh salty air. 

I did not like how my memories had suddenly decided to make themselves known on this journey.

I swallowed down the bile that suddenly rose in my throat and touched the circular blade to the center of my forehead as I’d been instructed. Going to one knee, I touched the blade to the ground at my feet. A bright bolt of light shot upward and stopped just above Norm’s head. Slowly it spun, widening in its circumference until it was four feet across. I stepped through and then looked back to Norm. He hesitated and then leapt at the last moment when the bright light was dimming and shrinking. 

Which pretty much meant he tackled me to the ground, taking me out at the waist. I hit the hard rocks and instinctually softened them. They drew me down, Norm’s weight pressing me in even farther. “Get off!”

“Sorry, that was spooky, man,” he said as he pushed off me. 

It was only then that I noticed the weather. The wind ripped around us, catching both my cloak and Norm’s long fur into a tangled mess in a matter of seconds. He looked down at his body once and then shook his head. “That’s going to take forever to comb out.”

The image of the Yeti combing out his long hair stuck in my head and I couldn’t help the sudden swift smile. I lost the humor, though, as I really took in what was happening. Rain slashed sideways, and the only reason we hadn’t been hit by it was because we’d stepped out between the two rocks I’d remembered from my previous visit here. But looking out from the small shelter, the world was a dark and violent place. The hurricane obviously hadn’t dissipated as the humans had hoped. I frowned against the blustering winds and took a step out from between the shelter of the two rocks. The storm caught me, shoving me back before I connected to the earth and sunk my feet down a few inches. 

“Friend, I don’t like this weather!” Norm called to me over the wind. I glanced back at him. 

“You got anything you can do about it?”

He frowned and shook his head. “No, this is too strong for me. I can do a little, and mostly with snow. This is way too much for me.”

Of course it was. I started off along the cliff edge, letting my connection to the earth guide me. There was something under the rocks that hummed to me. A call of like to like. I broke into a jog, feeling the connection grow stronger and stronger until it made my skin feel as though I was getting a light electrical shock running over me. But not in a painful way; more like I couldn’t shake the sensation, it was just there, irritating me. That was not Cassava, I was sure of it. 

Okay, almost sure of it. 

I bent one knee and went to the ground. I pressed both hands to the earth, as rain dripped down my face and the wind tore at my cloak. The earth could not fight those elements, but it held steady through their battering. Norm crouched beside me, hunched down small enough that he might have gone unnoticed if not for his brilliant white coat. “What you doing?”

“Listening,” I said.

That he heard me over the storm raging around us was something. He flicked his tongue over his single sharp tooth. “What are you listening for?”

He roared the words, and I knew I would not have heard them otherwise. I shook my head, not sure I could explain the Ender ability I was employing. One that allowed me to find those I’d been sent after. The thing was, despite the humming energy, I wasn’t picking up on any other Terralings. If Cassava was here, and close enough to be causing the storm, I should have been able to pick up on her energy. Should have been. For all I knew, she’d learned a way to hide her signature from Enders who might search her out. 

“Damn it,” I snapped and pulled my hands from the earth.  A particularly sharp gust of wind swept across my body, sending me flying, knocking the breath out of me as I slammed into a large boulder, my side taking the brunt of the hit. I gripped the stone and looked out over the cliff edge and into the ocean. 

The heart of the storm approached, and it was one big bad bitch; but worse was what I could see within it. This was not going to go well, no matter how it ended. “Norm, to me!”

The Yeti leapt in my direction and the wind caught him up, flinging him over my head. He yelped and then was silent. I looked over at him to see him clutching the ground about thirty feet away from me. Good enough for now. 

“Stay there!”

“You got it!” He ducked his head, and I think he closed his eyes. But I couldn’t be sure. Not that it mattered. I had more trouble than I wanted, and the last thing I was worried about was Norm burying his head in the sand.

I turned back and looked into the heart of the storm again. Within it floated two figures. One that hovered high, within the wind tunnel, and one that rode low in the waves. 

Elementals. 

As an Ender, it was my calling to stop wayward elementals, even if they weren’t Terraling. It was part of my vow to protect our world from those who would cause it harm. 

I pulled both swords from my sides and anchored myself in the ground. The connection to the earth quivered under me, and as I asked for power, the humming that had spoken to me earlier all but leapt with what I could only describe as glee. Strength like I’d never known snapped and roared through me. I brought my hands around and slid the weapons back into their sheaths. I wasn’t going to need them for this fight. 

Beckoning large stones up from deep under the ground, I laid them out in a line around me. Perfectly round stones, like small cannonballs. I bent and hefted one in my hands. There was no way I would be able to hit the elementals from this far away. But the power that rolled and frolicked through my veins told me otherwise. Not only was it possible, but it was expected of me. If the storm continued to rage with the elementals powering it, hundreds upon hundreds, even thousands, of lives would be lost. 

That was unacceptable. 

I threw the first stone and it shot through the air like it had indeed been released from a cannon. Sailing across the water in a blur, it missed the Sylph in the middle of the hurricane by mere inches. She dodged and ducked, and that brought her attention to me. I already had another stone in my hand and threw it down at the Undine. But the elemental riding the waves was warned and ducked out of the way, diving below the water. In another time, I would have been afraid that I’d blown my cover. But that strange power that I called to me made me confident beyond anything I’d ever felt before.

I wasn’t sure if that was good or not. 

I held a hand out, palm facing down, and the sand under the ocean raced upward. I wrapped the fine granules around the Undine and pulled her under the waves. I couldn’t drown her, but I could keep her away from the fight for a time. 

The waves slowed but didn’t stop altogether. 

The Sylph, though, was not deterred. She rushed at me, her features becoming clear as she drew close. She was one of the younger daughters of the old queen, Aria. No doubt cast out when she caused problems with the new young queen, Samara. Not that it mattered. I would have to deal with her either way, regardless of her bloodline. 

The hard way, no doubt. I picked up the rocks at my side until I held two in one arm, and one in the other. I threw them in rapid succession and the Sylph dodged the first two. The third caught her in the head as she hovered right over the edge of the cliff. She let out a cry and fell, her long silvery white hair flying out around her like a broken doll falling from a shelf. 

The storm did not abate. I knew it would take time. Time for the elements to realize they were no longer being driven. 

Leaning into the wind, I pushed my way to the edge of the cliff and looked down.

A hand snaked up and grabbed my ankle, jerking me off balance. “You bastard. I’ll kill you, you piece of shit Terraling! Weakling!”

I was in open space for a moment being flung out over the water before I was grabbed from behind, my one forearm engulfed in Norm’s three-fingered paw. “Got you, friend.”

He yanked me onto solid ground, but the Sylph hadn’t let go of my ankle, which meant she came with me. We hit the ground at the same time and I scrambled to get on top of her, to pin her hands down and knock her out. The last thing I needed was—

I tried to draw breath but the air was sucked away from me. I didn’t slow in my rush to her, though already I could feel my head spin from lack of breath as the oxygen was compressed out of my lungs, collapsing them. I climbed on her and slammed a fist into her chin. Her eyes rolled and I sucked in a big breath of air. 

Typical elemental. She’d been raised to believe she was powerful, but had never been trained to fight with her hands. That was part of the secret of the Enders. That was why we were successful so much of the time. We were trained to fight where the normal populace, even the leaders of our realms, were not. In fact, they were encouraged not to. 

And a good thing, too. I sat back on my heels and behind me, Norm yelped. I spun in a crouch. Two Sylphs floated above our heads, dressed in the white Ender leathers of their people. I swept my cloak back so they could see my Ender’s vest. Slowly they dropped to the ground and approached me. One of them snapped his fingers and a bubble of air slammed down around us, blocking the raging storm. 

“Ender Ash, you saved us some time,” he said. I recognized him.

“Not intentionally. I am on my own hunt, Ender Rio.” I’d met him a few times, but I would not call him a friend. The other Ender was young, and I didn’t recognize him.

Rio nodded and dropped to a crouch beside the Sylph I’d taken down. “Who is it you seek?” He pulled a knife out and cut the throat of the young woman as though he were cutting a loaf of bread. I didn’t flinch, but Norm let out a cry. 

“Why did you kill her? She was pretty,” the Yeti whispered. 

Rio didn’t even look at him and I kept my back to Norm. I could not explain to him that this was the only way to stop a banished elemental from destroying the world. It was impossible to know which way an elemental would swing when they were cast out. 

Banished, and then we were sent after them. It seemed . . . counterproductive. Then again, there weren’t that many banished elementals until recently. “I seek the old Terraling queen. She tried to kill our king, and deceived our family.”

He straightened. “I’d heard rumors of Cassava losing her mind. It makes me nervous to see her son courting Samara.”

My heart seemed to freeze in my chest. No good could come of this news. “Raven is courting Samara?”

His eyes locked on mine. “By your words, you see it is not a good thing, too?”

I shook my head. “He was working with his mother. If I could kill him, I would.”

“Shit,” Rio wiped his knife on the dead girl’s clothes and put it away, “I must go, then. I can still stop Samara. She trained with me before she was raised to be our queen.”

“Wait,” I put a hand on his forearm, “Raven can control your mind. He has power over Spirit. If you go in bold, he will stop you.”

Rio’s face hardened and his jaw twitched. “And you have not killed him why?”

I raised both eyebrows. “Did you not just hear me? He can control your mind. He has power over all five elements, Ender. Do not go in bold. Kill him in his sleep.”

He nodded slowly. “I do not like it. That is the coward’s way.”

“Then be prepared to live under a madman’s rule.” Already I could see how Raven would play it. He would claim he was displaced from his family, a family that had not banished him but instead cast him aside. That he needed only a place to live a little while, that he would help them if they would allow him a measure of peace. 

Samara was far from soft, but Raven was handsome and charming. If he used Spirit on her, there was no way she would deny him. I wanted to pull my hair out in frustration at the thought of Raven getting away with destroying another of the elemental families. Though the Sylphs were not my favorite cousins, they were cousins, and I would not wish Raven on them. 

Rio and his companion stepped back, and the bubble around us burst and let in the raging storm once more. We watched as they rose and swept away to the east, back to the Eyrie. Silently, I wished them all the luck in the world. They would need it if they were going to have a chance at Raven. For a moment, I thought I should call them back, tell them that I would help them take him out.

No, Cassava first. Take out the root and kill the plant. The words were not my own as they echoed in my skull, but I agreed with them, as a shiver ran down my spine. 

Norm put his hands over his ears and grimaced. “This is shitty, friend. I want to go back to the mountains.” At least, that’s what I thought he said over the roaring torrent of wind that cascaded over us. 

I nodded, pointed at him to move, and then I turned away from the cliff. That last was a mistake. 

Because within the water I’d left an Undine alive, banished and mad with the loss of her home. 

An Undine who was pissed as hell with me for stopping her storm.
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[image: ]ater raced up the cliff behind us and washed over me in a single gulping wave. Norm yelled once and I spun, trying to get my hands or feet on the earth, anything to anchor myself. But the water held me away from it, keeping me only inches from salvation—tempting me with a possibility that wasn’t there. 

This was the fear of many Terralings: to be dragged to their deaths in the watery bowels of the ocean. We were considered weak because the other elements could so easily overpower us. Only, what I’d learned and seen from Lark was that our family was far from weak.

That I was far stronger than I’d realized.

In a blink, we were pulled into open space and then drawn down into the frothing waves at the base of the cliff. I caught a glimpse of a grinning mouth and a pair of wild, madness-filled eyes, but then the vision was gone and I was tumbled about over and over, crashed against the rocks and pummeled from one end of my body to the other. 

As I was smashed into a particularly large rock, I grabbed the edge and held on tightly. Using the power of the earth to strengthen me, I climbed up and got my head out of the water. Barely able to see, but at least I was out of the water and could breathe. I stared at the hurricane-induced waves, looking for the white fur that would be Norm. He was nowhere. 

“I’m on the shore!” he crowed, and I spun to see him completely bedraggled, slicked to the skin and clinging to the edge of the rock cliffs of Moher. Not what I’d call the shore, but he was at least not in the full force of the water. 

“He is not the one you should worry about,” came the gurgling voice of the Undine. I pulled my right-hand sword and swept it back in a single smooth motion, without even looking. There was a cry that cut off in mid-vocalization. I spun and watched as the Undine’s head fell from her shoulders and into the water, pale blue blood flowing from the stump where the head had been only a split second before. 

“Wow, that was good, friend!” 

The water eased around me, as though with its master gone it could finally begin to relax its stance on battering the cliffs up and down the coastline. The hurricane still raged, though, and even as I thought it, the elements around us picked up again. Though the Undine and the Sylph were dealt with, they had started something that would have to peter out on its own, to whatever ending that might be. At least there was no force driving it now, no madness powering it.

I slipped into the water and swam the rest of the way to shore, the waves lashing me. I stumbled to my feet. There was not much space between the cliffs and the water where we were, especially not with the way the ocean frothed and raged around us.

 Soaked through, the cold began to take hold of me, forcing me to acknowledge its presence. My teeth chattered violently and I could barely walk straight. I pulled the cloak around me tightly and the cold, wet air was blocked. 

Norm followed me closely as I made my way along the ground’s edge, searching for the right kind of surface. Finally, I put my hand to the cliff’s rough feel, noticing the different colors in it, the multitude of textures that created it. Coarse and smooth, all of it was earth, and I knew every piece as if they were my own. 

I flexed my fingers and the rocky wall pulled away, shifting and crumbling as a small hole, just big enough for the two of us, opened. 

“You first, Norm.”

He got in without question, though I knew I was about to ask a lot of him, being a creature of the wild winds of the north as he was. I slid in beside him and then called the rock around us, closing off our own cave.

“Friend, I don’t like this prank,” he mumbled into the complete darkness. 

I couldn’t help smiling, even though I knew he couldn’t see me. “It’s not a prank. I need to rest after facing those two elementals and I’m not sure where to go next.” I closed my eyes and truly let myself feel the injuries that had been inflicted. Several broken ribs, a crack somewhere in my spine, two or three additional vertebrae had been damaged, and I was covered in bruises from the soles of my feet to my temples. Not to mention the amount of power I’d pulled through the earth had completely drained me. Channeling that much energy was . . . something I’d never done, and I still didn’t have a good reason why I’d been able to call that much of the earth’s power. 

“Sleep for a bit, Norm.”

Our combined body heat warmed the small space and it wasn’t long before I fell asleep. Fitful and filled with dreams, the only good thing was that it allowed me to rest a little. Until the last dream approached me from the distance, as though it were wary of even making itself known to me. 

Peta was there, in the fog of my mind, and her normally bright green eyes were full of torment. “Ash, do not come for me. Do not tell Lark. It’s a trap.”

“I know.”

She shook her head slowly as if it pained her. “Then you must stay away. There is more than you or I realized at stake. Stay away. Do not come for Cassava. Leave me.”

“And then she will kill you,” I said, doing my best to reach for her. Peta shied from me, but not without effort. With each step, I saw more injuries. Her tail had been broken, she had huge wounds in her sides, her fur fell in clumps as she spoke. 

“My death for your life, for Lark’s life. It is as it should be. I am a familiar,” she said. “You must not come.”

“You are more than that, Peta.” I managed to get a hand on the fur around her neck and pull her tightly to me. She relaxed for a moment and then she pulled away suddenly.

“I must go and you must promise me that you will not follow. If she has us both, then she will have a sure hold on Lark. If she only has me, then you can convince Lark not to fall to her.”

I blinked and the dream faded, but the haunting pain in Peta’s eyes did not. “I am not leaving you to her.”

Norm grunted and shifted his body, but a snort and a soft rumble from him told me he was still asleep. In the complete darkness, I sat thinking about Peta. Thinking about how she’d been able to contact me. 

I was no fool. 

I knew who was behind it. 

Raven. He was the only one who could use Spirit, the only one who could force Peta to say what she said, as well as enable her to come to me in a dream. “Damn you, Raven.”

I shifted my weight so I could place both hands flat on the floor of our small cave. 

The earth all around me warmed, as though it was happy to have me there, happy to have me in her embrace. What I felt, though, was the calm beyond the earth, that the storm had subsided. 

I dug my fingers into the ground a little and wriggled them, encouraging the rock to open and allow us to leave. 

Nothing happened. 

I wasn’t worried, not at first. I adjusted my stance so my hands were right over the opening I’d created only hours before. 

Pressing my skin to the rock, I beckoned it carefully to open.

Again, there was not even a flicker of a response. “Mother goddess, what is happening?”

I hadn’t really expected an answer. 

Child, you have helped us wake as had your mate. So we wish to speak with you while your companion sleeps.

I swallowed hard past the sudden desert in my mouth. “Who are you?”

Do you not know? Can you not feel the truth in who we are?

I’d have said the mother goddess, but the word “we” stuck out. “No, I don’t want to guess. I don’t like games.”

But you are playing one, aren’t you? The world has shifted and changed. The old powers are awakening, Ash of the Rim. The old powers like the one you felt fire your blood as you faced the Sylph.

A chill swept down my spine, making my breath catch in my throat. “That doesn’t make it a game.”

Not to you, but to others it is a game. The Destroyer must be protected at all costs. The world yet has need of her strength, of the power only she can find, and you will help her find that power. 

“Are you telling me not to go after Peta?”

There was silence long enough that I thought perhaps we were done. That whatever entity I spoke with, be it the mother goddess or some other creature, had fallen silent again. 

We do not know what path is right for you, Ash. Only that you will choose the right path. You must, as there is no other way we will all survive.

I rubbed a hand over my face and let out a slow breath. “I will protect the Destroyer. With my own life, if I must. But you never told me who you are.”

We are all around you. We are the fire in your blood, the water in your veins, the earth of your body, the air of your breath, the spirit that powers it all.

The voice did fall silent then, not that there was much I could say to it after that. There was no way to answer an announcement that sounded like they were the mother goddess, but more. 

Much more. 

I put my hands on the rock again and pushed with all I had, a sudden fear of being trapped overcoming me. I fell out of the small cave, the rock crumbling around me easily, and into what felt like brilliant white sunlight to my night-darkened eyes. I rolled to the side and crouched, covering my eyes as they slowly adjusted. My heart rate slowed, telling me the fear had been more than a little real. 

From within the small cave came a snorting grumble and then Norm stepped out, his big blue-green eyes blinking against the sun. Of course, he was used to the very brightest of days, living where the sun rebounded off the brilliant white snow of the Himalayas. 

“Where are we going now, friend? That prank wasn’t very good.” He shook his head and scrunched up his mouth. “And can we eat? I’d like to eat.”

Eyes still stinging a bit with the light, I stood and led the way down the thin edge of the beach. The waves on our right were sloshing happily as if they hadn’t been trying to kill us only hours earlier. 

Norm jogged to catch up to me but said nothing. He looked around us, frowning and smelling the air. 

I kept the hood of my cloak up, and my eyes forward. Ahead of us, I could see a pathway cut into the cliff that would allow us to climb to the top. An hour later, that’s where we were, and an hour after that, we found ourselves in a downtrodden pub that looked like it had been hammered hard by the hurricane, yet it still stood. 

We ordered food and went to the furthest corner of the pub. Norm seemed to understand this was serious business and kept his mouth shut. Our food was brought to us, but I kept my eyes glued to the small TV above the bar. 

The few humans in the pub muttered about the fairies causing the hurricane. Norm nudged me and snickered. “Not fairies, Sylphs.”

I glared at him and he stuffed a meat pie into his mouth, chewing solemnly as he tried to speak around the mouthful. “Sorry.”

I ended up with splatters of flaky pastry on my face from him. I wiped it away and dug into my own food as I kept an ear and half an eye on the TV. Finally, the world news came on, or I suppose what passed for world news. 

As it stood, the hurricane had killed eleven people in the flooding around Dublin. I shook my head at the waste of life, that the banished Sylph and Undine had been able to go that far with their rampage. But it could have been worse if they’d not been stopped. Much worse.

That information, though, was not what I was looking for. I needed another sign, something that showed where the world was off kilter and wobbling because of Cassava’s presence. The anchor spoke about a few things I took note of, a few fires burning in southern Italy, but they’d already been tamped down. 

The announcer cleared his throat and blinked at the papers in front of him before he went on. “Vrancea, Romania, has been experiencing some low-grade earthquakes. Though there is no evidence of anything more damaging on its way, the number of quakes and their positioning have scientists wondering if there is a previously undiscovered fault line.”

Bullseye.

There it was, that was what I was waiting for. I wiped at my face and stood, tossing some of the American money onto the table to pay for our meal. “Norm, time to go.”

The Yeti shoved the last of his food into his mouth and grabbed my scraps too before he slid out from around the table. “You know where to go?”

I nodded as I strode from the small pub. There were whispers from the humans as we left, wondering about the odd pair and how they were dressed. For a moment, I wondered what they saw when they looked at the Yeti. Just a tall man in a white coat? 

Or did their eyes dart away, fearing that they might be seeing things in their alcohol-induced stupors? 

I reached for the chakram that would cut through the Veil. Strapped to my side, I’d not thought to look for it before now. 

The leather strap was broken, sheared at some point in the tussle with the two banished elementals. “Mother goddess, no.”

I spun and stared back the way we came. Would I be able to find it? I closed my eyes and pressed the heels of my hands into them. For the first time, anxiety flowed through my body, the fear that I would not be able to accomplish the task in front of me. That I would fail Lark as I’d failed her when her mother and brother were killed. That I’d lose Peta on my watch too.

“NO.” The word exploded out of me in a rush of emotion and sheer denial. 

I would not fail her, no matter the cost. No matter the time it took, I would do this right. I spun on my heel and broke into a run back toward the cliffs. 
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More the fool was I for thinking that no one else had a stake in the game that had been laid out at my feet. 

I rounded an outcropping in the cliff at top speed, my cloak fluttering out around me and a few splatters of rain hitting my face. Norm ran behind me, doing his best to keep up. 

The scene in front of me made me slide to a stop.

Crouched in the water was a man I didn’t know, except that I could see he was an elemental. He had dark hair that was cropped short, and he wore the clothes of a human, but I didn’t think he was human, not for a second. He held the chakram up, while his back was still to me. At first, I thought it was Raven, but he was too big. And Raven didn’t have the build of a fighter. 

This elemental did. Even if he was hiding as a human.

“Missing something?” he asked.

I had a sword and dagger free of their sheaths before my cloak had time to even settle around me. 

“Drop it,” I said. 

“Well, that’s rather rude, considering I took it from an Undine who’d been banished.” He stood and slowly turned to face me. 

I supposed some women would find him handsome. His eyes were a blue that bordered on violet, and his mouth seemed prone to smiling. But under that, I saw the truth. 

He was a survivor, someone who’d learned to fight in order to live. In every movement of his body, the twitch of muscles and the way his eyes seemed to watch everything and nothing, I knew he was no pansy ass.

Which only meant one thing at the moment, and that was that I would be keeping my weapons up. “The blade is mine. I thank you for removing it from the Undine, but I want it back.”

He smiled and shook his head. “You don’t even want to introduce yourself?”

I frowned. “No.”

His eyebrows went up. “Well, I do. I think we are going to have to deal with one another at some point, you know.”

The words didn’t make any sense. Not really. Surprising me, he flipped the chakram toward me, and it buried into the ground about three feet in front of me. I didn’t move toward it. 

“Why would I have to deal with you exactly?” 

“I’m glad you asked . . . Ash.” He smiled. I did not. 

The only explanation for him knowing who I was . . . for how he’d sent the second Undine away without a fight . . . was that he was a Spirit user. Like Lark. Like Raven. Like Cassava had been when she’d held the pink diamond. I flicked my eyes quickly to his hands but saw no diamond.

“Ah, good. You understand what I am then. You’re a quick study.” He nodded. “My name is Talan.”

Norm walked out before I could stop him and clapped a hand on Talan’s shoulder. “I’m Norm, and we,” he pointed a thick finger at me, “are going to pull a great prank.”

Talan laughed, but I still didn’t relax my stance. I didn’t trust him. That he was here at this moment told me he’d been following me. In my world, in my experience, I did not believe in coincidences of this magnitude. He was looking for me. 

But why?

“What do you want?” I took a step, and then another, until I was standing almost on top of the circular blade. If I had to move fast, I wanted it close. 

“I want to discuss someone. I want to ask you about Larkspur.”

Hearing her name on his lips sent a chill through me as surely as if I’d been tossed back into the raging ocean. “Why?”

“Because she is like me. She can use Spirit and . . . that intrigues me.”

I did not like the sparkle in his eye when he spoke about her. Every instinct in me told me to run him through now before he tried to steal her away from me. That thought alone made me pause and I shook my head. Jealousy was not my game, it never had been. Not even while Cactus chased Lark, using his childhood connection to her to press his advantage. 

“Stop messing with my head, Talan, or I’ll tell my friend Norm there to strangle you.” Norm grinned at me. 

Dutifully and with a speed that belied his size, Norm’s big hand went around Talan’s neck before the elemental could even blink. The Yeti was fast when he wanted to be. Good to know.

“You want me to pop his head off?” Norm flexed his hand.

Talan struggled and clung to Norm’s solid arm as his face turned red. The Yeti held him tightly enough to keep him from speaking. 

“No. Don’t pop his head off. He’s not a flower.” 

I put both swords away and picked up the circular blade, reattaching it to my belt. Norm held Talan easily and I realized something. Talan was letting him manhandle him. From where I stood, I could see the handle of a blade on Talan, well within his reach, just peeking out from behind him. But he didn’t go for it. 

Again, why? Why would he put himself in harm’s way?

“Norm, let him down.”

The Yeti did as I asked, and Talan gasped for breath. “Quite the grip on him.”

I was done with this. “What game are you playing, Spirit Walker? I have no time for it, so either tell me or leave me to the task I have at hand.” I motioned for Norm to come back close to me. If I had to, I would make a leap through the Veil, away from this Talan and his ability to twist my mind. I’d had enough of that particular brand of worm shit while Cassava had been the queen. More than enough. 

“I . . .” He cleared his throat at the same time as he rubbed at it. “Not a game I set in motion, Ender. I am trying to see the pieces the same as you are. Cassava, Raven, Larkspur, you, and I. We are the puzzle pieces. The rest, I am not sure. If there even are any others.”

His words rang true, and I knew in my gut it had nothing to do with Spirit being used on me. Or at least, I was hoping. Was Talan on our side? Or Cassava and Raven’s?

If he’d wanted to kill me, I suspected he could have by simply setting Norm on me with a command and then come in for the final blow himself while I was busy fending off the Yeti. At least, that was what I would have done. And I could already see that Talan’s mind was that of a fighter. A warrior who did not sit on the sidelines.

Even if he hid it behind a soft human exterior. 

“And what do you want to know of Larkspur?” I kept my voice even. 

“You love her.” It was a statement, not a question. I nodded. 

Talan cleared his throat and rubbed it one last time. “Then you and I are on the same side, Ash. I want to help her, but . . . she has to be ready to be taught. Willing to learn.”

“Learn what?”

“How to control Spirit, how to use it so she can do what she was born to do.”

I didn’t like the way he was speaking. Like Lark was just a tool to him. “Why don’t you just go talk to her? She’s in the desert, alone. Perfect time to sit and chat.”

Talan laughed and shook his head. “The world doesn’t work like that, Ender. There are traps set up around the desert for any foolish enough to try and see her. Traps set up by several of the elemental families, and not just her father. She can leave if she chooses to, but none can enter.”

That surprised me, but then again, Lark had done damage in some way or another in all of the families. All to help them, but sometimes lancing a wound was more painful than the original injury. 

“She will want to learn,” I said. “When she trained as an Ender, she was single-minded in wanting to gain new skill sets. I don’t think you will have a problem with her.”

His eyes widened. “You were her trainer?”

I glanced away, thinking of Granite and his betrayal of our family. “One of them.”

“And you fell in love with her?”

I didn’t like his implication. “She’s not like that. I have known her for years.” I took a few steps back. “I have to go. Cassava . . . has taken a friend of mine.”

Talan perked up. “Who?”

For some reason, I held my tongue. “It does not matter, but if I do not go after her, I have no doubt Cassava will kill her.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Another woman?”

I wanted to punch him, but I was old enough to know better. Even if the thought of his nose broken and bleeding under my fist made me smile. Talan smiled back, and it was as deadly as any Ender’s. “I wish you luck then in finding Cassava. She is a notorious snake once she goes to ground, coiling up and then waiting to strike at the last second.”

I didn’t turn my back on him. “Norm. Hang onto me.”

The Yeti grabbed my cloak, and I pulled the circular blade free. I touched the edge to my forehead while I thought of Romania and a small town I’d visited in the past. On the edges of a great forest, the village was barely big enough to be called that. With a quick slice, I dropped to my knee and touched the ground with the blade. The Veil spun and widened, opening for us. Talan watched closely, his eyes taking it all in. I didn’t trust him. 

Yet, I could find no real reason other than an innate distrust and no solid evidence. Lucky for me, I’d learned to follow my instincts long ago. 

“Are you not going to tell me to stay away from Lark?” Talan called after me as I stepped through the Veil. 

I looked back, past Norm, and shook my head. “I’ve no need. She’ll tell you herself.”

Talan laughed as the Veil closed. “Oh, I doubt that, my friend. I doubt that very much.”

“Mother goddess, I want to punch him in the face,” I muttered. 

“You should have. That would have been a great surprise prank,” Norm said. And for once I had to agree with him. It would have been great. Behind us, the Veil closed and with it, Talan’s laughter was cut off.

I looked around at the outskirts of the small village I’d taken us to. I’d been here once before, looking for a runaway brat from the Rim. Occasionally we’d get a Terraling teenager who decided they wanted to see the world of the humans and all the wonders it held. The problem was they had no idea what they were getting themselves into and regularly had to be rescued either from the other elemental families or from some pissed-off supernatural. 

I didn’t realize I was speaking out loud until Norm responded. 

“Did you find the brat?”

I nodded. “Yes, he was being held by the local witches in a dungeon. He was glad to go home.”

“I’ll bet. I don’t think I’d like to be caught by a witch. They’d probably make me into a spell.”

I snorted, not sure that there was any possibility there at all. “Or a rug.”

He gasped and I couldn’t help laughing softly. “I’m joking, Norm. They won’t turn you into a rug.”

An audible sigh escaped him. “Oh, good. Wow, that was a prank! I believed you were right!”

I strode forward, eyeing the sky above and the ground below back and forth. If Cassava was here, I would have to be careful about how I connected with the earth. While she was a bitch in truest fashions, she was also a powerhouse when it came to the earth. I went to one knee and let the sensation of the earth roll through me. Nothing stuck out, nothing that made me think I’d found her. 

I hoped I was wrong. 

“Where are we going now?” Norm asked. I stood and pointed at the village. 

“There. And then we will start searching for the one we will pull a prank on.”

He grinned, showing off his strange teeth. “Oh, good. I’m excited.”

“I can see that,” I said. “Stop grinning, you’re freaking me out.”

His lips fell into a ridiculous frown that another time would have drawn a laugh from me. As it was, the tension in the air was too strong. Too much for me to think of anything but the reason we were here. 

Cassava. 

In the center of the village was an old brothel I’d stayed at before. While not to my taste in other matters, it allowed for a great deal of privacy, something needed at the time. And something I needed now. With Norm hovering over my shoulder, I knocked on the faded-by-time red door. 

A woman peered out. She spoke Romanian, but so did I. 

“We are closed for the night. Ladies are all done.”

“No, just a room.” I fanned out fifty dollars in American bills. Her eyes shot to them, then back to Norm. 

“Inn down the road.”

I put my hand on the door, which not only held it open, but gave her a view of the chakram blade and a dagger on my right hip. “No. I want privacy.”

“Two hundred.” She held out her hand, snapping her fingers. I gave her another bill. The money was nothing to me. 

Smiling, she held the door wide. “Welcome to House of Pleasure. Ignore the sounds. Pleasuring happens all night.”

I was sure it did. Her skirts dusted the floor as she led us to the back of the two-level house. She looked to be the daughter of the woman I’d rented from before. The looks were similar enough with her dark hair and eyes, and curvaceous body. She glanced back more than once at me, and her eyes just flickered over Norm. She gave him a wink and grunted, but wisely he kept his mouth shut.

The room she opened was small, barely ten feet by ten feet, and there was a single rickety bed pushed up under the window that was maybe big enough to get my head out if I wanted to suddenly leave. Of course, that was probably part of the reason it was so small. Having people skip out without paying the bill was probably an issue. I shook my head as Norm flopped so hard onto the bed it groaned like a dying beast. “Must be well made,” I muttered. 

“American right? I thought so with the money.” the woman asked, speaking clear, if heavily accented, English. 

I turned and faced her. “You could say that.”

“All these Americans lately. You a scientist like the others?” Her eyes glittered with barely disguised greed. I went along with the story. 

“Yes, I am a companion of theirs. But I would like to find out what the locals are saying about the earthquakes that are happening. Do you have old . . . stories that might explain them?” What I’d learned in my travels in the human world was that there was always a connection between the humans’ stories and the world of magic. Often they didn’t even realize what it was they saw, but they still explained it quite well. Usually, anyway. 

She grinned at me, showing a perfect set of white teeth. “What is it worth to you?”

“Another fifty,” I bargained, knowing it was expected of me.

“No, what is it worth to you?” She slid a hand over my shoulder and down my arm, making it perfectly clear what she wanted. 

“Not that.” I shut the door, which pushed her out. The last thing I saw was her eyes widen and then narrow rapidly.

She rapped a knuckle on it. “For seventy-five we will just talk.”

I waited a moment and then she buckled. “Fine, fifty then. Just talking.”

I opened the door. She wasn’t unattractive, with her long cascading hair and sensuous body. But not only was she a human, which in and of itself was considered taboo. Not to mention I didn’t have eyes for anyone who wasn’t Lark. I’d waited my whole life to truly find the one I was meant for. There was no way I would ruin that relationship with some ridiculous fling, no matter how curvy the body was. 

She beckoned with a hand toward the front of the building. I looked back at Norm, who was already passed out on the bed, snoring deeply despite only lying down moments before. I wondered if it was something to do with his head injury. 

I followed the woman to the front of the building to a table and set of chairs. 

“Come, have a drink. A little spice to add to a boring conversation.” She poured me a shot of something that was so heavy with alcohol I could smell it across the room. I took the cup anyway and threw it back, forcing myself not to gasp as the burn lit up my throat and belly. Rotgut . . . the word came to mind rather suddenly and I knew that this was what that was. Didn’t matter what she called it, I could feel it eating away at my belly already. 

“Tell me about the earthquakes,” I said. “What are the locals saying is causing them?”

She smiled and winked at me, her eyes bright. “You are smarter than the other scientists, I think. They believe they will find a new fault line, I heard them talking. But that is not the source of the rumblings.” She poured herself a glass and sipped at it slowly, cupping it between her hands and staring into it like the answers she sought were hidden at the bottom. 

“Tell me,” I repeated. 

A sigh slid from her. “There is a mountain range not far from here, one that is haunted. It has been haunted for years, and that is what the scientists do not understand. That the ghosts of the past clamor to be heard. They want us to free them from their torture,” she whispered, and a tear gathered in the corner of one eye. She dashed it away. “There is nothing we can do, not that I know of. But it is there that the witches dance, drawing on the power of the dead, and that is the cause of the rumblings of the earth.”

Now we were getting somewhere. “Witches? You believe in witches?”

Her eyes were deadly serious. “You do not?”

I wasn’t about to tell her that yes, indeed, I believed in witches. The last thing I needed was for her to get further into my world. “What else do you know about these witches?”

She swirled her glass and then downed the entire thing. “That they are not good witches. They will cause the ground to shake in their anger for being cast out. They seek vengeance, justice for wrongs done to them.”

I blinked several times. “What do you mean?”

With a roll of her eyes, she poured herself another drink. I put my hand over mine, stopping her from giving me more. 

“What I mean is that when a child comes of age to follow their bloodlines into the craft, the family casts them out. That is the tradition. And they are raised by the other witches and trained in the darkest of arts. That is why they hate. Because they learn it from one generation to the next. There is a saying that there will be a final witch from this land that will stop the hate. But I do not see it happening.” She shook her head sadly as if the weight of the world was on her. 

“I want you to draw me a map of the mountains, and where you leave the children to the witches,” I said.

Cassava would love that, to raise witches, teaching them and training them to be her own Enders. Seeing as how witches were descendants from elementals long, long ago, I could see it now, as easily as if Cassava spoke the words in front of me. A question popped out of me before I could think better of it. “When was the last child given up?”

“Ahh, that one. Six or seven years ago. And she was barely ten, an early bloomer by all accounts. Usually they have had their first moon cycle before the magic flows.” Her words were soft, and she spoke with a little more authority than I thought was warranted for a human. 

She leaned across the table, giving me an ample glimpse of her cleavage. And the necklaces that hung there. One of them was a five-pointed star, the mark of a witch in many circles. I reached out and grabbed it, tugging her closer across the table. “Are you one of them?”

A slow, sultry laugh rolled through her and her body, face, clothes and hair shimmered. She went from a pretty woman to an absolutely stunning one. She stood and smiled down at me, then slowly frowned. “What are you? I cannot pin you as a supernatural, yet you are not human either or the drink would have downed you.”

I leaned back in my chair, thinking fast. I didn’t have many options but to try and get her to believe me. “I seek a supernatural, one who has committed many crimes and many deaths. I believe she may be hiding here, in your mountains.”

“A witch?” There was a dangerous glimmer in her eyes and her fingers twitched as though she were prepping a spell.

“No. An elemental.”

That stopped her. “They are myths, they do not exist.”

It was my turn to smile. “Then you will have no problem with me seeking out the myth in your mountains?”

Her eyes narrowed. “No. You may not.”

I nodded, turned my cup upside down on the table, and stood. “Goodnight to you then. We will be gone by morning.”

It took all I had to turn my back on her and walk away. My skin fairly itched knowing she could blast me and I would not see it coming. The problem was I had no choice, I didn’t want her to know what I planned. 

I slipped into the bedroom given to us and lay on the floor. I knew the witch would come after me. I felt it in my bones that she was not done with me. But I was not here for her. I was here for Cassava. 

And I was sure she was hiding out with the witches in the mountains. The parallels were only too clear to me. Now, it was only a matter of figuring out just how to corner her, without her new friends catching on to me. I lay there, counting the minutes as I waited for the brothel to settle down. The sounds of lovemaking brought thoughts of Larkspur rolling through me, of our time together. 

My eyes drifted shut, and it was only at the edge of sleep that I realized I’d been a fool. I should have stayed awake. Should have fought harder. But . . . a heavy fog slid over me. 

Voices back and forth, that was all I could hear, and I could not open my eyes. 

“Ahh, he is lovely. He’d make a nice breeder, don’t you think?” 

“Mala, I agree. But I think he is more than just a human. There is something about him, and he spoke of elementals as if they were real. He travels with a Yeti. I knew he was special the moment I saw him.”

“It could be he is mad.”

“True.” A hand slid down my chest and cupped my manhood, stroking sure and hard. I groaned, trying to wake up as they set to arousing me. 

“What about the other one?”

“The Yeti was caught in the sleep spell as soon as he laid on the bed.”  

There was a tug on my waistband, the sound of my buckle being undone. No, this was not happening to me. Not again. 
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[image: ] called the power of the earth to me, and strength shot through me, shattering the spell on my mind. I bolted upright and slammed a fist into a woman’s jaw, snapping her head back. The other squealed and scrambled to get away even as she called up a spell. I was on top of her, pinning her belly to the ground so she could not see me. With quick, efficient movements I got her hands behind her and wrapped them tightly with a strip from the bottom of her skirt. With her hands bound, her ability to use a spell fairly disappeared.

“Are you going to kill me?” she whispered. This had to be Mala. 

“Perhaps, Mala. Or maybe not, if you help me.” I tipped her so she could see my face, and I hers. Her green eyes were wide and I saw in her the flicker of power that was in every witch. The strength and connection to the elements that spoke of their past convergence to the four families. 

She swallowed hard and nodded, which sent a cascade of red hair over her eyes. “I will answer all your questions.”

I left her there and turned to the other. “What is your friend’s name?”

“Yasmine.”

“Well, Yasmine, you’re about to see what it’s like to be in your own sleep spell.” I grabbed Norm and dragged him off the bed with a thump, then took Yasmine by the arm and yanked her up onto the bed. A part of me wanted to strip her down and let the Yeti have a go at her. I shook my head. No, that wasn’t me. No matter what, that wasn’t me. I did up my pants and pulled my cloak on as Norm stirred at my feet. 

“Friend, I have to tell you something,” he muttered. “I’d really like to find a lady Yeti, right now.”

My lips twitched and I shook my head. “It’s a spell, so another time maybe.” He groaned and sat up, evidence of his feelings plain to see. I looked away. Wasn’t his fault, any more than it was mine, other than I was a fool getting us caught in the witch trap. 

I caught Mala up under her one arm and pulled her to her feet. She was light, as though her bones were hollow. That made me wary. Some witches could shift shape, again a throwback to the time that they came from the elemental bloodlines. “What shape can you take?”

She gasped. “How did you know?”

“What shape?”

“A sparrow,” she whispered. “The others don’t know. Please, don’t tell them.”

“Why?”

We were through the main building and at the front door. Norm bumped into me, and grumbled something about being tired still. 

I repeated my question to the witch, and she swallowed hard. 

“Because they fear me already. I am the daughter of the great Devana. She held more power than the coven now holds together.”

I lowered my face so that we were nose to nose. “Mala, I seek a woman who can shake the earth, and who does not belong here. Is there one in your coven like that?”

Her eyes widened further and she nodded. “Yes. You . . . you speak of Cassandra. She is new to our coven, and so . . . she is stronger even than I.”

Cassandra. Cassava. The name coincidence was not lost on me. “You will help me stop her, then.” I pushed her out the door and into the night. While I needed to rest, we were close enough that I also knew I needed to move forward. The trap was coiling around us and there was no time to do anything other than react. I had to try and spring it on Cassava first.

Mala struggled in front of me. “Let my hands go, I am no help to you if I cannot use my magic.”

“Ah, well, there is a problem,” I said. “Your magic caught me in a spell, one that would have you riding me even now in the hopes of a child. Not acceptable.”

She had the decency to blush. “Yasmine . . . she, I will not defend her. But I would not have taken your body. Not without consent.”

I snorted. I doubted that greatly, but she had a point in regards to her hands. If Cassava came at me, a witch on my side would be a powerful ally. 

“I want your words, sworn on your deity, that you will aid me in dealing with this Cassandra.”

We stopped at the edge of the village, the dusting of starlight above us giving the world a surreal, eerie feel I’d not encountered in a long time. Not since I’d been a child and still had my family around me. 

Watching the stars appear above the canopy of the redwoods, my siblings and mother with me, laughing as we named every light. 

Damn it, where were these memories springing from? I shoved them away and refocused. 

I spun Mala to face me. “If I let you go, you need to understand that I will run you through if I think for a second you are going to betray me.”

Her already pale face blanched even more. “I believe you.” Mala put two fingers to the hollow of her throat. “I swear on my connection and power that flows from the goddess that I will aid you in your quest.”

That was good enough for me.

With a swipe of a dagger, I cut her hands free and she stumbled a few steps. I caught her by the arm and helped her balance. 

“How far in are they?” I kept close by her. It would be the best advantage I could have if she was going to take a shot at knocking me out of the game. 

The game. Just like Talan had said. I gritted my teeth, hating that my mind had veered that way. This was not a game. Peta’s and Lark’s lives could be on the line, and I would not treat them like throwaway pieces on a chessboard.

“We are within a few hours’ walk,” she said softly, her voice trembling. 

She shivered and rubbed her arms. Of course, the bite of winter still lay on the land here this far north in the cold of the night, and I’d dragged her out of the brothel with nothing on but a long sweeping dress. “Norm, can you carry her?”

The Yeti stepped forward and scooped her into his arms. “Like this?”

Her eyes widened and then narrowed. “I can walk.”

“Not if you freeze to death. The Yeti will keep you warm,” I said. “I don’t need you dying on me.” The unspoken words were there in the air between us. I didn’t care if she died after she got me to the mountains, to the place where the witches gathered. But until then I would do my best to keep her alive.

Norm curled his arms tightly around her body. “She’s pretty tiny.”

From behind us came a screech like that of a hunting night bird. Mala jumped and clung to Norm. “Yasmine is awake. She will come after us.”

“Can you convince her to help?”

“No, she likes Cassandra.”

Of course she did. 

I bolted forward, and Norm kept up despite carrying the witch. “Head for those trees.”

In the wild, I had a shot at keeping the witches busy. The scrubby trees were bare from the winter winds and they looked frail, but I could see the heart of them. They were filled with sap, waiting for the late spring to come and free them. But if I pulled the sap to the trees’ edges, then perhaps . . .

“Norm, can you make it colder?”

“What do you think to accomplish by making it colder?” Mala asked. 

“You said you can’t help. So keep your mouth shut,” I growled at her. 

We reached the trees as something shot toward us, a bolt of power that slammed into the ground to our left. Mala moved as if to send a spell back and I grabbed her hands. “No. Let them believe I forcibly took you. That will be better.”

Her eyes were wide. “Why would you protect me?”

“That’s his job. It’s what Enders do,” Norm said. He clutched her with one arm, then lifted the other to the sky and wiggled his three fingers as if beckoning something. The sky above darkened and snow flowed down, quickly covering the ground around us and hiding everything around us from view. 

“Cold enough?” he asked.

“Good for the moment. I’m going to ask you for more in a bit.”

I put my hands to the closest tree and called on my connection to the earth, drawing the sap farther up the trunk until it hovered on the edges of the bark. It crackled and snapped as it froze. I could feel the droplets harden underneath my hand, right on the edge of exploding. It would not take much to push it over the breaking point.

“Time to run. Norm, put her down.” He did as I asked, and I grabbed Mala by the arm and ran deeper into the trees. I whipped my cloak out and around her, sliding it off my shoulders and over hers. 

The last thing I needed was her to freeze, and the way the temperature was dipping, she wouldn’t last another few steps. 

“Why aren’t you cold?” She looked at me as we ran, and I shook my head. Now was not the time to be answering questions. The sounds of pursuit gaining on us were enough to keep me moving and my mouth shut. I glanced back once and saw the hovering figures in between the mists of the falling snow. Their cloaks and skirts swirled out around them as if they were the center of their own storms. 

“Norm, ice it over,” I said. I grabbed Mala and pulled her to the ground, yanking the cloak over us both. Norm skidded to a stop beside us, spun, and roared into the wind, his howl picking up in depth and intensity as the temperature around us plummeted at a rate that was unreal. I kept my hands buried in the ground, urging the trees around us to give up their sap, pushing it to the front of the bark. 

There it was; the edge of cold that would send the trees over the edge. “Norm, down!” 

The Yeti dropped flat beside us with a thud that sent the snow up around him like a wave of white. I covered our heads with the cloak as best I could.

I held my breath and the first tree exploded. The pain of the tree’s death shot through me and I yanked my hands back from the ground, but it was no use. The trees exploded one after another, the shrapnel of their bodies slicing through the witches who would follow us. 

Screams rent the air, and I wasn’t sure if it was the trees or the women who hunted our trail. I waited on the ground, Mala trembling beside me, her body the only warmth. “You . . . you killed them,” she whispered. I shook my head and stood. 

“I doubt that. Wounded, yes. But I don’t kill indiscriminately.”

I held a hand out to her and she took it. Her eyes darted to mine and then away. I shook my head. “Don’t even think it. I have a mate.”

She shook her head and spluttered, but the blush on her cheeks said it all. Witches were drawn to mates of power, it was in their blood. 

As it was in mine. 

I started forward through the remaining trees, stopping only when I realized that both Norm and Mala hadn’t followed. “We have to hurry.”

“Why? They aren’t following us now.” Mala made her way carefully to my side. She stumbled on nothing I could see, and I caught her arm. She swung lightly into me and I snorted. I let her go as soon as she balanced herself. 

“Because I have a friend who is in trouble, and I need to get to her as soon as I can.” 

That was it, that had always been it. I needed to get Peta away from Cassava, none of that had changed. I blinked and stared at Mala, seeing her beauty—surprised I hadn’t noticed before now. I gritted my teeth against a strange, sudden push of lust I hadn’t had in years. Even with Lark . . . no, this feeling . . . the last time I’d had it overwhelm me was when Cassava had forced me . . . I shook my head and then did a slow spin, looking for the dark hair of Raven. “Raven, I feel you out there, messing with my head.”

The lust faded slowly, but I knew it was there, ready to be kindled again. Mother goddess, if I didn’t need Mala to find the coven of witches I would have let her go right there. Why hadn’t he shown himself? Damn him. I had no choice but to move forward. Anxiety fluttered in my belly. Raven knew I was here, which meant he could warn his mother. 

“Lead the way, Mala, and hurry.”

“Of course.” She sashayed in front of me as if I could see past the cloak that hid her body. For whatever yelling I’d done, she acted as though I’d said nothing. 

We walked in the darkness, the only light from the reflection of the snow bouncing a little starlight back to us. After a good two hours of walking with no more pursuit from the witches behind, or Raven in front, Mala held up a hand and then touched her lips. 

I drew close to her and ducked my head. “How close?”

“Over this hill, there is a valley where there are standing stones. It is a place of power and it is where Cassandra has set up her home,” Mala said softly. Her eyes flicked to my lips and then up to my eyes. She pressed a kiss on me, but I didn’t react. 

I pulled back. “I told you no.”

“I don’t believe you,” she whispered. “I’ll help you take her out if you’ll give me a child.”

Norm snickered as if it was the greatest joke in the world. I didn’t even look at him. “Wait here.”

I brushed past her and headed up the slope. Norm caught up to me easily and when I dropped to my belly in the snow, he did the same. “Prank time?”

“Maybe,” I said softly. The snow in front of me crystallized with my breath. With each inch we crept closer, I could feel the earth tremble around us. There could be none other than Cassava causing this tremor. I peeked over the edge of the hill into the valley. A fire blazed up from the center of five standing stones. While not near the size of the ones on the British Isles, they would still be over my head by a good three feet. I watched closely as a figure cloaked in red walked around the fire, teasing it with her hands. I shook my head. What game was she playing? And where the hell was Peta?

At her feet, she kicked something and I froze. Peta. The bound captive let out a whimper.

I loosened my swords so they would give me easy access if need be. The problem was, I was late to the game. 

Cassava let out a wild laugh and yelled into the storm. “Let them fear me, let them know the power that is mine. I will hold back no longer. The world will tremble and I will be its new queen of the darkness.”

Now or never.
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I made it to the first standing stone and pressed my back against it, breathing hard. The world shook and bucked like a wild horse trying to throw a rider. 

“Bend for me!” she screamed into the wind. I looked out into the swirling snow to see Norm crouched, uncertain. I made a sign for him to stay where he was. He gave a tight nod and then flattened to the ground. 

I did a quick look around the standing stone. She still had her back to me. Now was the time. I leapt out and around the stone, tackling her to the ground. We rolled and she screeched as I scrambled to get a hand in her thick hair. Under the cloak I drove my hand, snagging a huge handful of . . . white-blond hair. I didn’t pause even while I knew it wasn’t Cassava. Wild blue eyes stared up at me, all but frothing in anger as she stared me down, her lips moving in a spell. I whipped her back, slamming her head into a stone. Her eyes rolled and she slumped. The red cloak spilled open to show her wearing nothing underneath; she was as naked as the day she was born. 

“Norm, calm the weather, please.”

Seconds later the wind and snow died and I found myself staring at the blonde witch. The earthquake eased off too, and I put a hand to the ground, asking it to slow its wild ride. And to ignore the witch when she called to it again. 

“Please, let me go. Please.” The whimper came from the one bound on the ground. The one I’d thought was Peta, like the fool I was. 

I went to his side and took a good look at him. There was blood on his arms and legs where she’d bound him tightly. His Romanian was accented oddly. “Where are you from?”

“Russia, my name is Peter.” He rubbed at his arms and legs as I freed him. It was only then that I saw the large bite on his right shoulder. I put a hand to it. “You are from Russia, and why are you here in Romania?”

Peter swallowed hard a few times before answering. “I came to visit my sister, Mala. But I was waylaid before I ever reached her. Attacked by wolves, of all things.”

“Peter!” The cry came from the slope and Mala bolted downward. Peter stood, wobbled and held out a hand to the witch. 

“You’re alive!” 

She buried her face into his chest, sobbing. I tried not to think that perhaps it was a game to her, that she’d used me to find him. But it didn’t seem to be that way. I put a hand on him. “Take your sister and go. And be warned, Peter. That bite you bear is one of the wolf. You will not be human after this night.”

His face blanched so he was as white as the snow around him. “I am a priest, I cannot be a werewolf.”

“You are what your blood dictates. Do with it what you will, but you are going to be a werewolf.”

He closed his eyes and I wondered at his story, of how one sibling could be a witch, while the other sought out being a priest of God. 

I shook my head. “Go, while you can.”

“But what about you?” Mala blinked up at me. I drew close to her, circling my hands around her shoulders. She leaned into me and I swiped my cloak back as she gasped. “I suggest you and your brother hurry so you don’t freeze to death.”

I settled the cloak around my shoulders, doing my best to ignore the smell on it, one of lilacs and crushed ginger. Spicy and sweet. 

A thought rolled through my head. Take her. No one would know. The Yeti is too stupid to say anything. 

I shook my head again, anger flaring through me. I strode over to where the blonde witch began to stir. I grabbed the cloak and stripped it off her, letting my anger drive me. I strode back to Mala and handed her the heavy cloak. She and Peter hurried away, though I could feel Mala’s gaze more than once as she looked over her shoulder. 

I returned to the blonde spell caster on the ground. “Witch, you go too far.”

She groaned and rolled in the snow. Her bare skin beckoned to that voice that wanted me to break my loyalty to Lark. Terralings are known for loving more than one. 

“No,” I snarled the word and grabbed the witch by the foot, dragging her with me. What did the voice think? That I would willingly betray Lark? I snapped the witch forward with a sharp jerk.

Her body rolled across the snow, stopping only when she hit the far standing stone. I realized then I wanted a fight. I wanted her to wake up so I could throw her to the ground and expel the anger raging through me, the complete frustration that made me unable to see clearly. 

With a flutter of her eyelids, she was on the ground, and then as suddenly she was standing, her feet hovering above the ground. “You stupid, stupid man.”

I narrowed my eyes and pulled a sword even as I held out the other hand over the ground. “I am no human, witch. And you would be well advised to beg for mercy now before I destroy you completely.”

Her laugh was clear, free of whatever power she’d pulled on to cause the quake. “Oh, please. Since when has a man had the balls to truly take out a witch? We will be halfway through this fight and your dick will be leading the way, begging you to fuck me.”

I pulled a dagger and threw it, snapping it forward between one heartbeat and the next. The blade buried deep into her upper right arm, straight into the bone. She gasped and stared as the brilliant red blood flowed down her pale skin and dripped onto the snow. 

“I don’t think that was a prank,” Norm muttered from somewhere behind me. I was beyond caring. Someone was playing with my head, trying to force me to bed women I had no interest in. Raven or Cassava, I wasn’t sure which, but it didn’t matter. I’d learned in the past that pure rage, an anger hot and bright, helped to hold the control at bay. 

I circled around the blonde witch. “Cassandra, if that is even your name, you would destroy this world.”

“I would raise it up to greatness. I will lead, boy, and you will be on your knees, begging to kiss my feet.” She pulled the dagger from her arm and tossed it away. Foolish move to throw out a weapon that could save her life. 

Her hands swept up, and with them came a wave of snow. I dropped to my belly as a bloom of fire raced over my head. Norm yelped and I wanted to look and see if he’d been hurt. Just the thought of the Yeti being injured because of this stupid, pride-filled witch was enough to spur me forward. 

I called the earth under the witch’s feet and the vines and plants that had been dormant for the season wrapped around her legs, yanking her to the earth. I flicked my hands back and forth, weaving the foliage over her until she couldn’t move. I bent over her head and stuffed her mouth with moss, making sure to jam enough in that gagging it out wasn’t an option. She glared up at me, fury making her brilliant blue eyes glitter. 

“You, witch, are going to die.”

“Wait.”

I spun and stared into the darkness. I knew that voice. 

Raven. 
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“I am so surprised you even got this far, to be honest.” Raven’s voice flickered to me from around the standing stones. Coming from all directions at once. I slowly turned, trying to identify just where in the seven hells he was. But there was no set place unless I kept him talking. That was my only chance to pin him down. 

“What, do you not wish to face me, Raven?”

His laughter bounced and echoed in the icy cold air. “Not really. I wish only to save the girl at your feet. I think she has potential. I like her. I like blondes, as you well know.”

My jaw ached from clenching it so hard. “So you save her from me, and the world pays a price. Even you must see she is mad.”

“Ah, well, that is debatable. Perhaps I could train her. Show her a new way to use her power. I’m a good trainer, actually. I have a knack for it.”

I grinned slowly, understanding. “You want her?” I whipped my blade out and had it pressed to the back of her neck. “Then I think perhaps you’d best give me what I want.”

A sigh slipped from him, and he stepped out from behind the standing stone farthest from me. “Ash, you don’t understand. Nothing is as you see. I still can’t figure out why you are going after my mother.”

I frowned at him. “You told me to. You told me she was the one whose death would free us all.”

“I did no such thing.” He shook his head and his blue eyes widened. “Oh, I see. Someone’s been messing with your head.”

“You have, you little piece of shit,” I roared, feeling the cracks in my mind. Years at Cassava’s mercy had been tempered only by the time I was able to spend away from the Rim. 

Lark’s father was not the only one who’d been manipulated and forced into doing things they’d rather not. 

I shook where I stood, but I did not remove my blade from the witch’s neck. It did not matter who had tried to manipulate me, they were right. Cassava needed to die. “Tell me where your mother is. Tell me where she is keeping Peta and I will let the witch live. Swear to me on the embrace of the mother goddess you will not interfere with my quest and I will let her live.”

“You think that the witch means that much to me?”

I watched his face, saw the slightest tic under his eyes. “I do. For some reason, you are drawn to her, though why, I cannot fathom.”

His shoulders hunched. “Damn it, you Enders are far too good at reading people.”

I pressed the blade, and the witch screamed as it sunk a ways into her flesh. 

Raven’s eyes were panicked. “I swear it on the embrace of the mother goddess, I will not interfere. I will . . . let you carry out your fool’s quest.”

I snapped my fingers and the vines over the witch swept away. She pushed to her knees and glared at me as she spat out the moss. I had until her mouth was empty and she could get a spell spun, even I knew that much. But I had to ask one last question. 

“Why did you not use Spirit on me?”

He shrugged. “A part of me likes you, Ash. I want to believe we could have been friends at one point. As it is, I will help you this one last time . . . my mother never left the Himalayas.”

“Not possible,” I said, denying his words. “There has been no disturbance of the world there. No breakdown of the elements.” 

Raven laughed. “There have been more avalanches than ever before, and they’ve claimed the lives of several humans so far. I do what I can to tamp down the chaos, but even I can’t stop it completely.” His eyes flickered to half-mast almost as if he were seeing something only he could see. “And she is battling with the Yeti. Apparently they don’t like it when people chain up snow leopards.”

I blanched as Norm roared. The two of us took off through the night as the world around us exploded in fire and blasted rocks. The witch behind us was powerful, but I would not want her anywhere near my bed. I wished Raven luck with her. 

What was I thinking? Maybe they would kill each other when they coupled and I’d have done in two violent birds with a single stone. The problem was I doubted that my luck would take me that far. 

Norm was ahead of me and I struggled to keep up. “Norm, stop!”

“He said she’s fighting with my family and she’s got your snow leopard on a chain. I have to help them!” he cried out, spinning so I could see the sheer terror on his face. The utmost pain anyone could feel—his family was potentially being decimated as we spoke. 

“We will, but we can get there faster if we use this.” I held up the chakram, the golden edge catching the light. “We need a plan. This is no prank, my friend. This is serious and both of us could die along with your family and my friend.”

He nodded, the tears freezing on his furry cheeks. “What are we going to do?”

“We’re going to go back the mountains, right to where the avalanche was,” I said, already seeing the place she would hide out. Right under my nose, hidden from me by my own blindness. I was a fool. She’d left only to be healed by Dhan, but I’d continued as if she would run from place to place like any banished elemental. I’d been led on a damn goose chase and had fallen for it like I’d been raised as an Ender yesterday. Damn it all.

I held the chakram to my forehead and then swept it downward, touching the ground at my feet. From one snow-filled vista to another; the only difference was that dawn rose above the Himalayas while in Romania, we stood in the darkness of the night. Behind us, a battle raged, the trees cracked and the ground shook. Raven had his hands full with that one. Again, I could only hope they killed each other. That would be the best outcome. If nothing else, he would be kept busy and that meant he would not interfere with my dealings.

I stepped through the Veil and did not have to ask Norm to keep up with me. 

He lifted his nose into the air as the Veil slashed shut behind us. “Fires, I smell fires and burning meat.”

I smelled it too, and I didn’t like it as it stirred the old memories once again. I shook them off, but they clung to the edges of my mind. 

“Cassava was in Miko’s cave. She influenced both him and Niah into sending me on this wild goose chase. I’m sure of it.” No, that wasn’t quite right . . . Niah hadn’t looked like Niah . . . her image had wavered. Was it possible that it hadn’t even been her? 

Truth, child. Truth. You have been led by the nose. The voice rumbled through me and I felt the power in it. The power of the mother goddess. 

“Why?”

We cannot see the hearts of our people as we once did. You found your way back to where we slept; we have waited for you. We felt you. You are the half destined to re-ignite the fires of legend. Now, we give you our strength. You will need it. You are our warrior, Ash of the Rim. We have chosen you to guard the one we will place at the helm of our world. 

The words rocked through me and with them a rush of strength and power like I felt when I’d faced the banished elementals—where they slept. “If I hadn’t gone, in my youth and now, to where the hurricane raged, you would not have known me, would you?”

“Who are you talking to?” Norm dropped a hand on my shoulder, as if I were the crazy one. 

I shook him off and listened for an answer. 

It came, slowly. You woke us, as Larkspur has woken us. We needed the strength only the Destroyer and her destined mate can create. If you had not stepped onto the land of our forced slumber . . . we would not have found you in time.

The voices fell silent and I did not ask more questions. I tapped into the earth’s power, letting it roll through me. I could sense another Terraling in the distance, sense her using the earth to kill, and could feel its reluctance to her demands. 

“Why wouldn’t Cassava just kill me?” I asked the question out loud because there was something hiding in the answer that I knew I would need. 

“You don’t know why?” Norm asked.

I shook my head and put a hand on the back of my neck. “No, I don’t.”

“Then we have to think about it. I know. We have to think slow. Like me.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder and pushed me to my knees in the snow as he sank down beside me. “We have to be smarter than the average Yeti.”

The problem was my mind did not want to go forward. It was stuck on a cycle and all I could think about was killing Cassava, of finding her and lopping her traitorous head off. I closed my eyes and did the only thing I could think of. 

I slowly pulled up the image of Lark in my mind. Of her eyes, one green and the other gold, of the way she smiled when she thought I wasn’t looking at her, of the feel of her skin under my hands and the soft whisper of her breath against my cheek, the color of her hair as it swirled around her, the power in her stance as she faced down those who would do our world wrong. She was why I was doing this. She was the reason for my every action and my every heartbeat. 

The earth warmed under me. I could almost feel its approval. 

For the first time since I’d left the Rim, the confusion that had kept me under its control began to bleed away. Like purging a belly full of poison, my thoughts began to clear. 

As if every thought and memory of Lark were stronger than the control that had been placed over me, the manipulation of Spirit fell away as surely as if I held Lark’s hand. Normally it would take physical touch to keep Spirit from manipulating me. 

Yet, here I was able to see what had happened right from the beginning.

It hadn’t been Raven to come to the cell to taunt me, it hadn’t been him in the throne room. The memories shifted and I saw through to the truth of it. Talan, the one I’d met on the beach, had been behind the push to send me after Cassava. But why? He said we were on the same side. In the cave, it hadn’t been Miko and Niah . . . nor had Niah been Cassava. Again, it had been Talan disguising himself, sending me off on the wild goose chase. 

I still faced two enemies, then, if not the ones I’d thought at the beginning. Cassava and Talan instead of Cassava and Raven. But were they working together or not? I wasn’t entirely sure.

Norm shifted where he was. “Do you know what we have to do now?”

“Hang on a second.” I fanned through the memories over the last few days, and even the last hour where Raven had stood in front of me. It really had been him the last time, and yet he’d not tried to use Spirit on me. Why? 

I frowned, not liking what he’d said about trying to mend his ways. As if a leopard could change its spots. I doubted it . . . yet . . . I knew he didn’t send me after Cassava. Again, though, why would Talan do this? What stake did he have in the game besides wanting to know Lark . . . and there it was, the truth. The only thing that made sense is that he saw me as a competitor for Lark, and this was a way to get rid of me. But it was convoluted, at best, and I doubted even my own rationale. 

“Shit,” I muttered. “None of it matters as to the why, why not. Cassava is here, she is fighting and possibly killing your family and she holds Peta still. We have to stop her, Norm. Are there any resources around here you know about?”

I looked at him and he frowned. “I don’t know what you mean, but I have another friend who could help maybe? Is that what you mean?”

With a quick nod, I stood. “Yes, that’s what I mean. Who is your friend and are they far from here?”

“No, he isn’t far. But . . . he’s kind of cranky and not very big. But I think, maybe, he will help.”

“Let’s get him and then we’ll go after Cassava. We will stop her, Norm.” I put a hand on his shoulder and gave him a squeeze. “We will stop her.”

He smiled and scooped me onto his back, then bolted across the snow. I only wished I could believe my words as easily as he had. 
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“You’re standing on me, you big hairy rug!” roared a voice that sounded like gravel and stone. Gravel. Granite. No . . . it couldn’t be.

“I need help. My family is being slaughtered,” Norm said.

“I know,” came the soft reply. I stood, listening, unable to believe what I was hearing. I pulled both swords and stood in the doorway. Granite was one of my mentors and had been one of Lark’s trainers, too. But he’d sided with Cassava and had let her turn his heart against our family. I was frozen for a moment before I did as I knew Lark would have. I stepped through the flap and into the yurt, pointed a sword at Granite and stared him down. “You help us, or I’ll kill you now, traitor.”

Granite’s eyes barely even flickered. “Perhaps that would be better. She’s too good at controlling me, boy. That was the problem all along. She knew my heart and knew I loved Ulani, too.”

Ulani . . . Lark’s mother, and the reason Cassava hated her so and had ultimately killed her. Ulani had been the king’s true love, the one he held above all others, but she was a mistress while Cassava had been the queen. To say it was a bad situation was an understatement. 

Norm was shaking his head, his eyes closed tightly. “No more blood, please. No more blood.”

Granite sighed. “I came here to get away from her, and she seems to have followed me. Ash, you cannot possibly stand against her. She is strong, but more than that, she is wildly unstable.” He didn’t move from the sword. “I cannot help you.”

Norm grabbed Granite’s arm. “You said you would help me.”

He closed his eyes and slowly nodded. “Let me go, Norm.”

The Yeti dropped him. It was only then that I saw the wounds on Granite. Huge slashing claw marks. 

I kept my sword pointed at him. “Peta got hold of you?”

“No. The rakshasa. That stupid Miko called the demon forth, thinking it would bend to him. And it didn’t. That is the help I give you. Fair warning.” He slumped to one side. “I cannot help you more than that. Use Sandlings against the demon, Ash. That will be your only hope to fend it off long enough to get away.”

“You can’t kill it?” I asked, wondering what had made Miko call on such a demon. There was only one answer I could think of. Cassava.

Norm and Granite both shook their heads.

I did a quick flick through my recollection of the rakshasa. A demon native to the area, it was clawed and had an insatiable appetite that happily included cannibalism. Wonderful, just what I needed on top of dealing with the bitch.

I wanted to run Granite through and finish him off. I wanted him to pay for his crimes, and as an Ender, it was my right and duty to do so. Yet I could not make the final blow. I backed toward the tent door and pointed a finger at my old friend, feeling something strange come over me as I spoke. “There will come a time when it is your life or hers. For the sake of your soul and the world we care for, you will need to make the right choice, or we will all pay for it with our lives.” I backed out of the yurt and Norm slowly followed me. 

“We aren’t going to get any more help from him, are we?”

“No, we aren’t.” I tucked my swords into their sheaths. “Norm, I’m going in to find Cassava. She has long dark hair and dark eyes. While I do that, you find your family and do your best to get them to safety, do you understand?”

He nodded once. “Okay, I got it. What about after?”

I shook my head. “One step at a time.”

We headed back the way we’d come, banking to the right as we approached the side of the mountain that led up to the place the Yeti called home. The air around us flickered and danced, sepia-toned, because the fires burned high as if the world was viewed through a yellow-tinted lens. I slid off Norm’s back and pointed to the left, sending him around the side. I went straight up, climbing through the snow and heading into the place I knew I would find her. I could feel the vibrations of her power through the thickness of the snow. 

It was as if the ground below my feet guided me, as if my Ender’s senses had finally come back online now that I’d erased whatever fault lines Talan had placed in my mind and heart. 

I crested the ridge and stared down at the scene below, horror cutting through me. There were Yeti piled beside a huge bonfire, their bodies flung about and broken like oversized dolls. I couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything but stare. There was no sign of the rakshasa. I drew a breath, almost choking on the smoke-filled air. 

Memories roared up through me, long forgotten, the past came to life in the flames. 

I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see through the smoke in the forest. All around me people cried out. The lightning strike had hit several trees, and with that, many homes were on fire, tucked against the redwoods as they were. 

Ten years old, I knew I couldn’t do much to help. But my mother was strong with her connection to the earth. She could call the dirt up and put the flames out in an instant. She was at home with my siblings. I ran through the forest, the sound of beating wings in my ears and the heat of my fear burning my lungs. 

I lifted my hand and pushed through a thick huckleberry bush to where my home was on the furthest south edge of the forest. 

Orange, red, and yellow flames rose into the sky. Words choked in my tightening throat. 

The smell of burnt flesh ghosted across to me from the clearing. I bolted forward. The door of our home had been blasted off and was rimmed in fire. I lifted a hand to shade my face. On the floor ahead of me lay my mother, her arms around my two siblings. Their chests did not rise and fall, and there was a black scorch mark running across their backs. 

I had to get them out. Take them to the healers.

“No, Ash, you can’t!” A pair of hands grabbed at me as I moved to leap forward. The girl from the planting fields. The one who slipped me fresh berries when no one was looking. 

 “You can’t, Ash. They’re dead. I’m so sorry.” She hugged me to her, dragging me away from the flames.

“No, I want to help them!”

She cried softly. “You can’t. No one can now.” With one hand, she called up the earth around the tree and threw it at the raging fire. A thump resounded through the air, as the flames were put out completely. No one came running from the home, thanking her. I watched, hoping we were wrong. That one of them had survived. 

We sat there and she rocked me softly as I cried. “Why did they have to die?” I whispered. 

“I don’t know,” she whispered back. “I don’t know. I lost my family when I was young, too.”

I blinked up at her; she wasn’t that much older than me. A few years at the most. Her face was streaked with tears for my family, and her lips trembled. I leaned my head back against her, and together we stared at the remnants of my home. She’d saved my life. I would never forget that.

Cassava had saved my life. 

She walked with me away from the only home I’d ever known. 

“Where will I go?”

A moment passed before she answered. “I think you will have an important role one day,” she said softly. “Maybe you could even be an Ender, Ash. You could protect our family. You’re strong like your mom, you know.” Her words were meant to distract me, but as the Enders barracks came into view, I knew she was right. I knew where I belonged. 

The memory let me go and I gasped. How could I have forgotten that? Or had I just not thought of it for so long? I shook my head, doing my best to clear things. 

None of that mattered now. She wasn’t that girl who’d saved my life so many years ago.

Was she?

“Cassava, I am here for you!”

A cry from a voice I knew as well as my own shattered the morning, and Lark stumbled out from around the fire, her eyes filled with tears, her face streaked with soot. She limped, but I could see no injury. It didn’t matter. She was here. Lark was here.

“Ash, we have to go. I cannot hold her back. She’s too strong.”

I didn’t think, I just ran across the bridge, grabbed her arm, and pulled her with me. “The mystic’s cave,” she said. “We can hide there.”

I nodded and turned, heading straight for Miko’s home. The doorway opened and we slid through the tunnel, into the main room. I spun Lark around and crushed her to my chest. “How did you get here?”

“Cassava, I followed her.”

I needed nothing else. I kissed her, holding her tightly as I held onto her for all I was worth. Her hands slid over my shoulders and pushed off my cloak and leather vest. A part of my brain screamed at me that something was off, Lark wouldn’t do this, not in the middle of a fight. 

But I wanted to believe so badly that she was here. That I had not lost her completely. I took her there on the ground and she cried out under me . . . and then as my heart slowed its wild pace she began to laugh. I jerked my head back as her voice changed and the laughter pealed out of her. Her face shifted, and she was no longer Lark, but Cassava. 

“Oh, goddess, this could not be any better, Ash. Do you remember the last time I forced you to bed me? How you swore you would rather die than touch me again against your will?” Her eyes glittered up at me and I scrambled back, reaching for a weapon. 

“Tsk, now, that’s not the way to treat a lover, is it? Certainly not one that could be carrying your child?” She slid a hand over her bare belly and splayed her fingers there. 

“No.” I breathed the word and grabbed a sword. I stood, not entirely sure of what I was going to do, because the horror of what I was staring at froze me as surely as the weather outside would have. Only this I couldn’t seem to shake, couldn’t move past. The ice over my soul was too thick. What had I done?

Cassava smiled up at me, her eyes crinkled around the edges in pure pleasure. “You see, you do not have the heart it takes to end a life when it really matters. One thought of a would-be child, and you are undone.”

A would-be child. I almost believed her, until I grasped hold of the image of Lark in my mind. The truth whispered through me. 

Cassava was barren. 

Her words were lies. 

How the hell could she still be controlling Spirit?

She frowned and stood slowly, her body wavering for an image like a heat wave. As if she were still using Spirit. 

I blinked over and over, trying to clear the image. She continued to frown. “How are you fighting me on this?”

“How are you doing it at all without the ring?” I countered, bringing the sword up slowly as if through mud. 

“A secret our world doesn’t want to be known, Ash. We are of all the elements, are we not?” she whispered, her words silken, easing their way through me. She reached up and brushed a hand over my cheek. “I’ll admit, it is easier with the pink diamond.”

I shouldn’t kill her; she was my queen.

No! Those were her words. I stepped forward, bringing the tip of the blade to within a few inches of her heart. 

Her lips twisted. “You know nothing, Ash. Nothing. To your knees.”

I dropped as if stoned in the head. Her hands slid over my face and tipped my chin up so I looked into her eyes.

“You love her?” she asked, and for just a moment, I saw something in her eyes that scared me more than hatred. 

Compassion. Her fingers slid over my face, smoothing my hair back. “You love her, and I can understand wanting to protect her, wanting to save the one you love the best.” She crouched in front of me. “You were always like that. But you can’t protect her. Neither you nor Peta can. We need her stripped bare of all she loves.”

The softness of her voice blended with the hard edge of her words and I struggled to understand what she was saying. I kept seeing the girl that had saved me from the fire. “Are you going to kill me?”

She tipped her head to the side as if considering. “Not yet. I need you, we all need you to stay alive a little longer.”

That made no sense. Even I knew that the longer I was alive, the more chance I would have at killing her. I glared at her as I fought to gain control of my body. While it looked like I could keep my mind to myself, my body followed whatever control she had over it. 

“Such a fighter, such a warrior.” She sighed and shook her head, long dark hair sweeping over her bare shoulders. “But I cannot let you leave now, and I cannot kill you yet. Which presents a problem. I cannot ask him to keep a hold on you forever in the binding of Spirit.”

My eyes widened. “Raven is here?”

She laughed and shook her head. “No, my son . . . he follows his own path now. Or at least he thinks he does.”

From the back shadows of the room stepped a man I knew only briefly, but I hated him anyway with the heat of a thousand suns. 

Talan gave me a sad smile. “Hello, Ash.”
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[image: ] lunged toward him. Or at least I tried to. What I ended up doing was nothing more than a scuffle on my knees, my fingers twitched, and I bared my teeth as if I would tear his throat out. 

“You bastard.”

He tipped his head to one side. “Aptly put.”

With a snap of his fingers, I lost sight, and the sound around me was muffled as though my head had been shoved under water. 

I clung to Lark’s image, and with that tenuous hold, I kept some of the control at bay, enough to hear what they spoke of. 

“This was not part of the plan,” Talan said. 

Cassava snorted. “Nothing ever goes to plan, you should know that by now. You sent him on this goose chase; you said it was important. I could have taken him when I took Peta.”

“It was important. You can’t see it, but I can. He’s connected with power he never had before. Both male and female halves of the earth needed to be awakened. He’s done that. His part is played out and we need him no longer, Planter.”

“Shut your mouth,” she snarled. “I am not a Planter.”

“Ah, but you were. You saved him once, I saw that in your memories. Is that why you balk at killing him now?”

Cassava was the one who balked at killing me? 

She drew in a deep breath. “I . . . he is one of mine, Talan, and as such his life is mine. Not something you would ever understand, Walker.”

“His death will serve to strip Lark of her support, you know that. As I said, he has played his role. Lark loves him, he woke the earth, he even helped Raven to find the witch. Now he is here and his death is the last piece.”

She was silent a moment. “And Peta? What of her?”

“I will take Peta from here,” he said. “She should never have been taken from me.”

He’d been the one to send me after Cassava. He’d told me that he and I were on the same side, and yet here he was helping her. The two-faced shit-hole, I would kill him with my bare hands. 

“You can heal his mind. Do it. The manipulation over the years is breaking him down and making him unstable, and I need him whole,” she said. 

“No.”  

“Do as I ask, Talan! You swore you would aid me.”

“And you swore to me you would not hurt Peta, and now I’ve lost her again,” he snarled, his eyes flashing with an anger that went deep. I could see it in him. He was barely holding back from attacking her. 

But why wouldn’t he just use Spirit on her? The only answer was that she’d learned a way to protect herself from being manipulated. 

Just like I had begun to with images of Lark. Hope flared through me and I pulled all the memories of Lark to me that I could. Every aspect of her that made her the beautiful elemental she was, inside and out. 

The bonds on my mind slipped and I lunged for the sword at my feet. Spinning, I brought the blade up, knowing I had a choice. Cassava, or Talan.

Which one would die and make the world safer for Lark? 

Even though I doubted it with all I heard, I still drove at Cassava. I sent the sword toward her, and she tried to avoid me, dodging to the side so the blade pierced her through the thigh. A scream shrieked out of her, bouncing around the small space. I scrambled, yanked the blade out, and swung it behind me, blindly hoping for a hit on Talan, too. 

He grunted as the tip slid through something and caught in the bone. I yanked it out, spun fully around and brought the sword up, intending to knock him out so I could kill him slowly. I caught him under the chin with the handle of the sword, hitting him so hard his teeth cracked. His eyes rolled back and he fell, slumping to the side, hitting his head a second time on the table. 

I turned to Cassava, strength and power flowing through me from the soles of my feet. The mountain around us trembled as I drew on the power that was mine through my birth, through my blood, and my soul. 

“Cassava. You have been sentenced to death as a traitor to the Rim.”

She stared up at me and I saw for the first time that she was truly afraid. This was the moment. I held the power of the earth, keeping it to myself, keeping it away from her. I could see that she was trying to do the same, trying desperately to grab the power. But it was as if the earth had shunned her. 

“That is not possible,” she whispered, horror making her words soft.

“Anything is possible,” I said, thinking of Lark. Of how she’d done things everyone had said were not within the scope of her abilities. Yet she’d done them, trusting in the earth around her. And now I did the same. 

I held my sword up and swept it down, straight for her neck. 

“Peta will die,” she cried out, and I jerked the weapon back, missing her by a hairsbreadth. 

I held my stance, half crouched, a blade ready to spin back to remove her head. “Speak.”

“Peta is down at the fires. She was not meant to die, but I could not stop her.” I glared, and Cassava smiled slowly. “She is dying and you will not find her in time without me.”

I drove the sword into the hard-packed ground, grabbed Cassava by the arm and hauled her to her feet. “Then I suggest we find her. Now.”

I shoved her out of the door, grabbing my sword as I went by. With only a glance back at the still-prone form of Talan, I pushed Cassava along, though she was slow with the wound in her thigh. I didn’t care that we were both naked. The bite of the icy wind was welcome on my fevered skin. I felt as though I were in a dream that I could not escape, a place of madness that I would wake from any moment.

What was real. 

What was false. 

I didn’t know any longer.

But the waking never happened and I was forced to continue forward, dealing with the fierce and ugly reality of the world. 

The fires raged high, burning the flesh and fur of the Yeti. A flash of movement drew my eyes to Norm as he fought to get a wounded Yeti away from . . . from what was it? My eyes struggled to comprehend what I was seeing. What was killing the huge supernatural creatures. 

The rakshasa demon.

It stood in front of us, whispering dark incantations as it swept its huge horned head from side to side. Its face was nothing but eyes, there was not even a mouth or a nose to break up the hundreds of tiny blinking orbs. 

Norm waved at me, his eyes wide. “Rakshasa isn’t helping; he’s hurting the Yeti!”

I had a choice. Either I trusted what I’d heard in the mystic’s cave, along with my memories, or I let myself believe that I was only meant to kill Cassava. That path would lead to my death, I knew that now. That was why Talan had set me on it. Cassava didn’t want to kill me, but she would not allow me to kill her. He’d been forcing her hand.

I tugged her up so we were nose to nose. “If you truly don’t wish to kill me, then help me stop the demon.”

Her eyes flickered and she nodded. “How?”

I let her go and tapped into the earth, recalling clearly what Granite had said. “Sandlings.”

With a flick of my hand, I created ten Sandlings at once. Cassava gasped. “You are not that strong.”

I didn’t look at her. It wasn’t just strength; it was the time I’d spent practicing creating them between the Veil while I rotted in the dungeon. 

Cassava stepped beside me and called four more Sandlings. The rakshasa tipped its head to one side and swiped a clawed hand at one of them. The Sandling fell apart, and then came back together on the other side of the demon. 

The beast roared and spun. I snapped my fingers and my Sandlings rushed it, attacking with weapons hewn of rock and stone. Cassava flexed her hand and sent her four Sandlings. 

But the demon was no stupid creature. “I see you, elementals.”

He leapt up and over the Sandlings, landing in front of Cassava.

She screamed and the demon caught her up in his one hand as the Sandlings beat at its back.

“Ash!”

I did not want to save her . . . but I could not yet be sure she wasn’t on my side. Which meant I had to do something. The rakshasa spun and danced with her high above its head as it continued to battle with the Sandlings. They would buy me the time I would need.

I spun and bolted back the way we’d come from the mystic’s cave. 

“You coward!” she screamed after me.

I ignored her.  

I burst back into Miko’s home. Talan was gone. If there was ever a coward, it was him, manipulating people from the shadows. I dropped to my knees and dug through the clothes until I found the chakram. Gripping it in one hand, I raced toward the fires. If I could get rid of the demon, we could find Peta. I was sure of it. I snapped my fingers and the Sandlings fell around the rakshasa. Slowly, the demon turned to face me.

I held up my hand. “I can send you anywhere in the world you choose, demon. Tell me where the snow leopard is and I will let you take the woman with you.”

Its eyes focused on me and it spoke from its belly. “I like that deal.”

“No, Ash! You can’t. I am your queen!” The panic in Cassava’s voice made me smile.

“I can, and I will.”

“Prove it,” the demon said. 

I touched the blade to my forehead, thinking of the ocean. I swept the blade downward, touched the earth with it and then brought it back up. The Veil opened into the middle of the ocean, the sound of lapping waves and cries of gulls floating through to us. “Anywhere you choose.”

“The deal is done.” The demon strode forward. “The cat is under all the Yetis.”

From behind him, I saw movement. Norm. I shook my head ever so slightly. “Well,” I said, “this will be a lovely prank, don’t you think? Can you imagine if someone were to push you through the opening, causing you to stumble and fall?”

The rakshasa tipped his head. “You elementals are a strange bunch.”

Only one thing left to do. I thought about the seventh level of the Veil. I’d never been there, but I knew it was the deepest level, the one where the demons were kept away from the world. Only fools and power-mad rulers drew them through, thinking they could use their powers for their own. What had Miko been thinking?

“Ash, do not do this. All I’ve done, all the pain I’ve caused has been to help Lark. She needed to be strong.” Cassava was limp in his grip. “Lark and Raven are the only hope this world has of surviving what is to come. I had to make her strong enough. This was the only way. Remember that.”

Her words held a ring of truth I did not like. The demon spoke. “I want to go to Paris.”

That was a bit of a surprise. “It will be dark there, yet.”

The rakshasa snorted. “You think I’m afraid of the dark?”

I shrugged, sweating despite the cold. “No. But put the woman down first. I’ll push her through after you.”

With a grunt, the demon dropped her and I swept the blade through the air, opening the Veil perfectly . . . straight into the seventh level of the Veil. 

“That is not Paris,” the demon snarled. 

“Norm!” I yelled.

Norm rushed forward and shoved the demon hard, sending him flying through the cut in the Veil. The demon roared, its hands reaching for me. I stepped out of the way, but somehow it managed to get one of its tongues wrapped around Cassava’s legs. 

She screamed as she was dragged toward the opening. Without much thought, I brought the circular blade down, slicing through the tongue. Saving her. 

“We are even now,” I said. “A life for a life.”

She shivered where she lay and nodded. 

The Veil snapped shut and we were alone in the place of death. Norm crouched, shivering. There was a groan from the pile of bodies. 

Norm scooted over and dragged Miko from the stack. “I am a fool . . .” He coughed and spit up blood that splattered his silver and gray fur. “I thought the rakshasa would stop him from taking her.”

I crouched beside him. “What are you talking about?”

“Talan,” Cassava said. “He wants Peta back.”

Miko nodded. “Peta . . . she must not go with him. We had to stop him, but he controlled us. Controlled all we said and did. The rakshasa . . .”

“Was a last-ditch effort.” I closed my eyes and shook my head. 

“So many of my family are gone. So many dead,” Miko whispered. “All my fault.”

I touched Norm on the arm. “I’m sorry, my friend. But I need your help. The snow leopard is buried under the dead, and she may still be alive. Will you help me? Please.” I all but begged him.

He nodded and I turned away from Cassava, thinking it was safe to do so. 

Norm’s eyes widened as he looked over my shoulder, and I spun, but I was too slow. The blade ran me through, my own sword taken up and used against me. 

Norm howled and grabbed me, tugging me backward as Cassava laughed softly, a tear trickling down her cheek. “Peta slipped my bonds, you fool. She’s a cat; you can’t leash a cat indefinitely.”

A blur of black and white shot from the darkness. “Truth, bitch. For once you speak it.”

Peta tackled Cassava to the ground, snarling and slashing with her wicked claws. I slumped in Norm’s arms. He petted my head, smoothing my hair back. “You’ll be okay, friend. You’ll be okay.”

I knew I wasn’t, though. I knew a fatal blow. The blade had angled up through my belly and into my chest cavity. Without a healer, I would die. Not today, though, tomorrow or the next, as the wound festered and grew gangrenous. I glanced at Miko with the faintest of hopes . . . but he was as me, close to the Veil.

Peta cried out, and I forced myself to sit up. She lay on her side, and the last thing I saw was the tip of her tail as the ground swallowed her whole. 

Cassava stood slowly, her body raked from top to bottom, flaps of skin hanging off and blood flowing freely. She swayed where she stood and then slumped to her knees, falling to one side. “Ah, to have it all go to hell now, it is ironic,” she whispered and then was silent.

The crackle of the flames behind us was the only sound besides my labored breathing. I put my hand to the ground and beckoned the earth to spit Peta out. She emerged, covered in filth and spitting mad as she whipped around to Cassava. “That bitch!”

“Peta,” I called to her and she hurried to my side, her green eyes going from rage-filled to horror. 

“Ash, we have to get you to a healer.”

I shook my head. “Tell Larkspur I love her, that she was the only one I ever loved in all my years.”

Norm sniffed. “I think you should tell her.”

Peta nodded. “The Yeti is right.”

She stiffened and glared into the darkness, a low growl rumbling over her lips. “You bastard, I’ll kill you too!”

She moved as if to leap and then froze as a sharp snap of air caught her up and then pinned her to the ground. 

I didn’t have to look to know it was Raven. “You didn’t really kill her, did you?” he asked. 

I stared at Cassava’s prone form. The rise and fall of her chest was slight, but it was there. “No, she’s not dead.”

“Good. Because we need her yet, Ash. All of us do.” He crouched in front of me. Norm tightened his big arms around me as if he could keep me away from Raven. 

“You survived the witch, then,” I said. He grinned and nodded as though we were two old friends reminiscing over long-ago memories. 

“We came to an understanding. Something I hope you and I can now do.”

I coughed, spitting up blood. “I’m dying, what do you want, forgiveness?”

“Perhaps.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “Just remember, you are not the only one caught in this madness. You are not the only one who will be caged. Talan is playing a deep game, as is Cassava.” He waved a hand forward and the witch from Romania joined him. 

Caged. What the hell was he talking about?

“It will take both of us to change him.” She ducked her head, a wash of white-blond hair spilling forward. Her eyes were as blue as the sky above us, and the air fairly crackled around her.  

“I know.” Raven took one of her hands and they pressed their other hands over my heart. I stared up at them. What the—

There was a twist in my belly, as though the blade had been jammed in again, and Norm was shoved away from me. Raven spoke softly. 

“This is the only way to save you from yourself, Ash. The only way to help Lark now. She needs you, no matter what Talan thinks. He does not know her like you and I do.”

From myself? What madness did he speak now? A thousand breaks in my bones shattered me apart, tearing my mind from any thought of survival, of revenge, or the sweet embrace of the mother goddess. As if lightning had been bottled inside me, my body jerked and danced to a tune I could not hear. To a command I did not understand. 

The witch whispered words of a spell. “Bone to wing, blood to air, sword to claws, find your true form.”

Peta cried out and there was a thump of pure power that sent out ripples through the air. I blinked, the injury was gone. Had they healed me? Yes, that much was true.

I was seeing the world from a different view, and I struggled to understand. My vision was sharper, clearer, no longer fuzzed with pain. I stretched my arms out . . . not arms. Wings, covered in tawny brown and gold feathers.

I opened my mouth and nothing but a high-pitched screech came out. I clamped my mouth shut with a click. 

Beak. Wings. I flexed muscles I didn’t know I had, digging my talons into the ground below me. 

“What have you done?” Peta cried out. Raven put a hand on her head as she made a move to bite into his thigh. 

“You will forget all this. Ash is missing, Peta. He was banished and visits the Rim here and there. You will believe this. You must go now, before Talan finds you. You must be there for Lark when she comes from her banishment.”

Her green eyes clouded with sadness and she whispered, “Ash is missing.”

My heart sank. There was no real power against Spirit. 

He sent her away with another word and I watched in despair as she left me there on the mountain. Yet . . . she was safe. In his own way, he’d saved her. I twisted my head around to stare at Raven, and let out a screech.

The witch stood and wiped her hands on her cloak. “That is powerful magic you have, Raven. Together we could be unstoppable.”

He winked at her. “Perhaps.”

Norm howled to the moon and Raven went to him next. “Take your people and move to the Eyrie. The Sylphs await you.”

Norm shook his head. “You turned my friend into a bird. That is not a nice prank.”

Raven startled. “So, you cannot be influenced? Norm, you must trust me. You will be safe with the Sylphs. Your family will be safe.”

“What about my friend?”

Raven glanced at me. “He will be safe for now. He is doing what he came to do. He’s saving those he loves.”

The Yeti let out a sigh. “Okay, but I don’t like it.”

We watched as Norm gathered the few remaining Yeti and left the rest to burn.

Raven shook his head, speaking as though Norm had never interrupted him. “I cannot explain it all to you, Ash. But . . . Peta needs to be there for Lark when she finally is free. Needs to be. That cat has as much a role in our world being saved as you and I do, but Talan is blind to that.” He held out a wrist to me and I launched into the air from the ground, my wings beating desperately. 

If I could get far enough away, I could find someone to undo this curse on my body. I was no shifter, I was not meant to be . . . whatever it was he’d turned me into. I climbed into the low-hanging clouds before it felt as though a chain tightened around my neck. I fought the pull, fought the bonds dragging me to earth once more. 

I fell as if I were a stone, my wings suddenly buckling under the pressure. This was not happening. 

I was in hell. 

Two big furry hands caught me, softening the blow. “I got you, friend. Here, you stay with Raven,” Norm said. I trembled as he handed me back to the elemental who’d done this to me. Unable to speak, unable to break free, I didn’t know what to do. 

Where to go. 

 “I know this is confusing.” Raven bent over his mother and ran a hand over her skin. Her wounds healed, though she didn’t move. “I have to go, Ash. I leave you in her care.”

I struggled then, thinking he had to be kidding. This had to be . . . a prank.

Raven shrugged. “You don’t have a choice. You will go with Cassava. I will take Lark to her when she is ready.”

When who was ready? Cassava?

Or Lark?

Was this some sort of test, or was I just part of an elaborate scheme to place Lark where they wanted her? That thought rolled through my head and I realized that it was true. That all of this, from the moment I’d stepped foot into the king’s throne room and demanded that he set Lark free from her banishment, to my journey through the mountains, to the separation of Peta and me . . . it was all an elaborate setup. 

Raven put a hand over my clawed feet and pulled me upright, then set me on his shoulder. As if I were his pet. I wanted to peck his eyes out, claw his face and . . . I could do none of that. Whatever bond he’d put on me held me still. He didn’t speak another word to me. Instead, he and his witch, Cassandra, discussed the possibility of merging their powers. How they could bend the elements to them, how they could accomplish great deeds.

I bowed my head, finally accepting the truth. He’d bested me.
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The hours passed. Cassava rose and asked about me. Not Ash, but the bird. Raven said he wanted to give her a way to communicate with him, and handed me over to her. 

She cooed softly to me and stroked a hand down my back. “Beautiful. Golden eagles have always been a favorite of mine, Raven. How did you know?”

“I took a guess.” He sounded tired, and I looked over my shoulder at him. He shook his head. 

“You are not the only one bound. Remember that when the time comes.” He turned and walked away, his footsteps echoing into the darkness. 

“Now,” Cassava bent and picked up the chakram from the ground. “Where shall we go, pet? Somewhere warm, I think. You know, Raven thinks I don’t see you for who you are. I find that amusing. My son has underestimated me again. I know you, Ash. And I think I will like you like this.”

Fear slashed through me. But she just laughed and stroked a hand over my back. 

With a quick twist of her hand, she touched the blade to her forehead, then cut through the Veil, opening it to a smooth sandy white beach that made me think of the Deep. I knew it wasn’t, but the warm air blowing through told me we were close. Maybe I could get to Finley . . . and say what? Nothing. I could say nothing.

I was trapped in a body that could not speak. That could not communicate, and only Raven, Norm, and Cassava knew the truth of what I was. I hung my head, tucking it under one wing as she stepped us through the Veil. 

I had one hope left. One belief that I clung to with every ounce of strength I had left in my soul.

Larkspur. I had to believe she would find me, that she would free me from this. And until then, I would wait, I would do what I must to survive, because I was no good to her dead. I was no good to her a shivering mess of fear and doubt. I slowly pulled my head out from under my wing and Cassava lifted her wrist, launching me into the air. 

“Find Raven, show him where we are.” 

Her words released me from the bonds that held me so tightly to her and I sped away, across the water. 
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The years flowed, and at first, I thought I would gain knowledge. I watched Cassava, watched her manipulate the world from her varied hiding spots. I watched Raven as he went back to the blonde Romanian witch, Cassandra, over and over. Watched in horror when I realized she was pregnant with Raven’s child, a child she wanted, then watched as she died in labor. 

Watched as he gave the child away to be raised as a human. 

Watched as the enormity of Cassava’s plans made themselves known. As I saw that all she’d done . . . had been . . . mother goddess, it had been for the best. I understood now the pain she’d caused. Why she’d done it all.

And then one day, it was too much truth for me. 

And I forgot who I was, forgot I had been a man. I knew only the commands of my master and the love for one woman who could save me. But she’d forgotten me, she’d left me without thought. She would love another now. 

There would be no escape for me. 

Yet still . . . a thread of hope through the years pulled me forward as I watched the world pass me by . . . and I was sent to Raven. In the Eyrie, he called to me, and I dove to his arm.

And I saw her.

The eyes I loved.

The soul I’d hoped for.

The woman who held my salvation in her hands. 
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