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To entering doors through which we leave our pasts behind.


“That’s how it always works with love. You take turns saving each other.”
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There must be more out there for her. She hopes.

And, there is.
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My name is Talvi, and I have no powers. They say we are the person we choose to be, but it isn’t true when there aren’t choices in the first place. At nineteen, I’m desperately trying to finish school while working as the sole caretaker of Starstone Gate and Temple, an ancient monastery passed down through my grandmother’s family for over seven centuries.

I fell off the roof of the Temple when I was five, trying to touch the iridescent northern lights weaving across the sky that evening. I still have a long white scar that cuts from my right eyebrow to my ear, becoming thicker and more jagged as it snakes down my neck. It gives me the look of a villain, so I kind of like it. Plus, I can usually arrange my bangs to hide it. The scar is a reminder of how Starstone is such a big part of my life that Grams and I joke it’s a third family member we can’t escape.

The egg I’m frying for Grams’ breakfast sizzles in butter when I flip it, making my mouth water.

Grams isn’t my real grandmother. When she was Keeper of the Temple, she found me in the altar room one winter’s night, abandoned as a baby. After grumbling for a week that Starstone wasn’t an orphanage or hospital, she said I grew on her—and since then, she’s given me all the homemade cookies and love anyone could want.

A timer chimes, so I pluck the cheese toast out of the oven, trying not to burn myself.

My gran taught me that the universe is made up of four Elements:

Earth, Water, Wind, and Fire.

And everyone is born with a little bit of a single Elemental power.

Everyone except me.

I glance down. I’ve over-mashed the avocado. Oops.

Not that Elemental powers are terribly useful. Says the green-eyed monster. A small fire at your fingertips to light a candle, a bit of water to drink out of nowhere, a rock or dirt removed with the flick of a wrist. Nothing like in the movies where thunderstorms or wildfires or tidal waves are summoned out of nowhere. That would be useful.

Still, no one wants to be the dud. My birth parents didn’t want a dud; it’s probably why they left me at the Temple and never looked back.

It’s fine.

I do not allow myself to want something that clearly did not want me. Parents or powers.

The rooster clock in the kitchen says 7:55 a.m. Gah. It better be running fast—I can’t be late again. I pack up one of the egg sandwiches (leaving the other for Grams) and dash back into the bedroom to throw on a cozy taupe sweater dress the same color as my short, wavy hair. I used to wonder if my mom or dad had my moon-eyed look with light brown eyes that pick up the colors around them, but now I just imagine I’m one of Gram’s long-lost relatives. There’s no time to style my bangs, so I tousle the soft waves and sweep them over my scar. Low boots with a bit of heel because I am short, peach bubble-knit scarf, book bag. Done.

On the way out, the screen door catches my scarf and yanks me back.

The door slams and scares my gran, who launches into a wailing scream, even as I tell her it’s okay. The scream peters out into a long whimper but doesn’t stop, perhaps because a part of her knows it’s not okay.

Poor Grams.

She’s broken—after it was my turn to find her in the Temple’s cemetery one evening last year. No one knows what happened, and she hasn’t spoken since.

That’s why I take her place running Starstone.

“I love you, Grams,” I call to her and sling my bag over a shoulder as I work to dislodge the scarf choking me.

A concentrated blast of air pushes the door open, setting me free.

“Thanks, Rian.” I rearrange the hair out of my eyes.

Rian lowers his hand, and the breeze stops. He’s a Wind Element.

Okay, maybe sometimes Elemental powers are useful.

“Good morning, sugar bean.”

Sugar because I’m sweet and bean because I’m short, he likes to say. Rian is always on time, and he’s leaning an elbow on the white railing at the bottom of the stairway. His plaid shirt is tucked into his jeans. When I land on the second to last step, his sturdy arms clasp around my waist in a tight embrace. A big, warm body is so nice on a chilly morning, and I love the familiarity of our routine.

He’s a head and a half taller, so his kiss lands atop my head. When he pulls back, he brushes the hair out of my eyes with two fingertips. Adorable.

Rian, my boyfriend.

Devoted and handsome and friends since kindergarten, he rides horses, makes the best lingonberry pie, and fixes anything from a sheep’s shed to the classic red convertible his mother left him after she died.

“Made you a breakfast sandwich.” I offer up a brown paper bag, knowing he’s up before daylight breaks over the jagged lavender peaks to tend the sheep his family raises to clear brush—to prevent the wildfires common in our forest province.

“I don’t deserve you, TJ.”

Only he calls me TJ. Talvi Jorde.

I slide my nails down his muscled pitching arm (knowing it makes his spine tingle), past the birthmark shaped like a splotch of paint by his elbow. But instead of clasping his hand, I retrace my path back up his arm.

My eyes narrow as I twist his arm, concerned. “Is your birthmark changing color? It looks blue. And sort of higher up on your forearm.”

“I noticed it too. Maybe it’s from all the sun this summer. But it’s always been a muddy brown. And birthmarks can’t move, right? I’m stupid, but not that stupid.”

We laugh, and then his mouth is on mine, kissing me fiercely. It’s minty. Even after an entire year of this, my stomach still tumbles, half-wild with desire.

I forget about getting to class on time.

It’s ridiculously wonderful. I’m grinning like an idiot.

His chin scratches, and his nose presses into my cheek, cold from the fall morning chill.

I rise up to meet him, barely able contain myself when he murmurs into me, “I missed you since yesterday.”

Who says adorable stuff like that anymore? Rian does, and I eat it up.

The muscles of his chest tighten when I place a hand there. He smells like lemon drops and the laundry detergent with the darn cute ducklings on it.

It takes us exactly twenty-seven minutes to speed through the dense forest, halfway around Violetwild Lake to the local two-year college most of the kids around here attend after high school before moving on to jobs or, more rarely, transferring to university.

Every morning, Rian tries to beat his best time around the lake.

Halfway around the lake is as far as I go. There isn’t much else around here. I torment myself dreaming of leaving Starstone to see the world, to live in a big city, even somewhere flat and open, like a tropical island Rian always wants to visit. But with the state of my Grams, and needing the income from guests staying at the Temple, moving away isn’t an option for me now.

But most of all—it is difficult to admit—not having an Element gets me anything from pity to disdain once I tell people, and I dread a whole new city of people finding out. The doctors ran all sorts of tests when I was little—and no, I am not just a late bloomer. This has never happened to anyone before, so it was easier for everyone to accept it and look the other way.

Rian never looked the other way, though.

I kiss him harder because I don’t want to think about any of this anymore.

“You’re my everything,” he tells me. Often. He’s a classic rock ballad about eternal love and soul mates and forever.

I’m not sure if I believe in sappy love songs or soul mates like he does, but it’s nice someone believes.

At least we’ve made it to his car, parked under the row of golden aspen trees lining the dirt lane in front of my house.

He swings open the passenger door of his convertible for me, but I pause at the edge of the lawn.

“Oh, a grass snake died.” I bend over to examine yellowed bones among the gold leaves.

I pluck the skull out of a shell of desiccated skin and thrust it up to Rian’s eye level. A few red ants crawl out of its eye sockets, so I blow on it before shaking it off. I’ll add it to my collection.

Rian’s lips form a thin line, as if he is holding his breath. “Uh, yuck, Talvi. You still collect skeletons?”

“Just the skulls.” I still scour Starstone, its surrounding woods, and Rian’s property (when he isn’t looking) for dead animal skulls. My stash consists of small bird and snake skulls, part of a bear jaw, an owl, a lynx, a wolf skull, two elk—one with antlers. The dormice, hare, and vole heads are in a clear plastic bag. Part of the fun is identifying them.

No—fun is the wrong word.

I don’t know why I do it.

Rian’s crumpled look of horror says he thought I’d outgrown it. “Aren’t they better when they’re…alive? It’s so…” He can’t finish his sentence.

“I know. But they’re already dead, and they’d just rot or break apart.”

He doesn’t know what to say.

To him, I’m sweet, girly Talvi who loves to prance around in dresses when the weather permits—and that’s who he loves.

Lately, I’ve been fighting hard for the prancing, sweet version to win.

“Let’s steal a day, you and me. We could drive out to Wolf’s Head Fjord and see the fall colors. Skip class?” he asks with a roguish gleam in his blue eyes.

I break into a smile, but I pull away and slide into the worn leather seat, tossing his baseball mitt into the back seat with the rest of his practice gear. Reality calls.

I remind him that I will catch the bus home instead of waiting for him to finish baseball practice. “Two guests are leaving this week, and I need to prepare for the next one.” I turn to him. “Can you believe someone rented out the entire thing for the next six months? All eight bedrooms for just one person?”

A bitter autumn wind twines between us as Rian confidently accelerates down the serpentine road with the car’s top down.

“I thought you were going to help me with my homework,” he says. “You already took Physics.” His tawny brown hair flips up and down and the muscles of his sun-bronzed forearm flex as he steers.

“I didn’t pass,” I murmur.

“Only cuz you couldn’t take the final. You had all A’s. This is easy for you. Please?” he grovels. “You’re the brains and the beauty in this relationship.”

I let out a too-high laugh. It feels good to hear, but I’m afraid it’s not true. After all, I couldn’t keep up while I took care of Grams in the hospital last year and won’t graduate in the spring with Rian. I’m terrified of being left behind to play tour guide at Starstone while my friends and classmates move on to internships, university, and adult lives outside our forest town.

I wish I had more choices in life.

But I shrug it off and plaster a smile on my face. “If you really can’t figure it out on your own, you can stop by for dinner. I’m making spaghetti and mini meatballs.” It’s one of the few meals Grams will eat these days.

“Mini meatballs? I’ll bring my mini fork.” He glances askew at me with his crooked half-smile that crinkles the speckles across his nose.

His easy grin could light the darkest recesses of Starstone.

This time, I cackle with genuine laughter. He can be so stupid funny sometimes.

He reaches over the gear stick and clasps a calloused palm on my knee, stroking with his thumb under the hem of my dress.

A quiver runs up my leg.

“Love and spaghetti are all I need in this world,” he says. “It’s all anyone needs, right?”

So wise.

The autumn winds reply with a roar and ripple through us. Chilled, I pull my gran’s scarf tighter as Rian shifts gears and surges forward, leaving the sudden vortex behind us. Speeding ever faster, he whisks around one of those curves tourists always brake for but the locals spin around.

Behind a thick spruce tree, I see a young man—a Fire Element, ablaze. Not just his fingertip lit like a match—his entire silhouette burns in flames. No one has that kind of power.

The Fire Element waves at me once before vanishing when Rian whips around another sharp turn, throwing me into my seatbelt.

I lurch, head thrown forward, but Rian thrusts his arm out for me on instinct. What a good guy.

My breath catches. The birthmark near his elbow has definitely turned a dark turquoise, and the shape has mysteriously changed again.
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Isee the same Fire Element at Rian’s baseball practice later that week.

The baseball stadium is lined with moonstone to prevent cheating on the field. It stops a Wind Element from summoning a breeze to push the ball farther and prevents an Earth Element from splitting the dirt to trip an opponent running to a base. Players and spectators also wear bracelets of sunstone or moonstone.

Both gems block Elemental abilities.

Mine is an iridescent moonstone with lavender streaks; it was my gran’s when she was young. Even though I don’t have to, I wear the moonstone when everyone else is supposed to. Especially if there are strangers around.

It makes me feel both normal and abnormal at the same time.

There are plenty of strangers here today, and the bleachers are crowded because another school’s team is here for the off-season baseball clinic, and students from both sides are watching. When you’ve seen the same handful of faces your whole life, there’s nothing more exciting on a Wednesday afternoon than scoping out other kids.

But I’m trying my best not to get too distracted from the textbook I was supposed to have read last year. To my dismay though, more interesting than the History of Elements book in my lap, more interesting than the players on the field, is the Fire Element sidling through the crowd.

He pauses, lingering on the far side of the bleachers near third base. The edges of his tall, lithe frame flicker. Are those faint flames, despite the moonstones? Pale skin, even paler hair, graceful features pulled into a look of disdain. What’s he scowling at?

I feel guilty for staring and pry my lingering eyes off him.

He drifts behind the bleachers, disappearing from view.

I don’t know why there’s guilt. After fourteen years of friendship, Rian and I started dating over a year ago. He was on some sort of natural high after his team won the championship and gathered up the courage to tell me he was in love with me. It’s been both strange and fun going from friendship to kissing to touching to…more kissing, more touching…and then, we discovered sex.

We discovered a lot of it.

At Violetwild Lake, in our secret spot. Among the cypress at Starstone. In a snowy graveyard along the shores of a fjord. A barn. Rian’s car. Ha.

We are each other’s firsts, and Rian maintains I’ll be his last.

I cross and recross my legs, feeling warmth blooming down there as I recall the sweaty summer nights out on the grassy shores of the lake on a flannel blanket under the stars, his rough hands under my dress, slipping into me. Then, with both of us naked, I’d inhale his wild citrus and clean cotton scent while he buried his face into my neck the way he liked to do, when he was on top of me, in me.

A thrilling quiver runs up my spine; the things he does to my body…

Rian’s at bat now and he never misses. He turns his head to tip a chin at me, no matter where I am in the stands. I nod back. It’s been this way since T-ball.

CRACK. The ball soars higher than anyone expects, and it’s lost beyond the fenced borders of the field.

It’s why scholarship offers from big universities clutter his kitchen table at home.

He insists I have special powers—that he hits farther, pitches faster, plays exceptionally well when I’m in the stands.

The girls in our class exchange glances of approval and chant his name.

“Rian, Rian!”

They steal sidelong looks at me, and the gossip begins. I brace myself. Here we go.

The boldest of Fire Elements, Kennedy, tosses her deep red hair and smacks her lips after reapplying a crimson lipstick that only looks good on a beautiful face like hers.

“I can’t believe she’s nominated. It’s only cuz she’s dating Rian. Maybe she’s pretty enough to be Autumn Gala Queen but really, not having an Element is weird, creepy, and wrong. She’s the queen of nothing,” she declares.

They laugh, and since Kennedy approves, they pounce. The apex predators of high school have continued their reign at our small two-year college.

“Look at her ratty sweater. She only ever wears three outfits,” sneers a dainty cat-eyed girl next to Kennedy. I cringe, but she’s not wrong. Money is tight these days.

“Those bangs are a cry for help. Her lunatic grandma probably cuts them,” a stylish too-cute brunette reminds them. Oof, that one stings. Grams cuts my hair, but I like it. I resist the urge to rearrange my bangs.

Kennedy cuts in. “Her boobs are a little bit too much—at least get a better bra. Bet that’s the reason Rian likes her, even though she’s too short for him.”

Only Kennedy can fit four insults into two sentences.

I slouch, peering down at myself. Dammit, Talvi. I lost my bra somewhere in Rian’s car this morning. Get it together. It’s all I can do to pretend not to hear and instead glue my eyes to the textbook in my lap, even though my burning-hot ears betray me.

A tall blonde (gray last year and copper before that) slides along the metal bench, using my body as a brake when she crashes into me.

Saphira. Thank god.

My best girlfriend and Water Element. She holds up her thumb and pointer finger like a gun.

“Tch. Say the word and I’ll douse her with a little mist and fog. She won’t be as scrappy or spirited when she looks like a wet raccoon.” Phira moves to shift off her sunstone bracelet.

My scowl twists into a grin. It is wickedly fun to imagine, but I’d never ask her to break the rules like that.

“Don’t let them get you down.” Phira’s sleek tresses swish at her shoulders as she shakes her head. “I know you’re going to think about it the rest of the day. You’re a crier.”

“I know. Rian catches me sobbing during kids’ movies. And, when he stomped on a cricket in his house. But now he promises to catch them in a cup and set them outside.”

Sometimes I wish I felt less.

“You gentle little soul.” Saphira slings an arm around my shoulders. “The thing about sensitive souls, though, is that they have a talent for sussing out a person’s greatest fear and destroying them with it,” she says pointedly, “but they don’t.”

She levels a look at me with her sparkling hazel eyes, and I know she’s right.

It would be too easy.

The delicate girl who wears too much smudgy mascara and had plenty to say about my clothes? She lives down the street from me and Grams in a house as poor and shabby as ours but lies through her teeth to the others, claiming her parents lease out their fancy lake house to tourists year-round.

There’s no lake house.

And Beachy Waves Brunette, in a top that bares her too-cute bellybutton, who dares to call Grams a lunatic—I caught her in the bathroom crying into her phone to her mom about a boy.

He said no when she asked him to the Autumn Gala.

Finally, little Miss Kennedy. Her dad showed up last spring to watch her star in the school musical with a woman who wasn’t Kennedy’s mom. There was a brief screaming and crying fit backstage. Later that week, her dad packed up and moved out.

He doesn’t even want weekend visits.

It feels like too much power to be able to crumple someone’s spirit with one sentence. I could—but mean and petty isn’t who I want to be.

From behind the fence near home plate, the Fire Element catches my smile but glances away, feigning disinterest. Even though he can’t possibly know why I’m smiling, I quickly erase the devious grin from my face.

“You’re right,” I tell Saphira, flipping through my book bag. “Say it again, the destroying others thing.” I find my old notebook and grab my pen, ready to write it down. “I’m recording it in Wallace.”

Wallace is my mini leather notebook I named when I was eleven and kicked off a sort-of diary. But only for quotes. Writing down snippets people say to me that I like and dislike records my feelings better than a diary.

“Is it going under Wallace’s ‘things people said you love’ or ‘things people said you hate’?” Saphira asks. She’s been quoted on both sides of the notebook because she always tells it like it is.

“There’s material from this afternoon for both sides, but today yours is under love.”

When I’m done writing, the Fire Element has shifted a set of bleachers closer. He doesn’t seem to know anyone from either school.

“Phira, is that a new kid? The Fire in the cloak?”

“What Fire in a cloak?”

I fall silent. Can she not see him? “Next to the⁠—”

“The Earth Element behind the catcher is hot,” Saphira says of a brown-haired boy seated behind the catcher. “He’s in my lab.”

“You’ve definitely got a type. You have a hot Earth Element already. Where’s Julius today?”

Saphira chatters away about her boyfriend Julius at the Philosophy club he started. They’re the two smartest people I know, both taking extra courses online, from differential equations to world mythology. The two of them are leaving me next year—transferring to the same prestigious university.

Phira catches me up on her day while I watch the attractive Fire Element out of the corner of my eye…

Tall and self-assured, he stands regally, looking down his long, sloping nose as if none of this is good enough for him.

I don’t blame him. I feel trapped in this tiny town in the middle of nowhere, too.

He’s clad in dark charcoal wool, from his cloak with the collar flipped up to his high-necked sweater, belted slacks, and suede boots, the rugged kind one might wear if expecting harsh weather while steering a ship or riding a horse. Overdressed, perhaps, but I’m used to the crispness of autumn at this elevation. Maybe he’s from somewhere warmer.

It’s a little old-fashioned, but I like his style. Polished and elegant. He pulls it off because he’s handsomely well-built. Good for him. All the deep grays contrast with the pale, bloodless skin of his youthful face, but what I notice more than anything is his hair.

It’s the color of moonlight. Not white, not gray, but pearly and luminous, swept all sorts of ways upward as if he just tumbled out of a shared bed.

He shifts his stance, kicking one long leg across the other and folds an elbow onto the aluminum bleacher, casual and confident, seemingly aware of his own appeal.

He’s watching me too, out of everyone.

I’m certain Kennedy and her minions would fawn over his perfectly straight nose, refined cheekbones, and devious amber eyes. But she doesn’t seem to notice him either. Maybe there are too many new faces to distract her. His alluring features blend striking masculine angles with graceful feminine lines in a way that makes me look twice. And a shameful third time. What’s the matter with me?

The overall effect is stunning. Kennedy could eat her heart out on this guy, and he would never give her a second thought. He scanned right over her in disdain while she jabbered loud enough for the entire field to hear.

I chuckle to myself.

I lift a hand to wave, forcing a quick waggle of fingers so Kennedy and the other girls don’t see me waving. Queen of nothing, they’d said.

His eyes light up, golden embers and fall leaves. There’s a glow from within, like the luminescence of a moon jelly or a firefly at twilight. I’ve never seen a Fire Element’s eyes do that.

It’s not something anyone can do, powers or not.
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At lunch the following Monday, the Fire Elemental drifts through the crowds outside the campus cafe, scanning the tables. He moves gracefully, his well-proportioned physique dodging the throngs of students. His eyes snap open when he catches my gaze.

I chew on a bite of my sandwich a few more times before looking away.

Without a second thought, I pass Rian the other half of my almond butter maple syrup sandwich. He’s always so hungry. I chuckle when his blue eyes light up at my unexpected gift.

“Autumn Gala is this Friday,” Rian reminds me, seated next to me so our thighs touch. “I’ll polish up Meatball, and we’ll show up looking amazing, you and me.”

The name we came up with for his red car as a tribute to our love of spaghetti always makes me laugh.

I offer an apologetic smile. “I’m so sorry. Grams is worse, and I’m not sure she should be alone at night right now. The nightmares and screaming and all.”

“Easy. I’ll skip the dance. Even though my gift to the world is my dancing.” He tears off the crust, eats it first, and saves the gooey, maple-y part for last—though he practically swallows it in one bite. He points to the small bit of sandwich left. “I’m all about the long game.”

Snort. “Who knew baseball wasn’t your biggest talent?” I eagerly bite into a cloudberry, commonly grown in this area, and autumn is the short period of time when they’re sweet. “No, you were voted king. You can’t miss it,” I insist.

“Now I’ll have to dance with Queen Kennedy. When I’m rich, I’ll buy you a diamond tiara.”

“Bleh. I don’t want to be queen of anything.” I instantly regret my words. It isn’t like me to be so negative. Where is this coming from? I don’t care about being Gala Queen, and Kennedy was right; I was only nominated because of Rian.

Deep down, I fear someone like Kennedy would be a better match for Rian.

Rian’s brows lift into the brown waves of his hair. The twitch in his jaw says he’s uncomfortable that I’m upset, but he contains it. “You sure? I could stay. A screaming grandmother is more interesting than Kennedy any day.”

I lean over and reward him with an appreciative kiss. “You should go, Ri. It’s your only chance to go to the Gala before you graduate.”

“I want you to be happy, sugar bean.”

But I’m not exactly happy, and I can’t tell him because it would only upset him.

He calls me “sugar bean,” for god’s sake. That doesn’t sound like someone who would complain and whine like a bitter sourpuss. Sour isn’t who I want to be.

Rian is my first relationship, and when we decided to date, I aimed to be the best girlfriend ever (jazz hands and glitter come to mind).

So I hide it and smile and hand him the extra caramel pear cookie I packed for him. I smile, even though the amazing red vintage dress I found in a forgotten closet of the Temple will go unworn.

I tick an imaginary box in my head. Girlfriend fail, check.

My eyes flick up in time to see the Fire Element smirk at me from a lunch table behind Kennedy. He holds up two fingers, pretends to blow on them, and lights them in flame so Kennedy looks like she has tall bunny ears.

I choke on my cookie but recover and try to look neutral.

He rakes his hands through his windswept hair, unbothered.

Since I’m trying not to stare directly, Kennedy thinks I am side-eyeing her. She rolls her beautiful green eyes at me before turning away with considerable flair.
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Later that afternoon, I’m walking across campus to the bleachers to wait for Rian, and the Fire Element is propped against an oak tree by a picnic table.

I hesitate but decide⁠—

Oh, what the heck. Let’s talk to you. Even though talking to new people can be disastrous. The Question always comes up: so, what Element are you?

Of course, I never have a comfortable answer.

I take a deep breath and cautiously slide onto the table bench near him.

With a fingernail, I flick a few specks of breadcrumbs off the tabletop. Casual and calm. I’m casual and calm.

“Why are you coming at me like I’m a wild animal?” He narrows his exquisite amber-gold eyes, which darken with suspicion. I don’t blame him. After all, I’m the one being weird.

Up close, he’s taller, especially with his recklessly arranged hairstyle, purposefully brushed upward to look windswept. Despite his look of disapproval, his face is beautiful: amber-gold eyes like a hawk, angular brow, soft red lips.

“I’m Talvi.” I flash a charming smile.

“Of course you are,” he says dismissively.

How arrogant.

He goes on. “The Jordes. You own the Temple I’m about to haunt.” He tosses back his moonlight-silver hair from his eyes and shifts his dark cloak, exposing an expanse of well-muscled shoulders and chest behind a hunter-green sweater. Otherwise, he’s in charcoal gray again down to his leather boots. Shadow and smoke. Clearly, he puts thought into his outfits. He levels his eyes at me, waiting for a reply. Or not. He doesn’t seem to care.

What is he staring at? My scar? I wonder if my sweater is as ragtag as Kennedy claims, or if my hair really looks home-cut…and hopefully he won’t ask about dog-eared Wallace in my hands that I should’ve put away in my bag before approaching.

I rearrange my bangs over my eyes. I’m flustered and don’t know how to proceed.

But he does.

“Caelan,” he says, adjusting the collar of his cloak against the wind.

“Why do you say you’re going to haunt the Temple?”

“Because, my dear, it’s just me, alone. I’ve rented the entire thing. I’m here for the rest of the school year, but I only need a few more credits. Got behind, stopped out for a bit.” He’s self-assured in ways I can’t bring myself to be. Perhaps the difference came in being a year or two older.

“I can relate,” I offer.

“Can you? Goody two-shoes with a book?” He points at Wallace in my hand. The corners of his mouth curl up. “Or is it only a façade?” he challenges. “What are you hiding?”

Everything about him screams irreverent confidence—and peril. Though the sky is overcast, his amber eyes glint. The glint promises a broken heart if I dare to play his game.

Because he will win.

“What?” A brittle laugh escapes me. I’ve lost control of this conversation.

“You know, camouflage. For what is actually underneath that cutesy dress, pretty innocent smile, and sweet face. Everyone has a dark side.” He pairs underneath and dress close together in a way I know is no accident.

Sheesh. I frown, taken aback, and don’t know what to say.

He doesn’t bungle or stumble on his words. He’s sharp and lively, and the cadence of his voice reminds me of flamenco guitar in a dark, smoky bar that Rian and I once snuck into—the local bar tourists don’t know about.

There’s tension, passion, and urgency. He’s the one with a dark side. He knows exactly what he wants.

What does he want? What does he know?

I glance around to check whether anyone is watching our awkward conversation.

“Why’re you nervous?” he asks. It’s more of a statement.

“I’m not nervous⁠—”

“You are. Listen, if you don’t want to be seen talking to me, I’ll see you at the Temple when I move in on Saturday.” He kicks off of the tree with his back foot and sweeps away, striding on his long, lean legs. His rain cloak drifts after him, rippling in the wake of his haughtiness. 

The scent trailing him is earthy pine, leather, and hints of a bonfire. It’s lovely.

The tree he leaves behind bears a strange pattern, dark and etched where he stood. I tip forward for a closer look. It’s scorched. The bark is singed black where his shoulders and back arched into the tree trunk. I’m not sure if my eyesight is blurry or if the faintest wisps of smoke emerge between the cracks of the trunk, but when I lean in, I smell campfire.

Did he do this on purpose, or does he possess so much Element that he can’t contain it?

When I straighten up and whirl around to follow him, he’s already gone.
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Two days later, it is Rian’s twentieth birthday, and Saphira’s boyfriend Julius throws a party for him at his family’s lakeside cabin (no, not cabin—more like an estate with tennis courts, a monstrous hot tub, and horse stables). My twentieth wouldn’t be for two more months, but it boggles my mind that I remember Rian and I celebrating our sixth birthdays.

Tonight, the cabin overflows with classmates crammed to the corners. Music blares out over the surrounding dark water, and the deep night sky is dusted with stars so brilliant, they flicker in color like gemstones on black velvet.

Rian wheedles me to stay longer. “But it’s my birthday. That outfit you have…maybe later?” He grins fiendishly and begs me to wear the Halloween costume I wore one night last summer just for him.

I bat away his hand playfully. “No, there’s no way I can finish my homework tonight if I stay, with last year’s assignments slammed on top of this year’s.” I sigh, not bothering to hide my exasperation.

Rian tenses, his brows knitting. “I don’t like seeing you this frustrated.” He grips my chin and molds my cheeks into a smile. “That’s better.” His broad hands smell like leather mitts and grass.

I resist the ridiculousness of it, shaking him off, but not before licking his hand like a dog to be funny. I glance askew, hoping no one saw my absurd behavior.

“Saw it!” Phira shouts from across the room.

Rian laughs, relaxing again. “I’ll miss you, Talvs,” he says into my cheek with a soft kiss.

I like his kiss. Of course I do. But it’s frustrating to hide my negative feelings from him.

And yet I want to be the version he sees.

“Don’t be mad at the world,” he says lightly.

I try to tell him that sometimes I am mad, but he frowns and wonders aloud—could it be I’m grumpy because it’s a certain time of the month?

I quickly cut him off with a never mind, I’m not mad, just tired. Our strained conversation is cut short when Kennedy makes a grand entrance into the living room with a cake.

Not just any cake, but the very expensive kind she special-ordered from the next town over on the other side of the forest, with marble-white fondant and sparklers and a million layers of matcha tea or some other extraordinary flavor. It makes the hazelnut cocoa cupcakes I baked look like they belonged on the cedar shavings in Julius’ horse stalls instead.

Kennedy lights the candles with her beautifully manicured fingertips, four flames at a time.

I feel like the biggest jerk for being angry at all, so I sneak away and slip outside toward the lake. The section of forest we live in is called the Violet Wilds, for the evergreens with purple berries that can only be found here. From a distance, this area of the woods has a plum-colored tinge.

I stomp on the berries that have fallen everywhere, furiously squashing them under my boots until I feel a little wretched to be throwing a tantrum.

I freeze. The flickering silhouette of a tall, well-dressed figure with moonlight hair watches me from the row of trees lining Julius’ driveway. I unclench my fists and take three strides toward Caelan before he shifts into the woods and seemingly disappears. It’s weird, but he could be staying in a cabin nearby before he moves into the Temple.

After a few deep breaths, I’m still mad as heck, so I pick up a pinecone and throw it as hard as I can into a tree, watching the poor pinecone explode and shatter before I’m finally able to mash down the grouchy, angry, and pitiful person who desperately wants to surface.
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Saphira finds me outside. “How dare she?” she hollers. “Do you want me to go trip into the cake table accidentally? I’ll be your fixer, Talvs. Murder that stupid cake, and all the problems go away.” She tosses her blonde hair behind her shoulders. Tonight, she’s dressed in an amethyst-colored blouse and black leather pants that show off her long legs. She towers over me, hands on her hips.

I laugh. “Thanks, I’ll think about it, but I better get back to Grams. And homework.”

“I’ll do it for you; I can do last year’s work in my sleep.” Her hazel eyes shine like the wet stones at the edge of the lake.

“Don’t leave early. Julius would be so sad.”

“That he didn’t get to do homework,” she says.

This makes me laugh harder because it’s true.

“Phira? Talvi?” Julius’ tall, slender form appears in his characteristic white shirt and blazer. Julius, Earth Element. Rian’s good friend, Saphira’s lover. Brilliant as Phira, he’s a man of few words, but serious and beautiful, with the darkest of hair and eyes. His father treated him like an adult from age five.

His fancy family wanted him to switch to private school when we entered high school, but he wanted to be with Phira, so he threatened not to apply to university at all—and he and Rian would live “off the grid,” near Wolf’s Head Fjord. He weaponized his father’s fear of his oldest son setting an improper precedent for his other siblings, and his dad relented.

“Departing, before cake?” Julius asks, as direct, brief, and polished-looking as always.

Phira winces at him, mouthing no.

He gravitates toward her, circling her waist with one arm. With Phira in short heels, they are the same height.

“Jules, you need to step up as a friend and do Talvi’s homework so she can stay. The same essay we did last year. ‘How One’s Element is Portrayed in Classical Poetry.’”

“Party’s improved if get to write an essay,” he says.

“I’ll be okay. I got this,” I insist.

“Let me drive you home,” Jules says.

I point at Gram’s old bike. “I’ll pedal out my angst,” I chuckle.

“I’ll come over tomorrow after classes to help you, “ Phira says. “You know the material; it’s just doing all the busy work. Sorry you can’t stay.” She claps me on the back. “Remember, Kennedy is trying too hard because she wants your life—at least the part with Rian—and that means she’s jealous of you.”

How anyone could be jealous of me is unfathomable. But Saphira is the cleverest, so as I cycle home, I wonder if I am indeed overreacting, as Rian pointed out.
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That weekend, Eugene the Hungry, the biggest ram on Rian’s farm, bleats pathetically at me. He’s complaining about being separated from the other sheep, but he’s been aggressive lately.

“Come with me to Movie Night on the Lake tonight,” Rian says on Saturday afternoon when we are kissing on his front porch. He throws a large hand up to block Eugene from chewing on his jeans. “I’ll sneak you in.”

I pull back. Movie Night on the Lake is a local tradition for all those graduating. Most kids will leave the Violet Wilds, so it’s sort of a goodbye to the lake and the memories we’ve all had growing up here.

I’m not graduating, and I’m resentful of being reminded of it.

I don’t want to feel bad about it anymore.

Eugene enjoys my scratch on his scrubby chin before his attention moves on to the nearest chewable object.

“Don’t you dare eat the porch swing again,” Rian warns, taking off his rancher’s hat to shoo Eugene off the porch, but not before giving the ram an oatcake from his pocket. “I just rebuilt the damned thing.”

“The new guest is moving into the Temple tonight; I need to do the whole run-through with him,” I say.

“Aww, c’mon! You’ve missed everything lately.” He’s not mad–he’s disappointed, and everyone knows that’s worse. “I’ll help you. We could have a sleepover.”

He can’t help but break into a wide grin.

The way he says sleepover—while his hand slides lower and lower down my back—means we wouldn’t be sleeping much. My heart races at the thought, and I melt a little inside. More than a little.

It’s hard to resist when he gazes at me like that. Like I’m the best person in the world.

I rise on my toes to give him a quick peck on the cheek, but he turns his head in time to catch my mouth in a deep and consuming kiss. He tastes like cereal, a hint of mint. Probably those mint malt balls he likes. It’s difficult to stop, especially when his fingers slip under my dress, gliding up my upper thigh to linger at the edge of my underwear.

Yet I drop away first, the heels of my canvas shoes sinking back onto the creaking wood boards. I slump onto his porch swing, kicking my legs to rock back and forth.

“I can’t.” I want to, but⁠—

How can I explain it? Between my poor Grams, not graduating with my friends, and the responsibility to carry on managing Starstone, I feel…stuck.

Trapped.

I’m afraid the exact words Kennedy and her minions used to describe me are true.

Weird and creepy and wrong.

I grimace. Am I using Rian to distract myself from the truth of my life?

The porch swing zigzags erratically as he drops beside me, and I kick my feet out to balance.

“Why not? Everyone’s going to Kennedy’s after—she invited us,” Rian presses.

My heart sinks. Kennedy only invited him, not me.

He reaches for my hand, but I curl my fingers into my dress pocket.

Rian tenses for a moment, taken aback, but recovers. “Don’t be upset. Why can’t you be happy that⁠—”

I cut him off with a snarl rivaling the fighting feral cats in the abandoned cabin in the woods. My fists are balled up, and I don’t touch him, because I’m frustrated. Angry, even. Why do I have to be happy right now?

Don’t be upset. Don’t be mad. Don’t be frustrated. Be happy, he’s always saying. I’m upset as heck, and telling me not to be is infuriating.

“Kennedy and her fancy cake didn’t invite me.” Oh, no. This isn’t what I meant to bring up.

He swears under his breath.

“Is this about Kennedy? Listen. Her cake was disgusting. I didn’t know it had real flowers on it, and—I swallowed one. I felt like a blinkin’ horse.”

How can I be on the verge of laughing and crying at the same time? “I can’t go anyway.”

He frowns and plants his feet, bringing the porch swing to a jerking halt.

“Talvi, do you see a future where you participate in our relationship?” he asks baldly.

Oh. Ouch.

A future? Now I’m furious at myself because I will never be a normal girlfriend. Not like how Kennedy could be. And a future? What would that look like? Could I leave Grams and Starstone?

Who would care for Grams? Can I even make it outside of this small town, being a non-element? There’s no one to look to for a precedent on that front.

There is no escape from what I lack. Ever.

I press against the rising panic. I can’t ask anyone to stay here, not when I don’t even want it for myself. Guilt weighs heavy on my chest. I feel horrible for dragging Rian into my crazy life. I’m only bogging him down with my terrible feelings.

But those bottled feelings boil over and I blurt, “It wouldn’t work out.”

I mean we wouldn’t work out, but it sounds so cruel and harsh and regrettable even in my head.

“What won’t work out? Tonight? It’s our entire class—” Rian says.

I bristle, then deflate. My heart aches at the next words that come out of my mouth.

“No. You and me, Ri.” I absolutely hate how his face crumples into shock and sadness and disappointment.

His wide blue eyes fix on mine, bewildered—the look when someone you trust betrays you and rips out your loyal heart. I’m an awful, lousy person. I suddenly wish we were kissing again, but what good would that do for anyone?

“Why are you doing this? What’s wrong with you?” he asks. “Ever since school started…”

“Wrong? With me?” I consider the truth. “I’m going nowhere. Everyone else is moving on, moving away.” There, I said it.

After I confess this, it is not relief I feel, though. My stomach seizes up. I don’t like talking about any of this.

He shakes his head. “That’s not true. You can come with me wherever I go for baseball.”

“But my Grams, the Temple, me…”

“Could you sell Starstone, and with the money⁠—”

“No, it means too much to Grams. It’s been in the family for centuries, and it’s our responsibility to preserve it. Someone else would only tear it down and build a vacation home.”

“What about⁠—”

I don’t let him continue. Because I want him to really think about the future, what it means to be with me.

“Rian, do you think I am normal?” My voice rises to a pitch I’m embarrassed to think only dogs and bats can hear. I steady myself with a deep breath, but I’m shaking.

“I…you are…” He hesitates as if sensing a dangerous trap will spring if he gives the wrong answer.

“I’m what?”

He can’t say it, so I say it for him.

I catapult off the swing, furious. “I have no Element. WHAT AM I, EVEN? If Kennedy is mean to me, how will it be out there when there are ten times more people just like her?” My voice drops off at the rigid look of horror on Rian’s face.

I know that look. He’s overwhelmed by someone’s feelings. The look he gets when the coach yells at the team, when he sees anyone cry (even a stranger), and definitely the one when his dad mentions Rian’s mom with a weighty sigh.

He’s appalled and uncomfortable and doesn’t know what to do at my outburst. Talvi Jorde doesn’t get angry and shout at him like this.

Ooh, that was ugly. Now it’s awkward. But my rage is real. I yelled. Good god. I never yell at anyone—and I yelled at poor Rian.

Rian stands and grips my shoulders. “You’re making excuses. I can stay,” he insists.

The devastation of his words knifes me in the gut. He means he would stay at Starstone for me. He would give up his future for me. Which makes what I have to do even more terrible. I can’t bear to look at my childhood friend, who has tears in his eyes, and it doesn’t feel right at all.

“No.” I can’t let him stay. I need to figure out how to get out on my own and still carry on my responsibilities, and I pray the two aren’t mutually exclusive.

“But I love you,” he says quietly.

“I love you, but…” I choke back a sobbing breath.

I’m crying, he’s crying, and I want him to stay, but god, that’s so selfish.

There’s no such thing as love forever anyway.

From across the yard, Eugene the Hungry lifts his head and bleats through a mouthful of old baseball glove.

“Why, TJ?” The softly desperate way he says it kills me. Absolutely slices away at my heart.

I blanche, and the blood drains from my face so fast, I grow dizzy.

For your sake. How can I explain it? I’m giving this up for you. I don’t want to hold you back from a better future. I’m scared. I don’t want to be the reason you stay here when you have so many options. I’d like to say all that. But he would argue, say none of it was true. My stomach is already torn to shreds, so all that comes out is⁠—

“It’s all too much right now. I don’t have a choice—I need to go. I’m sorry, Rian.” My voice breaks as I say his name.

Rian’s face contorts and the color leaches from his sun-kissed cheeks. “I can’t lose you again. Not again.”

I can’t lose you again? I have no idea what he means.

“Rian…we’ve never broken up before. What are you talking about?”

He stares right though me. Haunted. I don’t blame him. Maybe I’ve broken him. Carved out his heart and tossed it away. Either way, I can hardly manage to breathe anymore.

And I have broken him, because he rolls up his sleeves, silently picks up his axe by the door—the one he uses to sever dead limbs off trees that are tangled and broken and useless—and ratchets it over his shoulder.

He plants his feet and raises his powerful arms in the air…and swings.

“Stop!” I don’t know what he’s doing.

The deafening crack jolts me as Rian’s axe slams into his porch swing.

“What the hell are you doing?” I’m shouting again.

“I lose.” (whack) “Everyone.” (thud). “She left too. Because of me.” (thud) The porch swing is in pieces, but he’s not done, and he chops into the decorative pumpkins by the door. The dull, wet thud of his blade into pumpkin flesh sickens me.

My heart stops. She? Who is he talking about?

“Rian, talk to me. Your mom? She got sick. There’s no way that was your fault.” I want to reach out to him to comfort him, because he never talks about his mother. Not once. I heard it from Grams.

We stare painfully at the carnage of slimy seeds and stringy flesh hanging from broken rind—the spilt innards smell earthy, vegetal, like cabbage or cucumber or wet socks…nothing like pumpkin pie.

Spilled guts on his porch. Mine. And his. I did this.

I might throw up, so I hold my breath and glance away.

I didn’t expect this kind of reaction. Overreaction? Maybe not, knowing how much he cares for me. Still. In the fourteen years I’ve known him, I can count on one hand the number of times he ever lost his temper, and usually it related to baseball, never to me.

He’s only ever been happiness and love and light, and I ripped him apart and broke him.

“She said the same thing, you know,” Rian mumbles so quietly I barely make out the words. “I don’t have a choice—I need to go.” His expression is hard as stone as he spins away from me toward the eastern ridge of the peaks along the horizon.

Beyond the jagged outline, a hawk screeches.

“What do you mean, Ri?” I’m confused, and can’t see his face.

He circles his arm as if stirring a cauldron, and the pumpkin pieces float inches off the ground. Rian’s small whirlwind picks them up. He flings his arm out the way he pitches a baseball and the lumps of pumpkin fly over the lawn to land near Eugene, who looks overjoyed as he trots over and slurps up the unexpected snack.

I don’t deserve an answer. I don’t deserve anything from him. Saphira would have a big, fancy word to describe what a wretched person I am right now. Repugnant. Deplorable. Despicable.

I wipe my face with the back of my hand and turn to leave, but Rian’s rolled sleeves have slipped up from slaughtering the porch swing and pumpkins.

To my horror, his blue birthmark has spread—round scales cover half his forearm.

“Please get it checked out,” I whisper, but he ignores my request and keeps his back turned to me, callously silent.

It hurts, but I know he’s hurting too.

The silence grows, until I can’t stand the unspoken words, so I twist away. Both of us have run out of things to say, and I don’t want to think about how I’ve acted—how scared and angry and sad I am. Neither of us knows what to do with all our feelings, especially the ones we’ve never felt before we had each other.

“I’m so sorry, I really am,” I say as I retreat.

What the hell just happened? Barely registering the walk home, I check on my sleeping Grams before flopping onto my bed. I cry myself to sleep. Somewhere in there, I’d blubbered that I wouldn’t need a ride to classes on Monday, that some time apart would be best.

For the first time since kindergarten when we started riding the bus together, we wouldn’t be meeting in the morning on a school day. Part of me plans to skip Monday, even though I can’t afford to. I tell myself it’s to avoid the anguish of seeing Rian, but really, staying home lets me pretend—it gives me the pathetic illusion—that I have a choice.

About anything at all.
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On Saturday evening, when everyone else is at amazing, graduation-tradition, everyone-will-be-talking-about-it-on-Monday Movie Night on the Lake, I crunch over citrusy pine needles up the evergreen-lined path to Starstone.

The blue-roofed temple is hidden among a grove of giant cypress trees, the entrance guarded by a fabulous jade-green gate. The whole place is beautiful and mysterious and just the right amount of creepy. It’s why tourists drive all the way around the fjord, over the mountains, through an old-growth forest, and past Violetwild Lake to see it. The cemetery contains graves so old that the language etched on them isn’t identifiable anymore. Grams and I don’t stay in the Temple like the monks did when it was a monastery, so we rent the bedrooms out to exchange students, honeymooners, hikers, and retreat groups. It’s fun to meet new people when you live in the middle of nowhere.

I climb the three stone steps up to the entry, automatically checking the roof for missing tiles and eyeballing the bronze-scaled fish on its eaves before rapping my knuckles on the door. I’m here to show Caelan around the premises.

Temple tour guide. I scold myself for being cynical. My heart drops as I suddenly miss Rian, but I square my shoulders in an effort to look taller, to look Caelan in the eyes and not be intimidated.

The monstrous arched door of Starstone screeches open, and Caelan stands before me, greeting me with his beautifully curved lips and devouring honey-gold eyes.
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Caelan already let himself in earlier, but his matching set of soft leather suitcases are still in the entryway when I enter the grand hall of the Temple.

Tonight, he’s wearing a meticulously pressed shirt in the faintest of lavender with dark gray vest and slacks and polished dress shoes. He smells freshly showered with the citrus shampoo offered to guests of the Temple mixed with his own woodsy note, much like unlit incense.

I try to hide that I’m attracted to such a smell, even as I deeply inhale the bewitching scent.

Dark and alluring.

He’s ignited the fireplace in the back corner, and the flickering flames cast moving shadows along the emerald-colored tiles on the floor and up the dark wood beams that buttress the entryway.

“I see you’ve finally given up on dresses,” Caelan drawls, referring to my fuzzy buttercream sweater and cowboy boots pulled over my old riding pants with brown knee patches.

With a withering glance, I eyeball his long, lean lines fitted in a vest and belted pants.

“You’re dressed like you’re about to play a violin concerto. Or a waiter. I’d like to hear the specials, please.” Grams says I have a sharp, wicked mouth when I try.

But I rarely try, if only because it’s just not nice.

Now though, I level a look at him, daring him.

“Do you always insult your guests?” he snipes back, but a hint of a grin tugs at the edges of his rosy lips. He carries the quick arrogance of someone who’s always in charge, always comes out ahead, whether by outmaneuvering you in a fight or outthinking you in strategy. 

He rolls back the sleeves of his fitted shirt, which does very little to disguise his musculature.

“A little insult won’t kill you,” I croon sweetly, “unfortunately.”

His ash-brown lashes sweep upward as his eyes flare wildly. “I knew you had a twisted side.” He leans inward and gently taps the tip of my nose twice with a long finger. “Not just a delightful face. I can appreciate a challenge.” He caresses the words as they fall from his lips.

A strand of silver hair falls onto his brow, but he doesn’t bother fixing it.

I stare defiantly into his beautiful, boyish face. One corner of his mouth curls.

I want to wipe that smug smile off him.

Instead, I reach up with a flick of my thumb and middle finger and flip the strand of silvery-gold hair back into place.

“Whoa, the hair is off-limits.” He laughs, righting himself. “Like a rare piece of art. Do not touch.”

I let my disdainful glare linger, but I’m thrown.

Reset. Be friendly.

“Have you seen much of the Temple grounds?” I unsteadily begin my guest orientation speech. “The altar, the cemetery, the garden, the monks’ library dating from⁠—”

“Forget the boring tour. Is there anything with a screen here?”

“A screen?”

“I want to watch a movie,” he demands plainly as if he’s used to his requests being granted immediately. “Couldn’t find a TV or anything invented after 1899,” he adds.

“There’s an antique projector in the back closet.”

Grams and I watched old movies here when I was little. She called it “true cinema,” but I don’t tell Caelan any of this because my bottom lip starts to quiver at all the good memories Grams has given me, despite what little we have, so I bite it back and tell myself not to cry in front of the new guest.

“Film it is. You’re here to answer my questions about the Temple, right? And you’re missing class movie night for me?”

Our footsteps echo into the steeped roof as we cross the large entry room of Starstone.

“I don’t…mind.” My voice snags, and I clear my throat. I hope he doesn’t hear the lie in my words.

He does. “Yes, you do. It frustrates you. You’re angry about it.”

I frown and insist, “I’m not.”

“Yet, here we are.” He points to the hanging mirror by the door, and I’m standing there, arms crossed and face scrunched into a scowl.

He grins, triumphant.

I quickly unfold my arms. A low chuckle rumbles out of him.

“Does my frustration and anger amuse you, then?” Jerk.

“No one’s happy all the time. Are you one of those people who pretends they are?” His voice is muffled; he’s already in the closet, shuffling aside jackets.

He infuriates me, so I don’t respond. But none of this bothers him at all.

Casting aside a thick, wooly coat, Caelan wheels out a movie projector from god-only-knows which decade. “What movies do you have for this thing?”

I indicate a stack of reels in a high corner behind a pair of rain boots.

He stretches up, easily reaching the top shelf, and angles his head sideways to read the labels. “Action, Fantasy, Horror, Romance⁠—”

“No romance,” I say curtly.

“Oh? Problems with the big Golden Retriever you’re dating?” His strange amber eyes gleam in the low lighting, merciless and unrelenting. “He certainly loves baseballs.”

This makes me bristle. “Don’t talk about Rian. It’s none of your business,” I snap.

“No, it is not. Horror, then? The Night of Fallen Realms.” He flaunts the reel, daring me.

“Sure.”

“Brave. Multiverses collapsing into themselves.”

I pluck the reel from his hands and hook it onto the correct sprocket, snaking the perforated film through the gears before double-checking that the spool is taut and feeds in the right direction.

“Would you want to meet yourself? You’re not going to get scared and want me to hold you?” he teases.

Hold me? I exaggerate a laugh at him. “Yes, to the first. No to the second—I’m sure I’ve seen worse.”

“There isn’t much out there that’s worse than me.”

“Ha-ha, without a doubt,” I reply. It was almost an invitation to ask him why he was the worst thing out there, but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of asking, whether it is only a setup for a joke or a deeper reason.

He doesn’t care and doesn’t miss a beat. “Now, where do you suggest we watch? I saw the main altar, but it’s very gold in there, and the mirrors are creepy.”

“Tearoom? Lots of blank walls.”

I steer the front of the cart while Caelan folds over behind it, rolling the heavy machine down the hall to the tea and meditation room. He lights the candle sconces on the walls as we walk, using a swift click of a thumb and middle finger to produce a flame, as if flicking a bug off the lamps.
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The methodic, mechanical ticking of the projector and the flickering of the images in the dark are comforting to me. They feel real. I prefer the uneven, blinking picture to modern screens. The wobbly audio soothes me. I know why it’s happening and where it’s coming from.

The imperfections make it real.

“You know, it’s not realistic. There’s only one of you anywhere, even if there are other realms or parallel universes,” Caelan says in the middle of the movie.

“How do you know?”

“You’ve only got one soul. And it can only exist one place at a time. If there are two of you, one must be soulless.”

“Interesting. You’re the soulless version, then?”

“Ha-ha! Clever. Maybe true. I like you.”

“Shhhh, I’m trying to watch the movie.” I grin to myself, relaxing. When I turn to him, I try to appear severe.

“I can’t believe you shushed me. When was the last time anyone shushed me? Never. In. My. Life.” Caelan’s gaze slides down his straight nose at me, his shadowed brows gathered in artificial malice.

“They likely couldn’t get a word in at all with you always talking. Gotta be fast, like me⁠—”

“Shh!”

We laugh, settling onto the straw mat flooring to finish the rest of the old movie flashing across the paper screen walls of the tearoom.

I consider asking why he isn’t at class movie night, but we’re laughing and enjoying ourselves, and I like his strange company. Plus, if I think about it, he doesn’t know anyone at school anyway.

I wonder if someone like him is ever lonely. I would be.

For a few short hours, though, I feel like my old self again, completely forgetting about Movie Night on the Lake. And you know what? It suddenly occurs to me that not once did he ask what Element I was. Curious.

That’s never happened before in a world obsessed with what tiny special power you are born with.

I wonder if writing down what someone didn’t say is something I should start recording in Wallace.
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My old self. I hurry home along the dark forest path, turning past a flickering, moth-plagued highway light onto the main road. My old self, when Starstone didn’t make me nervous. Before Grams was mysteriously found in the cemetery and hasn’t spoken a coherent word since. When owning an ancient Temple with as many secrets as hidden passageways was spine-chilling in the most amazing way possible.

Today, the Temple reminds me not of fond memories, but of reality. I do my best to mash down the negative thoughts, but like filthy, buried secrets, they always surface.

I’m five, climbing fifty feet up the Temple steeple to reach the brightest star emerging amidst northern lights at twilight. Emerald, rose, amethyst. I want to be closer to the magic. After all, Grams told me the northern lights are sparks from firefox tails igniting the sky. The thought creeps into my head that this must be an owl’s-eye view of the stone lanterns and that one of the blue tiles on the roof is missing. Suddenly, I slip on a loose tile and begin to plummet to my death. It happens lightning-fast. There’s not even time to scream as I fall, hitting the eaves of the upper levels and dropping over the side of the roof until I crash into a branch of an overhanging tree. One lucky branch catches me when it skewers my shoulder and slashes upwards, ripping away the skin from my neck up past my right eye. But it stops the fall, and the branch bends with my weight as it lowers me to the forest floor. I still have the long, white scar on that right side, but I’d be a heap of crumbled bones on the Temple steps if it weren’t for pure dumb luck.

Lesson learned: The stars are out of reach. For me. Especially these days.

I turn onto the gravelly lane leading to my house and can already hear poor Grams yowling relentlessly, unable to claw her way out of the unfathomable nightmare that ensnares her day and night.
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After a morning of homework on Sunday, I walk along the asphalt of the main road to meet Caelan again at Starstone. Normally, I’d take the long way around by the back road to Rian’s for a hello kiss or two. Reality punches me in the gut—there won’t be any more of that. Broken first love. It’s what those sad love songs are all about. I wonder how Rian is doing, but I force myself to face the fact that he’s better off this way.

How do you know if you’ve made the right choice when you can never see what would’ve happened if you’d picked otherwise?
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The list of chores to do on the property is longer than I remembered, and I’m way behind. With a place this old, there’s always something broken.

The front door of the Temple is open, and I find Caelan reading in the tiny library at the end of the hall. He sits with perfect posture as if posing for a photograph, but doesn’t look up from the book in his lap when I enter and ease into the armchair next to him.

“Finding reasons to see me again?” Caelan says, fresh-faced and smelling clean and woodsy again. He wears a white high-collared shirt and a marigold scarf tied neatly twice around his neck. All his shirts fit perfectly around his sculpted chest and powerful shoulders, just tight enough to highlight his graceful, lean musculature without pulling or wrinkling. Tailor-made, probably. It would fit his spoiled and high-maintenance aura. And no one’s ever rented out the entire Temple for themselves. I can’t imagine having that kind of money. Dresses galore. And perhaps I’d be able to get Grams to a better doctor.

“Why would I do that?” I ask.

“You enjoy my company.” He glances up, his teeth gleaming in the dim lighting. He puts the book down on a side table and pushes back against the chair to stand.

Dammit. I hate that he’s not wrong. I think of a cheeky retort but bite my tongue for now. Be professional. If he writes a bad review, we won’t get renters. Stupid Internet.

“Bathtub #3 upstairs needs a new brass handle.” I hold out the fixture in my palm.

He plucks the golden star-shaped handle from my hand. “I’m capable of installing this. I’m a man.” He inflates his chest in self-mockery. “I use tools.” He moves to exit the library.

I snatch it back. “You’re such a tool,” I say, laughing.

“You break my heart endlessly. Do what you must. Have fun with the plumbing, I guess.” His tone is unconcerned and as snooty as possible.

He stands aside but then changes his mind for an apparent lack of anything better to do and follows me upstairs to the bathroom. He trails behind, silent for once.

“Don’t stare at my butt,” I say without looking at him, my cowboy boots clomping the old wooden stairs. Teenage boys.

“I’m not. Your ass is in my face, and there’s nowhere else to look.”

“There are ancient scrolls hanging everywhere. The architecture of the Temple, the carved spruce beams from the 1300s…”

“You’re asking a lot. Because nothing here is as nice to look at as your⁠—”

“La-la-la, I can’t hear you!” I sprint the rest of the way up the short stairway, taking two at a time, and swing into the bedroom leading to the bathroom, leaving him behind. He can’t see me, but I’m grinning from ear to ear like a moron as I rummage under the sink for a screwdriver and wrench.
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When I’m done, he’s gone.

I exit the narrow monk’s bedroom and lean over the railing, scanning for his presence. A large pendulum wall clock chimes five times in the entryway, and the Temple’s ancient lighting casts long, dreary shadows on the deep blue and green flooring.

Caelan must have lit the old dusty candles on the altar along with a few sticks of incense for offerings. The melancholy burning of sweet sandalwood and frankincense somehow complements the fiery sunset of woodland autumn filtering in from the round windows.

I smell roasting meat and baking bread from the tiny kitchen in the back. I use the shortcut, a secret passageway from an upstairs bedroom that spills into the kitchen downstairs.

When he hears my footsteps inside the wall, he calls out, “Thank god you fixed the tub. It’s not as if I couldn’t use any of the other five baths in this place.”

I push through a wood panel in the wall that spins open.

“You’re…cooking?” I ask, ignoring his remark.

He’s ignited the large hearth, and the inferno casts a rosy radiance.

“Secret passageway #3, huh?” He peers at me from the corner of his eye while chopping herbs, smiling devilishly. “Stay and eat with me?”

He’s set up two places on the heavy stone table built into the floor, so I drag over two chairs stacked against the opposite wall, wondering how the heck he already found the passageways.

No one’s ever found even one by themselves.

He whistles a hauntingly beautiful tune I’ve never heard before. It sends shivers down my spine as it echoes down the long, empty hall of the Temple.

He’s preparing his favorite meal when he was a kid, he says: Beef Wellington and a thick, chewy bread covered with strips of bacon in a cast iron pan. It’s been a while since he’s cooked for himself but he boasts that I’ll never have better of either dish. Laughing at himself, he explains that he grew up near the ocean and wished for the opposite of seafood. And, maple-roasted carrots because vegetables are better if they don’t taste like vegetables.

I laugh in agreement.

With an iron poker, he adjusts the intensity of the flames—our only lighting in the centuries-old kitchen, because he refuses to turn on the retrofitted fluorescent lights overhead. Firelight is more appetizing, he insists.

“Do you like living in Starstone?” he asks, plating food.

I cringe, wondering if it’s an honest question or if I’m walking into a conversational trap he’s setting up to insult me. I narrow my eyes at him. No, it’s not my ideal place to live, but I consider my answer for a moment longer.

We sit side by side facing the hearth. His pale hair shines a rose-gold from the glow.

I try not to stare, but his handsomely roguish expression is intense yet playful—it entertains and draws me in. He knows he’s doing it. I know he’s doing it. So, oh-what-the-hell—we both know he’s attractive, and I’m going to look all I want.

He pounces on my hesitation. “I didn’t think it was a difficult question.”

“It’s all I’ve ever known,” I shoot back.

“Never left?”

“Nope.”

“Why?” he asks.

“That’s a longer story. Haven’t had the chance. I feel stuck and frustrated sometimes. I shouldn’t complain. I’m sorry. I should just fix it.”

“You don’t need to apologize for your feelings. They’re real to you, so they’re real to me. You’re not going to be happy all the time.”

I’m surprised at his utterly genuine response. And that he’s comfortable with my uncomfortable feelings. It’s not what I am used to.

He goes on. “Where would you go if you left?”

“Seaside, maybe?” The truth is…I don’t know.

“I grew up next to an ocean. University?”

“I’ll probably stay and run the Temple for my grandma.”

“Ah. Family duties. Loyalty over your own needs. A lack of choices. I get it.”

I sense he does somehow understand. “Your family’s like that?”

“A tale that will put you to sleep. Let’s just say you’re not alone in your situation.”

“Where would you go if you were me? What are your favorite places?”

“I’ve been everywhere. Traveled too much,” he says half-heartedly.

“Lucky.”

“It’s more about the people you’re with. The ones you care about the most.”

An honest answer? His words are at odds with the pompous act he’s displayed since we met, and yet I’m certain his sentiments are real. Fake sentiments don’t admit vulnerability or express deeper feelings. He’s let his guard down momentarily.

I test my theory. “Your own monstrous ego isn’t enough to keep you company?”

He breaks into a reckless grin. “Exactly. It’s lonely anywhere—everywhere—if you don’t have the right people in your life, those you love.”

Good answer.

He continues. “Everyone you care about is in Starstone, right?”

“I suppose.” I drop my forearms onto our little dining table and glance sideways at him. His attention trails to the hearth simmering in front of us. Even his pale cheeks bloom in the heat.

Our elbows bump, and he shifts his hand ever so slightly so the back of his well-manicured hand grazes mine.

He is strikingly warm. Feverish, even.

“Then you’re the lucky one,” he says, stock-still where we touch.

Overly hot, not just for a Fire Elemental, but for any creature. Unusual.

And pleasing.

I suddenly think of Rian and feel guilty, but I’ve had enough of feeling bad, so I push back against my thoughts.

“Love is important to you? That’s surprising for someone so jaded.” I try not to focus on the heat where our hands touch, but I fail.

In Caelan’s company, I’m not reminded of school, or my future, or the failure of who I am. I don’t even have to put on my cheery guide act and pretend to be someone else. He wouldn’t have allowed it, because he’d see right through it immediately and call me out on it. It is also shamefully comforting to know there isn’t a future with him because he’ll be leaving at the end of spring and the present is all there is.

He laughs and leans back, retracting his hand to fold his across his chest. “That’s what I’m saying.” He casts pretense aside and is genuine again, dropping the performance and the spectacle he assumes by default.

There’s heat in the truth of his words. I respond only with a nod.

He stares into the crackling, popping flames. As he exhales, the blaze roars to life, burning brighter as if from an invisible gust of wind—but it’s his control of his Element, of course. The lines between his brows vanish.

For an instant, the inky pools of his pupils expand deep and dark, and he’s seemingly forgotten I’m here. Instead, he’s lost in the spaces between the glittering sparks and the deep shadows of the log fire.

The sultry wood smoke ripples the scent of burnt toast, roasted chestnuts, wild sage, smoked hickory—reminding me why autumn is my absolute favorite season. The warm aromas brilliantly contrast with the fog and rain and chill.

He rubs his chest absently. “Would be easier if it weren’t true.” With his fork, he jabs at the leftovers on his plate. Then, as if realizing he’s let his guard down, he blinks twice and his eyes flare a brilliant honey-gold again. He’s diabolically cheerful and on the verge of saying something pompous. His personality is growing on me.

He nudges me with his elbow as his face spreads into a grin, his charm returning. “So, best meal of your life?”

Cocky, right on cue.

“Fabulous. Truly.”

The food was good, but I meant the company more than anything.

It’s only temporary, though, I tell myself. Too bad he belongs elsewhere, like everyone else.
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I thank him for sharing his dinner, and he walks me to the doorway.

His matching set of suitcases still sits unpacked in the foyer.

“Not staying for long?” I ask wryly.

“I’ve unpacked my clothes. Those are my weaponry.”

I can’t tell if he’s joking again. He’s revealed little about his life and family so far.

He takes my silence as judgment and laughs.

“I’m not violent or anything. My father collects ancient weapons, and every year on my birthday, he hands one down.”

“And…they’ll help you pass your courses this year?” I snark, unable to help myself.

He flaunts a wicked grin, clearly enjoying my audacity. “No, I was going to donate them to the Temple for decoration when I go on. Some of them are from the same time period, a few are very valuable, and all of them are one-of-a-kind.”

I hear all that, but fixate on the one detail he glosses over. “Go on where?”

“Bigger and better,” he says. “I can’t tell you all my grand plans in one night. You’re going to have to come back if you want to know more.”

“Well, where will we put all these weapons?”

“Temples like these always have a weapons room.”

“Starstone doesn’t.”

“Are you sure? What’s behind the locked door next to the altar?”

“There’s no door there.”

He strides down the hall and points through the double doors of the main room of Starstone, past dark wood walls and carved beams, up three steps leading to a stage-like altar. Except tonight, like no other day or night before it—there is a short, narrow door on the right-hand side of the altar.

“What the—?” I don’t recognize the too-high voice that comes out of me.

“It’s locked, though. You’re saying you’ve never seen this door here before?”

I rack my brain, my thoughts untethered. I remain locked in place, tongue-tied.

“How?” I’ve lost all capacity to disguise my shock; my mouth hangs open, and I’m certain I haven’t blinked in a while.

“Do you have any master keys?” He’s calm.

“To the bedrooms and main gate, yes,” I babble, completely baffled.

“Shall we?”

“But…”

“Why not?” Casual and cool. “We’ve eaten, and there’s nothing else to do,” he quips, adjusting his collar.

My gut seizes, and I’m afraid that meal might make its way back up. How he can joke right now is beyond me. Are mysteriously appearing doors not shocking to him, or does he think I don’t know my own temple and never noticed the door?

How is this possible? Was there a tapestry or scroll hiding it before? No, the walls aren’t missing anything, and nothing looks different—except a damn door appeared out of nowhere.

I conceal my nerves and shuffle back into the hallway to root around in my bag for the master key. Caelan scrutinizes me upon my return, as if I’m pretending like I’ve never seen the door before just to be dramatic.

Despite shaky hands, I climb the three steps to the altar and insert the key.

I don’t know why, but I hold my breath when I lean in, as though the air could be unsafe in there. I’m careful not to cross the threshold.

The exact same altar as the one we stand on exists on the other side of the doorway. Not possible.

The entire Temple exists on the other side. A mirror reflection, but real. 

I stare dumbly, the blood in my veins stone cold.

Swallowing down a big gulp of air, I instinctively begin to pull the door shut.

“Wait. Don’t you want to go in?” Caelan asks, trying to peer around me. The door is my height, and I’m blocking his view as he towers over me. I elbow him backward and step back, closing the door abruptly.

“What’s happening?” Caelan asks.

I dig my nails into my palms so he doesn’t see my hands shaking. “This is impossible.” My thoughts are thrown into confusion.

“What is?”

I stare at him, wide-eyed in bewilderment, panic rising.

Holy crap.

I barely get out my next words. “I think it’s some sort of gateway. To an alternate version of the world we’re in.”

“How do you know it’s not just another part of Starstone?” he asks.

“Because it’s exactly the same. Down to the same old candles, the cat candle I placed one Halloween and the same cracked tile I try to never step on.” I scanned the other side in shock but checked for details like that because, unlike him, I’m certain this door was never here before.

“Shouldn’t we take a closer look?”

“No. I swear, nothing was here before. This can’t be real.” And if it is, it can’t be safe. I need to take charge. It’s my Temple.

I drop the key into my pants pocket and forbid him from trying to enter, promising to figure it out tomorrow after classes. Maybe I could get information out of Grams, anything at all.

I walk home in the dark, barely noticing the ghostly evening fog swirling around me like smoke billowing off a snuffed candle. My pulse throbs wildly in my chest. Not because I am afraid of the not-so-distant howling from the woods along the unlit path on a moonless night.

Rather, my pulse throbs wildly because I have no idea what to do, and I can’t think of a single soul alive who can help me. I brace a hand on a lamppost.

The door appeared out of nowhere. Of that, I am certain.

An owl hoots four times from atop a pointy evergreen. I gulp a ragged inhale and shiver in the cold, nebulous night.

How or why there could be a gateway to another temple, another place, I have no answer. A door. To another world. I am certain it’s a doorway to another world because through the old circular temple windows on the other side, it was stark daylight—the silver sunbeams angled in like they do here mid-morning. But most telling of all, through those windows there was no sign of the woods, not a single silhouette of a tree. It’s definitely not Starstone. I mean, all we have here is forest. I automatically check my back pocket for my small notebook.

Wallace, we aren’t in the Violet Wilds anymore.
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Caelan prowls my dreams that night. His pale moonlight hair glints from the Temple’s deepest shadows. The honey-gold flecks in his irises emerge from the flames of the hearth.

His disastrous, unholy grin.

The door.

He was ready to wander into the unknown in an instant. Who went into these things with such careless indifference?

But I’m on time this morning, trudging to the bus stop with my head down, both in thought and in search of skulls along the dirt path. A mustard-yellow cardigan keeps me warm over a white vintage-necked blouse, brown pants, and my favorite cowboy boots again. Wallace is tucked under my arm. The icy wind billowing from Wolf’s Head Fjord into the Violet Wilds belongs only to the shorter, darker days of autumn.

Grams didn’t respond when asked about the extra door, and there’s nothing in the history of Starstone referring to a secret door. All the hidden passageways were recorded long ago. How am I supposed to know what to do? For god’s sake—I’m just a shorter-than-average girl with no Element who collects animal skulls and jots down quotes.

The door must be some kind of optical illusion, a mirror trick, or a strange mistake of my vision.

Even now, I don’t quite believe what I’m seeing coming toward me down the road.

Meatball.

Rian’s car. He’s going to offer me a ride. Did he ignore my request not to pick me up for school? It seems like him to overlook the stab at his heart and pretend the breakup didn’t happen.

My stomach drops. Part of me misses him and wants to be with him again. If he shows up now, I will give in and want to get back together. But nothing’s changed as far as I’m concerned. He’s better off without me holding him back from a better future.

I tell myself to stay strong—that what I miss is the closeness and the distraction that let me pretend I could be like everyone else when I was with him.

This is going to be dreadfully sad and awkward. We haven’t talked in two days. The only other time we didn’t talk for two days was when he went to baseball camp. Oh wait, no—never mind. He always called.

I wave, hesitant. The red car approaches faster than usual, but my hand drops abruptly as the driver swerves into a half-spin and halts inches from my knees.

Rian would never drive like this. I stumble backward, fanning dust from my face.

It’s Caelan.

He motions for me to get in, shoving open the passenger door from the inside. “We need to go.”

His audacity shocks me. “You stole Meatball?” I mutter under my breath. This is bad. Rian doesn’t even let me drive⁠—

“Now, Talvi!” he commands in a resonant tone that suggests he’s used to people obeying him.

“No.”

“No?” A look of irritation. He doesn’t understand being denied.

“Where’s Rian? Why Meatball—his car—?” I fumble to string together coherent words.

“They’ve taken him.”

“They…who?”

“We might still catch them if we hurry. Rian’s been kidnapped.”

“That’s not funny. I don’t believe you.” This has to be a cruel joke. Caelan doesn’t seem to follow the rules on a good day, but stealing a car and lying to me about Rian? A little too unpredictable. Less rebellious, more unhinged.

“I don’t know what else to tell you. Please get in.”

What do I do? My heart races as fast as my thoughts spin and I’m ready to retreat and run the other way.

I shift Wallace from under my arm. “Swear on Wallace that you’re not lying. Say it.” I click a pen, ready to write. I don’t know if it’s a coping mechanism or what, but I’ve had enough of new, confusing developments in my life in the last few days and this is what I come up with.

“What are you doing? Is that a diary?” He prods gently at the book in my hands.

I back away. “Like your hair: don’t touch the Wallace.”

“I’m serious—get in. I’m only going to say this one more time.” His voice is as venomous as his face is grave. “Rian’s about to be winnowed away, and we might have a chance if you hurry your little butt in the car. I need you,” he snarls, impatiently revving the engine.

“Say it.”

“What the fuck.” Caelan’s silvery bangs flip to one side as he cocks his head to scrutinize my notebook. “Hello, Wallace. I swear that I am not lying about Rian being kidnapped.”

I scribble it onto a blank page and reluctantly lower myself into the passenger seat.

I have no idea if I can trust Caelan. And his outrageous claim? Who would kidnap Rian? He’ll be beyond furious his car was taken for a joyride.

At least if I’m kidnapped or someone finds my book, it will be known⁠—

“I swear that I am not lying about Rian being kidnapped.” —Caelan, Starstone guest, Monday, October 12th.

I’m halfway in my seat when he releases the brake. The engine ripples and growls, and we spin around as he reverses direction. Rian’s car flies off the dirt lane and accelerates up the road edged with foliage blurring by in crimson and mustard flashes.

“Explain. Now,” I demand. The top is down, and my voice is carried away as I cling to the door with one hand.

“I was heading to the bus stop and Rian stopped to offer me a ride. A tentacled Wight took him.

“A tentacled…what?”

“Maybe. I dunno. I’m not sure what it was.”

We spin around another corner, heading into curving highway along Winterrock Gulch, a steep ravine that cuts through the dense forest of our province. The morning fog hasn’t lifted, and I huff breaths of silvery vapor.

“There! Do you see that ahead? Along the trees?” Caelan says.

“A whirlwind of leaves? Yes.”

“No, really look. It’s not leaves.”

The brown leaves are the same color as Rian’s hair. Two figures move swiftly, intertwined like a tornado spinning, tall as the evergreen trees. Entangled in a grasp of tentacles, Rian struggles with what appears to be a giant squid. The way things have been going, I am not surprised in the least. Of course I am, but at this point I think I must be in a fever dream.

The squid writhes along the asphalt’s edge, crawling on its long, white tendrils.

“Rian!” I yell. He pummels the long tentacles with his fists, and the squid drops him from the treetops onto the pavement with a bone-crunching thud. He rolls down the yellow midline of the highway, grasping his ribs, likely broken. Unable to stand, he collapses.

“Stop the car!” I pull on the door handle.

Caelan yanks the hand brake and drifts in a half-circle, just barely able to avoid crushing Rian under the tires.

I leap out of the car and sprint toward Rian.

The colossal squid-like creature twists and squirms around Rian, hoisting him into the air once again to steal him away. Its skin is semitranslucent and dewy. What is that thing? I don’t care. I need to save Rian. Caelan won’t have any idea what to do.

But he surprises me.

“Hand him over.” His voice calm and low, face expressionless, Caelan orders the squid in the tone of someone used to directing others.

“I don’t work for you,” the squid hisses back.

“Then you’ve made your choice.” Caelan flings back his dark cloak to catapult an arm as if launching an invisible object and blows into his upturned palm. Fire.

Caelan’s eyes gleam—flame and fury—reflecting the blaze he wields in his palm.

How is he igniting such a large flame?

The conflagration explodes toward the squid, but it dodges in time and snakes its way into the trees.

Caelan exhales again, and the flame lashes like a whip at the tentacles gripping Rian’s waist. The liquid fire spreads and scorches its flesh, burning a tentacle to ash to free Rian.

The squid screams, twisting around to charge while squirting black ink that erodes the asphalt where it lands. It wildly thrashes a limb at Caelan, but he has already leapt aside. In a blur, the squid whips around its remaining tentacles again, and Caelan drops, ducking away gracefully.

The squid is distracted, so I run to Rian’s side, kneeling over him.

“No! Don’t let the ink or tentacles touch you!” Caelan warns.

“Get up, Ri. Get in the car. Please try.” I grip his shoulders, shaking him gently. Open your eyes. Please be okay.

His eyes remain closed. “TJ. Get out of here! I can’t fight it, and I can’t protect you. They want you too.” Rian clutches his arms into his ribs and groans as he tries to rise.

They who? This monster?

He presses a crumpled paper into my hand. “I snatched it off of one of its suckers just now. After it grabbed me, we spun to the Temple and it ripped this from one of the hanging scrolls in the main room…”

I take it from his bloodied hand and shove it into my pocket. I’m familiar with all the hanging scrolls in the Temple. Most are meditations, and some are letters written long ago. First things first.

All I know is Rian needs my help. I scan the roadside for a weapon. Rock? Branch?

The tentacles flail toward us, pulsing forward like a jellyfish, so I dive for a large branch on the road’s edge and sweep at the suckered appendages. The creature shoves me aside with a cold tentacle, and as I fall back on my backside, it coils a limb around Rian.

The branch is heavier than it looks, but without thinking, I leap back on my feet and run at the squid, stabbing the branch into its flesh as hard as I can.

“Run, Talvi!” Caelan says. “I can’t use my fire, you’re too close.” He retracts his firewhip.

I don’t run. Instead, I take another stab into the back of the squid’s gelatinous body, pricking into its large rubbery head, driving deep into it until a notch halfway up the branch catches on something in the squid’s head. The squid shrieks. I am sickened, and my hands shake uncontrollably. Oh god, who am I? What am I doing? I can’t even kill spiders.

The squid creature screeches again, reminding me of the school band warming up. It flashes a rainbow of colors across its thick skin before spinning one inky black eye to target me. I’m still holding on to the branch like a battering ram, but I yank with all my might to pull it out. I don’t want to kill it—I only want it to release Rian.

Black liquid spurts from the stab wound, and Rian slips through its grasp.

A sticky tentacle suckers onto my neck and legs and drags me across the pavement. I scream. Its suckers are painfully cold, as if freezing the skin where it latches.

Rian scrambles, diving to grasp my reaching hand, but I’m already in the air, and the tentacles spiral around to collect him again.

With his right hand, Caelan ignites an inferno of flames. Crimson and gold. He strikes as his left hand wields his reignited firewhip. Both flames hit, but the squid thrashes wildly and slips sideways, launching me in the air over the roadside.

I fall over the steep edge of the ravine, down the gully of the backside of the winding road. Screaming, I grasp for a tree, the rocks, anything, as I plummet.

I’m falling, falling into the chasm of Winterrock Gulch, mossy rock blurring past me. The wild panic is the same as when I fell off the roof of Starstone. Except there’s no lucky branch to catch me now.

The steep drop flashes before me, and time slows for an instant. The rich oranges and reds of trees dot the rocks all the way to the icy river running down from the mountains, carving through the bottom of the crevasse.

I can’t breathe. I’m falling to my death.

My eyes flick up to Caelan looking over the ledge from where I’d been thrown.

He’s already so far away.

He whips out an arm without flame this time—and a hot blast of air, the kind that follows an explosion, catapults me up, back toward the rocky incline. I soar upward, slamming into a tree. The painful tumbling over spruce needles continues until I smell an odd mixture of minty evergreen and tangy, metallic blood.

Darkness takes me the instant I smack onto pavement with a sickening crack.
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I’m jostling in space but have no idea how I’m moving. Each jolt alerts me to a new battered and bruised body part.

My legs are numb, and there’s gravel embedded in my palms. I focus on a kaleidoscope of colors filtering through Starstone’s circular window. I’m back inside the Temple.

Strong, warm arms carry me up the stairs. Did we have an accident on the way to classes?

“Rian?” I ask, my vision blurred, but my cheek rests on a solid chest, and the grip of his arms feels familiar.

“It’s Caelan. We’re back at the Temple.”

“Why do I taste blood?”

“Your nose is bleeding.” His tone is grave, his expression grim. “While I was saving you from falling to your death, the Wight escaped and winnowed away with Rian. I think you fractured your wrist. Nothing else looks broken,” he says, calm and efficient.

I tense up, shocked and disoriented. “How… Rian…get him back? My wrist hurts.” I lift my left arm limply and regret it, my teeth gritted in pain.

He continues up the stairs without reply. At the top landing, he kicks open the nearest bedroom door and deposits me softly onto the bed. “First-aid kit?”

“There’s one in every bathroom.”

“Do bad things happen here a lot?”

“Not really. But when I was five…no, you don’t want to know.”

He doesn’t press it, focusing on my injuries. “Don’t move until we assess the damage. Your forehead is bleeding, but it’s just a scrape.” He means to reassure me, but it has the opposite effect.

I try to sit up, but the world spins and I’m going to throw up.

When I press my left hand onto the bed to steady myself, the pain is unbearable, and I muffle a yelp.

“Broken wrist. Stop moving,” he calls from the bathroom, shutting the cabinet and returning with gauze, tape, and antibacterial spray.

“I’m okay.” I am not, though. I’ve lost the heart bracelet on that wrist—the one Rian gave me for my birthday last December engraved with our initials. It’s broken, perhaps at the bottom of Winterrock Gulch.

“The hell you are not. You have bruises bursting like fireworks all over you.” He returns to the bed. The lines carved into his face deepen as he studies me, deciding where to begin. “Stay still and let me get the blood off your face. We need to ice your wrist.”

My wrist has swollen to double its normal size, and I wince as he braces it and wraps it tightly. His brows lift in concern, but he says nothing.

“How do we get Rian back?”

“First, we take care of you, then we come up with a plan.”

Caelan is calm. Calm, but lethal. Flashes of him race through my mind. He threw enormous columns of flame and reacted with otherworldly speed I’d never seen before.

An Element with so much firepower? Impossible. How is he able to wield and control fire’s energy to that extent?

Something else is off…He doesn’t seem too surprised to fight a giant squid monster. His eyes sometimes glow. He’s hiding something.

“What are you?” I demand. “Your firepower.” Let’s start with that one.

He gently wipes blood off my face with a hot towel. He doesn’t answer.

I’m alarmed by the amount of dark crimson that stains the white towel.

“You’re not a normal Elemental, are you?” I’m not certain I’m ready for the truth.

“No, I am not.” His face is indecipherable.

Not a normal Elemental. What else is there? “Then what?”

“Stop scowling at me. It’s making your forehead bleed again.” His eyes darken at the warm blood running down my cheek.

He unwraps another bandage, but I slap his hand away.

“Tell me the truth.”

“Well, looks like you and I both failed our assignments,” he says impassively.

I frown at him, but my face hurts, so I wait for him to continue.

“I was supposed to keep an eye on Rian. All those times you probably thought I was stalking you like a predator, I was babysitting Rian. There was a rumor in the Elemental realms that someone wanted him.”

“Elemental realms? What? Why Rian? What are you then?” There are too many questions to ask, and I’m still nauseous.

“I’m a True Elemental being, from a different realm. A Fire Element, from the Fire Realm. In contrast, you mortals have only a minuscule amount of Element. But True Elementals like me, we have more control, much more power. Within our realms, the Elementals rule the other beings of our worlds—beings like that squid creature.”

True Elements. Other beings…what? The fact that there are multiple realms barely registers.

“And why on earth would anyone want Rian?” I shout a little too loudly, a mingling of fury and confusion affecting the volume of my voice.

He throws me a scathing look. “Just because you don’t want him doesn’t mean someone else doesn’t.”

“Don’t be cruel; I didn’t mean it like that.” I force myself to take a calming breath.

“He’s not of your world.” Caelan scrutinizes me and raises my bloodied elbow toward him. It’s jutting thorough my poor mangled sweater.

“Yes, he is,” I insist, hiding my annoyance.

I peel off my cardigan for him, tossing it aside. Glancing down at my white short-sleeved blouse, I unbutton the high collar. I feel feverish. Is he making the room this hot? True Fire Elemental, he said? The Temple I know is perpetually cold and drafty, even in summer. Nothing makes sense today. Until today, I’d never even heard about True Elemental beings at all. It’s overwhelming. Am I the only one here who knows this now?

There’s more he isn’t telling me.

I grimace as Caelan rubs the sticky side of the bandage onto me.

“I’m telling you, he’s not. That’s all I can say. For your own safety, the less you know, the better,” he says, gently handing my arm back to me. “There. You’re good to go for now. It looks like you ran through a cheese grater.”

He’s wrong. It must be a mistake. Rian is the most human of all humans of this world, with a bit of Wind Element. But his changing blue birthmarks that look like scales…what are those?

I slide carefully off the bed, testing my shaky legs. All my joints are sore and my knees hurt, but I limp toward the doorway.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Caelan raises a brow.

“I gotta find Rian.”

“You can’t do it by yourself. He’s in another realm.”

I stop dead in my tracks. He’s right. I have no idea where to start. How the hell do you retrieve a human kidnapped by a creature from another realm?

He’s in another realm. I feel the need to write it down because hearing those words makes my stomach twist.

My heart trips. “Where’s Wallace? My book.” I’m trying not to panic.

Caelan casually reaches inside his cloak and retrieves the bound collection of quotes.

A sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“I didn’t read it. Even though it took all my willpower not to flip through it.” He grins.

“I also mean thank you for not letting me fall off the side of the road into the ravine.”

“Who doesn’t like being a hero?” He throws me a fierce, smoldering look meant to mock himself. “Admit it—it makes me even hotter.”

“Whoever can stand your ego is the real hero,” I grumble.

“Ha! I admired you stabbing the thing with a branch. You’re strong for someone so tiny.” He stands and pats me on the head to emphasize his point.

I duck away and swipe at his hand. “Small things can be strong.”

“Why do you carry that thing around anyway?” He inclines his chin at Wallace.

I clasp the book to my chest protectively. “No one writes with pen and paper anymore. I like it.”

“But it’s also a security blanket for you.”

I open my mouth to tell him off for infantilizing me, for being so condescending and not at all urgent about locating Rian—but I hesitate. Again, he’s not wrong. When someone says something to me I don’t like, writing it down makes it feel like I’m transferring the sentiment to someone else, to Wallace, who can take such things said to him not only because he’s strong but also he has all the nice quotes in there to balance them out.

If I allow my deepest feelings, I might admit I am scared a lot of the time. I don’t have Grams, and I don’t have a plan for the future right now.

I miss feeling safe.

“You’re not very focused on finding Rian,” Caelan teases, moving two long fingers in front of my face to check for concussion or shock.

“You threw me into a tree—I’m still spinning,” I say with a strained smile. It suddenly occurs to me that another strange circumstance in the last twenty-four hours might be related.

The door.

“Do you know anything about the door? Is that to…one of your realms?” I ask.

“Actually, no.”

“How did you get here?”

“I entered through a crack between realms. Not all Elementals can slip through, but that’s how I travel.”

He sobers. “I didn’t want to worry you, but Rian is in danger, and you mortal Elementals are fragile and weak. If we don’t find him in time, he may not survive for long, depending on the realm. Like a goldfish in the wrong kind of water.”

It’s like a punch in the gut, but it gets me moving. I tuck Wallace under my arm.

“I’m going to have another look at the door.” I march down the stairway. It’s difficult to admit I need Caelan’s help finding Rian, even though I’m mad he not only lied about being a student but also failed at why he did it in the first place: to protect Rian.

But he did save my life, and he did try, and what the heck was that giant tentacled⁠—

“What took Rian? What aren’t you telling me?” I blurt, wincing with each limping step down the stairs toward the altar room. All my joints scream in pain, but I’m grateful to be walking. It could have been worse.

He halts at the top of the stairs, leaving me to shuffle along by myself, and chuckles quietly, crossing his arms.

“Do you enjoy seeing me in pain?” I call up to him.

“Not like this. But I don’t like being told no, and I’d hate to set you up for failure if I’d asked to help. Tell me I’m wrong.”

I seethe at his arrogance. I despise him for the stupid and clever and lewd way he said it, but most of all for being right. I am glad he isn’t stopping me or offering to carry me down the stairs. I’m upset as heck and need something to do, even if it’s only to hobble along to feel the pain to calm myself. Reluctantly, I respect that he seems to understand.

I don’t say anything, though.

“But to answer your question, I don’t have to tell you everything about me. That Wight was hired by someone to collect Rian. It’s not evil on its own; it’s a Nature Wight from the Water Realm, but it can be bought. Like paying a Dream Sylph to create Shadow Realms; they consume the emotions their creations trigger in the dreamer and take pleasure experiencing the landscape of your dreams. They don’t have emotions themselves, you know.”

“I didn’t know any of that even existed,” I say bleakly.

“I thought you were an expert on Starstone. The name says it’s a gate, after all—perhaps to other realms. There’s nothing in the records of anyone going or coming through it?”

I frown at him and shrug. “I’m just a tour guide.”

“That’s depressing. You’ve got much more power and capability than that.” He leans on the railing overlooking the entryway, gazing down intently at me, assessing with his penetrating stare for another heartbeat before turning for the stairs to follow me.

“How?” I ask, dragging myself toward the main room.

He doesn’t respond right away, perhaps considering how much to reveal.

“Let’s just say I wouldn’t have been able to save you if you’d been somebody else. My powers were amplified with you there.”

I don’t have any powers. No Element. Should I tell him? But I can’t bear to confess it yet. And I like that he hasn’t asked, so I leave it alone.

“Did you see my fireball?” He holds his hands apart to indicate the size.

“I must have passed out. But let’s hope I never see any balls of yours.”

He breaks out in thunderous laughter, so unbridled he exhales smoke from his nose and mouth.

We’re back in front of the odd-sized altar door. I twist the key and draw the door back stiffly, not having a plan after it opens.

Caelan leans in first. “Still the mirror version of the Temple. Hold on.” He retracts his head and leaves me alone at the doorframe as he rushes out of the altar room, returning with his suitcase of weapons.

He turns over his shoulder to me. “You know what they say: when you go through a door, you’re leaving the past and entering the future.”

Before I can tell him I’ve never heard that saying before, he steps all the way through the doorway.

I hang back, wary of crossing the threshold. I can’t risk it; if I disappear forever, what would my gran do? Who would care for her and run the Temple? And what if it’s dangerous on the other side?

How many brushes with death do I need in one morning?

“I’m not sure it’s a real realm. I think it might be an in-between kind of place. A placeholder,” Caelan says, peering up and down the other side in wide-eyed wonder. No fear.

What do I do? WHAT DO I DO? I’m curious, and I do need to find Rian, but mostly⁠—

I’m scared, unable to move, unable to decide.

Caelan offers his hand. “You’ll want to see this. Trust me.”

“I don’t know if I do.”

“Whatever’s here might be related to why Rian was taken. Too many strange events have occurred since yesterday for this to be a coincidence.”

I square my shoulders. I can do this.

My blood thrums as I take his hand.

When our palms touch, his hand grows warmer, burning like a hot coal. It’s as if I’ve reached into an open oven. He is as surprised as I am, and his amber eyes widen in surprise as he releases me at once.

He feels it too. His flush deepens.

The sensation runs up my arm, into my shoulder, and into the crack of a scar on my right temple. I shake my hand as if flicking off water, afraid that I’m being ridiculous.

What is this reaction, just from his touch?

He’s rubbing his fingertips together. “It’s like you electrocuted me. What Element are you?” he asks.

My heart drops into my stomach. “I don’t have one.”

“I don’t believe that.” He takes my hand again and leads me across the threshold.

I am in the other Temple. Caelan retains his steady grip on my hand.

I’m trembling. It’s so familiar—it’s my Starstone Temple—but flipped around.

And now a small, dark-haired girl sits cross-legged on the floor of the Other Temple playing with colorful marbles, her back reclining against the first altar step.

Without glancing up she says, “It’s about time.”
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“Are you seeing a creepy little girl?” Caelan asks.

I nod silently, scrutinizing the girl, who is about five or six years old and dressed in a short-sleeved peter-pan-collared shirt and shorts. She glances up from her marbles. Black hair, large gray eyes. I’ve never seen her before in my life.

“Who are you?” Caelan asks.

“How did you get in here? Are you by yourself?” I ask.

“Too many questions. You don’t have time,” she replies, her voice high and squeaky. She fades a bit as we approach.

Is she real? A spirit? “We want to help,” I say. “Don’t go.”

“I have nowhere to go. I’ve been stuck here for a while.”

“What is this place?” It looks so familiar, yet the light streaming through from the outside hits differently.

“It’s just like the other side, but I can’t go outside. The doors and windows don’t work,” the girl says.

“I’m Talvi, and this is Caelan. We can help you.”

“I know who you are. You can’t help.” Her little round face scrunches and she presses her lips so hard, they quiver. She’s on the verge of losing her temper.

“How? Why?” I ask quickly, hoping to distract her enough to avoid tears.

“Because you’ve been here before, many times, and we’ve had this conversation over and over.”

The little girl covers her ears and screams.

“Stop your ridiculousness,” Caelan demands with authority. He doesn’t flinch at the girl shrieking. I can’t tell if he’s used to listening to screaming or what, but it doesn’t bother him at all.

Holding a palm up, he sends forth a rush of hot air to distract the child. She coughs mid-scream and chokes on the searing blast that must dry out her mouth. She’s quiet, startled at the unexpected reprimand.

“You haven’t done that before,” the girl whispers, her eyes wide. Curious, even. More like a little girl, less like a creepy ghost who haunts the other side of the Temple.

“Nice job, Caelan. Please tell us what you know,” I say patiently to the girl. I can handle a lost, confused child. “You say we’ve been here before. But let’s start with your name. Do you have one?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t have a name—we’ve been over this.” She sighs impatiently and picks up her marbles, rolling them into a little sachet, but leaves five on the floor. “I can count, and this is the fifth time you’ve been here. In another minute, the clock is going to strike and you’re going to disappear back through the door and forget you were ever here.”

Caelan and I exchange uneasy glances. If she’s lying, then why? For fun?

If she’s telling the truth, then how do we remember? Why is she here?

The clock downstairs strikes ten times, and the girl waves at us on the tenth chime as we vanish.
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“You’re saying this is the sixth time we’ve met?” I say to the dark-haired girl, watching her place six marbles on the floor.

She nods. “You were just here. Clock chimes, you go.” Distracted, she returns to assembling a puzzle on the hallway floor.

Caelan mumbles to himself. “If we’ve been here before and can’t recall, it must be a protective time loop. To keep people out. But how come you can be here?” he asks.

“Now you’re saying something different,” the girl says.

I crouch down to scrutinize the girl. “Maybe she’s neither human nor True Elemental.”

The clock chimes eleven o’clock. The girl counts the chimes aloud and waves on the eleventh toll.
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“Trust me on this one. You’ll want to see this,” Caelan says after entering the door.

…four minutes later…

“You’re Talvi and you’re Caelan, and I have no name. You’ve been here seven times. Last time, you said it was a time loop.”

“How do we break out of it? How are you here?” I ask.

“I’m not like you, you said.”

“Okay, can we write down what we know and leave it here, and if we return you can show us the note?” I suggest, not sure if I believe the girl. I pull Wallace from my back pocket and rip out a sheet of notepaper.

“Clever,” Caelan says, impressed.

The girl runs into the kitchen and returns with a clipboard and pen. She’s doodled grotesque monsters on the clipboard.

The clock strikes noon, chiming a short tune before its bells peal.

“Noontide,” Caelan notes. “Jot that down.”

“Noontide?” the girl and I ask at the same time, trading glances. She covers her mouth and giggles.

“Why, what do you call it—midday?” he asks, his brow puckering.

Our conversation is cut off as the clock reaches its twelfth clang.
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“It is my handwriting.” I study the note the creepy girl presents me when Caelan and I step through the doorway.

“It has to be a test. Write that down for next time,” Caelan says.

The girl points at Caelan with a pudgy finger. “You also told me a fact you’d only tell someone you trusted. Like a password. Caelan, you burnt down a sun temple at age eight with Fireweaver, a staff of fiery death, you called it.”

I snort loudly.

“It wasn’t because I was incompetent. I threw a tantrum,” he says.

“Why doesn’t that surprise me? Personal tailor didn’t get your shirt right?” I smirk at him.

Caelan responds with a predatory grin. He either delights in my taunts or I’ve hit right on the mark and it turns him on. Shameless, either way.

I roll my eyes.

“And Talvi,” the little girl continues, “your big nasty scar is from falling off the Temple roof trying to touch a star.”

“True.” My hand automatically goes up to my right temple to feel for the raised line as though it somehow wouldn’t be there in the In-Between.

The clock down the hall chimes once.

“One o’clock this time,” the girl says, listening.

“Wait. The clock—remember that, kid! Our notes said it was twelve chimes last time; it’s why we had time to write it down. It is the only thing that changes each time here—” Caelan shouts as he’s cut off.
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“What happens when you try to leave or open a window?” I ask, glancing at the notes. “What’s outside the Temple?”

The little girl shrugs. “No idea. Everything’s stuck in place, and you wasted a try breaking the door down last time,” she says. “The clock—you always have five minutes here before it chimes. Last time you said to remind you of the clock, the only thing here that changes each time.”

“The pendulum clock downstairs?”

The girl climbs onto the railing on her stomach and slides down the banister backward. “This clock. It chimes, and you are kicked out, and then you forget.”

Caelan and I race down the stairs. We don’t have much time. He’s been unusually silent.

“It looks exactly like the one on my side of Starstone,” I say.

“What if we wind it backwards? Would that give us more time?” Caelan suggests.

“But if it chimes again, we’re kicked out.”

“So we break it,” Caelan says confidently.

“Break time?”

“If you’re stuck in a rut, doing the same thing, what can you do? Break out of it. Break time. Take a break. Break out of the routine. Or you’ll eventually break down. Break the shackles of time? That might be stretching it, but the point is I think this whole experiment is a riddle! And the answer is to break it.”

He’s clever as hell, I have to admit. Why didn’t I think of it? I love a good riddle.

The little girl claps her hands in excitement. “You haven’t tried that before. There’s one minute left.”

“Okay, how do we break it?” I ask.

“I need to borrow you.” Caelan offers his hand to me, and I take it willingly this time. It exhilarates me that while I have no powers of my own, I somehow enhance his strengths. He could be lying about it just to find a reason to hold hands. He would enjoy such trickery.

The immediate near-painful burning between our palms is expected this time, but it disappears when his other hand reaches for the clock face and scorches it with blue-white flame, setting it ablaze. It destroys the brass dial and wood case until the remains ooze down the wall like a melted candle.

“The hottest fire I have.”

He stops firing at the clock but doesn’t let go of my hand. It feels overly hot again, like I’m holding a heated pan.

“I think it might have worked,” the little girl whispers in awe, fanning away black smoke.

I’m not sure what was affecting me. Maybe the euphoria of breaking out of a time loop by solving a magical riddle? Or watching a Fire Elemental incinerate metal and solid wood as easily as a match consumes a dried leaf?

In either case, I’d felt Caelan’s Elemental power, and with each beat of my heart, I am hungry for more of it.

More glorious heat, more breathtaking energy, more of how devastatingly alive it felt to be a part of someone’s power and might. What is the matter with me? Do others feel this way whenever they use their Element, and I’m just starved of it?

I didn’t even have to do anything. But the surge of his fire rippled and burned through me as if it were coming from me, into him, and it thrills the hell out of me. To wield Elemental power.

My breath comes quick, and I crave more.

“You look like someone who’s had too much candy,” Caelan says to me, his elegant face cracking into a smile that reaches his high cheekbones. “We did it. No more time loop.” He hasn’t let go of my hand either. Does he feel the same rush of power?

His hand is large and smooth, with none of the callouses Rian has from baseball and farmwork.

I suddenly feel guilty and let my fingers slip from his.

Rising out of the scorched clock, a question appears in white smoke:

Who do you love the most?

“Is this a riddle? Another test?” I ask.

“Myself,” Caelan answers. No hesitation.

Correct. The letters form in smoke. And you?

“Me? Um, Rian.”

Correct.

Caelan folds his arms casually, and his face flinches into a brief scowl before drawing his lips into a straight line.

To whom are you most loyal?

“My father,” Caelan answers instantly.

Yes.

“Rian?”

No.

I redden, and Caelan can’t help but laugh aloud. I aim a glare of death at him.

“Grams?”

No.

“Wallace? Starstone?” I say, thinking that’s what the mirror-temple would want to hear.

Again, No. No. No.

“I…don’t know,” I stutter.

Correct.

Awkward silence. Even Caelan refrains from a snappy comment—but I’m freed from the embarrassment of my pathetic answer when a sheet of paper materializes from the smoldering remains of the clock.

I lift it out of the smoke and read aloud, “Final test, of love and loyalty. Poisoned to death if you are incapable of either. In the tearoom, choose that which is most deadly and drink from that teapot. If you are incorrect, you will die on the spot, Elemental or not.”

“Die on the spot?” the little girl echoes from beside me.

“What kind of inhuman game is this?” I ask with revulsion. The stakes went from embarrassing questions—at least they were thought-provoking—to life or death? Who set this up? A final test? I just failed the loyalty question.

“Pick the worst one? In the tearoom—where we watched the movie?” Caelan casts a sidelong glance at me with one brow raised.

I indicate left but don’t move. “Doesn’t this feel wrong to you?”

He shrugs. “No going backwards now.”

I manage a fake smile. How is he so casual? Is he incapable of fear—his sense of danger broken like those people who can’t register pain even when they’re touching a burning iron? Or is he putting on a brave face? What have I gotten into?

He’s infuriatingly right, though. I have no other leads. Fear is useless right now.

I toss back the hair from my face and stride forward. For Rian.

The little girl runs ahead and slides open the door to the tearoom to discover a collection of five beautiful stoneware teapots set on a low table. Each glazed pot is a different earth tone, accented in jade or gold flecks.

“This greenish one says Fear. And this black one…Bee-trr… I can’t read the long words,” she says in her high-pitched voice.

We kneel at the low table. Five teapots. Five labels.

“Fear. Betrayal. Indifference. Selfishness. Dishonesty,” Caelan reads.

“Which is most deadly?” I ask, reading the instructions again. “It’s a test of love and loyalty. What is most deadly to love and loyalty?” I pause, mulling over the choices.

We all answer simultaneously.

“Fear,” I say. My fears damaged the love and loyalty I had in my life.

“Betrayal,” Caelan says firmly. “Easy. End of love and loyalty if you betray someone. No trust.”

“Selfishness,” the little girl says. “You’re supposed to share.”

“They all suck. They all hurt,” I say.

“You’re right,” Caelan says. “They do all suck, as you like to say in this realm. Ah, that’s the answer!”

He reaches for a teacup and lifts one pot at a time to pour a bit of each into the stoneware cup. Raising the small cup in a toast, he tips it toward him for a whiff and frowns.

“No! Don’t. We don’t know. Let’s think about this,” I warn him.

“Listen, if whoever took Rian gets too much of a head start, we won’t have a chance. As much as it makes sense for me personally to leave him be, I can’t let it happen.”

Before I can truly understand the meaning of what he says, he’s lifted the cup to his lips.

He loosens his collar with his free hand and exhales heavily, but his eyes swirl amber and bronze. “But if I’m going to die today, I have a last request.”

I have no idea what he would ask of me.

That unholy grin of his flickers across his face. “I’d like a kiss goodbye.”

“Gross,” the little girl says, rolling her eyes. “Drink the tea!”

My brows disappear into my bangs.

Bold. Good lord. Is he taking this risk seriously? Isn’t he afraid of being poisoned? Maybe he is and has nothing to lose by asking. Or, is he so confident in his answer that he’s sure he won’t be dying today?

I struggle with the decision and am mortified to be considering it at all.

But…if holding his hand felt like it did, what would a kiss do?

I’m curious. And I want to.

There’s guilt again, for thinking about it, for not saying no right away, and for wondering how it would be different from Rian. I’ve only ever kissed him. I’m ashamed. Am I betraying him?

Before I can talk myself out of it, I pull myself up with my hands on Caelan’s muscular shoulders. He towers over me but lowers his head, looking down his sloping nose at me as I rise to him. His cheeks radiate heat.

The air between us vibrates.

I kiss him on the lips, letting the feverish surge overtake me. He smells like a sweet campfire and tastes faintly of cinnamon. My lips burn as he returns my kiss. He’s incredibly soft and gentle, but what I yearn for is the unleashed power I felt earlier, so I press against him harder, parting his lips, my tongue playing on his teeth.

His breath snags, surprised for only an instant before he delves deeper into me, taking my mouth, devouring and wanting.

The untethered power surfaces, engulfing me in fiery heat and strength. It spreads into my face, my neck, down into my breasts. The prickling burn hollows my stomach… He keeps his hands to himself, but in a reckless flare of bewildering desire, I wish he didn’t.

I nearly groan, savoring his warmth.

I manage to catch my breath and release him, staggering back. There’s a pulse of silence between us. He leans forward and presses his forehead against mine, his eyes shut. By the rosy flush of his cheeks, I know I’ve awakened the same wild craving in him.

“Aren’t you a gorgeous nightmare. I meant on the cheek, but that was good too.” He’s unable to contain his wolfish grin, the grin of someone who’s won a prize from a contest he was never supposed to have entered.

My body and mind reel, disastrous and heady. Am I actually attracted to him, or perhaps I’m a little addicted to the power of his Fire Element that courses through me when we touch?

Maybe both.

Before I can reply, he tilts his head back and gulps the contents of the teacup. He chokes and curls over, coughing smoke.

He falls onto his knees, still gagging, and crumples onto the straw mats of the tearoom’s floor, corpse-still.
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“Caelan!”

No! He was wrong? What the hell?! I drop down to his side, the blood draining from my face so quickly, it leaves me lightheaded.

From within his coiled body on the floor, his hand limply releases the teacup. It spins in place once before rolling across the mats.

I try to lift him upright, but he’s too heavy. If we leave the mirror-temple, could we start over?

No, we’re out of the time loop already. The note said poisoned—dead—Elemental or not.

“Is he dead?” the small girl asks flatly.

Caelan is still motionless.

I heave him onto his back and place an ear to his chest, listening for a pulse, a breath—any damn sound other than hopeless stillness from him.

“C’mon. You were sure this was the answer!” I slap his face irrationally, as if he’d fallen into a lazy nap. My eyes dart furiously around the room. Maybe there is a hidden antidote, something else I’m supposed to figure out. I rise off my knees and sprint to the kitchen. Even if it is useless to force down water to flush out the poison, I have to try⁠—

I race back with a glass of water. With trembling hands, I tilt his head back and pour water into his loose, open mouth. It spills out over his cheeks.

How do you get a collapsed person to swallow water?

He sputters once, spitting out water, followed by silvery wisps of smoke.

Startled, I fall back onto my heels.

“That…was…the worst thing I’ve ever tasted in my entire life. Even worse than my Pyre Lyguanas’ food.” He looks up at me through his ash brown lashes. “Whew, whatever the tea was, it was strong enough to knock me out for a bit. Was I out long? You’re still looking appalled and haven’t buried me yet—so not long, I gather.” He rolls onto his back and lifts his head, blinking up at me, his wildfire irises brilliant and swirling.

“You’re okay?” I pull him up by his arm.

“If I say no, can I get another kiss? Though you do not want to taste what I just had. My taste buds will never be the same.”

I let go, so he drops back onto the mat. Ugh, so dramatic. If he can make jokes, he’s fine. I sigh a breath of relief but snark back at him. “I’m sure your personal chefs can cook up something to your liking when you get home.”

“You think I’m a high-maintenance spoiled brat, don’t you?”

“You scared me.”

“It’s not every day I do something for someone other than myself. We came up with the right answer, though! Did anything happen? Where’s the kid?”

From down the hallway, the girl hollers, “The front door opens! Come on, we can leave the Temple! Look at this.”

The mirror version of the Temple doesn’t have a cemetery like my Starstone. Instead of a dense thicket and the graveyard, old stone lanterns cover the entire courtyard to the left and beyond. That’s why no trees were visible from the window. The large cypresses are missing, though a few young maples and silver birches spring up here and there.

The stone lanterns are tiered and lit by fire, common in traditional gardens and older shrines. The entry to the garden of lanterns is under an arched bronze trellis hanging with wisteria and bordered by low hedges.

“A Thousand Shadows of a Thousand Realms,” Caelan says, stopping before the last stone step to scan the garden lawn crammed full of ancient lanterns. “Impossible.”

“The book? Of Elemental Mythology? Where the lanterns are portals… I wasn’t into it, but Saphira likes that kind of thing. I always preferred Greek or Norse myths.”

Caelan is as excited as I’ve seen him yet. “It’s real—I can’t believe it actually exists! The lanterns are doorways to realms, all in one location. Not all True Elementals can winnow in between realms, but here, anyone can go anywhere…” His lashes sweep down as his exuberant expression sobers. “Could be trouble if the wrong person has access to all these realms,” he concludes.

“Are there really a thousand lanterns?”

“There are a thousand realms. Give or take.”

“Not possible,” I whisper.

“I already said that.”

“Rian could be anywhere in a thousand realms? How are we—?” I stop, not wanting to say impossible again, so I fall into stunned silence.

The little girl races toward the nearest lantern, taking a leap over the hedge border, but falls backward as if she’s hit an invisible wall. “Ow! Oh, crumbs.” She rubs her bare, skinny shins.

“You okay?” I ask. “My gran also says oh crumbs when she stubs her toes.”

“We might have to enter through the gate after all.” Caelan toes his boot along the length of the unseen wall. “It goes all the way around, presumably.”

The low bronze gate is stuck slightly open, exactly like my version of the Temple, but when we turn sideways to slip through, a gravelly voice announces, “Oh, look. We finally have guests, Kyr.”

“I told you if we propped the gate open, someone would come through,” Kyr replies in a voice deeper and more methodic than the first.

“Who’s speaking?” I ask, running my fingers over the carved archaic lettering on the half-door. Same as on the graveyard gate on my side.

A stone Sea Dragon head coils under the archway, rustling through the purple wisteria to sway inches from my nose. He seems more curious than threatening, so I stand still and let him stare.

“Kyr, look! She has the scar, the aura. She must be a queen,” the Sea Dragon’s head says.

From the other side of the gate comes, “Nytryx, she’s a guide. Guide Queen, answer our question before we answer yours.”

“I’m not a queen of anything.”

“But the door must have chosen you.”

“I’m Talvi Jorde.”

“Yes, yes. Only those with the right Element may answer our question,” Kyr’s deep voice says.

Kyr is another dragon’s head, a Land Dragon, based on the lack of gills and pebbled lizard skin carved into the moving stone. Kyr peers under the top of the gateway, slinking downward to scrutinize me. I can’t tell if he is a second creature or if the two of them share a body on the other side. I suspect the latter by the way they bicker with each other, like siblings stuck in a shared bedroom.

“Shh! Give her our riddle. You must answer if you want to come in,” Nytryx beseeches.

“Does everyone enter if I answer correctly?” I ask. The right element, as in the right characteristic or attitude? I may have a chance yet. But if he meant Element, I would never pass.

“Yes, yes,” they say together.

“But if you do not answer correctly, you will return to your side of the door and the game is over. You will not return here,” the Land Dragon says ominously.

“This riddle is only for you,” the Sea Dragon head says.

“How did you know I was going to be here?” I’m filled with a mix of suspicion and confusion. It’s hard to believe I haven’t fallen into a fevered dream.

“It was time for you to enter,” they both say at the same time. “All the requirements were met.”

“You control the door by the altar?” I ask, incredulous.

“Together…we are Kyr and Nytryx. We receive bits and pieces from all across time and space. Sometimes when it looks like we’re asleep, we’re actually elsewhere in space and time. But it’s difficult to place. We don’t get the full picture in order; time and space are neither linear nor organized. It’s almost useless. And we don’t each have the same information.” Kyr says.

“Two heads, you see,” Nytryx says.

They slither their heads around to the front of the trellis. Like cobras, they sway hypnotically and snap at each other with serrated teeth. When they clash, they rumble like an avalanche of rocks.

“Focus, Nytryx,” Kyr says, shaking it off.

“Oh right, our riddle.

A pair of these is two, and 20 you’ve got a score.

12, you’ve got a dozen, while a gross is 144.

You can have a trio, or you can have many,

but if you’ve only a single one, you actually do not have any.”

“Why is it for me?” I ask.

They cease to respond. Kyr chews his whiskered lips, and Nytryx pretends to glance at the sky, checking for weather.

“Any idea?” Caelan looks at me expectantly.

“Okay, okay. What do I have one of in my life, which means I actually have none? One Rian, but now he’s gone…” I mutter, becoming more anxious at the thought. Think faster. “One family member? One life, one job. No one else can take care of the Temple. One chance to get this right…”

“You’re downward-spiraling,” Caelan says plainly.

“I have no idea. Oh, wait! Options! Choices! I have no choices when I only have one choice.”

Caelan glances at me curiously, the smugness of watching me struggle wiped off his face. He’s impressed. But there’s more. “One choice, huh,” he mumbles, nodding as if he can relate to my answer. He softens, and I give him a victorious smile.

“Guide Queen is smart,” Kyr says.

“I approve. You may enter the Garden of Lanterns.” Nytryx slinks sideways through the gate.

The little girl races into the garden, off toward the far corners to explore the lanterns.

“Don’t touch the lantern’s shadows!” the stone dragons warn simultaneously.

I pass through the low garden gate after the girl. I was right about Kyr. The dragons are one short body, like a scarf that ends in two heads. They weave around the top of the trellis.

“What are you?” I ask.

Kyr, the Land Dragon, answers. “We are groundskeepers. Nytryx, here—” he says, flaring his nostrils at the Sea Dragon, “—spurts water to wash the lanterns, and I breathe fire to light them. But some have extinguished recently, and I cannot reignite them. I do not know why.”

“What is this place?”

“A Thousand Shadows of a Thousand Realms,” says Kyr. “A space between realms, with access to all other realms.”

“I knew it!” Caelan says.

“Like the ancient mythology?” I ask.

“Yes, but it is not myth at all. If you studied the stories, if you’ve read the book, you should have more answers than us. We do not read. Reading is for those made of material other than stone,” Nytryx says.

“Rocks don’t read,” Kyr says.

“Are we rocks? Don’t say that. We are more than that.”

“You look like a rock to me,” Kyr insists.

Fangs flash and they snap at each other again.

“I was supposed to read it last year for school but haven’t gotten to it yet. Saphira and Julius are always discussing where they’d go in A Thousand Shadows of a Thousand Realms…” I turn to Caelan. “Did you study it?”

“Briefly, as a kid. Mythology wasn’t interesting to me. Not like Weaponry,” he says, “or War Strategy.”

“I should call them. They always have an answer.” I chew my lower lip, my thoughts unraveling. “Could others come in, Nytryx?”

“Your friends are welcome if you summon them here.” Nytryx sways, snaking through the trellis with a toothy grin. Clearly they haven’t had guests in a long time and they’re delighted at the unusual entertainment.

“How? Can I leave and come back with them?”

“Then you will forget and will need to pass the test again,” Kyr says.

“But they can come if I summon them? How?”

“This is your temple, your gate. You’re the guide, Guide Queen.”

“Does this place connect all the realms?” I ask.

“Like a thousand-legged spider,” Nytryx says. “Connecting a thousand realms.”

Caelan scans the Garden, as perplexed as I, given his lack of a jaunty retort. “I don’t remember much from A Thousand Shadows. I can’t believe the legends were real,” he murmurs. “If you think your friends can help…”

Saphira and Julius. I need them now.

I huff out a breath. Should I draw my friends into this insanity? I need to decide. “Do I summon them through one of the lanterns?”

“I have an incantation you can use.” Kyr motions with his head to approach him, and as I do, he ducks down and whispers in my ear.

“Repeat it in your head and then say your friends’ names three times,” he says.

Okay, so I’m supposed to do magic? This has to be a weird nightmare. Maybe I ate too much Halloween candy before going to bed. I feel absurd as I close my eyes and repeat the words in my head while calling out “Saphira and Julius” three times out loud.

I open my eyes and nothing happens. “Does it take a long time?”

“You did not do it right. Try again,” Kyr says.

I do, but nothing happens.

“Did you say all of it correctly in your head?” Caelan asks.

“Yes, of course.” I give him a dirty look.

I try one more time. It’s getting awkward. I know deep down it’s because I have no powers, and I worry that Kyr will kick me out if he finds out I have no Element and perhaps do not even belong here in the first place.

Nytryx interrupts my thoughts. “Tsk. Just help the Guide Queen, Kyr. I want to see what happens next.”

Kyr is motionless. A stone statue.

Nytryx frowns. “Kyr! Don’t pretend you’ve left the premises and are elsewhere in time. I can see your whiskers moving.”

Kyr sighs loudly. “Your friends are at the door,” he announces abruptly.

Did he bring them there? How would they know to come here? Did Kyr help me out of pity? Like letting a child win at a game when you see them struggling and failing?

Oh heck, I don’t care—they’re here! They’ll know what to do.

I race back into the long, dark hallway of the mirror-temple and find Saphira and Julius peering through the door.

“Talvi? Thank god you’re okay. This is new, right?” Saphira asks. “When you didn’t show up to school and there was a rumor Rian’s car was abandoned in the woods, we went to your house and then came here, searching for you.”

“What’s going on?” Julius asks.

I fling my arms around tall Saphira’s waist, gripping her tight. My insides shake with relief.

Julius is next. His face remains characteristically stoic, but he locks me in a close and prolonged embrace as if he knows I need it.

“I need your help. Both of you,” I say.

I lead them through the mirror-temple into the garden of lanterns, where Caelan awaits, and explain in one long breath how Rian was kidnapped, how we were attacked by a squid monster, that we’re in some In-Between gateway, possibly A Thousand Shadows.

Saphira’s eyes widen at the mention of her favorite book of mythology. I end with how Caelan and I escaped the time loop. At the mention of his name, Phira and Jules turn to the Fire Elemental.

From under his inky black hair, Julius’ deep brown eyes dart from me to Caelan. His distinctive stony, blank expression is marred by a twitch in his jaw, conveying his suspicions. Restrained and steady, he demands, “How do we find Rian?” It’s more of an accusation or a command for someone, anyone, to conjure up his buddy.

“Caelan believes the events are all related somehow,” I explain.

Julius pivots, his eyes flashing, squaring up to Caelan despite being outmatched physically by the Fire Elemental. He jabs a slender finger at Caelan’s exquisite face. “Caitlyn, huh. If you were sent to watch Rian, how did he get taken?”

“CAEL-lan,” Caelan articulates, dangerously calm. “You’ve no idea what you’re talking about; what we’re up against. I was sent to protect Talvi too, and I’ve done fine with that.”

Me? He was sent to protect me too? I don’t have time to react⁠—

Shadowy smoke gathers over his head, forming a jagged crown.

“Have you? She’s bruised and beaten,” Julius says, an accusing finger indicating the gash on my forehead and my bandaged wrist. I always admired his predisposition for loyalty and protectiveness, but in this moment my ears redden.

I delicately rearrange my bangs to cover my forehead, suspecting the bump there will give me at least one black eye, if it isn’t already happening. “Jules, it’s all right, I was almost thrown off into the ravine. Caelan saved me.”

“Did he? I don’t trust him. From what I gather, he shows up and suddenly everything goes wrong?” Julius’ steely gaze pierces Caelan’s rising darkness of smoke.

The smoke smolders into a solid tangle of barbs and branches over Caelan’s head, expanding into the shadow of stag horns. A massive crown of smoke and bone.

He is terrifyingly beautiful.

“Would’ve been worse if I wasn’t here.” His regal antlers expand, curving above them, and when he says “I,” the stag’s horns ignite into blue flame, lashing out in all directions. He towers dangerously over Julius, who refuses to be intimidated and stands his ground, fists clenched.

Julius’ eyes darken, storm clouds and night. The ground rumbles in reply beneath his feet, the earth below him yielding, giving way to fissures spreading like dark veins.

The stone tiers of the lanterns around us quiver.

“Interesting. A tiny bit of Earth Element. Basic,” Caelan observes.

“Stop it! Both of you. We’re here for Rian.” I slap each of their shoulders, resisting the urge to slap both in the face, but shoulders are a much easier reach when I’m the shortest of the four of us by far.

I threaten Caelan with a menacing scowl.

He winks, grinning. No regrets.

Saphira snorts and glares at him, reserved around strangers, but judging from the twitch in her lips, she’s fighting back what she really wants to say.

“We have to work together.” I use a tone that’s meant to warn them. “And Julius, earthquakes? Really?”

Phira cuts in. “Jules can move the earth. Literally and…” She glances sideways and regards Julius with a goofy grin. He reaches for her and pulls her close.

“You’re admiring me with googly eyes, aren’t you?” Julius says without looking at her.

“I sure am. But also I can’t stop staring at the bird poop on your shoulder.”

“No! My best cardigan.”

His favorite navy cardigan, the well-fitting one that does little to conceal his strong arms and chest, and he knows it.

“You’re stuck with it for now,” Saphira says.

“Can’t you find something to wipe it off?” he asks, his mouth a soft frown as he twists to gauge the damage. “Don’t spray it with water.”

“Here’s a leaf. I’m not touching bird poop for you,” Saphira says, a dried leaf pinched between her thumb and forefinger.

“And watch this, Talvs.” Saphira offers both palms. Julius clasps her hands and their eyes ignite for a brief moment (her hazel irises glowing green while his turn a bright copper). When their hands release, a small smattering of leafy baby shoots and red wildflowers springs up on each of their four palms. “Water plus Earth equals life!”

Caelan’s eyes widen. “You two figured out how to combine Elements?” he asks Saphira.

She nods.

“Clever. Takes a lot of brain power for mortals,” Caelan says, impressed.

“What’s that mean?” I ask. Part of me wants to move off the subject, since it only reminds everyone I am the odd one out, but curiosity wins.

Caelan sidles closer to Saphira and leans in to inspect her eyes. “True Elementals are born as one with the full power of the Element. In the case of you humans, a minuscule amount of one Element is active. Your parents didn’t have to be the same Element to have you, and you acquire one of the Elements only.”

He goes on. “Most mortals aren’t advanced enough to do it, but combining powers will have different effects. Water, like Saphira,” he angles his head, extending an antler of smoke at her but stops before he touches her, “and Fire, for example…”

A vaporous cloud of hot steam gathers between the two of them.

Saphira shrinks back, and the foggy cloud evaporates.

“Now, if you add this guy into the mix,” Caelan winks at Julius, “the three of us could make a very pretty geyser baby erupt from the ground.”

Jules bristles and pulls Saphira back into him, away from Caelan.

“But enough of this,” Caelan says. His crown of flame and antlers fades to faint wisps of smoke, and he casually adjusts the clasp of his cloak.

“How do we find Rian?” Julius asks again stubbornly.

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. If this Garden of Lanterns connects mortal and Elemental realms, we might be able to follow wherever he went,” I say.

Saphira turns on her heels, surveying the garden in awe. “I still can’t believe this place is real. In the mythology of A Thousand Shadows, each lantern—when lit—casts a shadow that connects to another realm. The shadow is the portal. Do you think the Prism Isles really exist? Colors not seen anywhere else…”

“My love, I’ll go anywhere with you. But we need to find Rian first,” Julius says, ever loyal to his friend.

“There are thousands of realms—” I remind them.

Saphira interrupts with a sharp intake of breath. “Oh hell, there’s some ghost girl behind that lantern.”

The little girl shifts out quietly, suddenly shy.

“I see her too,” Julius replies cautiously, flicking his coal-black strands out of his eyes.

“It’s okay, these are my friends,” I tell the girl.

I turn back to Saphira and Jules. “We’re trying to figure out who and what she is, and where she belongs,” I say. “Possibly related to why the door opened and maybe even why Rian was taken.”

Our attention pivots to the small, dark-haired girl.

“I can’t stay in your world without fading in and out. I was in the Temple and found the door and got stuck here,” the girl says.

“Black hair, gray eyes? Like your grandmother,” Saphira mumbles. “If we are in some In-Between realm and she’s stuck here…what if this is related to why your gran is sick? Is this part of her spirit or something?”

“Whoa. Grams?” Could it be? That would mean⁠—

Jules jumps in. “A piece of spirit or soul torn out? That’s what ghosts are supposed to be, right? Phira…that’s my girl—such an amazing brain,” he says, a glimmer of pride showing in a rare toothy smile.

“Caelan, is this possible?” I ask.

“Uncertain, but not impossible. Dream Sylphs weave images stored in your soul, so they have access to your spirit. So maybe they’d have the power to rip out bits of your soul. There are also realms where spirit forms exist,” he says.

“Did your gran look like that when she was that age?” Saphira asks.

The little girl interrupts. “Do I?” she asks, impatient. She kicks at a clump of grass with her small leather shoe.

I scrutinize her. “I’m sorry. Maybe a little? Is your name Helmi Jorde?”

The girl shrugs, unsure. “You don’t know what she looked like at my age?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve only seen a few photos.” I shove my hands into my pockets defensively, feeling unhelpful. My hand brushes against the sharp edge of thick paper. “Ow! Shoot. Paper cut.” A single crimson drop of blood appears in the split of my fingertip.

Paper cut. Paper. “Oh, no. What is wrong with me? I must have hit my head harder than I thought.” I reach deeper into my pocket and retrieve a crumpled piece of paper. The edges are browned and tattered.

Four pairs of eyes are on me, six if I count Nytryx and Kyr. “Rian handed this to me during the attack. He said it was torn from a scroll at the Temple. The monster wanted it.”
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“It’s blank.” I hide my disappointment when I unfold and iron out the yellowed paper.

The top and bottom edges are jagged, its wooden ends torn off. I don’t know which one is from the Temple. Most of the scrolls hanging on the walls look like this.

Julius leans in and sniffs it. “Fascinating. It looks and smells old. Decaying paper releases a chemical that gives it a musty smell.”

Saphira chimes in. “Chemicals, huh. Since it’s blank, maybe there’s something hidden on it. The right chemical reaction will bring it out.”

“Oh, hum. Excuse us,” Nytryx says from the trellis.

“Phantom scroll, phantom scroll,” Kyr offers, bobbing his unwieldy lizard head.

“What’s a phantom scroll?” I ask.

“The words have been spirited away, to be found only by the intended person. There should be a clue on the scroll.”

“But the scroll is completely blank.”

“Let’s see it. Turn the paper for us,” the Sea Dragon head demands.

“Illusions, illusions, causing confusions,” Kyr chants.

“That is a dreadful rhyme,” Nytryx says.

Kyr ignores him. “Stop! There.”

“Burn it,” Nytryx says, his gills rippling wildly.

“What? I can’t do that,” I say.

“Yes, do it. Fire-writing.” Kyr curls his lips, revealing serrated incisors. “If you burn it, the paper will remain intact, but the clue will burn away.”

Skeptical, I hold the paper out to Caelan, who cautiously draws a slender finger over it, burning the scroll back and forth with a small green flame.

A series of letters burns away as if stenciled at the bottom of the paper. I hold it up for everyone to see, but the letters spell nothing—at least not in any language I can read, and a message underneath it:

OYXJWQWJCPR

Key of 4 Realms

“A riddle? A clue?” I wonder aloud.

“Do you know the language?” Julius asks Caelan.

“Is this originally from another realm?” I ask. “Where Rian was taken, maybe? If the monster wanted it…”

Caelan shrugs, indifferent—his mask of disdain has returned. “It doesn’t mean anything to me. I’m going to check for signs of anyone coming in or out of any of the lanterns.”

I suspect he doesn’t enjoy not knowing the answers, so I don’t protest when he wanders off to inspect the garden.

“Maybe you don’t have to know anything when you’re that pretty,” Julius mutters, and Saphira snickers.

“Be nice, you two,” I say, but Caelan hasn’t heard or pretends not to.

Saphira and Julius glance at each other eagerly. Saphira nods once and says, “You know what I’m thinking?”

“Yes. An encoded message,” Jules says.

“It’s a cipher!” Saphira says.

“We need a key, like a pin number, to unravel it.”

The two of them mumble at each other, the two smartest people I know. I turn to call out to Caelan to see if he knows anything about ciphers, but he’s drifted across the garden.

He’s drawn to a lantern with an especially vivid blue flame in its firebox. As he approaches, he pivots to avoid tripping over the small girl, who’s hidden alongside the lantern post, curled up for a nap.

Caelan swipes a flat palm in the air and blankets a foggy grayish-white cloud over the girl, leaving her face uncovered. The girl relaxes, rolls onto her back, and drops her head to one side, still asleep, as if someone had tucked her into a warm bed. I can’t see Caelan’s face, but he remains with the child for a bit.

Phira’s gone into lecture mode, so I return my attention back to her.

“According to the mythology, the five big lanterns in the middle of the yard are entryways to each of the ruling Elemental Realms: Earth, Water, Fire, Wind. Then there’s supposedly a fifth, Void. But no one knows anything about the Void Realm, and it might not exist anymore. It’s a lost Element. So each lantern always has five stone parts, representing the Elements. The base of the lantern represents Earth. The next stone is always Water. The middle section is Fire, with a firebox to light the lantern. The roof shape on top of that is Wind, and the final little piece on top is Void. Stacked in ascending order of power. Wind is stronger than Fire, for example.”

“So we were thinking,” Julius says, “‘Key of 4’ means we need a four-unit key. Numbers, likely. And since they are ‘of Realms,’ then perhaps there are clues on the Elemental realm lanterns.” He paces around the large lanterns, waist-height on him.

Saphira crouches at the base of the Earth Realm lantern at the end of the row on the right.

I stare uselessly at their amazing brains at work. They’re always in sync, understanding each other intellectually, physically, and emotionally, and I find myself admitting I’ve never had all of that.

“Aha! Here’s a number 5 on one of its legs,” Saphira says of the Earth Realm’s lantern.

I follow behind her, circling around the lantern on the far left. Void, says the plaque in front of it. Near the top of the lantern, there’s a 2 carved into the stone.

Julius points out a 4 on the entry to the Wind Realm and a 5 on the Water Realm lantern, but no numbers on the Fire Realm lantern between them. “Maybe because it’s the middle? Or it’s always lit? Either way, we found our key.”

“Assuming the order follows how the lanterns are placed left to right: Void, Wind, Fire, Water, Earth, the order is 2-4-5-5, since Fire has no numbers.” Saphira marches across the row of lanterns, patting each as she reads the numbers.

“Okay, this might take us a bit.” Julius steeples his fingers in thought like a mastermind planning his next move.

“Can you tell if someone is in a realm or not?” I ask. “Like when you travel internationally, there are records of who goes in and out of a country.”

A low voice clears its throat. Kyr, the Land Dragon, sways excitedly.

“Yes, Kyr?” I reposition myself under the trellis and look up at him.

“Secret message, missing person. Secret message, missing person,” Kyr chants. “These are not coincidence. How important is Rian to any of you?”

“The utmost,” says Julius.

“There are ways to find souls across time and space. You might be able to sense where he is, or where he has been, but only a great love—such as a soul mate—can do that,” Kyr says.

Everyone turns to me. My insides writhe, but I try my hardest to disguise my discomfort. Caelan has returned and stands beside me, but I try not to look at him even as he latches his gaze onto me. I answer carefully.

“Rian always said I was his soul mate, but like I told Saphira, I wasn’t sure if that was a thing. What’s it even mean? What do I do?” I ask the dragon’s head.

Nytryx is asleep—or perhaps in another time or space—so only Kyr answers.

“You know when you can sense something is wrong? Someone looking at you funny? It’s there, but you can’t explain it? That’s what you’re looking for at each lantern,” Kyr explains.

“Okay, so go up to a lantern and see if any weird feelings come up?” I ask.

“It’s more complicated than that. Love can be complicated. But true love is always clear.”

Saphira and Julius inch closer to each other as he takes her hand.

Saphira says, “We’ll work on this cipher. You go feel out the lanterns. I need a pen and paper from the Temple. We have a plan!”

“Watch out for any time loops,” I mumble.

“I would love to figure out a time loop,” Saphira says.

“That sounds about right.” I laugh, happy that my loyal friend is here to help out. “Wait, Phira, can you put Wallace in the mirror-temple for safekeeping? I’d hate to lose him in another realm…” I pull out the small notebook from my back pocket but hesitate. What if I had a quote I needed to record? No. It’s safer for Wallace here.

She flaps her hand, indicating for me to hurry. “I’ll find a safe place for him.”

“Be good, Wallace.”

Phira’s hazel eyes lock on to mine. “You doing okay? The breakup, and now this insanity?”

I nod. If I say anything, I may burst into tears at everything that’s happened, and now is not the time to feel all that.

“I’m here for you. Always. We’ll figure this out together,” she says.

I swallow and bob my head again, grateful.

Caelan calls over his shoulder to Kyr. “How do we know where to go in a realm? I’ve only traveled through cracks in the seams of the realms. It’s not precise. And the majority of creatures in the universe lack the ability.”

“If you know where you want to go, you can direct it, but if you don’t, it’s best to aim in your heart and head for the soul you want instead.” Kyr yawns. “I’m getting sleepy too. Wonder where or when I’ll go…”

“Are you sensing anything yet?” Caelan asks me as I mill about the five main lanterns.

“There, that one.” I stop at the lantern to the right of the five main Elemental realms, crouching low to read the placard. “Metal Realm.”

“You don’t want to go there.”

“Metal Realm? What’s wrong with that one?”

“It hasn’t existed in centuries. Destroyed in a war. Ironically, it’s where all the best weapons came from. Those stories about magical swords? The Metal Wights inhabited all the most powerful weapons, but now most are lost.”

“What if Rian was taken there? We need to know. I feel what Kyr said—it’s a deep gut rumble. I choose this one,” I say, adamant. I could also be hungry. But I have to try.

“Fine, I’ll go first. It’s dangerous. I don’t know of anyone who’s been there recently.”

He holds out his hand. I hesitate. Julius and Saphira are gawking at me.

I don’t have to look at Julius to know he is scowling.

“If you’ve never traveled in and out of an Elemental Realm, it’s best to hang on,” Caelan says plainly.

I clasp his hand, ignoring the electrifying current of power that sparks in my palm as our fingers connect. He strides into the shadow, and I follow.

We fall, flying through the air. My stomach drops. It feels as if I am pressing through a thick spider web, and it’s difficult to breathe. Caelan’s strong grip guides me. I chase his intense heat, as if facing the sun, and we land on hot, jagged ground. Disoriented from the fall between realms, I wobble on the black, toothed rock, and I imagine this is what an asteroid might look like.

I bend my knees to steady myself. The sky is crimson, and I’m already breaking into a sweat—we’re perched on a small island floating in a thick ocean of magma.

Caelan speaks, quiet and low, almost reverent. “This used to be a bustling world known for their blacksmithing trade. From the paintings I’ve seen, it was once similar to the dense forests of the Violet Wilds, to Starstone. There’s nothing left now.” There’s a dull ache, a despair in his voice that I understand.

It’s how I feel when I see Grams, a shell of her former self.

It’s devastating. No sign of the vibrant life that once was. The world here is crimson and charcoal and so very hot.

Flowing lava swirls around our small rock island.

“Iron and copper and tungsten,” Caelan says when I cautiously peer over the edge.

There are two suns, and they scorch us. No landscape. Only oozing, fiery metal around isolated rocks. Tangy, metallic air suffocates me with its steaming sulfur and vaporized minerals.

“Is this what happened to the Void Realm too?”

“No one knows. We can’t get in, and no one has come out in recorded history.”

A hiss and pop of molten metal erupts near me and I spring sideways to avoid the sizzling-hot blob that lands next to my boot. Too close.

The tiny stone lantern we traveled through is behind us, higher up. Around it, there are melted stumps of previous lanterns along the ledge. I wonder if this used to be a part of a garden of lanterns.

“Where would Rian be?”

“They’ve likely only passed through. There’s nowhere to go here.” He is solemn. We are in a destroyed realm, and he looks as shocked as I feel to behold such utter destruction. It’s jarring to see him in such quiet reverence. No wisecracks or arrogance.

“Why?”

“Maybe there was something they needed on their way.”

Another pop of lava erupts under us, rocking the island, and I tip sideways, losing my footing. I yell out in shock as I fall backward toward scorching-hot liquid metal.

Somehow I hook my forearms on the edge, my feet dangling.

Caelan dives forward, grabbing for me, but I slip farther down the rock before he reaches me. “Kick back and pull up!” He flattens himself on his belly and stretches an arm out again. This time, he is able to clasp my hand, and his iron grip begins to pull me up.

From below, a giant beetle-shelled creature tackles me, scrambling up the jagged rock island. It scoops me up and carries me in its two pincers. The ivory and gold speckled segments of its exoskeleton ripple and clatter as it scuttles up.

Caelan yanks my arm to free me from the creature’s grip, but it billows its antennae and hooks its strong pincers into my sweater. It cages me with its rhinoceros-sized carapace and ripples its short legs, claiming me for itself.

I don’t try to escape, because I’m listening to it.

“Giant trilobite! The spines on its legs are poisonous.” Caelan lifts his palm, gathering flames, maneuvering around it for the best angle. “Don’t move. I’ll blast it off this rock.” He frowns at its thick shell, perhaps determining which fire to use. “Disgusting. It’s like a jumbo water cockroach,” he mumbles.

“No! Wait. It…it helped me.” Not knowing how, exactly, I sense fear in its tiny squeaks. Plus, the creature deposited me at the peak of the small island without stinging or biting me. I cautiously roll out from underneath it and rise to my feet. I block the trilobite so Caelan cannot harm it.

Relaxing, Caelan’s hands drop to his sides, and the amber fire at his fingertips diminishes to fumes.

“They only live in the Water Realm.” He maneuvers around its pearly shell, keeping his distance to avoid a large, snapping pincer. “He’s not going to last here. He’s going to dry up and die.”

“Shhh. Don’t say that. It’s okay, big buddy,” I tell it in an even, low voice. Its damaged and chipped segmental exoskeleton ruffles. “It’s scared. Maybe.”

“You shushed me again.”

“Hah. Do you think it passed through the lantern and got stuck here accidentally?” I circle around it and push it from behind toward the unlit lantern. Its many short legs wriggle underneath, and upon closer inspection, its gold spots illuminate in random patterns. “Will the lantern take it back to its home?”

“Hm. Likely. Yes.” He sparks the lantern’s firebox with two fingers, and ocean-blue flame ignites. “Outside of the Garden of Lanterns, I believe the lanterns are like doors—you can only go where you came from. Otherwise, Saphira and Julius are in for a surprise. There must be a single lantern on his side connecting to the Metal Realm. I’ve heard some realms agree to such access points, but they are rare and require a lot of trust that the lantern won’t be used for an invasion.”

I turn to the gargantuan creature. “Do you know where you came from? Can you imagine your water home?” I ask it, patting its exoskeleton.

It trills two distinct notes as though it understands me, so I nudge it from behind toward the shadow of the lantern. As we approach, the trilobite wriggles one of its smaller back legs against my hand and releases a shiny golden spine from under a segmented plate. When its front legs touch the lantern’s shadow, the creature falls away, vanishing as if it dropped into a hole in the ground.

I catch the spine in my palm and look to Caelan.

“Don’t let it prick you—there’s poison in the hollow quill,” Caelan warns. “Your heart will hurtle out of control until it overexerts itself and then you die. It’s especially deadly in a water realm if you’re breathing underwater.”

Held against the glow of the red sky, a droplet of liquid is visible inside the spine, suspended midway down the hollow quill. “It’s practically empty,” I say.

“Perhaps with a direct stab into the heart, it could still render its full effect,” he suggests.

“Do you always think of the most lethal way to do something?”

He responds with silence, his lips in a firm line.

“I wonder why it wanted me to have this?” I ask.

“Maybe it was almost empty and ready to shed.”

I tuck it into the wrappings on my injured wrist. It is nice to know I have a hidden weapon. Just in case. Ugh, now I’m thinking like Caelan. I grimace.

“How did you know it wasn’t going to hurt you?” Caelan asks, his brows knitted together.

“Fear sounds the same in any language.” I wipe sweat out of my eyes.

He gives me an odd look. “I didn’t hear anything.”

“You were trying to see your reflection in the shiny black rock we’re standing on.”

“Sounds right. Does my hair still look okay?” He angles his face provocatively.

“There’s a strand out of place.” I reach for it, and he veers back, cursing as he almost topples off the edge of the island.

“What did I say about touching the hair?” he scolds as he regains his footing.

“If only you’d brush it down a little.” I finger-comb my own hair to demonstrate. “You’d look more industrious and honest.”

He exaggerates a gasp with a hand over his mouth and pretends to look appalled.

“How are you not sweating?” I laugh at him but it ends in coughs and sputters. The thick metallic fumes are overwhelming my lungs.

“Let’s get out of here.” He climbs toward the lantern but pauses again, questioning me. “Why is your first instinct to understand the situation and help others?”

“Isn’t it natural?”

“Your classmates in the stands—I heard their unkind words. Do they help anyone but themselves?”

I shrug, uncomfortable and embarrassed that he’d heard their gossip about me.

“You do things out of love and care for others. I’ve been to many worlds in many realms, and believe me, it’s rare. Souls like you are rare.”

“That’s just on the outside. Inside, I’m panicking, I’m scared, I’m pessimistic…a lot.”

Saying it goes against my every instinct to gloss over my feelings. I’m surprised to hear myself say it out loud, but when I think about it, I am not horrified to tell him. With him, I can be honest with my feelings because he always accepts them.

“I know that’s there too. Be proud of what you feel every minute, because it’s who you are. No one knows the internal battles you’re fighting every day. There’s nothing to fix, especially the emotions that challenge our hearts.” He stares ahead at the lantern, pointing left when he finds its shadow in the dark rock.

There’s nothing to fix…

It feels insanely good to be able to admit emotions I’m ashamed of having.

“Captain Bonflade always said that,” Caelan adds absently.

I cock my head. “Captain Bonflade?”

“He taught me absolutely everything I know about fighting, weapons, war, and peace…survival. He was one of my best friends growing up.”

“You and I had very different childhoods.”

I suddenly miss Gram and her frosted cookies and bubble-knit scarves and movie nights.

“You’d be surprised.”

“Captain Bonflade sounds smart,” I say.

Caelan nods once.

Without looking over his shoulder at me, he reaches back and picks up my hand as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and I return his firm grasp to journey between realms. We pass into the shadow of the lantern, knowing it, too, will someday be engulfed by the ocean of red-hot, boiling metal.
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“That was fast,” Julius says, glancing up from the cipher on the torn scroll.

“How long were we gone?” Caelan asks.

Jules checks his watch. “Barely two minutes.”

“Time…dilation?” I murmur. Fascinating.

They all stare at me.

Saphira speaks first, sputtering. “What? Why don’t we discuss stuff like this more often? You know I’m a science nerd. You’ve been holding out on me!”

“I know things,” I reply, grinning. “I might be stuck in freshman year of college forever at this point, but I know things.”

Caelan awakens the Fire Dragon to interrogate him for more information. “Do we not lose time here when we travel in and out of a Realm? If we spent a week in a realm, do we come back and only a day has passed here? Something like that?”

I stray from his side, more concerned with finding Rian.

I search the rows of lanterns by myself and wonder what Rian’s kidnappers want with him. My gut wrenches at the thought of him being hurt and scared. When I pass a newer, smaller lantern, it burns a bit more brightly. Is it a sign? I’m drawn to it. Or am I too eager to get to Rian? Saphira says the shadows themselves are doorways, and this one is definitely inviting me in. My senses buzz. Yes, this is where I need to go next…

I glance at Phira, Jules, and Caelan eagerly interrogating the dragons about the physics of the garden. Their backs are turned.

I toe my cowboy boot toward the shadow of the flame to test if it is really a shadow or a hole in time and space, but the flame flickers and wanes, casting a wider shadow.

I’m yanked in by an invisible hand that seizes my foot and I lurch forward as if pulled into a dark grave.

As I fall face-first into the unknown, I throw my hands out in front of myself, expecting to land hard. My knees collapse, and I’m on all fours in grass.

There’s an emerald light. When I focus, it’s the green of a grassy knoll, of new spring leaves.

It’s familiar.

I’ve landed in the front yard of Rian’s home. His family farm. It’s not autumn like it should be, and the paint on the fence is worn. Funny—he’d just painted it after Eugene the Hungry butted it over last week.

Behind me is a small stone lantern. I scramble forward to move out of its shadow.

“Rian?” I call out toward the house.

What realm is this? The door is new. I’ve never seen it before. But the swing on the porch is faded, cracked. What swing is this? He’d just axed it to pieces when we broke up.

Where am I?

It occurs to me another family might live here in this realm, and I’m intruding. I pause before knocking.

“Rian?” Footsteps echo on the other side of the door, and I call his name again, my voice shaky. I jiggle the handle, but it’s locked. Rian’s house is never locked.

The front door opens slowly, as if the someone on the other side is unused to visitors. I step back as a cane pushes the door the rest of the way. An old man follows, adjusting very thick glasses on his weathered face.

He eyes me for a blank second before staggering backward. He fumbles his walking stick, and I scramble to help him pick it up. “Talvi!” he wheezes. “Is this a dream? Am I awake? Hard to say, these days.”

Rian’s grandpa! No, wait. Close, but it’s only a strange resemblance. Maybe another elderly relative? “I…don’t know you. I’m sorry,” I stutter.

Or do I? The once-deep blue eyes are glassier, his skin textured and leathered, folded with creases from decades of sun and labor.

He flinches as I raise my hand to my lips and gasp in shock.

A fragment of someone he once was still endures under the surface, and his voice breaks. “You know me. You remember, right?” His eyes round, beseeching me to remember.

“Let’s be tigers together…” he says, his wiry eyebrows lifting.

And those four words summon a memory from long ago.

No. This couldn’t be.

I’m in kindergarten and crying because cruel little twerp Brayden splashed orange paint on me and laughed, telling me it was an improvement, since now I had a stripe to match the scar (an intense reddish-brown with stitch marks back then). Plus, who wore frilly dresses except dolls and babies? He insisted I could wash the paint off with water if I were a Water Element, blow the paint dry until it cracked off with Wind, burn it away with Fire, or lift it off with a blast of sand as an Earth Element.

Through my tears, I tell Brayden I’d rather be a Bengal tiger anyway before boldly streaking more orange paint on myself, while every other kid gawked. Except Rian, who can’t stand seeing me cry and rushes over beside me, wiping paint on himself. “Let’s be tigers together…” he says.

“Rian—?”

I choke on my words, swallowing the horror twisting like a knife inside the pit of my stomach. I clutch my arms around my ribs, trying my best to keep myself from falling to pieces.

He answers for me. “You’ve come back. It’s me. Rian. You’re the same as I remember—How? I knew in my heart you’d return to me.”

“This isn’t poss⁠—”

“You came back for me, right?” His fists clench and release, trembling, when I shake my head in disbelief. “It’s been eighty-one years. Sit, sugar bean. You look like you’re going to be sick. Like the first time you tasted sheep’s cheese.” He chuckles and coughs. He eases into the old porch swing, setting his cane aside. “Have a seat. It’ll hold. I’ve rebuilt it a few times over the years.” His words are slower, more methodical, but the voice is still the same.

“How can this happen?” Time dilation? My eyes fill with tears because my heart is breaking.

He’s worn and tired, seated next to me with once-broad shoulders slumping. His head droops. An ancient, shrunken version of the boy I grew up with.

He pauses, searching his pockets for a small flask. “Miss Ethel’s ‘coffee.’” He winks. “Remember how she used to fall asleep at her desk?”

I do remember. “First grade.”

“I brought a shiny rock for show-and-tell, and you were obsessed with skulls and lectured the class on the anatomy of one,” he says.

I offer a baffled smile. “Your shiny rock was a meteorite! And Miss Ethel fell asleep during my report.”

“Like I said, Miss Ethel’s ‘coffee’…” He grins, shaking his flask.

He goes on.

He never married, never had kids, kept the brush-clearing business running after his father died. He never gave up searching for me, researching everything he could find about the Temple. He looked for me when everyone else gave up.

But most of all, he waited, waited, waited.

“Why? Why did you wait so long?” I ask in disbelief.

“I only ever wanted you.”

I sob. My soul shatters for him, for myself, for all the years that have suddenly come between us, and then regret turns into shame. “I’m sorry; this is my fault. I couldn’t do anything when you were taken. Why would anyone do this?” How can I fix this? There has to be a way.

“Talvi,” he says gently, “you disappeared. You disappeared. You were last seen at the Temple.”

There is no question, no doubt in his eyes. His word is his truth. We sit side by side, swinging together. He recounts how I went to the Temple one day and vanished.

“I—went missing?” I stammer. I can hardly think. How long was I in the In-Between? Did I get stuck in there? I begin to question my reality. Everything that’s happened seems unreal, but he’s real, and he’s here and yet…

As if he knows what I’m thinking, he says, “But you’re here now. That’s all that matters to me. I love you, TJ. I’d wait forever for you…” He shuts his eyes, and a single tear drifts down his cheek. “I have waited forever for you.”

“I love you too,” I breathe, placing a cheek on his soft, flannelled shoulder. He’s so old, but he’s still Rian.

The rise and fall of his chest deepens and his head nods as if he’s fallen asleep. The excitement of seeing me must overwhelm him and he keeps his eyes closed. The corners of his mouth are slightly upturned, as though he’s having a pleasant dream. He’s nodded off.

I take his hand to awaken him, but his calloused fingers do not curl into mine. He is alarmingly still. His wheezing breath has gone silent, and when I place my ear to his ribs, his chest is soundless.

No breath, no heartbeat.

I am broken in this instant, more than I ever thought I could be.

“Oh my god. No! This isn’t fair!” I sob, gasping for air until my mouth goes dry except for the briny tears pouring into it. “You were the best thing in my life. Rian, wake up.” I curl over him, wrapping my arms around his motionless body.

There’s nothing I can do. I am too late.

Rian has died of old age, waiting for me. He hung on and let go once he saw me one last time.

And now, he’s gone.
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Awarm breeze. A strong, hot hand on my shoulder. I barely register the heat from the broad palm, and I can’t understand the low voice talking over my sobbing. I’m crumpled over Rian’s body on the swing, nauseous from the slight swaying movement.

“Talvi. We have to go.”

Caelan.

He peels me off Rian, lifting me gently by my arm and waist. He holds me as I cry, uncontrolled and inconsolable.

Pausing for a ragged breath, I push him back, throwing his hands back toward him. “No! Leave me alone. How did this happen?” I lash out at him even though deep down I know he doesn’t deserve it. But he’s here now, and I strike like an angry, blind viper at what is nearest to me.

“I couldn’t find you. You shouldn’t have entered without me,” he replies, his own tone venomous.

“But I felt him and I found him. The lantern brought me here to him. He waited eighty years for me,” I wail.

Caelan is silent. He’s studying the property. “Something isn’t right.”

“How?”

“Eighty years. That’s not possible. That’s too much time. A year or two at most, maybe,” Caelan mutters, glancing at the sky, the peaks, the fat old trees around the barn. The warm breeze of summer. “This isn’t right.”

“Who did this?” I demand.

“Hold on, hold on,” he says. He swings over the railing of the porch with one hand, sails over the hedging, and drops into a deep knee bend on the lawn. With a hard fist, he slams into the ground, breaking the dirt. He yanks away a layer of grass and claws with his fingers, dislodging loamy soil and rock. When he reaches a hand’s depth, he stops.

“Here. This,” he says.

“Go away! This is your fault—you were supposed to watch him. You let this happen.”

“Oh, for the love of Sun Gods. Look at this!”

I bend over the railing and peer into the dirt, into the hole he’s dug.

A smear of white, like the beginnings of a cloud, appears at the bottom of the hollow.

“Why’s it so white, so blank?”

He punches his fist through the hole, through the white mist, and his entire arm goes through the endless empty white space.

“My gorgeous nightmare, you’re in luck. We’re in a Shadow Realm created by a Dream Sylph. They’re paid to collect castaway futures and what-could-have-beens mined from the ends of the universe, to weave into dreams and nightmares and Shadow Realms. It’s a distraction. Someone is trying to distract you.”

“This isn’t…real?” I steel myself on the stair post to glance back at the porch one last time. The sight of Rian’s body slumped over the familiar swing makes me sick. I waver between staying and leaving. I can’t leave him like that. “It’s not Rian?” I sniffle.

“Look at this hole. There’s nothingness after a few inches. You know how dogs are always digging holes? Their dreams are so vivid, and let’s be honest, they aren’t that smart—” he says.

Despite my protesting, he goes on. “The dummies constantly dig holes to check they aren’t in a Shadow Realm.”

I stumble down the stairs and crouch beside him for a closer look. It’s as if someone erased the bottom of the hole. “It feels real here.”

“Let’s go.” He clears his throat impatiently. “Now.”

“I can’t leave his body like that…”

A chill goes over me. I want to stay to figure out what happened. But…what is real now? Maybe the Garden of Lanterns doesn’t actually exist. What if that is the Shadow Realm? My thoughts are chaotic, and I trip over what feels like real grass.

“Do you trust me?” Caelan asks. “Am I real?”

I consider this. “Yes.”

“The longer you stay, the more you believe it’s your reality. It’s not your failing; it’s how Dream Sylphs capture and imprison dreamers. They mess with your mind.”

He offers an arm and I thread my hand through it, holding onto his solid bicep—if only to cling to something I know to be real, to combat my bewilderment. We pass into the shadow of the lantern.

The rapid fall snatches my breath away.
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“What happened? You don’t look too good,” Saphira asks, concerned when I reappear and lurch forward toward her. I try to hide how flustered I am.

Caelan pulls me up, steadying me. Saphira circles her arm around my shoulders and herds me away from Caelan, eyeing him suspiciously as if it’s his fault I returned weakened. “None of us saw where you went!”

“How fortunate Caelan picked the right one on the first try,” Julius observes, his tone cutting like acid. “It’s as if he knows more than he’s telling us…”

“Shadow Realm. Dream and nightmare pasts and futures,” Caelan explains efficiently.

By the flat tone he employs, he pretends not to care that Saphira and Julius don’t like him, but I’m certain he’s not used to being anything but revered.

“How long was I away?” I ask.

“It’s only been five minutes since we noticed you were gone and Caelan went to find you,” Saphira replies.

“How did you know where I went?” I study him. His fine features are drawn tight, but there is a flicker of emotion before he becomes unreadable again.

“Because I’m remarkable,” he says, recovering himself.

Julius stifles a snort.

I let out an exasperated sigh and press him. “How? I didn’t mean to go in yet, and your backs were all turned.”

He doesn’t answer, but his pale cheeks flush and the flames in his eyes grow still. He suddenly looks uncomfortable, less arrogant, even. Is it embarrassment? I drop the subject for his sake, even if part of me wants to see him squirm.

“Why couldn’t anyone just come through from their side?” I ask about the lantern outside Rian’s house in the Shadow Realm. I don’t want to talk about what I witnessed, a could-have-been that I never expected, not in a million years. How can anyone wait that long? Who set up this Shadow Realm for me? Why? To distract me? To show me how much Rian cares?

“You can only come here if you started here,” Saphira explains. “According to the lore, at least.” She turns back to Julius, hunched over the cipher.

Nytryx smacks his lips, awakening at the sound of our voices. “Everyone must find their own way into A Thousand Shadows. For some, it is impossible,” he says.

Kyr looks down his snout, observing the bustle of activity that I assume rarely occurs in their domain.

I turn on the spot to scan the garden of lanterns.

Caelan catches my arm, examining my fractured left wrist, applying heat to send his Element into me. “Looks less swollen. Gotta heal this thing up. If I do this every few hours, it should be better in a day or two. Heat is life,” he says.

It prickles uncomfortably at first before feeling like I’ve dunked my entire left arm into scalding hot water. I’m surprised at the sensation that blooms up my shoulder to my neck and trickles down my breast and stomach, deep and tingly. I feel it in my blood, my bones.

I shiver. This Fire Elemental will be the end of me.

He looks up. “Okay?”

“It’s…good,” I say, trying not to sound too excited. It’s more than good. I take a moment to sip a breath of air, only to realize I’ve held it for a time.

I focus elsewhere. “I’m not doing very well picking out places. I’m definitely not getting signs from any more lanterns.”

“Perhaps he isn’t your soul mate,” Caelan mutters.

“Maybe there’s no such thing.” I frown at him.

“You can’t possibly believe that.”

I don’t respond. There’s no such thing as forever love.

I must be scowling because Caelan backpedals and says, “You haven’t been wrong. Whoever he’s with may have taken him through the Metal Realm, and you saw a shadow of him in the last one. Let’s try a different strategy. I know someone who might be able to ‘read’ the scroll.”

“Like a psychic?”

“Not exactly, but similar to how Kyr and Nytryx can perceive information across space and time. Someone whose sense of time and space are not linear…her skills are more specific,” Caelan says.

He addresses Saphira and Julius. “You’ve written down the clue? Can I borrow the mystery scroll?”

Saphira hands it over without a single word, without eye contact. Julius smirks.

Caelan ignores the cold reception, instead, surveying the garden. “I walked by it when I was searching for you earlier,” he mutters to himself. He strides to a smaller, mossy lantern. The firebox is hollow and dark where a flame should be, so he bends a knee and blows a soft breath into the firebox, igniting it with a brilliant cerulean flame.

“The City of Moons,” I read off the small plaque at the base.

“My favorite realm,” Caelan says, taking my hand. I twine my fingers in his, prepared for the drop of my stomach as the shadow swallows us whole.
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Caelan and I plummet, spiraling down into a small courtyard of stone lanterns aglow in gemstone colors. We are shielded by a wooden fence built around the courtyard, so I have no idea what is beyond.

It’s empty because it’s nighttime, except for a white, grumpy-faced cat stalking prey. At least, it moves and hunts like a cat, but suddenly its tail of feathers fan out in excitement when it spies movement in a shadowy corner.

Caelan inclines his chin to the night sky above the courtyard. “First Moon. See how it’s seashell pink? The night is early,” he says, his coiffed silvery-gold threads of hair capturing the rosy illumination.

“Another Garden of Lanterns.”

“It’s a regular graveyard,” Caelan says, tapping a foot into the flickering shadow of a nearby lantern. “Except for the one we came through, the others are ordinary lanterns lighting the graves they mark.”

“What’s that hum?”

“I don’t hear it.”

“It’s a constant, loud buzz,” I insist, cupping my ear to determine from where it originates.

“Oh, I forgot. You’re the little forest sprite who’s never left the woods.” He pats my shoulder in mock comfort. “We are in the biggest metropolis known to any Element. It spans the entire island—practically a continent of a city. This little temple must have been built ages ago.”

He unlatches a wooden gate on one side of the courtyard and peers around it.

“Remember where this little temple is. It’s our way back,” Caelan says.

The thrum grows louder. Skipping sideways to avoid a dark puddle as we turn out of a narrow alleyway toward shimmering light, I step out into the largest intersection of people I’ve ever seen. Wide walkways people ten deep; everyone rushing between towering skyscrapers embedded with glittering lights in every imaginable color. There are no cars in the streets. Instead, monorails and trains coil above us in the sky, blurring by as they connect crystalline buildings as tall as the mountains around the Violet Wilds.

“Each skyscraper alone would be the crown jewel in any other skyline in any other realm,” Caelan says. “But here they’ve out-built each other over and over again.” He indicates the crystal and metal structures adorned with neon signs piercing the high heavens.

A small, older lady scurries past me, brushing my shoulder. “So sorry to bump you, dear; I’ve got to get my groceries home before Second Moon. Oh, look at you, a True Elemental, and human! I wish I had some Element in me.”

I smile, believing the older woman refers to me and Caelan as a half mortal, half Elemental couple. I am more focused on the fact that the lady is human and doesn’t have any Element. She wishes she had an Element? Mortals without Elements exist in a realm where…they’re just normal?

Caelan chuckles. “Second Moon is a mealtime. When the second moon of the night reaches its zenith, it’s time to eat. Which reminds me, you probably need food.”

“Humans and True Elementals live together here?” I ask in quiet disbelief.

“This realm supports both forms,” he says, his grin devilish. “Your realm isn’t the only one with mortals. Others live across time and space.”

My attention snaps to him. “And some don’t have any powers?”

“Most do not.”

I reel as if slapped, my heart thundering as I consider this. To know there are so many others without an Element leaves me feeling minuscule and alone all of a sudden in the crowds passing by me. Am I the only one from my realm who knows this? Yet, in this knowledge, a strangle prickle runs up my spine at the possibilities and potential for my own life…

Could I live elsewhere?

I don’t dare think it, so instead I shudder it off.

Caelan doesn’t notice. “Then there’s Third Moon, when anything goes—if you’re up that late and want some fun.”

He steers me left onto a major thoroughfare, where I dodge people and creatures to keep up.

“We could hold hands if you’re going to get lost.” A smug grin.

I ignore him. “Where are we going?”

At first, I assume passersby stare at my bruised eyes, but I soon realize their heads turn higher, gazing past me to gawk at Caelan. Sometimes whispering, they offer a wide berth as he passes. Do they recognize him?

He neither responds nor reacts, giving no sign that it’s anything but the norm for him.

“When we stepped through, I aimed for a place I keep here, so it isn’t far.” He goes on about Third Moon, how there’s entertainment and revelry if you know where to go—although Third Moon only rises for a very short time before sunrise.

“Most people are nocturnal here. The nights are twice as long as the day⁠—”

“I thought we were seeing someone about the scroll…” I tap an imaginary watch on my bandaged wrist.

“We can’t present ourselves to royalty looking like trash,” he scoffs.

“Who are we seeing? Can’t you use your powers to transform or something?”

He snorts. “I am not a ghost, spirit, or faery. I’m also not a lowly human Element. I have mastery of my Element in ways you can’t imagine. The True Elementals are higher beings, if you must. Or maybe you can replace it in your little head with deities, gods, or celestial beings.” An airy, pompous laugh. “Just because we’re a little different, it doesn’t mean we aren’t real beings with souls. You of all people should know better.”

His condescension rankles me.

“You arrogant bastard,” I mumble under my breath.

“Eh? Say something?” His eyes drop to me with suspicion.

“I said, You’re elegance mastered.”

He stretches taller, proud even, before his brows narrow abruptly and he erupts into unrestrained laughter that crinkles his fine features.

He tousles his hair and tips his chin at the entrance of the largest building on the avenue.

Familiar and unfamiliar beings flow past, towing floating suitcases. The building is a spire of golden crystal, lustrous and luminous in the full moon. The lobby is sleek and modern. I can’t see the top of the hotel, which extends into a low cloud.

A well-dressed doorman in a dark suit, gloves, and cloak like Caelan’s opens one of the double doors for us. “Welcome back, Your Eminence,” he says in a deep, soft voice.

I spit out a laugh.

“They say that to everyone,” he assures me.

“No wonder you like this place.”

We tread across a translucent rose quartz floor to a gold crystal bench. Caelan indicates for me to sit. As we settle onto the ornate chair, it soars up toward the spire roof faster than an elevator, though it narrowly avoids collision with another seated couple on their way down. It spins once to pivot and continues up and up.

“I bet this is the longest you’ve ever been quiet,” he observes.

I chuckle, but don’t disagree.

Crystal windows look out onto mirrored windows next door. We aren’t high enough to see the skyline yet. I study my own reflection, straightening my blouse. My short, wavy hair is windblown and in disarray, and there are dark circles under my eyes—the forehead bump is draining into two black eyes. Next to me, Caelan sits with perfect posture and an untroubled expression. Is it the reflection, or is this the first time I’ve seen him genuinely relaxed? He’s excited to be here and he’s not pretending to be someone else. He looks younger. Which reminds me⁠—

“How old are you?” I blurt.

“Twenty-three. We stop counting after ninety-nine, the last birthday we celebrate—then you’re officially a mature Element. It’s hard to keep track when you exist for centuries. You?”

“I’ll be twenty in December. My gran found me on the winter solstice, so that’s when we celebrate. Talvi means ‘winter.’”

The chair stops at the top floor and deposits us over the railing. Caelan bounds off toward the end of the hall, and the last door opens for him.

Now that I think about it, everything is automatic. No buttons, no scans, no keys, no check-in at the lobby. It’s as if everything recognizes him. I wonder if the sensors in a hybrid realm would care about the difference between mortal and True Elemental and what they use to identify people.

Like the rest of the building and the rest of the city, the rooms are luxurious and futuristic, resembling a page out of an ultramodern design magazine: midnight blue velvets and white marble. Long clean lines with minimal décor.

His top-floor suite is housed under a glass roof, three panes angled into a sharp steeple.

Best for viewing the moons, he tells me when he catches me gazing upward.

I spin in place, viewing the night sky.

None of the constellations are familiar.
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Kitchen, living room, bedroom, balcony. White furniture, midnight-blue marble floors. I rush to the balcony window and press my face to the glass. Geometric crystal structures pierce the skyline to form a jagged horizon in all directions. We’re higher up than any other building, and the dizzying height coupled with miles and miles of towers glimmering with lights in new colors boggles my mind. I’ve traveled to more realms in one day than I’ve ever left my little forested town in my entire lifetime. Light-headed and unsteady for a moment, I use a nearby chair to brace myself.

Caelan rummages in the fridge and doesn’t notice.

“This is where you live?” I ask, taking a deep inhale.

“I wish. It’s more of a getaway spot. If I don’t want to be bothered.” He tosses me a bottle of cloudy lavender liquid. “Hydrate. It’s moonfruit melon.”

“You hide out in a hotel if you don’t want to do chores?” The bottle shrinks as I gulp the sweet fig and honey-flavored liquid.

“Correct.”

I follow him into the bedroom. With the last sip, the bottle vanishes.

“It recycles itself. Cool, right?” Caelan says, laughing when I silently search around for it, bewildered.

I sink into the crisp white sheets of his bed.

“Why do you need the biggest bed I’ve ever seen? This thing would fit—what—ten people?”

“Exactly. You answered your own question.”

“Really? Ten girls.” I throw him a knowing look because I’m certain he’s bragging.

But he’s not.

“Not always ten. Not always girls,” he replies plainly.

“Oh. Your bed is the clown car of sex, then.” I roll onto my side and slide off, feeling a flush creeping into my chest and up into my ears. I wonder what it’s like—no, stop wondering, not now.

“Why, how many clowns in your car? Always a two-seater?” he asks. The corners of his mouth twitch. “No judgment.”

“I dunno—maybe more, if I trusted them.”

Why am I talking about this with him? Heat rises into my cheeks and a little bit elsewhere, down there.

“You’re imagining you, me, and someone else right now, aren’t you?”

“Nope.” Yes. Goddammit.

He laughs. “Fires enjoy their shameless delights—well, no. Let’s say we aren’t uptight in bed.”

He nods to himself as if remembering a fun night. I push back against the tantalizing questions creeping into my head and instead ease into a white armchair beside him.

He yanks opens a tall wardrobe, pulling out more cloaks, shirts, pants.

“What’s with you and capes?” I ask, relieved to change the topic to something less dangerously arousing.

“Cloaks. They hide my weapons.” He whirls off the cloak he wears. Strapped to his back are two short swords hanging diagonally together across his back. I hadn’t noticed the handles of the blades since they were hidden by a unique leather holster around his shoulders and waist. One sword hangs upside down at his waist, while the other blade’s handle is near his opposite shoulder for a quick roundabout draw with both hands if he crosses his arms in front of his body. He unbuckles the holster and removes a sheathed dagger hidden inside the cloak’s lining.

“Why are you obsessed with weapons? You have your Fire.” There’s another balcony in the bedroom, so I hop off the chair and swing out the glass door, exploring.

Cold air blasts in from the night, blowing me backward. I am blown back but catch my balance.

With a brief look of determination, Caelan flicks a palm toward me, placing an invisible screen of heat, like that of a radiating midday sun, around the dark balcony.

I step out again, this time into stillness and warmth. Our building overshadows those nearby, and the people below are specks of brisk movement.

“You never know what you’ll meet when you travel the realms. Fire has enemies, vulnerabilities. My father always said to be prepared for anything from anyone. Also, my fire power isn’t unlimited. If I tire, I need time to replenish the flames.”

He turns back to the bed, comparing combinations of shirts to pants. He picks a black shirt and unbuttons the one he’s wearing, slinging it onto the chair beside him.

From the balcony, I start to glance away from his naked torso but linger on the cords of muscles, cut with scars and long tattoos of glyphs resembling black fire. No, wait—tattoos over the larger scars, tracing along the same lines. Some older and deeper, others newer, raw.

He catches my shocked expression. “We hurt, we bleed, just like you.”

“But why⁠—”

“You’ve gotta protect what you love.”

He doesn’t offer up details, and his expression is inscrutable.

“Yourself?” If he was going to be secretive, it was a touchy subject. He only says as much as he wants me to know, but I understand because there are things I’m not ready to share yet, so I figure I may as well make him laugh.

He throws back his head and laughs in appreciation. “I do love myself.”

My gaze drifts back down along the lower buildings, where a pearly moon emerges from behind the jagged skyline. Charcoal clouds gather above it.

“So you have vulnerabilities,” I say.

“Says you. You’re looking at Second Moon rising now. It’s brighter, so you can’t see as many stars.” He drags a finger in an arc across the glass ceiling to indicate its trajectory.

I turn my back to Second Moon, shifting to lean against the railing behind me.

“What is someone like you scared of? Your biggest fear?” I study his handsome face, doubting he would respond truthfully.

His usual dashing expression melts into a slight frown, lines carved between his brows. He forgets about buttoning his shirt.

When he doesn’t answer right away, I’m certain he’s using the time to concoct a lie; why would he tell someone random his deepest fears?

What I don’t expect is for him to answer as honestly as he does.

“I’m afraid of small spaces. Spaces that feel like there’s no air. And sometimes…that I’m not good enough.” He says the last part too quietly.

His face bears the weight of truth. “Otherwise, I’m fearless.” The devious grin returns.

“Good enough for what?” I’m surprised. He isn’t lying; he isn’t acting. All my intuition, the intuition I trust, is screaming that he’s trying to tell me something sincere and genuine.

He joins me outdoors, striding across the midnight-blue marble floor of the suite that extends onto the balcony. As he folds forward onto his palms against the translucent honey-quartz railing that glows in the moonlight, his shirt opens to reveal defined angles of his chest and musculature in his lower torso that runs into his half-buckled pants.

I debate pretending not to stare, but end up shamelessly gawking to enjoy myself, since he doesn’t seem to mind the attention.

He considers his reply, absently buttoning the cuffs of his sleeves. “Anything. For what my father wants me to be, for one. For true love. I dunno.”

“Your self-assured, act-like-royalty is just—an act?”

It never occurred to me to think what it might be like to be him. That perhaps the reason he acts so casual and careless is to conceal deeper emotions he may not be allowed to have.

I recognize he does this because I do the same.

“No, I like myself plenty. Others don’t always, especially at first, nor can I live up to their expectations. But, maybe over time…we’ll see. Age-wise, as a True Elemental, I’m brand-new.”

“Why are you being so honest?”

“Because I’m very curious what your answer is. What scares you the most?” He pushes away from the railing and reclines back into an oversized cushioned armchair beside me. The soft velvet is the same shade as the night sky.

“My future.” I flinch at my own response, but I go on.

I tell Caelan what I’ve never said out loud before, to anyone.

“To Phira, to Rian, to Julius, to Grams, I’m a sweet, dutiful person who makes the best of what I have or don’t have. That’s who I want to be. I like that person. But inside, I am selfish, afraid, and stuck on one path. I’m tethered to Starstone, in one place forever, doing one thing forever.” It pains me to admit my resentment.

I can’t believe I’ve blurted all this out to Caelan. I’m a bit mortified that I said it, even if it’s just to one person who may not care. I’ve held on to all these thoughts for so long they just poured out of me.

He kicks out his long legs and crosses his arms, glowering into the moonrise.

I plunk down beside him onto the wide arm of the chair. My legs dangle, but the edge of his shoulder supports me. I don’t look at him. Instead, my gaze narrows on the one large crater near the top of a monstrous Second Moon. I’ve never seen a more luminous full moon.

He doesn’t react at first. Maybe he agrees I’m a terrible person. He lifts his palm and lays it over my hand. I like the warmth spinning up my arm, so I stay still.

“You have more choices than you think. You can fulfill your obligations and still have your own goals and life.”

“How?” I swivel to his sinfully exquisite face, framed by stars like fireflies in the midnight sky.

“You’re doing it now. You’re incredible—how you’re helping me, Rian, even your Grams. You summoned the help of truly loyal friends, and you’re traveling, brave and curious, into new realms you never knew existed. I’ve watched you learn, adapt, fight, get hurt… You’re seeing worlds, solving problems, helping others. All without batting an eye. I don’t know of any mortal or True Element who could handle all you’ve handled in such a short time. I respect that. I admire you.”

His words fall upon me, heavy with devastating honesty.

I’m stunned by his assessment. I expected some snide comment about my whining over my little mortal life. He continues to surprise me, and again, I wonder why he needs to shelter his better, deeper, perceptive side under such a swaggering, smug persona.

“Tell me I’m wrong.” His eyes burn into me, the amber fire and flame, intense and volatile as kindling ignited, more so at night, or perhaps in a hybrid realm.

I don’t respond right away. But he’s right. The exhilaration of knowing realms exist where I wouldn’t be abnormal, where I wouldn’t be haunted by not having an Element. Perhaps there is another way. Another life for someone like me.

And the spark of hope extinguished recently awakens and stirs in me.

I crave more.

I’d felt utterly powerless for a while, but now I know there are worlds waiting, realms I can access for a different kind of future. Possibilities…maybe even answers to why I am who I am.

His gaze is unending, latched on to me, awaiting my reply but clearly wanting me to agree with him.

“See yourself how I see you,” he says coarsely, ruinous and raw. “Strong. You have strength and power I’ll never have…”

“But I don’t know how to⁠—”

“We’ll figure it out. You have powers. You felt it. Say it.”

“A tiny spark of power. Maybe.” Saying it aloud is exhilarating but terrifying. There’s no denying I felt something in me.

“Every explosion begins with a spark.”

The rich timbre of his voice, lush and powerful, resonates into the center of my being. My breath stalls.

Every explosion begins with a spark.

He sweeps away my failures—who I don’t want to be—and replaces them with the belief that there is another way for me. That there is another path for me.

I tilt to him, instinctively searching his eyes for lies in case his pretty words are only a line he uses in the bedroom.

Instead, in those irises I see the moonrise in the fire, the night in the sun. All the while disastrously aware his hand still burns on top of mine.

It steals my breath how beautiful he is.

His sensuous lips twitch into a grin. He uses only one hand to button his shirt because he doesn’t want to remove the one holding mine. I hope it’s that. But when I reach out to skim my fingertips on the back of his palm to stop him from closing his shirt—when I drift my touch up his arm to his powerfully muscled shoulder—he releases his hold in bewilderment, dropping his arms by his side.

He keeps perfectly still, so I take his hand and place it on my cheek. At first, his face registers surprise, but he recovers and sweeps his broad palm to grasp my chin, tipping me to him.

I grin at his hesitation and lean forward, my lips almost on his. There, I stop and wait, fighting my desire for a moment—but then I recall way his unholy mouth burned on mine at the Temple. There’s no turning back now. I want it.

“Say it,” he says, his voice deep and silky. His fingers slip behind my neck, playing with the ends of my hair, his own soft mouth grazing mine. Hot as hell, as I expected. He restrains himself and draws back.

The gold flecks in his irises falter, questioning me, as if he doesn’t really believe I want him to kiss⁠—

“Kiss me,” I order him, and he stops questioning and surrenders, taking my mouth wholly, rough and unrelenting in his own want.

He parts my lips with his tongue, flicking tender strokes along mine before entering deeper, calling to mind what he would do if his tongue were elsewhere. Good gods.

His every contact—on my mouth, on my neck, on my ribs—burns hot and needles my skin all the way to my bones. I absorb his Fire Element’s invisible power and strength, and it’s like drowning deliriously in a vat of hot honey. I am completely undone.

It’s intoxicating. And I need more of it. The core of me aches for it.

I slip his shirt off the rest of the way, wanting his warmth. My pulse throbs between my legs and spins into the rest of body.

He hoists me onto his hard thigh, and I rock the softness of me into him, straddling my knees around his waist to push him into the soft chair. When I bite his lower lip harder, asking for more, he answers by sliding both his large hands under my shirt, unhooking my bra from the front, releasing my breasts into his hands.

He trails his fingertips along my ribs to push away my bra and gently clenches my breasts upward as he drags his thumbs, one over each hard nipple. He flicks them with a surge of electric heat only he could release.

The intense shock of pleasure astonishes me, and I utter an undignified sound I’ve never heard come out of myself.

“Good girl. I want to hear more of that from you.” His voice is deeper, hungry.

I feel the hardness of him through his half-buckled pants, and wetness seeps between my thighs.

“Let’s get your clothes out of my way,” he says.

I allow him to unbutton the pearly clasps of my blouse, watching his pants bulge as he gently glides the sleeves off my arms, taking my unhooked bra with it. I toss my hair back, baring myself to him.

“You are so gorgeous, nightmare,” he purrs, his white teeth gleaming as his amber eyes rove over the soft curves of my body in the moonlight. “I want those beautiful nipples in my mouth.”

Another embarrassing noise comes out of me as his tongue finds what it wants, and he sucks on one tightened nipple while raking his fingertips over the other.

“Caelan,” I breathe, rolling my hips into the thickness twitching and growing underneath me. “I want you.”

I’m surprised by the enormous length of him, the unyielding hardness, and the endless heat.

I reach down to free him, to slip him out of his pants, but he grabs my waist, swivels, and throws me onto the cushioned chair. He’s on top of me in one nimble move, prowling over my body. He kisses down my belly, sliding lower to kneel before me on the dark marble balcony floor. He slowly unzips and rolls my pants off, only to leave my underwear on.

A pause. “Do you really want me, or am I only a hot distraction?” he asks.

I’m confused. That doesn’t sound like him, to care either way. But why would he ask if he didn’t care?

The chemistry is undeniable. Enthralling. Even his scent, his taste, is familiar and unfamiliar—the depths of a simmering twilight fire but with his own velvety richness of woods and sweet spice.

Despite my best effort not to, I think of Rian. How his touch is the only one I’ve ever known…and, how could I have known if he was who I wanted forever?

Was sex a fun distraction with him, too?

Isn’t sex always a nice distraction?

“A hot distraction,” I blurt, not thinking too hard about it but feeling the truth is best. With Caelan, I can be honest with my feelings because he accepts them, good or bad. He’s strong enough to let me feel them and gives me the choice to be able to express the truth.

So I do, with him. Oddly, I am more myself with him, even though I haven’t known him long.

“At least you’re an honest nightmare,” he murmurs into my stomach, inhaling me.

I can’t help but drive my hips against him, longing for his fiery touch.

He slips off my underwear, slowly and torturously dragging down my thighs before fluttering it over the balcony.

“Hold this for me,” he says with a rough growl as he pulls up my leg and bends my left knee into me.

I obey, grasping my thigh to open myself to him.

When I look down, my skin is luminous, contrasting with the dark velvet chair under me, and I feel beautiful in the gold light of Second Moon.

His fingertip curves around my entrance, circling around the tight ache. He traces, meandering, and finds me slick with arousal. He swears softly, and my heart beats wild and frenzied watching the smoke curling off him.

I don’t care that I’m outside, utterly naked. It’s freeing. I’m thousands of feet in the air, with only the two of us at this height as far as I can see. The air spins with wispy clouds, smelling fresh and sweet with ozone.

I clutch at his arm. “Come up here; I want more of you,” I murmur.

He doesn’t obey. Instead, his expression ravenous, he says⁠—

“No, not yet. You’ll like this.” He spreads me wider with a palm pressing apart each thigh while grazing a thumb down my center along the sensitive spot that makes me twitch. I’m shaking with anticipation and pleasure. He grasps my knees, hooking them one at a time over the velvet arms of the chair.

He pauses, taking in my nakedness stretched and splayed wide before him, allowing me to ache for a heartbeat longer before he slides an elegant, strong finger into me, and I cry out from the intensity of the sensation. The force of his Fire Element is like a shockwave, and the radiant heat of all he touches runs beyond where his finger reaches. It’s unlike anything I could have ever imagined.

It coils into me, stretching into spots of pleasure I never knew existed.

“Your noises tell me no one’s touched you like this before,” he snarls, wicked with delight.

I shake my head, unable to speak.

He grins and bows his head down, his tongue finally licking me in the lustful, filthy way I hoped he would. The sight of him between my spread legs exhilarates me.

I arch to meet his mouth.

Each pump of his long, hot finger draws more wetness. I grip the chair with my nails digging into the velvet and sputter out a whimper.

He thrusts deeper, reaching into my ache, sending pulses of heat into me.

“How are you doing that?” I lift my head to watch his glorious face between my knees.

He doesn’t lift his mouth off me to answer.

My heartbeat thrums in my veins. My breath snags at his beauty, his need to please me, and the feel of his eager tongue sliding between me.

Starlight glints off the ends of his hair, and tight bands of muscles ripple his black glyph-scarred shoulders. He pulls back and reminds me to keep my legs open, nudging my thighs wider over the arms of the chair with his knuckles.

“Told you you’d like it. There’s more. If it’s too much, you can trust me to stop anytime…”

I nod once.

His lips curl upward, and he dips his finger deep and slow and holds, curling it to stroke the right spot inside me. I gasp. The purls of charcoal smoke arising from his hands, his head, his hips solidify out of the haze to harden and thicken and grow around me like solid branches. They grip my naked body, pinning my arms, grasping me firmly in place where he wants me on the chair. One kneads my left breast, splitting like a growing vine to pinch my aching, taut nipple.

Then the limbs of smoke fork again to slide over both nipples at once, and like fingers all over me, they branch to gently constrict around my throat and caress my face, even tugging apart my lips to delve into my mouth⁠—

It’s warm, firm as a flesh finger, and tastes like him. His sweet wood smoke between my lips. Deep and rich, leather and oak.

He watches me—his face desirous and devouring.

I suck at it as if it were his finger, savoring that it tastes like him like when we kissed.

He groans, guttural and loud. He must be as exhilarated as I.

“How—?” he asks, fascinated. “How are you doing that?” He snarls the words out before his head snaps back and he shudders involuntarily.

“You can feel it?” I ask. The same parts of him that lashed out mightily at our attacker, an immense force and strength and energy, I now ravish in my mouth, and I relish that he is about to lose control.

His only response is a tremor as he whispers my name, so I suck harder, and his breath hitches as he closes his eyes.

I don’t stop.

“When you do it, yes. It’s a part of me.” He barely gets the words out before lowering his head between my legs again, right above his finger still inside me. He licks upward before working his mouth on the spot that soon has me calling his name into the starry night sky as I release, destroying all thought, fracturing every feeling.

I slam my eyes shut against the intensity crashing over my writhing body. The night is so luminous, I can almost see the moonbeams through my shuttered eyelids as I whip my head over the back of the chair.

“Don’t stop now,” he rasps between flicks of his tongue and sends another finger into me, widening the sensation, slamming into me harder and faster. Feeling me squeeze, he growls softly and lashes out his wicked branches of smoke to stroke my body, as if he had many hands on me. They are all a part of him, everywhere, and I can’t get enough.

I tremble, wild and free.

He sends a tendril of silvery hard smoke into my mouth again. “You’re not done coming yet. Lick me the way you want to be licked.” And I show him, moaning into him.

He feels the movements of my mouth on his smoky tendril and repeats them on me until I convulse again, and he doesn’t stop until I can’t take any more.

I shudder into him, breathless and reeling.

Rising out of the pleasure and release is astonishment, a fragment of bewilderment, and a tiny shred of unexpected distress: All those times with Rian, not once had I⁠—

I never knew it could be so good.

With one more ragged breath, I relax completely.

He gets up off his knees, lifts my bare, limp body with ease, and strides indoors across the marble, depositing me onto the bed with devastating care.

He nestles in and embraces me with strong, sure arms. I nuzzle my head into the curve of his neck as he absently sweeps his fingers through my hair, and when I press my body into his—I don’t know why I never noticed until now—he is the exact temperature I need. Always.

When he carried my injured body after the squid attack, he radiated fire-hot all around me to keep me from going into shock at the Temple.

When he held me while I cried in the Shadow Realm, he summoned a warm breeze to soothe and dry my salty tears.

And now, when I desperately need the sleep I haven’t had in so long, he envelops me, soft as velvet, with my exact body temperature—so even my hands and feet are warm, and I don’t miss my clothes or need any blankets at all.

He kisses my forehead, inhaling my scent.

“Why do you always smell sweet, like moon-blooming seaflower?” he asks, absently tucking a strand of hair behind my ears.

I have no idea what moon-blooming seaflower is. “My shampoo is apple-scented,” I mutter, my eyes shut. I barely register what I’m saying through the haze of my content.

“What’s an apple?” he asks.

My eyes flick open. “Are there no apples in other realms? Apple pie? Candied apple? Apple cider?”

“You may as well be saying lizard pie, candied lizard, lizard cider. I’ve never had apple. But if it smells the way you do…I believe I’m missing out.”

I laugh as he beams at me, and then I shut my eyes again.

A sudden worrying thought occurs to me: he might be more than a distraction.

I breathe in his smoky midnight scent and fall deep asleep on his bare, scarred chest.
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When I awake, Caelan’s dressed in a royal blue cloak over a tailored dark gray shirt and pants that do little to disguise his beautiful figure. An elaborate necklace hung with obsidian shards blacker than the darkest of night, with a shimmering black opal at the center, is draped over his cloak. The same jagged gemstones dangle from his ears. His hair is brushed up and out in all directions.

As I sit up, he eyeballs me from the mirror, only to immediately glance away. He adjusts the bulge in his pants. All at once, I’m very aware that I’m still naked.

“You’ve been out for hours, gorgeous. I went shopping for myself.” He gestures at his outfit. “You’re welcome to shower if you need to wake up. Got you a change of functional clothes, since some of them went over the balcony.” His grin is sharp as daggers.

“Grrmb?” I’m groggy and muddled. It’s still night. How long was each moon?

“This coat should fit you.” He passes me a forest-green velvet cloak.

“It wasn’t cold out.” I roll off the bed, taking a sheet with me.

“It is cold. I’ve been keeping you warm, a little cocoon of heat around you in that thin shirt on our walk over here. A world of more night than day year-round isn’t going to be naturally warm. But if we get separated, you’re going to freeze from the night winds.”

“Oh. Thank you, then.”

He flicks mascara at the tips of his upper lashes (swiping his lower lashes once) and is ready to go. The effect is stunning. “You want in on this? Someone left it behind,” he says, lips curling.

I shake my head.

“There’re a few dresses in the wardrobe if you want to pick something out.”

“Ew. I’m not wearing some other girl’s left-behinds.”

“They were my mother’s. Believe me, seeing you wear them will be more confusing for me than you. But they’re nice and the only things I have left of her,” he says casually.

“Oh, sorry. I’m a terrible person,” I say, shrinking back.

“No, you’re not.” He adjusts the sides of his hair with a few twists of his fingers and picks up a lint brush to dust off his perfectly tailored pants. “You’re a nightmare, but not a terrible person.”

He goes on. “Come to think of it…your name. Talvi.” His lips curl up.

Here comes some sort of snooty insult. He’s had two hours to himself to think while I was passed out. He has the advantage. I brace myself for a quick comeback.

“Part of your name reminds me of the Dream Sylph word for nightmare—avyié.”

He breathes the three syllables, ah-vee-yay, as if stoking a dying ember with his lips. 

Avyié.

The word slips from his mouth with a carnal growl only he could manage, and it fills me with a peculiar heat.

I’m halfway mesmerized by the way he articulates his words, except that he’d called me a bad dream. I pull a face at him, but he hardly notices, likely pleased with his own worldly self, slinging insults in Dream Sylph languages and such. He’s checking the angles of his jaw in the mirror, his gaze moving down to admire his own finely built expanse of chest and shoulders as he flexes slightly.

I suppress the urge to roll my eyes. “Who are we seeing that you need to impress so badly?”

“I take pride in my appearance, as do most people in the City of the Moons.” He casts a withering glance at the old riding pants he’d pulled off me a few hours ago, now lying crumpled on the floor by the balcony, but grins as he buckles his belt on his freshly pressed pants. “The Librarian and I had…a past alliance. But she owes me a favor. Ready to find out more about that phantom scroll?”

After a shower, I wrap myself in a fluffy towel and rummage for something to wear from Caelan’s wardrobe.

The handful of gowns hanging in the back row are cerulean, azure, turquoise, ultramarine, sapphire. All blue. I stop at a long dress with sea-green fish-scale sequins and a lustrous silk skirt. I’ve never had a chance to wear anything this beautiful before. With the sleeveless sweetheart neckline, I can skip the bra, and the dress would cover my cowboy boots, so there’s no need for uncomfortable borrowed shoes.

I run Caelan’s brush through my hair, flipping out the ends and adjusting my bangs to cover my scar. Not my best look, with the bruised eyes.

With a pang of guilt, I think of Rian. I miss him. He’s sweet and devoted and never once mentioned my scar since I got it, or any of the awkward stages I had growing up. I had to let him go for the good of his future—not because I didn’t love him, but because I didn’t have much to offer him. And now I’m not even doing a good job of rescuing him. I push back against the despair.

Fighting the confusing jumble of writhing emotions in my heart, I ultimately decide to refuse judgment on any of them right now, or even to allow any feelings to surface and win. I will find Rian, help Grams by restoring the little girl who might be a piece of her spirit or soul, and then I’ll figure out my feelings for Caelan and Rian. I can’t judge myself right now.

There is no room for any more awful thoughts about myself.

Caelan isn’t judging himself.

I’m relieved Caelan doesn’t force me to talk about anything that’s happened or want to declare feelings for each other. Most likely, he also doesn’t believe this is something that could last. I relax into the fact that Caelan is a temporary distraction and am certain the feeling is mutual.

I will solve one problem at a time.
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“Stunning. You look stunning,” Caelan says. At first, I assume he’s talking to his own reflection in the windows as we ride the gold crystal bench down to the pink quartz floor of the lobby, but his golden-brown eyes bore into mine without roving elsewhere. They don’t meander to my chest, squeezed up tight into the bodice, almost indecently spilling over; they don’t wander down the silk of the dress, where the thin, flowing material does little to disguise the curves around my hips.

His eyes remain on my face because he’s seeing into me, burning into me, and I can’t help but feel as bare, as if I were naked in front of him again. “Doing okay?” he asks.

“I kind of liked it better when we were insulting each other,” I say.

“You look like trash. Stunning trash, avyié.”

“Thanks for keeping it real. And for looking me in the eyes and not elsewhere.”

His voice lowers, deepening so only I can hear, his hot breath on my ear. “If I allow myself to look elsewhere, I might not be able to keep myself from pushing up that skirt of your dress and repeating what I did to you earlier, before sinking every inch of myself into you.” A shadowy circlet of flames swirls above his head.

Every body part in my dress suddenly feels tighter. Do it. Rip it off me. I sip a calming breath through my teeth and I scold myself. We have a mission here, and I’ve already been distracted once.

“You look striking, as always,” I say instead.

And he does. His lithe, muscled torso fills the crisp, dark shirt; he’s less bulk and more elegance. His long legs offset his cloak. And of course, every piece of hair is in place, exactly where he’d planned, with the impression of being tousled on purpose.

He arranges his royal blue wool cloak to hide his dagger and his holstered blades.

We press past the crowds spilling into the streets. He was right: the Second Moon means busy nighttime cafés, a dressier crowd, and the scent of hot food.

I can’t remember when I last ate, and my stomach is hollow. It’ll have to wait. “True Elementals eat, right?”

“We need sustenance, yes. We’re living creatures, same as you. As I said earlier—we eat, we sleep, we seek love, we have sex, we hurt, we live.”

“And the others?”

“Same. Elementals are the most powerful beings. Then there are the simpler, less ambitious Nature Wights, Time Sprites, Dream Sylphs—you’ve experienced their work—and finally, miscellaneous supernatural creatures that populate realms, like the wildlife you have in your world.”

“Maybe I’m the wildlife in my world.” I laugh.

After a few more long city blocks, Caelan halts under a dark awning over a windowless green door between two brightly lit lobbies of residences or hotels. This realm is a popular destination for travelers, he explains, and picks up the receiver of a white-and-gold rotary phone built into the brick wall beside the door. He dials five numbers.

I wonder if anyone else sees the door to an outdated dwelling hidden between two skyscrapers. I push my cloak off my arms.

No one answers.

“Second Moon. Out to lunch, as you’d say in your realm. Let’s eat and come back.”

“What about Saphira and Julius? Maybe they’ve solved the cipher?”

“I’m guessing only a few minutes have passed for them while we’ve been here. Nytryx said he wasn’t sure how each realm passes time in relation to the In-Between, but it seems to practically stop there for whoever goes out and comes back in. We have time.”

“What about Rian in another realm?”

Caelan stiffens at the name. “It depends on where he is, where he’s been. I hope it’s the same time as we pass here, the time we’ve spent in a real realm.” He almost says more, perhaps what’s really on his mind, but he refrains and draws his mouth into a straight line, refusing more talk about Rian.

I loop my arm through his, and he relaxes, reciprocating with a bend of an elbow to maneuver me through the crowds for countless never-ending blocks. I’d never find my way back if he lost me, but my worry is replaced by distraction. There is too much to take in around me. People and creatures in extraordinary fashion, new food scents, shops with strange wares. I don’t dare to ask how much longer until our destination, not wanting to sound like a child.

Finally, he leads me onto a crystalline platform where a few others already wait. Again, there are whispers and looks of recognition, mixed with reverence, when Caelan mounts the platform beside us. Fire Elementals must be rare here.

“This is where I wanted to take you,” he says as we step on.

The platform soars smoothly into the air like the gold bench at the hotel, and after what Caelan estimates to be a thousand stratospheric stories later, we are on a floating island of a café, lit by round frosted globes. “It’s the closest you will get to the moon here,” he says.

The host bows deeply at the waist when he greets us and turns to his employee, whispering, “The Fire Prince’s table, quickly.”

My eyes narrow. “Is he referring to you? Prince? Of Fire?”

“It’s a special table I request when the Fire Prince isn’t using it. Gotta pay extra.”

I cross my arms, frowning. “I don’t believe you. Who are you?”

“I’m Caelan Stormfire Fusillade, and I’m starving and you probably are too.”

“Fancy. I can tell you like hearing your own name. Tell me your secret.”

“The last time I opened my heart to you, you got turned on and kissed me. Also—you snored like a Water Realm Mastodon when you were napping.”

“The kissing comes with the snoring, Caelan. Stormfire. Fusillade.” I articulate each syllable of his name carefully, the way he does with me when he’s being pompous, and gauge his reaction.

He bites his lips, and when he lets go, they are flushed. “I’m disgusted at myself how much I enjoy hearing you say that.” His voice is thick and deep.

We’re steered (with lots of excessive bowing from the staff) into deep, puffy black armchairs at a corner table overlooking a dangerous drop into misty sky. The highest buildings pierce the dusky-blue clouds below our feet, backlit in the light of Second Moon. Clinking silverware and muted conversation mingle with the scent of warm bread.

The menu is printed in a language I cannot read, and the thought occurs to me that I don’t belong here, and regretfully, I’m actually craving spaghetti, which reminds me of Grams and Rian and all our spaghetti dinners together, so I defer to whatever Caelan orders.

Soon, tiny plates of artfully arranged food and flowers appear one after another, and I don’t know what I’m consuming, but the flavors and textures are new and intriguing.

“This shellfish is from the Fire Coast of the Sea Wolves, my realm. What you’re munching on now is decoration, from the Prism Isles, the place Saphira was obsessing about.”

He laughs as I spit out the flower-berries into my napkin.

He goes on. “Those jelly noodles are from the Water Realm, collected from the giant anemone forests of the Indigo Sea. They’re slightly poisonous, so you might get a little buzz.”

After the twelfth dish, while we’re awaiting the thirteenth plate, Caelan shifts back in his chair, the legs loudly scraping the stone floor.

“Don’t move,” he hisses.

His expression is one I haven’t seen before. Savage. Furious. As his right hand slides into his cloak, wrapping around the hilt of his sword, his left reaches behind him, where he keeps his hidden dagger.

His gleaming eyes never leave mine, and dark, jagged antlers of smoke rise around his ears.

A chill spikes up my spine.

He asks me in a most deadly voice, “Run or fight? We have two choices right now. Don’t panic either way.”

“What do you mean?”

His hawk’s eyes narrow, focusing on the skies.

He shoves away from the table, crouching lower.

“You. Run. Get to any platform—think where you want to go to steer it—and take it down. I’ll meet you at ground level.”

“I’m not leaving you. You need my help,” I say.

WHOOSH! The sound is followed by a thud. A silvery-blue dagger spears the table between us, shattering a dish. I jerk back, eyeing the double-edged blade glinting razor-sharp in the candlelight.

“Too late. We fight,” he says soberly. His eyes narrow in the direction from which the knife came.

Blue flames wreath his head, igniting into antlers expanding over us.

His movements are extraordinary and too quick by half. He presses a dagger into my palm and leaps off his seat, dropping to his knees before me while unsheathing one of his swords in a wide arc just in time to block a rain of knives aimed at our heads. The blue-silver knives clatter to the ground. A neighboring group of patrons screams.

He rocks me off my chair, rolling us behind our overturned table before I can see who or what assaults us.

“What—why?” I crouch low, avoiding the flying daggers.

“There are three of them. Air, Wind, and Sky outmatch Fire. I can’t win. I want you to run. They want me dead,” he says plainly, as if the idea of assassination doesn’t faze him. “We need to jump off this place; otherwise, we’re trapped.” He indicates the far corner of the café island.

I nod.

“Now!” he commands as he breaks away from me.

I sprint across the café. The scent of smoke and fire grows stronger, and in a panicked glance behind my shoulder, I glimpse Caelan launching a fireball at his attackers. Both his swords are out and ignite in flames on his command.

All patrons in the cafe are scattering for a platform in a terrified rush.

I reach one and recall that I must steer it by thinking where I want it to go, so when it starts to descend, I think, Up! before pivoting back toward the island, circling to locate Caelan.

He strikes from the middle of the island, looking more like a warrior than a spoiled rich kid who thinks too highly of himself. He thinks highly of himself because he deserves it in this moment. He is grace and speed and instinct in motion, much like fire itself.

Caelan sprints to me. He darts across the floor in a series of convoluted twists and footwork, fighting and outmaneuvering three male figures in light blue military uniforms who hurl knives that fly unnaturally fast on trajectories that defy physics.

The uniformed men hover over the island without any apparent equipment, but when they soar across the moon, faint shadows of wings appear behind them, steering their movements.

“Talvi, get out of here!” he urges.

“Jump, Caelan. C’mon!”

I don’t think he’ll make it, but then I remember he’s beyond human capabilities, so I beckon him to hurry with a wave of my hand while aiming the platform to catch him. He races to the hedge border of the floating island, hurdles it, and with a kick off the edge, launches into the air toward me.

He smacks into my platform so hard it shudders, and I grab any limb I can reach—his leg. The glass fractures at the impact of his fall, but he tumbles smoothly onto his knees, a sword ready in each hand again. He blocks darts shaped like small birds that rain through the air at us. I steer the platform to descend, down, down, down, as fast as it can. It sends a jolt to my heart, but I manage to focus and swerve evasively side to side, hopefully making us a harder target to hit.

The three figures follow on another platform. They each detonate a rush of wind, with the third blast throwing me onto my hands and knees. One of the men vaults into the air, soaring at us only to catch the edge of the platform next to me. A gasp rips from my throat. As his hands cling to the edge, blue scales ripple from his arms to his neck and face.

The same blue marks on Rian’s arm.

His invisible wings draw drafts of air that lift my hair as he pulls himself onto the platform. He lunges and captures my arm, ready to spring back into the sky with me in tow.

I reach for the trilobite quill tucked into the wrapping around my wrist. Is there enough poison to stop this Wind assassin? Isn’t that why the spine was given to me? For protection?

In my blind panic, it’s slipped my mind that I still grip Caelan’s dagger in that palm.

I unsheathe it, and out of pure instinct to help Caelan, to defend him from those who would want him dead, I stab the Wind Elemental, surprised that he bleeds when I slash his blue-scaled arm.

Oh god, I stabbed someone and he’s bleeding. The blue scale-feathers ruffle and stand on end, neither scales nor feathers but a hybrid of both, perhaps.

The Wind Elemental releases his grip and staggers back, astonished. He winces. “Come with us. Don’t let him take you. War is coming, and you better make sure you’re on the right side or you will lose everything,” he croaks, his voice reedy and strained. His message shocks me, but I don’t have time to ask⁠—

Caelan exploits that small opening to send up a shield of crimson fire to block the Wind Element from me. The Wind Elemental is smaller in stature. Lighter. Agile. He dodges around Caelan’s flame.

I sidestep as Caelan scrambles to bolster the wall of fire. With his longer reach and height—an advantage on the small platform—he prevents our attacker from gaining the middle ground and keeps the Wind Element fighting for balance on the edge. His flame absorbs the wind attacks before they gather power and turn into a tornado or wind tunnel. In one unbelievably swift stroke, Caelan’s more powerful hand-to-hand combat skills deliver the final blow as he swings low and skewers the man’s abdomen in an upward slice before casting him off the platform.

I grimace and avert my eyes, squeezing them shut. But the image of violence remains on the back of my eyelids. My stomach turns.

The sound of Caelan’s voice steadies me.

“Sorry. Gross, huh?” Caelan wipes his sword on the inside of his cloak before sheathing it. “Another good use for a cloak.” He winks at me. His cheeks are reddened from the fight, but his breathing is even. “I don’t want to scare you, but it looks like they want you, too.”

The remaining two assassins gain on us to avenge their fallen comrade. They vault off their platform and glide airborne with their shadowy wings spread wide, looking absolutely murderous.

I yell that they’re catching up, but Caelan urges me to keep going. He looms over me protectively, unwavering in his determination to shield me, and I glimpse his magnificence as a warrior again. Clasping two blades crossed together, he fires a column of violet flames at the Wind assassins. The flighted figures fold in their wings and fall back onto their platform, dodging and twisting to extinguish the fireballs Caelan slings at them.

“I’m going to need you,” Caelan says.

“I’m here.”

“Stay still; give me your hand,” he orders, his tone in his voice unfamiliar. Sharper. Deeper.

He grasps me a little too tightly, a little too desperately, and for a moment I’m unnerved by the savage force crushing my palm. His heat is a little too hot. It’s burning into my skin, and at the same time, the usual surge in power when he touches me is draining the other way. It’s feeding off me. I bite back a yelp, resisting the urge to shove him away. It’s difficult to breathe, and panic rises in my chest. I brace myself so I don’t pass out and lose my balance. In a last-ditch effort, I squirm my hand away from him, but⁠—

“It’s working. You’re magnificent!” he hollers as we soar through the night sky.

He’s throwing off a bright blue stream of light, two branches of blue fire so mighty, so intense, his attackers are unable to parry, and they’re blasted off their platform, wingless.

Caelan glances back at me. His victorious expression turns to shock, right before my eyes roll back and the world grays at the edges. He drops his grip of my hand to catch me, folding me into his cloak. The two Wind Elementals fall away—blasted aside—but working together, they spin a tremendous black tornado that sucks Caelan and me off the platform. I fight to keep my eyes open and conscious.

With a final snap of his fingers as he tips off the edge, Caelan fires one last pillar of silver flame that snakes through both Wind Elements—a stalk of lightning, deafening like a thunderclap. They disintegrate into gray ashes that cascade toward the earth.

He grips me tightly with his other arm while I shut my eyes, shaking, and fade into tumultuous shadow.

He holds me close so I’m breathing into the hollow of his neck. I shallowly inhale the scent of wildfire and cinnamon. He whispers that he needs my help one more time—and that he wouldn’t ask except that otherwise we will plummet to our deaths otherwise.

“Don’t panic, we can do this.” His voice spills softly over me.

“Yes, okay.” I’m not sure what he means to do, but he presses his face into mine, cheek to cheek, and an explosion of heat beneath us pushes us back skyward.

Thermal winds whirl around us, but we drop again, though slower than before. I wheeze as if strangled, unable to breathe as we fall.

Stunned, I open my eyes for a brief moment, wondering if we are somehow back on the platform.

But no, we’re still freefalling.

The jagged crystal buildings below us pierce the sky like lances set to spear us, and we spin chaotically into them.
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Eyes slammed shut, I brace for an impact that never comes. Instead, Caelan and I hold on to each other as the fall slows and we sway like a floating feather.

I finally dare to open my eyes when my feet hit the ground. I’m trembling, cold. Caelan sets me down on the front steps of an unlit building in an alley and settles onto a step below, bracing me into him.

He strokes my hair. “We’re okay. I’m so sorry I needed to borrow your power. You saved us.”

My mouth is fuzzy, and I feel empty.

“Breathe, avyié,” he says, kissing my forehead, pouring warmth into it.

I’m shocked to find I’m wildly gasping for air, as if I’d stopped breathing for bit.

“We just fell out of the sky. You should’ve seen the commotion below us when your eyes were closed. The residents of the City of Moons have seen it all, but not people falling from the sky and landing on their feet.”

“Who attacked us?” I croak.

“Assassins from the Wind Realm.”

“Who did you annoy badly enough to want to kill you?” My teeth chatter. My body is in shock. Caelan pulls me against him tightly.

“Right? Perhaps I have a face people want to punch? Are you okay? I needed some of your power. Whatever you have enhances mine like nothing else I’ve ever experienced. You and I, we made lightning. It came from you. I don’t have that kind of firepower on my own. You’ve seen my hottest fire when I melted the clock; it’s bluish-white. And I would’ve been pancaked on the concrete if you weren’t here. When we were blasted from the platform, my firepower couldn’t have slowed us down enough. Not a chance.” His words spill out fast and the inky pools of his pupils are wide.

I’m certain he’s still riding the high of our combined energies and the elation of escaping an attempt on his life. I feel the same nauseous euphoria.

“Teach me.”

“You’ve never done anything on your own?” Caelan asks.

“No. How do I do lightning?”

“Lightning was sourced from my Fire Element, with your help. Hm. Maybe I could help you. Hold your palm over mine but don’t touch it.”

I hover my hand.

“Now, imagine taking my flame and aim your other palm at that lamppost and think about an Element. Normally you’d think about your Element if you had Earth, Water, Wind, or Fire. Think about it flowing out of you toward the lamp post.”

“Okay. Let’s do it.”

He lights his palm with a deep pink fire, and I bear the searing heat while aiming my free hand at the lamp post. I scrunch my face as I concentrate, imagining each Element shooting out of me as I’ve seen others do.

Nothing.

Of course not.

I mutter to myself, crestfallen. “Even my name, Talvi Jorde, literally means ‘winter’ and ‘field.’ And what’s on a winter field? Nothing. Dead stumps. Stark, barren nothingness.”

“Only out of a barren field can true new beginnings spring,” Caelan says quietly. “As the Earth Elementals say.”

I frown at him. He has a pretty saying for everything. Fine.

I try again, elbow locked and palm held high. Snarling, for good measure.

And again.

“Raarh!” I roar in frustration and drop my hand, giving up. I punch the air.

The lamppost flickers off.

“Oh?!”

“Maybe?” Caelan tries to be supportive.

“Who am I kidding? I wish I could do it on purpose,” I mumble, drawing the green velvet cloak tighter around my shoulders. “I mean, lightning is fire from the sky. I’m not sure it was my doing.”

“I’m sorry. I drained all your energy, and that’s why you fell unconscious. We can try again later. Thank you, Talvi. You saved my life. How are you feeling now?” He sidles in for a closer look, and his cloak shifts off his shoulder.

“You’re bleeding!” I yell, alarmed at the gash along his shoulder spewing thick crimson blood.

“Oh. Is that why I feel faint? A knife nicked me.”

“That’s not a nick…” My eyes flash to his shirt. The dark gray fabric is wet, soaked with blood. I peel back the cloak at his shoulder and gasp when I see torn skin and muscle. “Oh god! We need to stop the bleeding.” Grimacing, I try to tear apart the end of my cloak, but he stops me with a hand on my forearm.

“I’ll do it myself. You may not want to watch, though.”

His jaw pops as he grits his teeth, steeling himself. He draws a fingertip along the seam of his wound, searing it with fire. He bites his lip and hisses, but the bleeding slows. I hold my breath against the scent of burning flesh, horrified.

He pauses for a shallow breath and drags his finger across the wound again—scorching it. His flesh seals as black tattooed glyphs appear over the raw scar. Turning his arm inwards one more time, he checks his work and throws his cloak over his shoulder to cover it. “Yet another win for the cloak. And you doubted my fashion choices,” he says grimly.

“Does it hurt you to do that?”

“Yes.”

“Your scars. Did you have to care for all your other wounds like that? Burn yourself?”

“Yes.”

“And the tattooed ones are the deeper ones that require extra healing?”

The slope of his jaw tenses. He opens his mouth to say something but doesn’t.

“You’re very brave.” I draw aside his cloak, tip forward, and kiss the sealed laceration at the top of his arm. He shudders involuntarily. His eyes latch onto me, bewildered and surprised at my reaction, at his own reaction, perhaps—and I sense it’s because no one’s ever said that to him or cared and loved him when he was hurt. I don’t think he had someone like my gran, who made a big deal out of every scrape and scratch.

The thought stabs at my heart.

My head is still spinning when I wobble to my feet. He steadies me at my waist, propping me up with an arm. Still seated on the step, Caelan raises his hand to my cheek, delicately sending warmth and energy into it. He’s so pale in the moonlight. He’s depleted, so I lower his hand.

“You need to save your energy. In case there are others,” I say gently.

“They won’t be back anytime soon. The Wind Realm will pay for their treason.”

Venom and malice caress his words. How he will make their realm pay is beyond me, but I’m certain he won’t elaborate, so I don’t ask. Perhaps I’m afraid to know that side of him.”

“They can fly, though? They have blue feathers?” I scan the night sky, checking for others.

“No, they can command atmosphere and turbulence, guiding air currents with their scale-feathers, allowing them to seemingly float or fly, but not for long. It’s more of a controlled fall. They couldn’t glide after I burnt off their wings of wind. Then…well, you saw.” His brutally casual tone tells me it wasn’t the first time he’s had to fight to the death.

He goes on. “It takes two Elementals to destroy another Elemental. Unless you destroy yourself.” He frowns. “Even then, we are hard to kill,” he says coarsely.

“Why would they want me too?”

“The Wind Kingdom is the most powerful house, other than the Void, supposedly, but the Void Realm keeps to themselves, if they still exist. Wind, however, is ambitious. They want control of more realms. They want to use you.”

“But you don’t?”

“No. I do not.”

I’m silent, baffled. What is going on? Does all of this have to do with Rian too? What am I not seeing that connects all these events?

“Do you still trust me?”

I consider my answer. “Yes,” I answer truthfully.

“Thank you.”

“I’m okay now; let’s walk.”

He checks my pupils one last time and claps his hands, his mood improving, perhaps now that I’m standing and clearly recovering.

“Here’s the deal,” he says. “I’m still hungry. That cafe is so pompous, but the view is unparalleled and the food is sourced from all the main realms. I thought you’d like to experience it. I’m sorry your only impression of it is that you got attacked after twelve courses.” He winces. “We’re in luck, though—they have hot dog stands here that roll out for Second Moon.”

My brows lift, wondering if he’s joking.

He’s not.

“Shall we, gorgeous avyié?” He indicates the end of the alleyway that opens onto the busy thoroughfare.

“Let’s. But also, did we just dine and ditch?” I ask.

His eyes round in surprise as he considers this.

I fold over in uncontrollable laughter, hugging my forearms into my waist.

I go on. “Thank god dessert will be a hot dog. I didn’t want to admit I was still hungry, and also, I’m not gonna lie—a hot dog will probably taste better than anything we ate there.”

My infectious laughter must set him off, because he laughs so hard, he stops walking to brace himself against a shiny building. When he finally straightens up, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye, he slings an arm around my shoulder and assures me he has an account there that should cover any damage.

After a few more long blocks, we finally come upon a hot dog cart. We burst into laughter again with our mouths full as we each eat one and then share another.

A sobering thought occurs to me. “What are hot dogs here made of?”

“Like in your realm, no one really knows.”

We snort and fall over each other, choking and gasping. Laughing like idiots.

“What is wrong with us?” I ask, still tittering. The danger, the near-death experience, and the impossibility of it all have thrown me into a deep hole of shock, and the only way to crawl out is to laugh.

“You managed to hold on to my dagger even when you passed out. You certainly like to stab things,” he chuckles, reenacting how I stabbed the squid with a large branch like a battering ram.

“I’d stab anyone for you,” I reply fiercely.

He pauses his next step and cocks his head, his eyes simmering, regarding me with admiration. “You’re incredible, you know. That’s all that’s wrong with you, my lady.” He bows, exaggerating.

“You too, my lord.” I curtsey and laugh, still a little delirious, a little too much adrenaline pulsing through me.

There’s no disguising that he feels the same way. His unholy grin returns. “I get an ungodly thrill hearing you address me like that. Say it again.”

“You aren’t the vainest Element in all the realms yet, but you better hope number one doesn’t die. My lord.”

Caelan tosses his head back in a throaty laugh and fiddles with his hair, ridiculing himself. He checks his watch. “We’d better try the Librarian again. Let’s take a rail back. We landed far away when we fell.”
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This time, the Librarian answers the phone, and a smooth, feminine voice asks for a password. Caelan holds the old-fashioned melamine handle of the rotary receiver between us so I can hear.

“It’s me,” Caelan says, his own voice lowered and overly deep, but he flicks a glance at me with a playful tip of his nose.

“They all say that,” the musical voice replies patiently.

“I don’t need a password. You’ve let me in before. Many times. In and out, and in and out.”

I suppress a laugh. What a rakish, shameless flirt.

“Cael. What are you doing here? Ugh, come in.”

“Cael?” I mouth, smirking. “Like the gross vegetable. Fitting.”

“Is it worse than not being able to say your own name when you were little, Tabbi?”

“I regret telling you things.”

Caelan laughs as he opens the door for me and I swish by him into a dark wood-paneled hallway. A deliberate exhale escapes his lips, and the candles in the sconces alight in brilliant gold flame.

“I thought you said we were seeing royalty?” I ask.

“She is.”

“Did you just want to dress up and flirt to make her jealous?”

“I wanted you to dress up and make her jealous.”

“You’re the worst.”

“I am.”

We curve around the corner, and when my eyes adjust to the dim azure lights, we’re in an oak-paneled rotunda with shelves spiraling up the rounded walls. The shelves on the right contain colorful, handsomely shaped bottles while the left side holds books upon books—both sides twist upward farther than I can see.

Humans and non-humans stare at us silently for a quick second from their small tables lit by cobalt glass before returning to their quiet conversation.

“It’s been a while, Stormfire,” our host says.

“Princess,” he says, haughty and unruffled.

“Don’t call me that.”

“Talvi, this is Her Royal Highness, Princess Reimi,” he says defiantly, introducing a dazzling woman, diminutive and curvy, in a sparkling diamond-covered sheath dress that refracts the deep blue lighting of the room.

“Ex-Princess. Just Reimi. Or, the Librarian.” She ripples long aquamarine hair out of her round face. Her blue moonstone eyes, almost as clear as crystals, glimmer brilliantly at me when she takes my hand and gives it a welcoming squeeze.

“She gave up her crown for queen to run a magical fortune-telling bookstore elixir tavern,” Caelan says, regarding her with admiration.

“You make it sound so complicated,” Reimi says, her voice as light and playful as her movements.

“Creatures from all known realms wait decades for a table to experience the bewitching elixirs and read the extraordinary books she’s collected that exist nowhere else. Plus, they desire a chance to glimpse into their future. Reimi is the rarest of the Nature Wights, a Time Sprite. Unpredictable and feisty, Sprites. Unpredictable. And. Feisty.” He gazes down his nose at her.

“He’s still sulking because I cheated on him.” She adjusts her diamond dress over her alluring curves.

“Broke my heart,” he grumbles.

I can’t read the reckless smile he’s plastered on his face—whether he’s merely teasing or telling the truth. I suspect it’s the latter.

“I found the love of my life, sorry. Plus, Fires are not known to be soft at heart.” She gives me a meaningful look. “Though Cael’s not a typical Fire—he’s a romantic deep down.” Reimi prods his chest, dropping her finger lower with each jab, lingering at the edge of the waistband of his pants. “Deep down,” she repeats. He remains still and doesn’t respond, but a muscle in his neck flinches.

“No flirty comeback?” She teases. “Thought that was your favorite game.” Her finger still glides back and forth along the edge of his belt.

He swallows down a low growl of irritation that rumbles deep in his throat.

“Growling is sexy,” Reimi says, “he thinks.”

My grin is wide. I can see why Reimi would have been a lively and passionate match for him. A match that would have plowed over him. He wouldn’t have been able to keep up, despite his overflowing confidence. She knows how to knock him down a notch.

“How’s our hot Captain Bonflade?” Reimi asks.

“Still hot as hell. What’s it to you?” He frowns. “Don’t be weird. He’s like a brother.”

She lets out an exuberant laugh. “That man.” Her pale-lashed gaze wanders lower than her finger on his belt buckle. “Send Bonflade my regards.”

Reimi’s finger retreats back up his torso, and with one quick motion she flicks the cloak off his injured shoulder. “I thought I smelled blood. This, again?” She grips his arm for a better look through his ripped shirt. “Who?”

“Wind. This one saved me.”

Reimi spins to me, studying me from bruised eyes to wrapped wrist. “Oh! You’ve been through a lot. Thank you for dressing up, though. My favorite part of running this place is wearing gowns and seeing others in glamorous outfits. You look lovely in his mother’s dress. You must be very special; he never let me touch them,” she says without an ounce of pettiness or jealousy. Merely an observation. “I’ll make you an elixir. You’ll feel better, I promise.” Her singsong voice soothes.

“I’m here to redeem my favor, Reimi.”

“Want a glimpse of your future?” She steers us to a polished wood-grain bar and offers us cushioned stools while she ducks under the counter only to pop up on the other side.

“No, never,” he says, unsmiling.

I hand her the phantom scroll, burnt with the cipher and more wrinkled than ever.

Reimi clutches her jeweled hands to her chest. “Such a beautiful spirit. This scroll. And where it came from.”

“Its words were taken. And a cipher left as a clue, we believe,” I say.

“Reimi can see briefly into the past and futures of souls,” Caelan explains. “And sometimes old, important objects have a spirit she can read too.”

He goes on to address Reimi. “I was hoping you could give us information on what it said and who might have taken it.”

“Drinks first, then. Reading the scroll will take a bit. Talvi, pick a feeling, a memory, a wish, even a question, and I’ll recreate it or find an answer for you in an elixir. I know what Caelan wants. His usual.”

“Thank the sun gods you got my name right, finally.”

She pours iridescent potions out of bottles of mysterious origins and shakes and stirs before she slides a heavy glass of glittering black-as-night liquid in front of Caelan.

“And you?”

“Something happy, I guess?”

It suddenly dawns on me that Reimi’s dazzling dress is made only of diamonds—no fabric—threaded together loosely, and not everything is covered, especially up front.

“Yours are nice too.” Reimi grins, waving at finger across my chest in my strapless top.

I laugh. “Sorry for staring.”

“Don’t be! It’s less…uptight here in the City of Moons. I’ll make you what he’s having.” She repeats her elegant movements—same bottles, same starry, inky-black drink, but in a tulip-fluted glass. “Complements the style of your dress.”

“You can read futures?” I ask.

“Yes. Brief glimpses, sometimes out of context. Are you interested? I allow one question per soul.”

“Who am I supposed to be?” I blurt.

“Ooh, fascinating. No hesitation. You’re different, then. Everyone always wants to know if their idea of who they hope to be comes true, but no one leaves it open for the truth.” Reimi wriggles her graceful fingers, ringed with pale opals, moonstones, and diamonds. She collects one of my hands and rests her other hand on my heart. Her crystalline eyes glow, and for a while they cease to blink as they penetrate mine. I glimpse⁠—

Flashes of an ocean of fire,

Caelan,

Rian,

Both of them dead,

heartbreak, stars in the night sky glittering and twirling,

and people, hundreds of thousands, spinning out of the stars.

Then darkness overtakes all.

Nothingness.

Emptiness.

My breath catches. I break Reimi’s gaze, shaken. Nothing good was shown in who I was supposed to be. Both Caelan and Rian dead.

Reimi speaks first. “You are Everything. And Nothing. Hmm. The Void? You’re a Void Elemental?” Reimi’s small palm tightens and the large jewels of her rings cut between my fingers where she grips.

“What?” I stumble back, dropping my hand away from Reimi’s grasp.

“A Void. Human too, but also Elemental. And so mighty.” Her voice is sultry, reverent. She blinks her long pale lashes, admiring me standing in shock before her.

I squirm under her scrutiny.

“I’ve been trying to tell her she’s strong,” Caelan says, stirring his drink before throwing back his head and devouring the entire contents of the glass. “I wasn’t sure what she was, but there’s Elemental power.”

“Void…Element?” The words lodge in my throat. “What are my powers?”

“You asked what you are, what you’re supposed to be. You are supposed to be part Void Element, but you haven’t been that at all. Everything and Nothing. What everything returns to after death. Now, let’s see about that scroll. I’ll need time.” She lovingly collects the sheet of paper into her bosom and swishes away with it, dancing her way to a built-in desk that curves with the round room. It’s lit by a blue light that glistens like a sapphire in the sun.

I don’t know what to make of Reimi’s words. A Void Element? Maybe she’s wrong. It doesn’t even really exist. The Realm is closed—lost—and the whereabouts of its residents unknown. What powers would a Void Elemental even have?

“Caelan, what do you know…of the Void Element?” I ask, dreading the truth of his answer—that I’m nothingness, what remains after all else is gone.

“Exactly what Reimi said. All or nothing. Emptiness, the spirit, the undefined Element to which all other Elements return to after death.”

“But what can I do?” I sip my elixir. It’s sweet, like marshmallows, and fragrant, like night-blooming jasmine. It’s both cold and warm, alternating as I swallow. My panic from the evening’s attack vanishes. It’s solace and reassurance in a tulip-fluted glass.

Caelan shrugs. “I wish I had more answers for you. Never met a Void Elemental—they don’t leave their realm. If they’re all as fabulous as you, I need to meet more.” He bends toward me without touching me. Instead, he lazily slings a branch of smoke from his fingertips, caressing my arm, moving up to the hollow of my neck, circling down my chest—an exhilaratingly slow stroke.

My pulse rises. The branch of smoke disappears into my cleavage.

He presses closer, his hot breath on me, his lips grazing my ear, but instead of continuing what he’s doing, he says, “But what do I know? I’m just a hot distraction. If you don’t want the rest of your drink, I’ll finish it for you.”

“You jerk.”

I huff out a slow exhale to calm myself and slide my glass over to him. With an insufferable smile, he raises it in a toast to me and swallows the rest of its contents, throat bobbing.

“Don’t mind him; he gets moody around me. I remind him of failed love,” Reimi calls from the corner without looking up.

Caelan sulks, looking unapologetic.

Because I turned away from him, leaving him to wallow in whatever broken game he’d wanted to play, he’s immediately flocked and pursued by a trio of enchanting beings—two females and a male—who offer their beautiful selves for company. They’re Nature Wights Caelan pointed out when we first sat down. The tallest has delicate periwinkle blossoms in place of hair and a long tail, and the other has lustrous golden scales. The third looks human, except for iridescent dragonfly wings folded behind him.

Golden scales asks Caelan if I am is his servant, eyeing my disheveled hair, bruised eyes, and bandaged wrist.

I almost reply for him. Yes, I am his servant, and he beats me as punishment for packing the wrong brush for his hair. Instead, I hold my tongue.

All three attractive bodies are scantily covered in exquisite revealing-in-all-the-right-places evening wear. They compliment him profusely. I name them Kennedy 1, 2, and 3 in my head, and my own thoughts make me snicker out loud. They throw venomous glares at me but continue to flirt and find reasons to touch his arms and legs, admiring the lines of his considerable muscles. They’re unaware that he’d already admired all of his muscles himself earlier while he dressed. Only I know how long he lingered in front of the mirror. Vain bastard.

Caelan, clearly relishing the adoration and thinking unholy thoughts, reciprocates with indecent trails of smoke rippling off him from his fingers and the crown of his head. He coils into each of the three, slipping past crevices of gowns in the two females, idly stroking the wings of the male (apparently a seductive spot based on the low sounds he emits and the depraved grin slapped across Caelan’s face).

They swoon and titter in delight, aroused by his touch.

His touch—that they are unable to return. For those shadowy branches of smoke and antlers remain vaporous and elusive, intangible to them. Their elegant hands pass through the wispy extensions of him, even as they grasp for them, giggling—but they are unable to return the pleasure as I did earlier, with my mouth.

When you do it, yes. It’s a part of me, he’d said to me when I asked if he could feel my lips on the smoky parts of him. Why can he sense my touch but not theirs?

My stomach hollows and my pulse throbs when I picture him out on the balcony between my legs. I will myself to think of something else.

Reimi returns with the scroll.

She rolls her diaphanous eyes at Caelan and scatters the admirers back to their table with a clearing of her throat and a sharp incline of her lovely nose.

“His smugness is unbearable; he knows he can have any Elemental or mortal he wants in this tavern with that face and body,” she says to me. “Any except the one he truly wants.”

“You?”

“Ha! No, you’re sweet. He’s over me.”

“He kills people after he mates with them,” I warn the retreating Wights.

Reimi cracks up, her laughter echoing up the round walls.

“Why’d you have to say that? Now there will be rumors,” Caelan says sullenly, throwing me a heavy-lidded glare.

“Really? Who are you that people would gossip?” I ask.

He ignores me.

Reimi goes on, “I can’t read a phantom scroll; I can only sense its meaning. It’s an incantation for restoring souls. But like you, it’s so much more.” The Time Sprite glances meaningfully at me. “It is an incantation to bring a soul together. As in sew together pieces of a torn soul—but if you continue onto the back of the scroll, it can actually bring souls together.”

“Together, how?” I ask, my eyes wide. It sounded so ominous the way Reimi emphasized it.

Reimi’s voice lowers. “Whole, living souls ripped out for their powers, consumed for more power. I can understand why the words were hidden if someone else is looking for it. The incantation is dangerous if used with ill intent. But there’s a clue left behind for the right person to find at the right time.”

Dangerous if used with ill intent. It makes my skin crawl. Who has the incantation and why? Souls ripped out for power. My face twists into revulsion.

“Thank you, Reimi.” Caelan passes the scroll back to me. “We should go.”

“Be careful, Caelan Stormfire. I know you don’t want to know anything from your future. But please, be careful. There’s more. Your father⁠—”

“Don’t want to know.” Caelan blows her a kiss and whirls away before she can divulge more, his long cloak fluttering behind him.

“Let’s go, avyié,” he calls without looking back, the words slinking away as he strides toward the hallway exit.

Reimi giggles. “Do you know what he’s calling you? Avyié?”

“Yeah, he does that. To remind me of what a nightmare I am. In English, in Dream Sylph. Can’t feel more special than being someone’s bad dream.” I shrug. He’s in some sort of mood and only did it to belittle me in front of Reimi.

“He lies,” Reimi says, eyes agleam. “It doesn’t mean nightmare. It means a dream from which you never want to wake.”

I blush hard. It never occurred to me that Caelan thought I was anything but a nightmare. I’d believed it because part me thinks I am one too. What does he see in me? The only one in my world lacking an Element. I imagine it would be anyone’s nightmare. My parents’, for sure. But if Reimi is right about the Void Element…

Reimi ducks under the bar to stand face-to-face with me, interrupting my spiraling thoughts.

The Time Sprite adjusts my green cloak around my shoulders. “Talvi, sweetheart, I will see you again. I was once like you—I thought my path was set. But you can always choose. You don’t have to be what others expect you to be. He sees you for who you are, beyond the mask you put on for everyone.”

She twirls my empty crystal goblet so it catches the light. “The guest glassware is always shiny and new. He sees the everyday cracked and chipped and broken glass that you are—that we all are—and loves you for it. Even the shards that slice him.”

“Caelan, you mean?”

“Caelan, too.” She tips her forehead into mine, holding my head with a delicate hand. “You have choices to make. But you have them. You’re a good person. You will be more than okay.”

“Thank you for your help, Reimi.” I turn to go. “Oh, also, the elixir was delicious. What was it? Caelan’s usual, you said?”

Reimi embraces me with a tight squeeze and affectionate wiggle, rippling all her diamonds, and parts with a kiss goodbye on my cheek.

“Love potion,” she replies. “Don’t worry; it doesn’t make you fall in love. It only helps you seek out your true love.” Her face spreads into a beautiful smile when my eyebrows rise. “I told you he’s a romantic. Try not to break his heart.”
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“Third Moon, Talvi! The best one. I wish we could stay. There’s so much to show you.” Caelan’s mood has returned to its usual effervescence. He beams, not from the much smaller, copper pan of a third moon of the evening, but from the elixir and the joy of hope it’s implanted. The same effects work their magic on me as we stroll back through the ever-busy streets.

He goes on about having such a fun time with me here, how it’s so much better than when he’s in the City of Moons alone. There’s a wistful longing in his remarks that tugs at my heart.

We return to his suite in the sky-high tower.

“I wish I could stay longer, too.” I unzip the sea-green sequins off my tired body, though I worry we’ve spent so much time here already and are no closer to finding Rian. At least we’ve uncovered what the scroll contains. But how the hell is it related to Rian?

“We should sleep a bit before returning,” he says.

I flash a skeptical sidelong glance at him. He’s trying his best to look anywhere but my naked chest.

“We both need rest,” he reasons.

I pull my blouse on but leave it unbuttoned as I meticulously replace the beautiful dress in the wardrobe. It’s a miracle no bloodstains splatter it, despite Caelan’s profuse bleeding as we fell from the sky. Another reason to wear a cloak, I suppose.

“Shouldn’t we get back and see if they’ve solved the cipher?” I ask.

“Yes, we should. But we are no use to anyone exhausted.” He’s undressed and shirtless in only his underwear. Good grief, he looks like a model for said underwear.

“I’ll take the sofa,” he offers.

“Just a few hours.” The thought of sleeping hadn’t crossed my mind, but now that I’m presented with the option, I need it. I settle back onto the wide bed.

“They won’t miss us. Time difference,” he says.

“But, you think Ri⁠—”

“He’d want you to get some sleep too,” he says, as patiently as possible.

I know he doesn’t want to hear Rian’s name.

“I’m okay if you want to share the bed.” I roll onto the side facing the balcony, wanting to watch the moonrise.

He hesitates. “If you promise to sleep.”

“Bashful gentleman, all of sudden?”

“No. If you get me going… You have no idea, no idea the things I want to do to you,” he snarls under his breath.

“That comment is not conducive to me falling asleep,” I say, the ache increasing between my thighs as I imagine the things he claims I have no idea about. Thankfully, the thick sheets are cool as I slip under, still facing away from him.

“Third Moon. Things happen, no promises.” He shuts off the lights, and the room is lit only by the rose-gold third moonrise, accented by starlight from the glass steeple ceiling above us. He hesitates, sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Can I hold you?” he asks quietly.

“Yes,” I say. He can’t see me, but I struggle to contain my grin. I’m not about to admit to him that I’d wanted to be in in his arms.

He flips toward me, presses his chest onto my back, and snakes his bare arms around me from behind. When he tucks in a knee between mine, the contact sends delicious electric tingles up my spine.

I stretch my arm up behind my head, placing a palm on the slope of his cheek. His skin is soft, clean-shaven. My touch drifts up, until I’m dragging my fingers through the silky tendrils of his hair, stopping when I feel two hard knots at the top of his head.

He emits a low, rumbling sound of desire that echoes from deep within his throat.

“You have actual horns, not just the shadowy stuff? What do they look like?” I ask, circling a fingertip around one and then across to the other. Velvety, bony.

“Splendidly beautiful.”

“You know what I mean.”

“You’ve seen my smoke. Not horns. Stag’s antlers.”

“Where are they?”

“They’re seasonal,” he says, still purring.

“All Fires have them?”

“No. There are variations of head adornments among Fires—antlers, horns, tusks, head weaponry—but some families have none.”

I continue stroking his head, noting he no longer seems to mind his hair mussed and touched.

Soon his breaths come heavy and slow. His body temperature cools, and he slips into the space where deep slumber and dreams meet darkness and oblivion. I lie awake a bit longer, if only to feel him, before gradually drifting away bit by bit. There’s no way this can last, so I savor all I can, of whatever it is we have in the present. I last see myself scrutinizing the reflection in the glass balcony door. His long, lean body is draped over mine; his chin rests on head so his pale, beautiful face is above my heart-shaped one.

I don’t want it ever to end.
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When I wake, gleaming daylight pours in from the glass ceiling, and Caelan is still asleep next to me with a heavy arm slung over my shoulders. I lean over to kiss him lightly on the straight line of his nose. I want to shower, so I leave without waking him.

When I step out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel, something is wrong.

The scent of smoke is in the air. Not the soothing clean burn of him, but a plastic and treacherous and acrid burn. My damp skin prickles.

I trace the dark haze into the bedroom, where he’s thrashing and yelling with the sheets ablaze around him.

“Please! No, not in there, alone! I can’t breathe in there. I can’t have Fire. It’s empty, too cold. Talvi!” he howls. “Please, no!”

“Caelan!” He doesn’t wake when I call his name.

He’s dreaming. He set fire to everything around him with his nightmare, and I don’t think—I throw my wet towel around him. I throw myself on him, fanning out flames, pleading with him to wake up. I don’t care about my own skin scorching. He needs to wake up, or he will burn us both and take the whole room, maybe the entire building down with him.

My touch stirs him, and his eyes open. I’ve covered him with my own body, skin on skin, and he swallows a breath of air and leaps up. Reacting on instinct alone, he extinguishes the flames from my body with his hands.

Wild with fear, he shoves me away from the bed on fire, and sends heavy smoke over it to snuff out the final flames. I hurtle over the side of the bed and stumble toward an armchair in the corner.

His lashes flick up, as if just recognizing me. “Are you hurt?” he croaks, disoriented.

“No.” I cough. “A little.”

My hands are blistered and my shins burn, but I don’t want to show him.

“This is terrible. I’m terrible. I’m so sorry.” Panic flits in his eyes. Despite his best efforts to mask it, his voice quivers.

“You had a nightmare.” I swallow, intent on keeping my frantic heart to myself. My name. He’d uttered my name in the depths of his horror. I was a part of it. What did he see in me, what kind of monster exists that terrifies someone like him, otherwise fearless and certain of everything?

“I did.” He collects a thick robe from the wardrobe and envelops my naked, trembling body.

“Do nightmares happen often?”

“Every night. Except when I slept beside you last night,” he admits. His voice is toneless and hollow. Deflated.

“How did you not burn down the Temple?”

“I try not to sleep too much. How’d you think I found all the secret passageways so quickly?” With a grimace, he gathers the blackened sheets. “I also slept in the tub one night at the Temple. I can usually wake up quickly enough, but I didn’t want to risk it there.” He’s shaken and won’t look me in the eyes.

I search his face and find it steeped in shame and fear. If I ever had a strength, it would be that I understand those feelings in others, so I tell him it’s okay. And that if he ever wants to talk about his nightmares, I’d want to hear it.

“I’m with you now, and I am not leaving,” I reassure him.

“You don’t think I’m weak?” He moves my robe around, checking me for burns. When he finds bloody blisters and painfully singed skin, his lips press into a firm line, looking more wretched and miserable with each patch of burnt flesh he discovers.

“Never.”

He picks up my palms, raw and tender, and places them on his face, as his crest of antlers—glowing white—reach out to heal my burns. It’s soft and cooling.

“You can heal others? Why didn’t you heal your cut like that⁠—”

“Only burns.”

I lay my head on his still-trembling chest and hold him tight with my entire heart and soul.
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Caelan has changed into a deep navy trench coat and light blue shirt. “Holds more weapons,” he says as we prepare to leave the City of Moons.

We weave through the sparser daylight crowds back to the small garden courtyard where we entered the City. The firebox in the lantern has gone out, so he taps it with two fingers and lights it swiftly with a brisk exhale.

When we fall through and land back in the mirror-temple’s garden of lanterns, Julius and Saphira are kissing furiously instead of working on the cipher. He’s pressed Saphira up against a tree, and she clenches her long legs around his hips. His pants are partially unbuckled. While his hands roam under her shirt, she buries her fingers in his locks of inky black hair, tugging him to her.

I snicker, and they break apart. Jules fishes for the waistband of his khaki pants while Saphira rearranges her violet blouse, hastily buttoning the top.

“We figured out the cipher and got bored,” Saphira says, finger-combing her hair, face flushed a deep crimson.

“How long were we gone?” Caelan asks.

Jules checks his watch. “Half an hour.”

“Where’s the little gal?” I ask.

“She went into the Temple in search of a book to read.”

“You look worse than when you left,” Julius observes. He shoots Caelan an accusing glower.

I inform them of the missing incantation, its potential for a dangerous power grab of others’ souls and powers, and how the Wind Realm attacked us.

“So what did the cipher reveal?” I ask.

Saphira unfolds a notepaper from her shirt pocket.

OYXJWQWJCPR

“This is the original code,” she says.

“We applied the numbers we found on the lanterns: 2455. That’s the key to the cipher, and we repeated it…” Julius points at their notes.

O Y X J W Q W J C P R

2 4 5 5, 2 4 5 5, 2 4 5

“The way a cipher works is that the key, 2455, is used either to assign that many letters forward or backward,” Saphira says.

“Counting letters forward didn’t come up with anything, but if you take O and go 2 letters back, you get M.”

O Y X J W Q W J C P R

2 4 5 5 2 4 5 5 2 4 5

M U S E U M R E A L M

“Then take Y and go 4 letters back, you get U. Keep going, and it spells out Museum Realm!” Saphira says proudly.

“We found the lantern, but the fire is out and matches didn’t work, so we probably need Caelan,” Jules says. He draws his lips into a tight frown. “Kyr keeps singing phantom scroll, missing person, so I’d say we are on the right track to find Rian.”

“What do we know about the Museum Realm?” I ask Phira, knowing she’s read the stories of Elemental Mythology countless times.

“The Museum Realm consists of twelve planets of Nature Wights in a stable orbit around a supermassive black hole, but it’s mainly known for a system of four moons, each with a different climate. Dry desert, temperate woodland, tropical rainforest, and arctic ice. The residents collect relics,” Phira says. “The moons are known as the Gallery of Infinite Artifacts, at least in the stories.”

“You think the stolen words are on display, like a piece of art?” I ask. “How do we know which moon?”

“Four moons? We will have to aim as close as we can to it, or else we’ll be wandering moons for a lifetime,” Caelan says darkly.

“Supposedly, the realm has been collecting artifacts for millennia. According to the mythology, you have to camp out for a week just to see all the artifacts from the Water Realm alone.”

“I don’t want to camp,” Julius says plainly, impassive as ever, buttoning his sweater that Saphira flung off him earlier. “Any moon but the ice moon. Or desert,” he mumbles as an afterthought.

“But on the ice moon, you get to paddle through the ice floes to see the artifacts,” Saphira whispers.

Julius still shakes his head no.

The four of us search the mirror-temple for gear in case of a longer stay. Saphira and I recall tents and equipment in the closet of the original Temple left for guests if they wanted to hike and camp in the surrounding deep woods. The mirror-temple does not disappoint.

I search through a trunk of spare clothes I keep at Starstone and extract a deep green sweater and fitted gray corduroy pants. From the hallway closet, I change into rugged boots that offer more protection because can’t help recalling how I almost had my foot melted off in the Metal Realm.

Saphira lowers her voice. “So the real question is, what is going on with you and super-hot fire demon?”

“He’s not a demon…most of the time. I’ve been scared you guys will leave me forever when you go off to university. Lately, I feel lost. And cranky. But Caelan—he’s shown me maybe there is another way. Perhaps there’s more for me out there.”

“And…” Saphira makes a suggestive hand gesture.

“Ha-ha! What? You want to know embarrassing details? This used to mortify you when I told you what Rian and I did.”

“Jules and I do those embarrassing things all the time now.”

I laugh. “I saw. Since when?”

“Last month. On our three-year anniversary in September.” Saphira smiles brightly. “But your fears are valid. I hadn’t wanted to pressure you to graduate, but Jules and I will help you study and come up with a plan so you finish in the spring. I didn’t know you were feeling so lost. You don’t need to be jolly little Talvi all the time, you know. It’s creepy if you fake being happy all the time. Seems sinister.”

“I’ve been a heck of a grouch lately. Poor Rian.”

“Pff. Do you think it makes you less likeable? Who cares if someone deems you ‘unlikable’ for being yourself? What ideal are you holding yourself to? You’re an amazing person just as you are.”

“I wanted to be a better person,” I admit. “For Rian.”

“You can be a better person for yourself. The secret is to be with someone you can be a terrible person around sometimes and not feel like you’re disappointing them. Maybe you made him a better person all these years. Think about that.”

“You’re the best, Phira.” I drop my camping gear to hug my friend tightly.

Saphira returns my embrace. “So are you.” She slings her backpack of supplies over her shoulder.

Downstairs, we find the boys waiting in awkward silence at the side entrance of the Temple closest to the Garden of Lanterns. They look grateful to have something to do and sort through the camping supplies, dividing it up into backpacks between the four of us.

Caelan kneels beside me on the floor, where I’m checking the batteries of a flashlight. He notes my change of outfit with raised eyebrows; I know my light brown eyes will have picked up the emerald green of the sweater I chose. He gravitates toward me, drawn to me. The helpless look on his face is adorable, and he leans in to kiss my forehead.

“Your eyes…they glow the colors of the deep jadeite canyons carved by the mightiest River Sprites in the Water Realm.” He stands and throws his pack over his shoulder.

I roll my eyes at him but grin as I clasp the forearm he offers to hoist me up as if I weighed nothing at all, even with the backpack. I maintain my grip on his forearm, enjoying the musculature that allows him to wield his swords and firepower with such skill. I’m being silly, but I have no shame admitting it is incredibly attractive.

Without looking up from his own packing (where everything is pressed into neat squares), Julius clears his throat as noisily as he can, disapproving. “They’re just eyes,” he mumbles to himself with a sullen, heavy-lidded look.

Phira, however, is grinning at me like a fool and starts her obscene hand gesture again behind Caelan’s back.

Jules slaps her hands down, and Saphira laughs until she snorts.

The little girl dashes in from the kitchen, offering us the food she’s found: chocolate malt balls, beef jerky, peanut butter cups, marshmallows.

“My snacks!” Caelan’s face lights up at his leftovers from Starstone, his face shifting into a neutral expression when I giggle at his choices.

“There are refreshments you cannot find in my realm,” Caelan says indignantly.

“No marshmallows in a fire realm seems like a tragedy,” I observe.

“Exactly.”

“It’s weird they’d transfer to the mirror-temple,” I say. “Like my clothes trunk.” I turn to the little girl. “Do you want to come with us?”

“I can’t. I disappear and get tired when I leave here.”

“She seems to be neither Elemental nor mortal,” Caelan reminds us.

“I’ll stay here with the dragons,” the girl says, pointing to Nytryx and Kyr.

“It seems safe here. Don’t go anywhere, okay? We will find the incantation to help you,” I tell her, trying to be reassuring.

She bobs her head.

I have the urge to hug her (hoping against all odds she is the missing part of Grams’ soul), but she remains expressionless, as if she doesn’t care if we returned or not.
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Once in the garden, Caelan halts, turning on his heels back to the Temple. “Hold on, I forgot. We should be prepared,” he mumbles to himself as he hurries away.

He returns with an arsenal of knives, two short swords, and a long, curved dagger, all in leather sheaths from the suitcase he’d brought in while solving the time loop. “Just in case. We don’t know who else might be looking for the scroll or who might not want us to have it.”

He straps a sword and a bandolier of knives onto me and does the same for Saphira.

“How do I use a goddamn sword?” Saphira asks, gingerly tapping the metal blade with a fingernail. “I’m an indoor kid,” she reminds us.

“I can ignite it with fire from afar, so even if you only slash it around wildly, it’ll protect you. Fire has a mind of its own,” Caelan encourages her kindly.

He turns to Jules, cheerfully arrogant. “Do you know how to use any of this?” he asks, happy doubt displayed across his smug face.

Jules strides up to Caelan, nose to nose, and smoothly slips a knife out of the leather bandolier across Caelan’s chest. He turns his nose over his right shoulder, his dark brows pinching as he points to a narrow birch across the lawn. “Heart attack,” he says tersely. With a swift flick of his wrist, he spins the knife into the center of a knot on the left side of the tree where someone’s heart might have been.

Phira’s eyes widen, incredulous.

Caelan’s lips twitch into a smile. “Useful.”

“My father forced my siblings and I to go through aggressive self-defense training. Being outrageously wealthy, he believed his offspring could be targets and feared there was a chance one of us could be held for ransom.”

According to the latest glossy magazine list, Julius’ dad is the third richest individual on the continent.

“Smart man,” Caelan says.

“Most of the time.”

“Rich daddy issues, huh? I can relate,” Caelan says lightly.

Julius eyes him. “I thought I smelled privilege.” The beginnings of a grin tug at his lips.

“A parent’s greatest mistake will always be our most valuable lesson.” Caelan shrugs casually, handing Julius the last belt of knives. He holds out his final weapon, a longer, intricately carved dagger.

“Indeed.” Julius is known for using words sparingly, but his eyebrows can’t help but rise in enthusiasm at the sight of the gorgeous black metal dagger.

“This is the Midnight Serpent. Don’t cut yourself; you’ll lose a few hours of your life.” Caelan’s mouth curves. “Sleep poison. Reimi’s.” He spins the blade around his wrist, twisting it into the air to show off its superior balance, and catches it by the back of the handle before handing it to Julius. “One of my best.”

Jules finally grins.

Did they just bond a little in their own strange, prickly, petulant way? I hope.

Saphira and I exchange what-the-hell glances and she pretends to sneeze, suppressing her laughter.

I love her, I think to myself.

“So…Jules, if I stood against a tree, could you throw knives around me and not hit me?” Phira asks eagerly, her voice trailing off as she and Jules enter the trellis into the garden of lanterns.

“You think we’ll be attacked again?” I ask Caelan.

“I don’t know how they found me on the City of Moons; it’s always been safe for me there, a sanctuary. With recent events…” He rests a hand on my shoulder, a fiery ripple of his power leaching into me.

“I suspect the kindling has been lit. There’s a wildfire coming—someone’s planning on it.” A muscle on his jaw tightens and he lets loose a silvery exhale of oaky fumes.

I shelter his large hand with my palm. He tangles his fingers in mine.

“Who or what will burn in the inferno, I don’t know,” he says, ruinous and dark.
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“Kyr said to aim our thoughts at the goal,” I remind everyone right before the four of us enter the shadow of the lantern. “Think of finding the words to the scroll, and we should land in its vicinity.”

“Nytryx thinks as we get closer to where it’s hidden, the words will show up on our scroll,” Caelan adds.

We fall together.
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“Oh, thank god we’re not in the desert,” Julius exclaims once we’re pulled through the lantern’s shadow and land on the rainforest moon of the Museum Realm. The air is warm and humid, scented with the heady perfume of tropical flowers and damp jungle vegetation.

It’s nighttime. Through the lush canopy, three small red moons defy the wispy clouds gathering around them, taking turns fighting their way to the front. I fold my arms into myself, shivering at the strange night sky. The tiny hairs on my neck lift despite the mild conditions.

We fish around inside our packs and click on flashlights, clipping them to the leather bandoliers of knives across our chests. Leafy fronds, hanging vines, and towering nut and palm trees surround us. In the shadows, owls coo and frogs trill from the thick branches above but remain hidden from view.

The Gallery of Infinite Artifacts. Each tree displays an artifact in a glass case embedded in the middle of the trunk. A painting of bizarre-looking fruit from the Water Realm hangs in one and ancient pottery made by early Time Sprites is displayed in another—according to the placards. Since it’s nighttime, the artifacts are illuminated by twinkling lights, which upon closer inspection, are fireflies.

“Nature Wights protect the relics displayed in the tree,” Saphira explains. “I’m not sure how they’re organized, though. Time period? Realm?”

“You sure it wouldn’t be better to return during daylight?” Julius mutters. The light from his flashlight exaggerates his dark lashes, softening his scowl.

“We don’t know how long that would take. If we overshoot it, we’d end up back at nighttime. And there’s no telling if we can come back to this spot,” I reason. I’m eager to locate the scroll and determine if the girl is part of Grams’ torn soul. If I can repair my gran and heal her, I’ll have my family back. And with the discovery of the Door to the Garden of Lanterns, maybe there are possibilities for a better future for us. Do I dare think bigger? A life in other realms…?

My pulse speeds at the thought, but I don’t want to get my hopes up.

Saphira darts ahead to read the placards on the trees, scrutinizing the displays. “Sea-stone bricks from the Lost City of Nyenia, Water Realm 650 B.D.,” she reads. “B.D. is Before Drought, the Great Drought that ended a few underwater cities.”

I speed up to catch up to Phira, whose many talents include retaining all she reads.

“In A Thousand Shadows, did they mention Void Elementals?” I ask.

“Yep. Legends say they’re the most powerful Elementals! But no one goes in and out of the Void Realm. The mythology says they keep to themselves,” Saphira replies.

“Caelan said that too. I wonder why.”

“Everything and nothing.”

“That’s what a Time Sprite told me I was.”

Saphira stops midstep, astonished. Her eyes practically fall from their sockets. “Shut your face. You met a Time Sprite? You’re part Void Element? Rewind for a minute. Void is a Lost Element, or else it never existed, they say. Just myth.”

“If it’s true, I need to figure out how to access the powers. I’ve only been passively doing it, according to Caelan. This must be how Rian feels about math. How do you do it?”

“Jules! Come here for a sec.” Saphira waves him over.

He complies with an effortless jog to stand beside us. He’s graceful and quiet in his movements, barely disturbing the mulch below our feet.

Saphira grasps her lover’s hands, as they did before in the garden to grow wildflowers in their palms. Water and Earth Elements create life, she reminds me.

“Talvi, touch our hands. Julius, focus. Let’s do a fluffy fern or mushrooms. I usually picture the image of what I want in my head…”

I kick a green berry on the ground, not believing I can contribute anything. But I obey, lay my palm over their interlaced hands, and⁠—

We’re blasted backward in three directions.

A new palm tree full of green berry fruit springs from bare ground where we stood as if it’d been there all along, growing by itself for the last decade. In the aftermath, my head aches, as if I’d stayed up too late. With the eerie light of three red moons in a foreign sky, it’s as if I am ensnared in an enchanted dream.

Where did that much energy come from? Me?

“What the—? That. Was. Amazing!” Saphira yells from the ground. Julius helps her up while using his other hand to pick off leaves from the backside of his blazer and slacks. “Did you feel it? It’s like you electrocuted us.” Her eyes dilate into dark pools, glistening and wild.

“Yes, but on my own I have no idea what to do,” I point out.

Caelan retrieves my dropped flashlight and returns it to me. I shine it on my friends’ faces.

“You enhance powers?” Julius asks coolly. “My cardigan is not having a good day,” he mumbles, dismayed he was subjected to an experiment that dirtied his clothes. He’s too calm and collected to let the rush of power throw him, but even his cheeks are flushed under his thundercloud eyes.

“I’ve been telling her,” Caelan says.

“Perhaps your power is to combine and unite other Elements?” Julius hypothesizes. “Like the captain of a ship directing his crew to get the boat sailing?”

“What would’ve happened if you touched us too?” Saphira asks Caelan.

“You just want him to touch you,” Julius mumbles.

The Fire Elemental grins. “I’d probably burn it all down. Heat is life, but Fire is destruction.” He shrugs it off, but I catch a lilt in his low voice, a snarl of contempt in the way he says the word that makes me think he believes he’s a force of destruction.

He changes the subject, turning to check the scroll in my hands when the path through the jungle splits. “Straight or left here? Are we any closer? It’s been three hours.”

“More words have appeared. Let’s keep heading down this path.”

“We should set up camp, if we aren’t close yet,” Saphira suggests. “It’ll be easier to search in the daytime.”

We assemble two tents for the night, and Caelan and I split off from my friends to delve deeper off the rainforest path for firewood.  

After a while, from the corner of my eye, Caelan sinks to the ground and lingers a moment longer than expected for collecting branches. He prods the dirt and picks up a small object.

“Look at this…” He unfurls his fingers to reveal a tiny red skull with horns from among the mulch and decaying vines.

I shift my firewood under one arm and lean over his hand, brushing the small horned head with a fingertip. Coarser and thicker than a bird’s skull of this size.

“I wonder what this delightful little thing used to be?” he asks, dropping it into my outstretched palm. “Keep it. Maybe it can live on as a good luck charm. Just because you’re small doesn’t mean you’re not important. Its life meant something.”

My eyes round in surprise. “Just because you’re small…” I echo absently, nudging it gently into the side pocket of my pants. “Its life meant something…”

My skin tingles, and suddenly I understand myself better.
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Upon our return, Julius digs a shallow pit without dirtying his hands. With a scooping motion of his wrist, he curves his slender fingers, and the ground hollows. I deposit the branches I collected and Caelan ignites a blazing fire for our campsite.

Jules paces between the two tents, arms folded to his chest. “Phira, you and Talvi share this one,” he begins, irritated at the sleeping situation.

Saphira protests. “Leave them alone. We’re all consenting adults here. Plus, I’m tired as hell, and I want to sleep in your arms. And you know Talvi and I will stay up all night talking if we’re in the same tent.”

“Fine. You two. Get some sleep. Sleep,” Julius warns darkly, retreating.
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“Can I hold you?” Caelan asks in the same sweet, soft way he asked during Third Moon. This guy is so aware of himself, he knows how to get what he wants. We’re both squished into the narrow tent. He’s taken off his shirt, and I try not to focus on the tight lines of his V-shaped torso, his shoulders and chest that slope into the tightest of abdominals. But the tent is tiny and there’s nowhere else to look, so I spin away and settle on my side, facing away from him.

“Of course,” I say, coiling into his heat.

He slings an arm around me, and his palm accidentally brushes my nipple.

“That’s not sleeping. That’s an attempt to fondle my boob,” I point out.

“I didn’t mean to,” he protests in his defense but changes his mind. “They’re so big, they’re everywhere. Your fault.”

He pauses, adding, “Why are your tits so hard? Are you cold?” He raises the temperature of his body, making it both better and worse for my self-control.

“They’re always hard around you,” I tease.

“As am I,” Caelan purrs into my ear. The sensual vibration of his low voice carries down my spine. My breath snags.

From outside our tent, Julius loudly broadcasts his disdain. “Oh, for the love of—I can’t take this anymore! I can hear you two! Phira, we’re moving.”

It’s not difficult to imagine Julius’ cranky scowl as he furiously unzips his tent and drags their stuff across the crunchy leaves of the rainforest floor.

“But what about our campfire?” Saphira objects. “I wanted to roast marshmallows.”

“I’ll build you another. I can make fire,” mutters. “It’s not that hard.”

“Ooh, are we pretending you’re a Fire Element⁠—”

“For heaven’s sake. You’ve gotta be kidding me right now…”

“I’m just saying, you liked it when I pretended to be a⁠—”

“Saphira! I swear to god… No, I swear on my own future grave because you’re killing me…”

Caelan chuckles softly. Then there’s silence, but when I listen carefully, I make out muted sounds of the two of them kissing. After a while, they finish dragging their stuff away and, Julius’ low voice echoes from afar.

“I’m setting up a boulder wall,” he calls out, followed by the ear-splitting crash of scattered rocks thundering together into a barrier between the two tents.

Caelan smirks. “Poor guy. The Earths are always so serious. Boulder wall, though… He’s accessing more of his Element here. He’s stronger. Maybe it’s this realm.” His hand twirls lazily, summoning a soft champagne flame in the wake of his movements.

I crawl on my hands and knees to our open tent door and fold down the flap to spare Julius from any further conversations he might not want to hear.

“No! Don’t zip it up!” Caelan barks.

“But it’s cold in here,” I protest, believing he wished to taunt and provoke Julius further.

“I’ll warm the tent,” he says, the timbre of his voice unfamiliar and wobbly.

I pick up the shiver in his voice.

My hands drop off the fabric flap of the door. I’m kneeling, so I rotate slowly in the small space to face him. At first I think he’s being overly dramatic about closing off the tent, but all at once I feel like a jerk because he’d told me in the City of Moons that he didn’t like small spaces.

I study his silent, strained face. He’s sitting upright now, his head brushing the top of the tent, still as a marble statue.

The flecks of gold and amber in his eyes have simmered down to a deep cinnamon.

His flame diminishes.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” I say, but I already know.

Fear. Fear spikes through him—the closest I’ve seen to panic in him. Fear, deep and rooted in his very soul. I may not be able to access an Elemental power, but I know what it’s like to have deep feelings, to be afraid. And I know how to care for a frightened soul, human or otherwise. It’s the one skill I’m confident I possess and do better than most. I’ve always been able to love and calm and accept others, because Grams taught me by how she raised me. It’s second nature, instinctual for me, and I trust my instincts in this moment.

“How long have you been afraid?” I ask.

“Since I was little.”

“Was your mother a Fire Element too?” I settle next to him, crossing my legs under myself.

“Wind.”

“And do you have any of her powers?”

“Not really. A little. I used it to lift you back up when you tumbled down the ravine. But that was mostly heated air. When I was younger, my father tried to train me to access her powers, but I couldn’t. She had already abandoned me and my father by then. He’d hoped I had both, the two mightiest Elements. He wanted to be reminded of her.”

“How did he try to train you if he only knows fire?”

“He blocked my fire powers.”

“How?”

“By locking me in an airtight wolfram box. You might know it as tungsten. High melting point. We can’t melt it.” His voice is strained.

“Then?” My realization of what he meant horrified me. Who could lock up their child like that? The thought is revolting. My heart splinters for him.

“Then…I could only get out if I blew off the lid. Tornado, air pressure, windstorm…but I never did.”

“How long would he leave you in there?”

“Until his disappointment subsided.”

My nails dig into my palms to stop the tears. To stay strong for him.

But the tears fall anyway. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to cry. It’s not about me.”

“Don’t be sorry for what you feel. I’m here for you, too,” he reminds her. “You’re not going to be happy all the time, and I guarantee I’ll frustrate you or make you sad or mad or disappoint you, even if it’s accidental,” he adds softly.

This wrenches my very soul. Even when he is in pain, he holds space for me to feel and to be myself.

“Why are you loyal to someone like that? Your father…”

“You and I are not so unlike. Why do you stay?” he asks.

“Starstone? For Grams. She’s my family, and it’s our duty and legacy.” What he means hits me. “Oh.”

“And me? Why do you stay with me? I’ve been nothing but danger and hurt to you,” he presses.

The fire in his eyes has extinguished. Black pools of defeat and despair remain in their stead.

“You’re more than that to me.”

“You keep choosing me. I know we’ve been thrown into this together. Why do you choose to trust me? Not many can break free of a Shadow Realm made for them, but you found the strength to believe me. You chose to fight with me in the City of Moons. You even chose me when I almost burned you alive!” He pauses.

Pain and disgust cross his face.

He goes on. “You burned your own flesh to wake me from my nightmare. And even tonight, you chose to stay with me, in this tent, when your friends clearly do not want you to. You could have stayed with Saphira.

“Why, avyié?” He breathes out the Dream Sylph word with a silvery exhale. “You choose me over and over again.” The quick rise and fall of his chest is uneven.

He searches my face, gripping me with his wounded eyes. There’s an intensity in his beautiful face I can’t turn away from because it would hurt to do so. I see the shadow of a wreath of flames flickering above his head.

“I’m still your nightmare?”

“Yes.” The flames in his eyes are motionless.

I know he lies.

“Well, there you go. You give me choices. And I can be myself, a nightmare. You don’t judge me on the choices I make.” I can finally admit to myself I felt trapped with Rian because there was only one path that existed for everyone. We held each other back.

I tip forward to kiss Caelan’s forehead. “I’ll sleep outside with you anytime if you don’t want to sleep in the tent,” I tell him.

“Door flap open is good enough.” He closes his eyes for a moment, his lashes touching his cheeks. “Thank you, avyié,” he says all too quietly, settling back onto the ground.

“Keep me warm?”

He flips toward me, rolling onto his side, and wraps his bare arms around me from behind, sending thrilling tremors through my chest. I lie perfectly still, doing my best to try to sleep.

He shifts closer, pressing against me, nuzzling the hollow of my neck with his nose.

His throat rumbles as he breathes deep, as if trying to calm himself.

“You’re not sleeping,” I whisper.

“Your sweater is itchy.”

“If that’s a trick to tempt me to take it off, I promise you it’s easier for me control myself with my sweater off than for you to control yourself if I’m topless.”

“Battle of the wills? I’ll win,” he grumbles.

“A bet? Winner carries both backpacks tomorrow.” I push him away and wriggle my sweater over my head, tossing it off into a corner of the tent. “Let’s try this again,” I dare him. “You’ll never win.”

He gathers me into him, and I squirm, backing into him. I savor the warmth of his torso from my shoulder down my bare back to my legs tangled in his.

“Do you remember how you got your scar?” he asks. His lips brush my ear on the scarred side as he speaks.

“What? Like I told the creepy girl, I fell off Starstone’s roof and a branch caught me.”

He runs his fingertips up the long white scar from my shoulder blade to my neck before kissing it where it cuts along my temple.

I shiver.

I can’t see him, but his breath comes faster, and I curve toward him, backing into him, teasing him. I only have my underwear on, and it’s feeling gloriously wet.

His lips brush my neck, trailing biting kisses, and he hardens against my backside. His soft, warm fingers idly trace my ribs, wanting to move upward, but linger in place. I grip his palm and slide it up, filling his large hand with my left breast.

“Dammit.” He stiffens, refusing to move his hand, but grows longer behind me, and he coaxes my legs apart with his knee, holding me in place. He slides my underwear sideways with a single finger.

I arch into him, tempting him by giving him more access.

He pulls himself out of his pants and notches his tip at my entrance but stays there, motionless.

A hiss escapes my lips and I whimper, wanting more—wanting much more than what he’s giving me.

“Your move,” Caelan purrs, his hot breath in my ear.

“I’m falling asleep,” I say, reaching between my legs—under and behind me, to find him. I stroke my fingertips along his incredible length, running the silky tip of him along myself, showing him how wet I am for him. I position him, inviting him to enter. My stomach tumbles at his smooth skin on mine. He is magnificent, and his leg jerks involuntarily as I wrap my fist around him, gliding down and up.

“Almost…asleep,” I whisper wickedly.

His hips lift, and he clenches his hands around my waist, pushing into me a little at a time. His breath snags, and he utters my name.

“The hell you are.” He presses deeper, agonizingly slow and firm, before pulling back. He waits.

I muffle a low groan into the floor of the tent. He elicits the unholiest of needs in me, and there’s no way I can stop now.

I tighten around him and release a raspy “Caelan” as I exhale.

“I love the sound of my name on your lips,” he murmurs and hardens once more as he thrusts again, farther, into the wetness…

A wetness I admit to him now, whispering my confession, that I’ve had for him since I kissed his bloodied, torn shoulder on the steps in the City Of Moons.

With this raw truth, I break him. The last of his restraint snaps. He wraps a leg around mine from behind, and his burning hand presses on my lower belly to guide me into him, inch by excruciating inch. The thickness of him stretches me, thrilling me to no end.

He pauses. “I don’t know if you can take all of me. This is only a little bit.”

“I want all of you,” I breathe.

“Turn around, gorgeous avyié. I need to see you.”

He pulls out slowly and flips me to him.

I slip off my underwear the rest of the way and roll onto my back, watching him kneeling between my legs. He doesn’t touch me yet. Instead, he sits back on his heels, displaying himself to me.

“This isn’t your first…” he questions.

I shake my head.

“With a Fire Element?”

“Yes.”

“It might take getting used to.”

“Why, does it become weirdly shaped?” I smirk at him.

“Well, with Reimi—she was my first—she said she hurt for two days the first time, that it was like no other…and I was not her first. Perhaps you and me, our Elements, our energies match better. She said Fire and Time burn each other out.”

“So, weirdly shaped.”

The lines chiseled between his brows soften. “For fuck’s sake. I’ll show you weirdly shaped,” he growls and throws my arms next to my head, leaning in to bite my neck roughly.

“Or you were doing it wrong.” My laughter quickly turns into a low groan when he continues nipping me lower, more tenderly, his teeth scraping along my breast, my nipple.

“You don’t have to be gentle,” I rasp, “…anywhere.”

This unleashes a wildness in his face I’ve never seen before.

He grazes his palm along the sides of my breasts, teasing a fingertip around my nipple. I burn with need. He maintains his lazy, exploring swirl of his fingers around each breast, circling, watching each peak tighten and flush into taut dark pink buds. I writhe, needing him to relieve the ache that coils tighter and tighter by the second. He suddenly grips both nipples roughly and pinches them at the same time, sending a cascade of tingling pleasure into me, right down between my thighs.

He’s splayed my arms and ankles with branches of smoke, and I feel deliriously out of control.

I cry out softly as he clasps both nipples again, harder this time, his thumb and finger maintaining rough pressure. He alternates pinching and tugging, and my body jerks in reaction, my knees falling open to him.

“I want to bury myself deep inside you until you no longer know who you are and don’t care. And when you’re crying my name from pleasure, I won’t stop until you come again.”

“Stop talking and do it,” I pant.

I try not to stare at his breathtaking length, instead prying my gaze away to travel up his scarred, carved abdominals to his powerful chest. All are marked with black glyphs, including the newly scorched black gash on his upper arm.

I land on those swirling, fiery eyes that never leave mine.

Those eyes are aflame, specks of sun and starlight. They anchor on me, steady and resolute, looking at me as if I am the only one he sees in all the realms.

His voice is hoarse. “You don’t have to say anything, but I need to tell you…don’t say anything…” He breathes out tension, hesitating, perhaps regretting he’d started saying anything⁠—”

“I love you,” he says with strength and certainty.

His words drag over my heart.

“I love you,” I reply without hesitation.

I feel it to my core. I’ll figure it out later when I sort out my strange, messy life. But right now, I speak the truth of my feelings. I always do with him, and he always accepts it.

His eyes gleam and flicker wildly for a moment before his pupils expand into dark oblivion, but he regains his composure and shifts over me, his large body on mine. He kisses me—soft, loving—the romantic Reimi claimed he was.

I press my tongue deeper, needing to taste him. Woodsy and smoky. He trembles as I trail a hand down past his abdomen, lower still, and grip a fist around the largeness of him.

He gasps a breath as I stroke him against the damp heat between my thighs.

With a hand on each of my knees, he widens my legs enough for him to enter again and sinks in. This time, he thrusts all the way in and disappears into me. I’m startled by the pain of the tightness that arrives with the fullness, and I sputter for air at first, my breathing shallow and frayed as his heat enters my entire being—the exhilaration of the Fire Element rippling through me.

And then, for a long, blank moment, I feel the glorious everything and the nothingness I am supposed to be.

He pulls back and waits as I adjust to the sensation of him. His eyes hunt mine all the while, seeking my acceptance.

“I’m okay. I’ll be okay,” I say hoarsely, my breath labored, straining into the uncomfortable pressure of his slow piercing of my flesh—out a bit, in a bit, before I can finally give in to pleasure.

“Good girl,” he says and pushes in, sinking himself into me again.

I swallow a groan and drop my chin to watch him move in and out of me, deliberate and masterful, his touch dragging slowly over the right spots. I grasp a handful of his silken hair, and capture his mouth in mine again.

He lifts my hips. I arch back and spread my legs wider, because I need to, because I desire all of him, so he lowers his bare, scarred body until there is no space between us, but I tell him more!

And he understands because he clenches my backside with one hand, kisses me fiercely as if he could never get enough, and his crown of stag antlers and flame and writhing smoke expand over me, pinning my arms tightly over my head. The branch-like vines caress and twist hot and firm around my nipples, twining down around my legs to hold them open for me. All the while, he thrusts deep and hard, but his voice and scent is always with me. His intoxicating scent—of the darker days of autumn—is on me, and it is his heart and love and care that guides me, even as I close my eyes. He is never lost to me.

Never do I feel alone.

All of it—all of it sends me over the edge, and I find release harder than ever before.

I fracture the silent reverie of the rainforest when I cry out his name. Caelan Stormfire! Breathless. Adrift and wrecked.

He shudders from deep within and comes with me, telling me over and over that he loves me, he loves me, he loves me.

Through the clear porthole at the top of the tent, stars fall from the nighttime sky. They rain down in glorious streaks, streamers of fire flaring at their hottest and brightest in the moments right before they burn forever into nothingness, dying starlight extinguished at the close of an ancient journey, where nothing remains.

…and then, all is still.
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“I think I win our bet,” I say, hair pasted to my misty face. “Looks like you’re carrying my pack tomorrow.”

“I don’t feel like I lost.”

He brushes my bangs away with his fingertips and kisses me on the forehead.
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In the morning, I scratch the stubble on Caelan’s jaw after a night of sleeping wrapped in each other’s arms. His eyes remain closed as he lies asleep on his side.

The muscled planes of his back slope into the tops of his bare buttocks… There isn’t much else sexier than that, so I reach out and run the back of my knuckles from his shoulder blade to the curve of his lower back. My bandaged wrist still hurts, and I wince when I try to bend it, but the jagged pain is gone. He’s been diligently healing it every few hours, as promised, and it’s amazing how fast it’s mended.

For now, he remains still, ignoring my touch. Flashes of sparks fly off him, trailing my fingertips, as if I strike flint.

I repeat, grazing my nails up and down his back, fully waking him. He turns to me. The thin skin above his cheeks flushes pink.

“Good morning, avyié.” His voice is gravelly from sleep. He shuts his eyes again, grumbling about getting the best sleep of his life but forgetting to pack coffee, and buries himself back under the blanket.

Outside our tent, muffled conversation carries across the clearing from Phira and Jules packing up, so I throw on my clothes and leave Caelan to wake up by himself.

“How can a black hole be bright like the sun?” I glance skyward after finding the pair disassembling their tent. Large scarlet lilies have sprung up overnight around their campsite.

“Hot gas. This system is in a nebula. Also, a supermassive black hole has an accretion disk of material around it that emits light and energy,” Saphira answers, stepping out from behind the wall of boulders Julius constructed last night.

“Why are you walking like that—are you hurt?” Julius scrutinizes me, his mouth drawn into a disapproving line.

“I’m all right. I slept funny and my back hurts,” I lie.

Saphira swoops in and drags Julius to her, adding an almost imperceptible shake of her head no. Her eyes expand, trying her best to send him a telepathic message that asks him to stop before he embarrasses himself.

His cheeks redden with sudden realization, and the ground around his loafers rumbles and cracks. The surrounding trees shower us with palm fronds, dead vines, and tree berries.

Julius twists to wrench away from Saphira. He paces beside me and herds me to the side of the trail.

“Caelan’s temporary, right?” he demands to know.

“I–I dunno,” I stammer. I know deep down I allowed myself to indulge in Caelan at first mostly because he seemed temporary. But what he said to me last night…and my honest reply. I can’t tell Julius any of that.

It’s not as if Caelan, a powerful Fire Elemental with mysterious duties and responsibilities, would want to stay in one place, like Starstone, where we’d be boyfriend-girlfriend. I scoff at myself even for imagining such an idea.

It seems ridiculous to consider a future with him. I have nothing to offer, and he doesn’t seem to be the type to want anything more than the physical relationship we have right now. Right?

“Listen. It’s none of my business. Except that you’re practically Phira’s sister to me, and Rian is my friend, and I don’t want to see either of you get hurt. That guy”—he jerks his chin at Caelan emerging from the tent—”is worrisome at best. At worst, he’s dangerous, and not worth the trouble either way.”

Saphira has finished packing and comes to my rescue. “Leave her alone, Julius. Maybe it’s time to give Caelan a chance. We’re on the same team to find Rian.” She scolds Julius with a downturned mouth, and he answers by gathering her into his arms to graze her cheek with a kiss.

They’re almost the same height, and both tower over my petite frame. They stare into each other’s eyes as only lovers do, as if they’re the only lovers in the world. They’ve already forgotten I’m here.

“You’re only saying that because you’re halfway in love with him too,” Julius goads, his fiendish eyes agleam.

“You’re the one who got all hot and bothered when he showed you his big dagger,” Saphira retorts with a straight face.

They laugh hysterically and drift away to gather the rest of their belongings, arms slung around each other.
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“Good thing you made us carry these metal swords and knives,” Saphira says, patting the leather belt. “Because they couldn’t have been heavier, and this hike could not have been longer…Stormfire.”

Phira smirks at Caelan while treading over spongey decomposing forest matter. The jungle foliage grows denser, so less sky appears through the canopy.

“Stormfire,” Phira and I repeat, giggling.

Caelan chuckles. “Do girls tell each other everything?”

Phira bursts out in coarse laughter. “Talvs, does he know your middle name?”

“Starlily,” I say.

Caelan turns to me with a wicked grin and silently mouths, “Starlily.”

I ignore him. “Grams’ favorite flower. Thanks for ratting me out, Midnight.”

Phira laughs. “Saphira Midnight. When your dad—who was a goth kid—chooses your middle name. Ask Julius what his is,” she says, deflecting.

“Julius Kiyoshi,” Julius says grudgingly, kicking a large seed pod across his path.

“Julius Kiyoshi sounds nice,” I point out, not understanding why he’s sullen about it.

“You didn’t tell them the best part.” Saphira snickers.

“I hate you, Phira.”

“What part? We all told you our embarrassing middle names,” I say.

“I have two middle names,” Jules says as surly as possible.

Saphira can no longer contain herself. “Jupiter! Julius Kiyoshi Jupiter,” she blurts out, unable to contain her glee.

“Jupiter, the gaseous giant in your mortal realm?” Caelan taunts.

“Jupiter, the god,” Julius retorts.

“Hot.” Caelan approves.

Several hours into our rainforest trek, more words materialize on the scroll I hold in my hands as if reading a map. “We’re close,” I announce, showing them the almost-full page, front and back.

The four of us scour the glass displays in the tree trunks.

I point. “There.”

A wide tree contains a bronze statue of a young girl. The statue’s face resembles the little girl we left at the mirror-temple, though a few years older. The display description reads:

Mathilde Jorde, age 10. First Keeper of the Gate and Temple. Door #3 in the House of Mortals #8.

The House of Mortals #8? Does that refer to Starstone, or my realm? Are there at least seven other mortal realms?

And…Door #3? Where are there other doors to the Garden of Lanterns and Keepers of those temples and doors?!

This is huge. A shudder cuts up my spine.

I am part of something unimaginably vast. Not just a tour guide.

My hands shake as I check the scroll. All the words have vanished.

“The statue is holding a scroll,” Caelan says, eyeing the display.

“Do we take it?” I ask.

“How? Break the glass? Is this stealing—will an alarm go off?” Saphira worries.

“I got this.” Julius launches a tumbling rock like a bowling ball into the exhibit. It shakes but doesn’t shatter. Not even a tiny crack.

Caelan snickers. “Too basic.” He throws a turquoise flame against the glass.

Nothing.

Saphira and I giggle.

“This happens more often than you think, Starlily and Midnight,” Caelan quips.

“Try heating the glass to weaken it, Stormfire,” I suggest.

“Then Jupiter will strike the glass at the hottest point,” Saphira says, grinning.

“I’ll reach in and grab the scroll,” I say.

“And I’ll stand by to put out any fire that spreads,” Saphira says, “to protect the scroll and the forest.”

The boys jostle to be the one closest to the display before reluctantly standing together to cast Fire and Earth while I position myself behind them with a hand on each of their shoulders, lending them my Element.

A brilliant blue flame and a booming shockwave later, the glass fractures into two evenly sized pieces and drops onto the soft rainforest floor.

“Telluric energy. Magnetic earth energy,” Phira whispers to me, explaining the power Julius summons. “He’s so hot when he’s that intense.”

I push through between the boys and lift the scroll out of the statue’s hand. When unraveled, the incantation appears in full on both sides.

I replace the scroll with the phantom scroll, and Caelan fuses the glass back together with his bare hands. His flame matches the color of the tropical leaves around us.

We don’t have time to celebrate. From behind a cluster of low palm trees, five red-uniformed guards shift out of the shadows and storm toward us, marching as one unit. Their various appendages—fins, limbs, pincers, furred tails—carry weapons. As they prowl closer, it becomes apparent the guards are taller and heavier than any of us, and we are perhaps outmatched.

“I think we broke the Do Not Touch rule,” Saphira says, backing away, her eyes sliding to me.

“Who dares loot from the Gallery of Infinite Artifacts?” the largest one demands, his tail wielding an axe.

“I am Talvi Jorde, the rightful keeper of Starstone Gate and Temple from which this was taken. The scroll belongs to me.” Okay, that sounded good. But I falter as they continue their approach. “Technically, the Temple owns this, and the words were hidden, so I’m just trying to help my gran…” I ramble because I’m nervous and all eyeballs are on me.

Caelan’s hand casually rests on his sword, and Julius has unsheathed the Midnight Serpent and holds it steady.

“We leave this realm in peace,” Caelan says, stepping forward.

“Fire Element. Peace is a farce for your realm. You take what is not yours.”

“The scroll belongs to the Temple and its Keeper.”

“That is not what we speak of,” says a female with a human body and fish head. She has fins on her back and stalks toward us, spear in hand.

Caelan hesitates.

“What do they mean? What else did we take?” Julius asks.

Saphira stealthily empties her pockets of pretty pebbles and tree nuts she collected along the way.

The stern face of the axe-wielding red guard breaks; he chuckles. “You may keep those, young Water Element.”

The five red guards form a semicircle and advance to surround us.

“The Keeper may leave,” one guard says.

“And the rest of us?” Caelan snarls.

“The scroll was hidden from others who seek to exploit the Keeper and the power of the incantation.”

“I was sent to protect her,” Caelan says coolly, tension plastered across his face. He shifts ever so slightly, casually flanking me—a better angle of attack, I assume, knowing him.

“These are my trusted friends,” I say. “We need the scroll to restore my gran. She’s a Keeper too.”

They consider this for a long moment as two of them discuss options under their breath before turning back to address me.

“One is not to be trusted. But these are not our politics. We are guardians of the trees and the artifacts. Leave, if you believe you can protect the scroll.” The guards fan out to slip back into the trees and vines off the path, sifting into the dense spaces where the shadows of the tree trunks converge.

Stunned silence.

Julius’ dark gaze passes over me—to Caelan.

“One is not to be trusted,” Julius repeats.

Unruffled, Caelan stares ahead, his gaze ice-cold. “I’m not going to defend myself to you. Talvi trusts me. That’s all that matters to me.”

“We need to get back to the lantern.” I link arms with Saphira to pull ahead. Caelan catches up and strides past us, scouting our path, while Julius lingers behind, sweeping the forest behind us with his dark glower.

“Psst. Do you trust him?” Saphira whispers.

“Yes,” I say with certainty.

“Perhaps… You can’t trust someone that attractive?”

On the surface, Saphira teases, but underneath there’s a plea in her tone; she’s asking if I’m letting my feelings get in the way of my intuition.

“Um, we trust him with our lives.” I tip my nose over my shoulder at a dignified Julius striding behind us, his serious face as handsome as ever in the angled afternoon light. Light and warmth—Saphira explained earlier—from cosmic material spiraling into the black hole instead of a sun.

“Yeah, but he’s grouchy all the time. It doesn’t count when he’s basically a responsible, grumpy old man,” Phira says.

“True.”

“Just saying. If you think Caelan’s good inside, I believe you. But if he hurts you, I’m going to drown him so hard.” She leans inward excitedly. “Did I tell you that if Julius makes a rockslide, I can generate a waterfall cascading over it—and a rainbow appears? We have so much more power together.”

“That’s amazing. And adorable. Good talk, Midnight.” I squeeze Phira’s arm gratefully.

“Good talk, Starlily.”
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Without the burden of having to search each tree display, Julius figures the return journey to the lantern will only take us half a day.

When Saphira estimates we are about an hour’s trek away from the lantern, Caelan halts, unnaturally still.

“Get down—all of you. On the ground,” he hisses.

His voice is smooth, but he’s already unsheathed both swords, ablaze and scorching hot. He stands ready, piercing the air above us with smoke and flame.

Fear slithers into me.

From the high treetops, flashes of silver rain down.

For a moment I believe a slew of Wind assassin knives fly at me again, but the silver streaks scream and the knives split open. Metal beaks—sharp as daggers—on large black-and-white flying mammals. A flock of flying…badgers? Marmots? Otherworldly creatures that remind me of how far away from home I am.

I have no idea what to do to defend myself from them except to run for my life.

Trying not to panic, I grip the newly found scroll in one hand and fling off my pack with the other to sprint to the largest tree for shelter. But the entire flock of creatures is after me. Just me. I tuck the scroll down my shirt.

“We want the incantation!” they screech in my ears.

“Earth Wights. Draw your swords!” Caelan yells, reminding me to unsheathe my blade. “Their beaks are coated in a mineral from their realm that makes them as sharp as any knife.”

As I slice my sword through the air, Caelan sets it ablaze. I slash at one flying badger, setting its fur on fire, but another one swoops instantly. When I lunge forward to attack, my blade strikes its metallic beak.

Metal on metal clangs, ringing through the trees.

I grasp my sword with both hands this time, keeping my back to a tree, refusing to look as afraid as I feel.

Two more plummet out of the sky, their four clawed feet splayed like a flying squirrel—except far from being cute, they are dangerous and lethal. I wonder for a quick second what they do in their realm when they aren’t on the attack, but I am forced to duck again and again, slashing my blade of fire at them. One poor creature skewers itself but is able to soar up, taking my sword with it. A trail of dark green blood trails behind it as it escapes over the palm fronds, vanishing as it drops into the deep jungle far from the path. 

Three Wights split from the screeching flock and nosedive toward Caelan. He’s driven into the vines as he throws fireball after fireball, but their metal beaks swallow the flames.

Saphira and Julius stand back-to-back, combining their Elements to defend themselves from the diving stabs of the flying Wights. Julius hurtles boulders, and Phira’s Water Element, mightier than ever, carries the rocks faster and farther in a great rushing wave, knocking a number of beasts aside as they strike repeatedly.

The remaining creatures hover over me, stabbing with their beaks.

I am forced to run.

They seem frenzied and furious that I injured one of them, and as they swarm around me, I throw smaller knives at them from the strap around my chest. I hit two, but most of the blades are deflected by the creatures’ metal beaks and fall uselessly to the ground. I scan the forest for my friends.

I am alone.

Caelan, Saphira and Julius have been drawn away.

Half the flock of beaked badgers circles up and organizes into a diving formation, but instead of attacking me, they merge into an enormous and terrifying version of itself, growing an even bigger, sharper beak.

The new creature soars in a wide arc before it descends.

Caelan darts out from behind a tree, around which his three attackers lie sprawled, and draws flame as he sprints to me.

His face is dark with fury.

The rest of the flock follows. To my horror, they too combine into a second tremendous creature. Claws out, it dives for Julius and Phira.

Caelan can’t reach me in time. From afar, he shouts, “Defend yourself. Access your powers!”

“I’m trying! I’m just a battery for other Elementals,” I yell back, my palms spread before me in an attempt to wield a power, any Element at all.

“You have everything. I believe in you.”

I stop running and turn to the plummeting metal beak. I focus all my attention on my hand like I’ve seen Caelan or Saphira do to gather their Element, and I envision firing something, anything. But what I come up with…is nothing.

“Nothing’s happening! I’ve got nothing.”

I’m out of knives. Out of choices, out of options, I do the only thing I can to protect the scroll. I use my own body as a shield as the soaring badger tries to snatch it out of my shirt. The only instinct that kicks in isn’t any sort of Elemental power, but the instinct to place myself between danger and what I love. The scroll is the only way to fix my Grams. The scroll is my gran’s life.

That’s everything.

I curl over it. “They want you, but I’m your Keeper, and I’ll protect you,” I whisper to the scroll and to Grams, wherever she is.

The metal beak ascends one last time in preparation for a final dive.

At least it will kill me quick and easy. One big stab instead of many beaks tearing me to pieces.

It’ll give the others a chance to save the scroll and Grams and themselves.

The merged beast plummets into me, and its metal beak skewers my side. There’s a sickening crack as my rib snaps.

I hear myself I scream. I must be in shock, because for a second I feel nothing. Then agony swells through me, wracking my body with violent spasms.

Excruciating pain flows into my entire being as blood spills rapidly from the wound. The salty odor of blood hangs in the back of my throat when I gasp for breath. Tangy, warm, metallic blood.

I coil tightly over the scroll. They can’t have it. It’s my job to protect it. It’s part of the Temple. I am its Keeper.

My hand goes to my side, feeling wet, warm liquid. I panic. Is this how people die? The stench of my own blood fills my nostrils and bubbles into my mouth.

Caelan appears, and I last see his expression of horror twist into a chilly rage before darkness swallows me whole.
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Iawaken to piercing pains in my stomach. Groaning, I raise my head, only to find myself on the rainforest floor in a pool of my own blood. My green sweater is tattered, and rolled up off my stomach to reveal the deep puncture in my torso.

Saphira and Julius kneel beside me. Caelan cradles me, attempting to seal the gruesome wound.

“Welcome back. Though it was better when you were unconscious. The puncture went through, front to back.”

“None of your vitals were too badly damaged,” Julius says encouragingly, trying to be upbeat for my benefit. “And your rib has been reset and repaired.” He nods at Caelan. “Someone knows what they’re doing.”

Saphira sweeps the hair off my forehead.

“I already mended the puncture in your back.” Caelan offers his hand for me to grip. “I have to finish sealing up the internal bleeding before I close off the damage on this side. Ready?”

I clench my jaw, glancing away from the dark, oozing hole in my right side where it looks as if someone took an ice-cream scoop and hollowed out a piece of me. The sight of it makes me gag. I nod once, pushing back against the rising nausea spiking through me.

Caelan leans closely, ignoring the spurting blood, and presses a finger into the opening. “Aaaaaaaaah!” I yell out, and the stink of burning flesh almost makes me pass out again. I wish I could pass out.

Every second is like dragging broken glass over my already shredded flesh. I focus all my thoughts on his hand holding mine and squeeze as hard as I can. He doesn’t flinch, but his eyes flick to me, checking to see if it’s too much, if he’s reached beyond the edge of pain I can tolerate.

“Just finish it.” I clench my teeth.

“It’s cut very deep—an artery—and you’re bleeding out.”

I nod, biting my lip.

“Not gonna lie; this will hurt,” he says, his brows lifting apologetically. “I’ll do it as lightly as I can.”

“Do it.”

He grips my waist with one hand around the puncture, and hovers his mouth over the bleeding, exhaling as lightly as possible as if he blows on fading embers to encourage them to light. Though his touch is gentle, it feels like a hundred rusty nails stabbing into my side at once.

This time, I scream.

Saphira winces and looks away, though she keeps a hand on my shoulder as I wail.

Caelan glances up at me and repeats.

The bleeding slows to a gooey, lava-like ooze. He says, “This is the last part. Remember, you saw me doing it to myself.”

I’m brave, I’m brave, be brave. I can’t think of anything else. I steel myself and interlace my fingers in his. He ignites a pinkish flame and draws his fiery finger along the long opening. My breath comes in gasps, and I muffle a long cry into my pressed lips.

It is all I can do to keep from begging him to stop.

My body convulses, my legs twitch, and I squeeze my eyes shut as the tears flow. He burns my torn flesh together, and I struggle in pain, but he holds me firmly in place.

Then I remember he has to do this to himself when he is injured like I am.

I bear down, and my entire body locks in pain, and then he’s done and checking me for other injuries.

“If I die, can you tell Grams—?” I blubber through my tears.

“Shut your filthy mouth. No way I’m losing you now. Not when you finally admitted you like me,” he says, a weary grin emerging from his bloodied face.

I still have a death grip on his hand, but he doesn’t say anything and allows me to crush his fingers. I sniff, wiping the snot from my face.

When I look down, when I know I won’t pass out, I see a thick circle of black glyphs—a tattooed scar like the ones he has. I’m too hurt to twist to see for myself, but I suppose there’s a matching one on my back, the other end of the puncture.

He props me up on a mossy log, kisses my hand gripping his, and releases it to tread away, collecting any throwing knives he can find in the ground cover of leaves and fungi around us.

“You’re made of something else. That looked super gross,” Saphira says, pouring water from her palms for me to drink. I wash my bloodied hands and face. Phira folds in her legs and sits on the grass next to me.

“And guess what? We found out what happens when the three of us combine our powers. Caelan was right. The second group of those Wight-things turned into a giant razor-beaked monster too, and the next time it swooped on us, we summoned a boiling, scalding geyser that erupted underneath it and shot it into the air away from us. Caelan sprinted toward it, and I summoned a tidal wave to launch him up to meet it. He slashed the Wight in half, and Julius buried it under a rockslide from the large boulders lifted from the far side of the forest near the stream we passed on our return!”

Saphira leans in so Julius can’t hear—so no one else can hear, except me. “I see why you like the guy. He’s so fierce and intense about you. And it was steamy and tingly where he held my arm when we did the geyser, so yeah, I kinda get it.” She grins as her cheeks color.

“Why are you two always so secretive?” Julius complains, his eyes narrowing.

I can’t help my laughter, but it hurts, and I clutch my side.

“Wait. What happened to the badger-Wight that skewered me?”

Caelan plucks a knife out of a tree. “Right when it skewered you, you screamed and it disappeared into nothingness.” 

“You didn’t burn it?” I ask in disbelief.

“No, I don’t have that capability. My hottest fire burns, it disintegrates, but there are remains. Evidence of a burn. Even when we created lightning in the City of Moons, there were ashes left over.”

When I frown at him, skeptical, he looks to Phira. “Tell her, Saphira, you saw.”

Phira nods, wide-eyed. “Poof.” She opens her fingers like a firework. “Then…nothingness,” she whispers in awe.

Caelan stands over me, hands on his hips. “We need you to be able to protect yourself like that, since I couldn’t get close enough to help you in time. You’re going to learn how to access your powers now, while you’re resting. I’d offer to carry you the rest of the way home, but I know you’re going to be stubborn and want to walk.”

“But—”

“If I have to hear you say one more time that you only enhance others’ powers, I’m going to let Julius spear me with shards of rock and bury me under a pile of sand, which I’ll burn to glass and trap myself under just so I don’t have to hear⁠—”

His poisonous look threatens to snap if I dare disagree.

“Okay, okay. Let’s do this. How?”

“No idea. I couldn’t teach you before because it’s different for every Element, and sometimes every individual. I’ve been using my Element since I was an adorable baby, but I copied other Fires at first,” Caelan says, sharpening the knives he’s gathered against a stone.

I look to Saphira and Julius for advice.

“My dad told me mine first manifested during times of anger or boredom,” Saphira says. “When he wouldn’t let me watch more cartoons one morning, I used that time to fill all his shoes with water. I was still in diapers.”

“I was a late bloomer,” Julius says. “Seized control one day when I was four years old, harnessing the image of what I wished to happen.” He readjusts the cuffs of his sleeves under his cardigan. “But perhaps it’s easier with rocks,” he adds modestly.

Caelan cuts in. “Let’s try this. Block my fire before it reaches your friends. Saphira and Julius, stand behind her, but get ready to dive out of the way.”

“No confidence?” I scoff.

“You don’t even have confidence in yourself. Plus, first try, not gonna happen.”

Caelan summons a small fireball in his palm the size and color of a green apple.

“Think how you would feel if Saphira were blasted by this fireball.” He launches it at Phira.

I squint, centering all my attention on it, and recall how I felt when I was being attacked, but the fireball flies past me. Saphira douses it with water from her finger like a water gun.

“Okay, this one is serious. Julius is gonna roast if it hits him.” A blue bowling ball of flames flies through the air.

Saphira crouches down to coach me. “It helps me to think inward and focus on my Element. Maybe dredge up deep emotions that you don’t like to feel.”

Is Void the least interesting Elemental power or what? No, that’s too mean. Focus, Talvi.

But I don’t have an Element to focus on because Void is nothingness, so I think nothing, but of course nothing happens since my mind is blank. Dammit.

“I’m betting your thoughts are too gentle and shallow and happy. Dig deeper into those thoughts and feelings you’re not allowing,” Caelan says. “The ugly feelings you mash down. Let them exist as they are instead. Are you mad? Frustrated?”

“I’m thinking…maybe you can be the strong and silent type, like Julius,” I reply.

He grins but ignores the bait. “It’s in your nature to help others, so maybe if you’re doing it for someone else, not out of fear. When you saved me, the scroll…” He fires one at me, at the scroll next to me.

He may as well have threatened my gran.

I react instinctively, flinging out an arm in front of the scroll, while allowing my darker feelings to surface, as he suggested.

I harness the nothingness deep down, my shame over a lifetime of lacking an Element, and now that I might have one, my inability to access it. I face the fact that I can’t tackle my future problems and how I push them aside with resentment and anger, how I’m scared I have no control or choice in the matter. But at the same time, I think of everything that matters, how my gran loves me even though she didn’t have to, how if the scroll were destroyed, how devastated I would be, and suddenly⁠—

My arm grows cold, and I’ve absorbed Caelan’s blast of fire.

He goads me, pushing me for more. “Not good enough,” he says. “You’re just a sponge right now—you turned fire into nothing. What are you? A black hole of emptiness like the one we’re orbiting, like some sort of queen of nothing?”

Queen of nothing, I mouth. I pin my hands on my hips. His ridicule irritates me to no end.

“That’s right, you talk in your sleep!” he adds, daring me to defy him.

Queen. Of. Nothing.

But it’s not true. I have more than that. I don’t have nothing to lose.

I have everything to lose. Love, friendship, life. I also have broken dreams, loneliness, death.

But it’s all mine.

I barely have time to react. Caelan launches another explosion that unfurls into three spears of fire hurtling toward me. Roiling red fire. I jerk back but absorb all three streams of fire with my forearm.

He glares daggers at me, throwing a look of disapproval. “What would it hurt if you admitted you had great power?”

“What’s the difference to you?” I shout back.

“No. This is about you. Think about it. What are you afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid.”

“You are.”

“Okay. I AM AFRAID. If I have special powers, and I can’t access them myself, isn’t that just another fail for me? What choice do I have then?” I am furious about it. A lifetime of being less—of being deficient—weighs heavy on my soul.

It makes me nauseous to be this angry. Here comes the ugly shouting. “I have no choice but to fail! Why do you care? How could you understand?” It does not bother him that I am hollering my head off at him.

Cold sweat forms on my temples, my palms, and I tremble.

“I’ll always believe in you. You know why I understand,” he says calmly.

My heart jolts, and a small gasp slips out of me. I realize what he says about his own powers, the expectations placed on him.

He nods once and lashes out.

Yellow fire. A thicker flame, hotter. I catch it with my palm, this time dragging myself up against the log to rise to my knees. Then blue fire, one of Caelan’s more powerful flames. I throw both forearms up crossed in an X to shield myself, but become lightheaded when I attempt to stand. The pain in my side doubles me over.

I fall back onto the log, winded and spent. Caelan drives me on, discharging blast after blast, until he ignites his whip of scarlet fire, drawing it back, circling it twice in the air before releasing⁠—

In a rare show of temper, Jules cuts in. “That’s enough!” He strides forward over the fallen tree I’m propped against and summons a wall of large stones to block Caelan just as he lashes out with the firewhip, crackling into the air toward me.

I have to do something. Anything.

I allow myself the despair I sometimes force down, but also—hope.

I acknowledge the sadness, anger, and resentment I pretend isn’t there, but also the things that make me happy every day.

I am honest with my feelings, and I know who and what I love and protect.

The air around me vibrates.

“Stop!” I throw both arms up and out—one at the mass of rocks Jules has summoned and the other at Caelan’s firewhip. I slam my hands together, melding the two Elements, Fire and Earth, into glowing hot coals. With a twist of my palms, I form a levitating ball of lava. I continue clasping my hands overhead, pushing past the stabbing pain in my side.

I scrunch my face, pressing my hands tightly, and the molten rock ripples⁠—

The thick lava scatters, dispersing into a cloud of red mist looming over us.

I may have no tangible Element of my own, but I am every Element and no Element. It’s why I am able to enhance others’ powers. I may not have an Element of my own, but I will the Elements, command and shape them, to be the very best of their kind…

I know what I need to do. I see it before they can.

With one final clap of my hands, the red cloud bursts apart.

I create, out of the hottest fire and the hardest earth⁠—

stones of diamonds

and sapphires

and rubies

that rain down from the mist.

The forest is silent except for the tiny chirps of a tiny sloth creature in front of us with little upright horns and a beaked mouth. A creature of this strange moon world, feeding on seed pods where Caelan and Julius’ Elements, fire and rock, would have clashed and exploded and collapsed between them in a mighty eruption—blasting the vines, hanging flora, and the critter into oblivion in the ensuing explosion.

“I don’t believe it,” Saphira gasps, gesturing between the boys in astonishment. “You two asses almost killed an innocent creature, and Talvi saved its life.”

Instead, a creature of the rainforest moon squeaks meekly, chomping on a mouth full of seeds. It remains safe and happy, surrounded by a circle of the finest of Fire and Earth: glittering, lustrous gemstones created with the power I wield in my own two hands.

Caelan’s brows rise, and the tightness in his face eases. His flames vanish, but silver smoke still smolders from his fingertips.

“You protect those who can’t protect themselves,” he says gruffly and lowers his arms, finally satisfied.
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Absorbing Caelan’s fire unexpectedly replenished me, so I insist on walking back despite the others wanting to carry me. It will only slow us down. I shuffle along stiffly, disguising my pain.

“The bizarro water fruit painting!” Saphira says. “We’re almost there.”

She stops in front of a display of a stuffed emperor penguin. “Jules! This penguin dresses like you,” she says, referring to his love of blazers and suits.

“Then it has excellent taste,” Julius retorts.

“Unholy fires of Hellenya! What is that?” Caelan recoils in horror.

Saphira giggles. “A penguin? You’ve never seen a penguin? You didn’t flinch at a flying badger with daggers for beaks, but this you’re afraid of?”

We laugh at his expense, but he takes it in stride. He leans close to the display, considering it. “Do they taste good roasted?”

I laugh so hard it hurts my damaged side, and I yelp unexpectedly, gripping my stomach. Before I drop to my knees, Caelan sweeps me up. He sets me upright, checking to see if I’m bleeding again, but maintains a protective arm around me the rest of the way. I don’t mind his help this time, and allow myself the comfort of his powerful body next to mine. It’s nice as heck.

The dirt path loops around a massive kapok tree (identified by Julius the first time we passed by it) with branches that disappear into the canopy.

We follow the path and turn the corner around the kapok, ducking under the hanging vines, expecting to see the lantern back to the Garden.

Instead, two figures stand before us, blocking our passage home.

A tall, pale older man.

And Rian.

Rian!?

They approach, but Caelan tenses beside me.

Rian’s okay!

Except, it’s not exactly Rian.

Rian would never wear a circlet of black gold on his head. Rian doesn’t have an old pink scar cutting across his upper lip. He would never dress in black armor across his shoulders and chest as he does now, lending the impression that he is sturdier, stronger than before.

Is it really him? Or can a Shadow Realm Rian appear here in the Museum Realm?

The older man’s lips curl into his carved alabaster cheeks, revealing gleaming white teeth.

“Prince Caelan Stormfire Fusillade of Fire,” he says, his voice resonating deep and strong. “It’s time you met your younger brother, Prince Rian Hale of Sky and Wind.”

All eyes slide to Caelan.

I stand beside him, immobilized, still clasping his hand.

“Father,” Caelan says with a slight incline of his head, but his now-cold eyes never leave Rian. His face is strained, but it’s hard to tell whether or not he knew of his relation to Rian.

Rian’s gaze latches on to my hand clasped in Caelan’s. His scarred lip twitches, but his expression remains inscrutable.

“How did you find him?” Caelan asks quietly. Uncomfortable heat rises in his palm I still hold.

“Fascinating question. Seeing you were supposed to be watching over him. You failed, and the Wind Realm held him captive. I rescued your half-brother while you cavorted around with these lesser beings. Lucky for you, you haphazardly found what I sought. The incantation.”

I release my grasp on Caelan’s hand and stagger back.

The incantation? “You liar. You tricked us?” I stumble, gripping my side, and sway toward Saphira and Julius, who both catch me. My injury still hurts, but nothing like the pain squeezing my heart as I stare at Caelan.

Caelan can’t meet my gaze.

“Talvi! You’re injured?” Rian calls out. He steps forward, but the older man extends his long fingers by his side in a slight gesture meant to hold him back. Caelan’s father. Which means he is king⁠—?

Rian halts at once, obeying. “Yes, High King Infiero,” he says quietly.

The High King goes on. “We made a stop in the Metal Realm. I’ve repaired Fireweaver, your staff of fiery death, as you like to call it. A homecoming gift for the commander of my army. Come—take your place beside me, Prince Caelan.” The king plants a jeweled obsidian and gold staff in front of him as Caelan approaches to receive it, reverent and stony as I’ve never seen him. He turns to stand beside his father but averts his vacant eyes from me and Saphira and Julius.

Fireweaver has the same strange glow, the same bright aura I sometimes see around Caelan. Perhaps a Metal Wight resides in the weapon, and they had to pass through the Metal Realm for its repair. It has spirit. It has power.

“The Jorde girl. I need the artifact you’ve recovered. I’ve been searching for it for a long time.”

The king’s words are restrained, but the crimson flames churn in his eyes, gleaming malevolently. A conflagration uncontrolled, perhaps not unlike his personality.

I don’t address him. I don’t even look at him when I finally speak. I’m focused on Rian-not-Rian, wondering if I can appeal to him. “We’ve been searching for you, Ri. Are you okay? This incantation will restore my gran’s soul.”

Rian glances sideways at the Fire King and receives a stiff nod in return.

One side of Rian’s mouth curls. He’s pleased to see me.

“I’m more than okay. I’ve been training for the last year, and traveled through more realms than you can ever imagine as an envoy of the Fire Realm. I have power. I can give you everything you want now,” he says.

Caelan’s brows rise in surprise.

My thoughts are the same. A year? Time dilation between realms. Maybe it makes sense logically, but it still shocks me.

Rian continues. “We need the incantation to protect the Fire Realm from the others.”

“No, Rian. We want you home. Julius and Saphira came to help. The incantation is dangerous in the wrong hands, but I need it to help Grams,” I plead.

Rian nods at Julius, acknowledging his friend. He offers Phira a quick smile she doesn’t return, but he remains beside the king, blocking the lantern’s shadow to prevent us from returning home. Jules’ fists ball up—though the rest of him is rigid, expressionless.

“As an act of good faith, we will help Talvi restore her gran’s soul. It’s a good way to test the incantation,” Rian says with unfamiliar authority, and King Infiero approves by stepping aside to sweep a hand toward the lantern’s shadow.

Is he under the king’s command—a spell or trick to control him? It’s not like him to be so…cold.

“Rian—” I say.

But he glances away, deferring to the king.

“Shall we, then?” The king gestures. “On the other hand, I have the power to end you here and now if you don’t want to come along.” His smile is full of malice.

I lower my voice, my jaw grinding. “Phira, Julius, we can’t let this guy into the garden. He’d have access to all the realms. If he wants the incantation, he has ambitions and⁠—”

Jules’ face is livid, glowering at the king. “We don’t have a choice. There’s nothing stopping him from killing us if we don’t, or controlling us like he is Rian,” he says. “Classic megalomaniac. At least we can delay it and play along until Rian comes to his senses. He must be under a spell. It’s not him.”

“I was thinking the same—he’s being controlled.” I look at Phira for her assessment.

“The three of us can’t overpower the three of them,” Saphira says quietly. “Fire and Wind are more powerful than Water and Earth. They’re True Elementals. We are not.”

I step forward. “Rian, please. Let’s go home. You, me, Phira, and Jules,” I say. Why is he like this? I also can’t bear to see Caelan standing before us, silent and obedient. “Caelan—?” I hesitate. Because I don’t know what to say to him that wouldn’t be yelling about his betrayal, and obviously he wouldn’t care what I thought now, or he wouldn’t have done it in the first place. He tricked us. His answer to the clock riddle was that his loyalty was with his father, but I never believed he had other motives for helping me find Rian and the scroll.

His deception weighs heavy as stones on my chest. I trusted him. Time and time again. But I was wrong. Hot tears of rage flood my eyes, anger at myself and at him, but I don’t allow myself to break down. Not now.

“You don’t understand, Talvi Jorde,” Rian says.

I can’t remember him ever calling me by my full name. It sounds wrong. The tone is unfamiliar.

He lifts his palm as if scooping water, and the air around me blows wildly, tangling the waves of my hair around my face. Rian grips his knuckles into a fist and the scroll lifts out of my pack, carried by an unexplained wind. The paper roll twirls between us like a baton, and Rian snatches it casually out of the air, as I’ve seen him do many times with a baseball.

“I’m the rightful Prince of the Wind Realm,” he says. “My mother was their princess. She married the Fire Realm’s High King before she met my mortal dad in Starstone. But the Wind Realm doesn’t want a half-mortal ruling. I was imprisoned by the Winds, scheduled to be executed, until the High King of Fire helped me escape. He’s been training me to take over for him. He recognizes my power. And now we will restore your gran’s soul.”

My hearing dulls. This can’t be Rian.

The Fire King steps aside and ushers us into the illuminated stone lantern connecting the Museum Realm back to the Garden of Lanterns.

The familiar pull of the shadow draws me into dark emptiness.
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I pass out of shadow and land on the soft grass of the Garden of Lanterns in the mirror version of Starstone. Cold dread pours into every inch of me.

I run after Saphira and Julius ahead of me. The little girl, a disembodied piece of Grams’ soul, waits under the trellis of the Garden of Lanterns, asking Kyr and Nytryx for riddles.

The king, Caelan, and Rian follow close behind.

Kyr and Nytryx slither anxiously, whispering about uninvited guests and whether they are allowed here if they didn’t answer any riddles. The pair of dragon heads discuss how they can keep people out, but only from the outside of the Garden of Lanterns, not if they arrived through the lanterns.

The little girl cowers, ducking behind the trellis when she sees King Infiero.

The king ignores the groundskeepers and stands imposingly in front of the ruling realms’ lanterns.

He turns Caelan.

“A Thousand Shadows of a Thousand Realms,” he says to Caelan. “I didn’t think it was possible. But now we have access, thanks to you. You didn’t fail the entire assignment.”

I feel sick, my heart pounding in my throat.

Caelan doesn’t say a word. His fists are clenched at his sides, and writhing dark smoke seeps out between his fingers.

“Why so sullen? Are you surprised I like to keep my options open? Strategy, son. You never properly developed your Wind powers. With Rian, we have my Fire and Flame and his command of Wind and Sky. We are the two strongest Elements. No one can defeat us.”

A flash of pain flits across Caelan’s face. I can’t comprehend why anyone would say something like that to their son, but I’m focusing all my attention on how I can escape with the scroll, Phira, Julius, and Rian back to our world without the Fire King destroying us.

Rian hands the scroll to the Fire King, who waves a hand at the little girl to approach him. “Are you the missing part of a soul?” the king asks.

The little girl looks to me, so I smile at her reassuringly. She shuffles across the lawn to stand before the king.

He fingers the words on the scroll. He quickly flips to the back, his eyes gleaming greedily.

Reimi said the front of the scroll contains an incantation that restores a soul, a healing incantation that brings together a torn soul if you have the missing pieces. But the back of the scroll—the second half of the spell—can be used to bring souls together. Whole, living souls, ripped out for their powers, consumed for their Element. Whose souls did the Fire King want to consume? Rian’s? All of ours?

Perhaps I can grab the scroll and run fast enough into the mirror-temple, or even into another realm? But before I can fit in a second thought, the king commands the little girl to step closer and reads the incantation.

He pauses at the bottom of the scroll, his finger tracing the final word.

Nothing happens.

Awkward silence. In another situation I may have smirked, but Rian whispers to the king and they turn to me.

Rian holds out his hand and points at me. “Maybe it only works for Keepers of the Temple.”

The king nods once in agreement. “Clever, Prince Rian.”

I don’t want to take his hand, so I remain still with my arms dropped at my sides. Rian strides forward and grasps my wrist to steer me toward the king, who flips the scroll to me.

“Don’t you want to help your Grams? Restore the soul,” he commands.

I obey, despite my racing thoughts. I wish to restore my gran’s soul, but then what happens afterward?

They’ll continue to use me. I’m certain of it.

I must save my gran, though. Everyone stares at me expectantly. I read the words of the scroll but stumble over archaic words. As a child, I scrutinized these scrolls hanging in the Temple. Grams and I thought they were poems the monks wrote.

With the last word of the incantation spoken, the little girl exclaims, “Something’s happening!” She shimmers in the sunlight and begins fading into the light, but instead of vanishing, her image shifts and an apparition of my gran appears for a moment.

“Grams? Is it really you?” I am a bit terrified of what I’ve done. What if I’ve pulled out what soul remained in my gran, the opposite of what I’d hoped to do? And Grams’ mortal body back in Starstone is dead?

What if she only exists in spirit form now?

The Garden of Lanterns is silent.

“I’m me, whole again,” my gran’s image says, incredulous. She spreads her arms, wanting to hug me. “You’ve saved me. I was attacked, my spirit torn. A creature wanted a scroll in the Temple, and I stopped it, but it hurt me…”

The incantation worked! The girl was a torn piece of my gran’s soul, and now that she is restored⁠—

“Grams!” I wrench away from Rian and throw my arms out, running to my gran like I did as a child. My heart hammers. I have my grandmother back, whole and healthy.

The only family I have.

With outstretched arms, I almost reach Grams, but she’s already drifting up and away, her restored soul reuniting with her mortal body.

“Complete your quest, and I’ll see you at home, Talvi. I wish I could help, but you are strong enough…” Her voice fades as she’s drawn into the mirror-temple, soaring up into the entrance by an invisible force, down the hall and I assume—through the door in the altar and on to the Other Side. Our normal, human world.

What I wouldn’t give to be there now, I think ironically. The painful memory of home and how everything will never be the same again strikes me like a stab in the gut, and I take a tight breath.

Rian follows close and captures my hand again as if he knows I want to follow my gran into the mirror-temple. Is he concerned and holding my hand or is he restraining me? It breaks my heart to have to wonder this about my Rian.

While the king’s gaze is turned away in distraction at Grams and the mirror-temple, a loud rumble of earth and a hissing of water surges across the garden. Earth and Water. Jules and Phira.

In a flash, Julius and Saphira summon a rapid wave of a mudslide aimed at the High King and Caelan, knocking them off their feet.

“Talvi, run!” Saphira yells.

“Make it back through to the Temple,” Julius says. “Rian, go!”

Rian’s grip on me tightens, and his hand turns cold as he pulls me close. His touch is possessive and unyielding.

“Let go, Ri!” I struggle to wrench free of his grasp, but he holds firm.

With a spin of his wrist, Rian disrupts the flow of rushing mud, funneling it into the sky, and launches it away from the garden. He glances at me, at our joined hands—he must feel the extra power I lend Elementals. His eyes widen in quick understanding. He sweeps his arm skyward once, picking the king and Caelan back onto their feet, blowing off any trace of mud on them. He purses his lips as if whistling, and Julius and Saphira tumble backward, stopping only when they crash into a cluster of lanterns.

Rian grins, high on the power of knowing he wins. It is the same exhilarated look after he hits a home run, and as he continues to drain me, he calls in small whirlwinds that merge into an ugly gray tornado⁠—

I kick him in the shin and yank my hand away. The tornado disperses. I sway, light-headed from the sudden drain of power, and my knees give out. Caelan recognizes that I am about to pass out before I do, and lunges forward to catch me, but Rian jerks me toward him like a ragdoll and lifts me into his arms.

Right before I completely black out, the High King’s voice drawls in the same tone Caelan uses when being condescending, “Caelan. You held out on me. Is this why you’ve been so silent? Why wouldn’t you tell me she has Elements of the Void?” His cheekbones sharpen as his lips draw into a slight smile.

My world grays with stars flashing at the edges of my vision. I wrestle away from Rian, fighting to prevent my eyes from shutting, but darkness overtakes me.

The king continues grimly. “Her powers enhance our powers, then? I see why you like her. You wanted to keep her for yourself to undermine me. Clever. But treasonous.” He considers his next words carefully. “Am I shocked to be betrayed by you, or am I shocked to be proud of you? Which do you prefer, son?”
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Realm of Fire, The High King’s Castle—three months ago

“Isn’t the Jorde girl more important than her boyfriend?” Smoke purls off him, forming stag-like antlers in a splendid crown around his head. He is, after all, the Crown Prince of his realm.

“We need them both,” insists the King of Fire, eyeing the smoke and antlers—in this case, a telltale sign of defiance and annoyance. The regal older man folds his arms across his chest and leans back into his carved obsidian throne. “This is your assignment.”

“Are you sure?” The Prince of Fire balks at the extra work.

“Are you questioning the High King?” He draws his lips into a firm, stern line.

“No, I’m questioning my father, who forgot to feed my Pyre Lyguanas while I was away last time and they flamed my weapons room.”

The king sniffs once, as if the thought of the Lyguanas reminded him of their burnt toast scent. “We have servants for that.”

“The servants are scared of them, and can’t handle the Pyres’ heat,” the prince says, considering his monstrous pair of fiery creatures. The smaller black one melts most anything, and the blue one bites most anything.

“How can you love such beasts?” the High King sneers.

“Love is a choice.”

The king arches a pale brow. “Is it?” A muscle flinches in his jaw, but he relents when he sees the unyielding resolve in his son’s amber eyes. “I will repair your weapons,” he promises.

“Even Fireweaver? You can’t just order another staff like it,” the prince says with a long-suffering sigh.

“Even Fireweaver. The staff that destroyed our sun temple when you threw a tantrum,” the High King recalls. “Perhaps you wouldn’t need weapons if you learned to harness your full power,” he adds, his golden eyes severe and sharp.

“No comment.” A frown tarnishes the Prince of Fire’s handsome face. He does not wish to engage in that argument again. Full power, my ass. He already has all the powers a prince from the Realm of Fire should have. He glances out the stone window at the sea of flames lashing the jagged black sand cliffs below them.

“I’ll have it repaired by the time you’re back from Starstone. Remember, they mustn’t know who you are,” says the king. He manages a twitch of his lips, but the quick grin barely extends to the circles under his eyes that have darkened to a permanent stain of late.

“Yes, I know. The Violet Wilds, so quaint, so mortal. So many trees. I’ll be undeniably bored out of my mind. Thank you, Father.”

It is difficult to tell if there is a hint of sarcasm in the “thank you,” but the king overlooks it for now, dismissing his son with the casual whip of his wrist that only comes naturally to one used to commanding others for over two centuries.
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The Realm of Fire—today

Iwake in a darkened stone room—round, like the inside of a tower. Somebody has dressed me in a light nightgown. I dreamt—a fevered dream—of falling, falling off the roof of the Temple. Torn ragged by the branch. Bleeding and crying.

At first, I focus on what I believe are the blackest of tapestries, sewn with silver and gold stars, but then realize the tower opens out to the night sky all around me. There are no windows, only open arches—though the air is still. Four wide columns buttress the domed ceiling above, and a circular firepit blazes in the middle of the room. I have no idea where I am.

Alarm rising, I peel myself up, feeling overly warm and disoriented.

A figure dressed in soft black leathers shifts in the shadows next to my bed.

Caelan. His amber eyes widen in concern. He’s wearing a beautiful, intricately chiseled crown of black crystal over his pale hair. The jagged tips fan out along the edges, framing his handsome, traitorous face.

There is a darkness around his eyes—the purple kind that lingers when one hasn’t slept or has stayed up too late because of a nightmare.

He clears his throat. “Talvi, you’ve been out for two days. You’re in my father’s castle, in the Realm of Fire,” he says, his voice husky and strained.

My chest seizes. “You. You lied to me. Used me to retrieve the incantation and gain access to the Garden of Lanterns, to get to A Thousand Shadows for your father.”

“I didn’t know.”

“You lied about being a prince.” I don’t believe anything he says anymore.

“A title is nothing to brag about.”

“You betrayed my trust. I’m so angry.”

His lashes flick upward as he meets my gaze, intense blazing eyes aflame. “You should be angry. I betrayed your trust by not telling you everything. I’m sorry.”

“Why didn’t you tell me the truth? I thought we were being honest with each other.”

“My father deceived me about his true intentions. My loyalty blinded me.” Caelan rubs his temple as he stares out into the night sky. “He asked me to keep an eye on you and Rian and to investigate rumors Starstone was a doorway to realms. He said other realms wanted access too. I thought my father’s only plan was to protect our realm…”

“You could’ve told me.”

He shakes his head. “I was sworn to secrecy. I thought it was to protect you, but I should’ve known better. I’m so sorry for my lapse in judgment.”

“And Rian?”

“I didn’t believe Rian was my half-brother, but when I saw him…he resembles my mother, a princess of the Wind Realm. She was married off to my father to foster peace between our kingdoms, but she grew bored of this life and didn’t want the responsibilities of the throne—of me—and left to explore the mortal realms. She met Rian’s father and had Rian, but it wasn’t enough either, so she left them also. They say she went searching for what made her happy, but never found it, and couldn’t handle the consequences of her choices.” He wrings his hands, flicking off sparks as he moves, but continues gravely.

“Racked with guilt for abandoning her two families, she had a breakdown.” He sighs heavily. “Her family, the royals of the Wind Realm, imprisoned her in a Shadow Realm where she was under the illusion she had all her children together. There, she slowly withered away and passed.”

“What does your father want?” I’m trying to sort through the lies, but I don’t know him anymore. My head still spins. Why do I always faint like a hysterical Victorian woman when I use my powers? How embarrassing. Caelan doesn’t faint when he uses his Element. I’m annoyed at the thought.

“My father wants to control the entryways of the realms. He thinks if he had done it earlier, my mother couldn’t have run away, and he’d still have her. Rian reminds him of her. He’s the son he always wanted, since I couldn’t access my Wind Element. Controlling more Elements means more power.”

“And Rian trusts him?”

“Rian’s been manipulated to believe he can rule the kingdom. It’s gone to his head; most cannot handle this kind of power and authority. My father is using Rian, like he used me. And now that he’s seen your power, he will use you, too.”

He lowers his voice. “I’m trying to find a way for you to escape. Julius and Saphira are okay. My father says you’re his ‘guests,’ for safekeeping, but I can see past it now. He’s posted guards around the lantern that returns to the Garden of Lanterns.”

“You asked me to trust you.” It sickens me that I was wrong about him.

He betrayed my trust. Not telling the whole truth is the same as lying.

How could he not know what his own court, his own kingdom, his own father, was up to this whole time? We found the scroll and gained access to A Thousand Shadows of a Thousand Realms for the king—it’s all too coincidental. Caelan wasn’t telling the truth somewhere along the way.

“I’m so sorry. I thought you’d understand.” He pauses, careful of his next words. “I was protecting what I love.”

His words sting, but I have no response. He’s speaking from his heart, and I have no right to punish him for that.

An impatient knock echoes at the heavy iron door.

We turn our heads, but before I can answer, Rian creaks the door open and strides in, not bothering to wait for permission to enter.

“Get out, brother,” he snarls at Caelan. “He lies. He’s been playing guard dog for two days by your side while you slept so he could get to you first.”

Rian holds the door open, indicating for Caelan to get lost with a mock bow. “Your Highness,” he sneers.

It isn’t like him to be so snarky, so petty, and it fills me with icy dread.

Caelan rises from his chair but doesn’t move to leave. He stands his ground beside me. He shoots a warning glare at Rian, who tenses when he realizes Caelan isn’t leaving without a fight.

Rian stalks across the room in three strides and tackles Caelan, who falls back toward the bed. As Caelan regains his footing, he twists and swings Rian away from me.

“She’s mine,” Rian snarls. His knee connects with Caelan’s stomach.

Caelan grunts before elbowing Rian in the kidney. “Her heart is hers alone.”

“You think you’re more sophisticated than me?” Rian wrestles Caelan into a headlock.

“You’re answering your own question right now.” Caelan smirks and slips from his hold, seizing Rian’s legs to throw him onto the stone floor. Rian lands with a hard thump. He scowls but rolls up and lunges his entire weight at his half-brother.

Rian is stockier, more muscle and brawn to Caelan’s height and speed, and for a second Caelan is falling to the floor. He recovers with a spin and a sidestep, whirling behind Rian, and in one broad motion, he extracts the sword sheathed behind his shoulder.

I kneel upright in bed. “What the hell? Don’t do this,” I plead, but regret moving too quickly. The deep wound on my side rips, and I suppress a groan as my side pinches in pain.

“Stay out of it, Talvi,” Rian snarls, swiping a punch at Caelan.

“Caelan…” I implore.

“Avyié, let me handle my business,” Caelan growls, dodging. “Draw your blade, brother.”

Furious, Rian wields his broadsword, arcing it out from a sheath at his left hip.

Even to my untrained eye, Rian’s technique is weaker. His form and stance—compared with Caelan’s—is less finesse and more brute force, not to mention his propensity to swing his sword like a baseball bat.

Fine, fight it out. I’m nothing if not powerless to stop the fury washing over them—over what, exactly, I’m unclear. What is the truth here? Who is right?

Caelan lied. But Rian now? Just like when he chopped up the porch swing, I’m shocked at his aggression. This couldn’t really be him.

Rian slashes his blade through the air, but Caelan parries the blow as if he saw it coming even before Rian raised his arm.

Caelan hedges sideways, swift and elegant, and smacks the flat of his sword against the back of Rian’s knees.

Rian stumbles forward but catches himself. Furious at the hit, he twists back in a savage slice upward, but Caelan pivots on his heels and uses the hilt of his sword to ruthlessly jab Rian in the gut.

Rian folds over, cursing bitterly. He huffs a breath and rushes forward, charging into Caelan with his shoulder to knock him back into the bedpost.

Caelan’s stance is unbreakable, so he spurs Rian on, striking defensively without wounding, blocking Rian’s every attack like a lazy kitten swatting a fly. Rian lashes out, more desperate than before. Furious, he charges again and again.

After a dozen more clangs of blade on blade, Caelan drives Rian into a corner—finally bored with the game—and disarms him half-heartedly. Rian’s broadsword flies out of his hands and spins across the room to connect with a clank against the stone floor. Caelan’s sword cuts into the leather on Rian’s chest, pinning him to the wall.

Rian scoffs. “We both know you’re better with a sword. I’ve only been learning for a year. Your father said you developed an expertise in weaponry to make up for your lack of power. But I’ve become a stronger Element than you in a shorter amount of time. I figured it out faster. Wind will overpower Fire even on a bad day.”

Caelan’s now-scorching eyes disguise the brief moment of suffering and shame upon hearing his father’s words, but I see the flinch in his jaw. Even now, I feel his pain. I still worry for him.

“Show me,” Caelan dares him, his sword still aimed at Rian’s chest as he ignites it in flame.

Smoke and Flame.

Wind and Sky.

The two Elements twist and writhe in the round stone room, churning into a violent firestorm. In my injured state, I’m scared I’ll be blown into the open night sky, sucked off the high tower into oblivion before falling to my death. Dark night ripples around me as flames choke the air.

Inhuman power, inhuman expressions.

I’m still kneeling on the bed, but there’s no way to see through the smoke. I can’t breathe, so I command them to STOP! Both of you, ENOUGH!

The air ripples around us. Something inexplicable trembles around the room. Mighty and ancient. My power feeds off their wrangling, combatting Elements.

Through my fear and anger, I draw on their powers—Fire and Wind—spiraling around the room, and it strengthens my words. My Void Element seizes all their rage and jealousy and resentment and extinguishes it at once.

Silence pulses between us, and no one dares to move.

Caelan conjures a look of disdain at Rian before his blazing eyes flick to me one last time, but he says nothing. His chest rises and falls once. He savagely sheathes his sword and sweeps out of the room without another word.

As the door slams, the room is suddenly ice-cold.
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Ishudder and sink unsteadily into the bed, drawing a sheet over my thin nightgown.

Rian drags a fuzzy throw from the foot of the bed to wrap around me as he settles beside me. His face shows more lines than I remember. Under his chest armor, the sleeves of his fitted thermal shirt are rolled up to his elbows, and more blue scale feathers ripple along his arms and neck. Brown scars crisscross his tanned skin.

His eyes are a different kind of blue—less cornflower and robin’s egg, more ocean and sapphire.

They match the crown he wears of cobalt metal, inlaid with the deepest of black opals accented with shards of blue diamonds. His mother and grandfather’s, he says when he sees me eyeing it.

“I get kidnapped and you fall for that guy?” It unnerves me to see his mouth twisted with jealousy.

I fix him with a look. “Don’t say it like that.” Could he have changed this much in a year? Is this a Shadow version of him?

Blood drips onto the sheets. His hand is bleeding from the fight. “I need your help, Talvi.”

“Of course.” I offer my palm. He takes it eagerly and draws on my Element to heal himself. It’s cold, but he beams at me as the bleeding stops.

“It doesn’t hurt you?” I ask.

“It hurts when I heal myself, but not when I have your power.”

It suddenly dawns on me that Caelan could have done the same for himself—used my Element to heal his injury without pain instead of burning himself in agony.

But he didn’t.

Rian’s laceration seals into a small pink scar.

He lifts my forearm, inspecting it. “Where is the heart bracelet I got you for your birthday?” His sharp tone jolts my heart.

I retract my arm away from his grasp. “I lost it when I broke my wrist, the day you were taken. I’m sorry.”

“Doesn’t matter. The king awarded me a collection of jewels for my work. You can pick something out,” he says coarsely.

“I liked the bracelet. It’s the sentiment behind it that I cared about. What happened to you, Rian?” I reach out to touch the scar over his lip.

I need to get him home. Get him back to the Rian I know. I set out to rescue him, and I have a chance now that I can talk him out of whatever the king has manipulated him into doing.

His eyes close at my touch. “This scar? I dodged a Wind Realm dagger. A fight broke out when the king helped me escape.”

“Then what? Over the last year for you…”

“I told you. The Fire King recognizes my potential. He thinks I’m powerful and smart—that I’m a natural leader.”

He takes my hand, and I allow him to. “TJ, I can give you worlds. Worlds more than before. I know it’s why you broke up with me. You wanted more—you wanted more out of life than living in a small forest town. It’s why my mother left, too. She said the exact same words to me, you know—It’s all too much right now, I don’t have a choice—I need to go. I’m sorry, Rian.”

His voice is hushed. “I followed her to the Temple, where she disappeared. Before she left, she gave me a meteorite—the one I said I found at the lake—and told me that’s where she was going.”

Oh my god. I feel sick to my stomach. I’d caused him more pain than I ever could have imagined. “Rian, I’m so sorry I didn’t know. You never told me.”

Why would he hide this from me? He always seemed so unbothered and positive.

Is this what I do, too?

“It was easier to think that she died. But now I have the power to prevent such loss. Give you more; keep you happy. And with your power? There’s nothing I can’t do. I felt it.”

I stiffen. “That’s not why we broke up. I didn’t want you to change or be somebody else. I didn’t want you to be stuck with me at Starstone. You have scholarships, a future. You’ll go far. Come home with me. Don’t you want to be with your dad, your little brother? Don’t you miss your animals? Your sheep?”

He sighs heavily. The hard edge in his voice eases, as if reminding him of his old life brought back that version of him. “Talvs, I miss you. I’ve only ever wanted you. I’ll go home with you right now—if you tell me we can be together.”

Oh. My heart writhes.

I consider this for a quick moment. To get him home. But…

I can’t lie to him. I can’t promise him that.

If I could get him home, could I pretend he’s what I want? Would it solve anything?

He takes my silence—my hesitation—as rejection. “You’d rather be with him, then?” Dangerously quiet, the blue skies of his eyes thunder into a tempest of peril and fury.

“Rian, this isn’t you. Please. You’re scaring me.” Tears balance on the edges of my eyes before overflowing down my cheeks. Too much has happened, and I’m overwhelmed.

The lines between his brows soften, and the sweet boy I grew up with emerges. The boy who couldn’t stand to see me cry.

He gathers both my hands gently. His skin is rough as I remembered, but in more places than before.

“I’m sorry, Talvi. I’m so sorry. I’m scared of losing you forever. I love you. You don’t have to make a decision now. I’ve gone a year without you. I don’t care if you need to do something else first, be someplace else first, even if…” His voice breaks, and he sounds like himself again. “Even if you have to be with someone else first. I’d wait a lifetime to be with you. I know I didn’t have much to offer. But I want to give you everything. I want everything with you.”

I’d wait a lifetime to be with you.

My heart wrenches because I know this to be honest and true. A version of him waited eighty years for me. He doesn’t lie; he never has. Unlike Caelan. Rian sees a future together—he’s trying to build one with his love and devotion. Unlike Caelan. Everyone knows a future isn’t built on lies and betrayal.

I weep bitterly. Everything that’s happened—none of it makes sense, and confusion crashes into me now.

His warm, calloused hand slides up my arm, comforting me. He feels like my Rian. The boy who would do anything for me, who only wants to see me happy, and when I don’t pull away, he leans in, placing his forehead on mine. His hand slides around the back of my neck, gripping me tightly.

“I’ve missed you, sugar bean,” he whispers against my cheek as he kisses away my tears. “I forgot how soft your skin is,” he murmurs.

He feels familiar, he smells familiar. He’s still cotton and lemon drops beneath his leather brigandine, and he’s the only reminder of home right now. I miss home. I miss Grams. I’ve never been away. Home seems a lifetime away, many realms away, and he shifts the neckline of my nightgown to kiss my collarbone—just like he used to.

He murmurs how he’s thought about me every night for the last year.

My heart beats faster with the thrilling tingle of his mouth on my neck, and I’m comforted by the familiarity of his unrelenting love.

Right now, he’s the Rian I know. Rian who’s been there in my life, who always finds me in the stands to tip his chin and smile at me before he bats.

He kisses up my jaw and catches my lips with a possessive hunger, and I gasp at the sensation. It is at once familiar, the feel of his mouth, the taste and smell of him. But the air has shifted and icy cold wind stings my bare legs. Rian clutches me tighter as he shifts. We’re soaring across the room.

The tiny hairs on my neck stand on edge at the shock of moving so quickly through the air. I am no longer on the bed, but hovering on the edge of the tower arch, about to fall into the open night sky around us.

We’ve floated, practically flown, across the room.

My pulse quickens. “How did you do that?” I grasp his forearm at my waist.

“I’m better with you. Your powers enhance mine. I can do anything,” Rian murmurs, his breath warm on the curve of my ear. “I will do anything, for us.”

I cling to him, my face buried in his chest, disoriented.

But I believe his words, and it feels good to believe in someone.

The scale feathers on his arms ripple under my touch, satiny smooth yet hard and cold. When I look past his shoulders, the moonlight traces a shadowy outline of wings behind him.

It’s phenomenal and eerie all at once.

He’s right—he is more than he was before.

I turn toward the vast night sky, my bare feet on the stone ledge of a castle tower overlooking an ocean of fire that simmers in a rust and vermillion glow of low tide.

He stands behind me. “Look where we are. A new world, where we’re royalty. We made it to the beach, sugar bean.” He indicates a luminous patch of land to our left, aglow in a peachy pink. “That’s a midnight garden, where everything blooms and glows in the moon. And there, over those hills, is a valley with winged horses we can ride. You’d love it here.”

His sweet voice reminds me of home, where we rode ponies on his farm.

He holds me safe on the edge with his iron grip, and his hand brushes up the front of my sleeveless sleeping gown. I’m naked underneath. For a second I wonder who undressed and dressed me, but Rian draws my attention back to him—back to the swell of my chest as he slides his fingertips across the neckline of my gown. He palms my breast over the thin cloth.

My breath catches as I arch into his hand, warmth pouring into me.

His thumb drags over the hard peak of my nipple, teasing me. He’s bolder, more confident in his motions than I remembered. “I know what you like.” His voice deepens. “Do you want me right now?”

I nod and murmur, “Yes,” because I did miss him, and I care for him deeply in a way that makes me want to cry. I can’t explain it, even to myself. It’s my Rian, after all.

Our limbs untangle for a moment as he shucks off his chest armor and shirt. Everywhere I touch, his body has hardened over the last year; he was always athletic, but now his musculature has changed. He’s thicker, heavier, and stronger, his features taut and burdened.

It’s new. It’s exciting. But it’s still Rian, and I’m comforted.

He stands behind me, his broad torso eclipsing mine. He kisses my neck, gliding his fingers up my bare thigh while his right hand unbuttons my top and slips into the opening. He uses a knee to part my legs.

Two more buttons and my breasts spill out.

I bow into his fingers and close my eyes.

The cool wind around our warm bodies has me yearning for more. More of the Rian I know—my childhood friend from my first memories to my best memories.

He lifts the hem of my sleeping gown and drags his fingers up my ribcage, but stops at the black circular glyph of the puncture wound on my waist.

“Why is his mark on you?” he asks accusingly.

“Caelan saved me. I was bleeding out, skewered like a kabob. It really hurt.” I turn to him and indicate the matching exit wound near my front ribs.

“I wouldn’t have let you get hurt. I can protect you now.”

“You weren’t there. Caelan did what he could.”

“I don’t want to hear his name right now,” he says coarsely. “I want you,” he growls into my ear, spinning me to him. He’s behind me again—his favorite position—pressing against me, hard and throbbing.

I feel him twinge, lengthening against my lower back. My insides quiver. I’m transported to the long summer nights under the glittering stars on a blanket at Violetwild Lake, the velvety black sky, so far from any city lights, so far from anyone else. Rian and I were the only people on earth on those starry midnights.

We’d stay up late talking and kissing and discovering each other’s dreams and hopes. We found each other’s warmth, and it’s because of him that I am confident in my sexuality. Sex was fun and loving and safe—it was an expression of how we consumed each other’s love.

I yearn for that innocence of first love. My first love. I want to believe he hasn’t changed, so I turn to him, pulling my gown back down over me.

“Ri, tell me what happened over the year, what you felt—?” My fingertips drag down a jagged scar at his throat.

He backs off, bracing a hand on a stone column as I meet his deep gaze. His wide, tanned chest expands as he heaves a breath.

The ridges of muscle across his torso tense. “I’m stronger, better, that’s all. I changed, for you.”

“That’s not what I’m asking.”

He prowls over me, leaning onto the archway with his blue-scaled forearms on each side of my head. His sun-kissed brown hair is a year’s worth of growth longer, and I pull my fingers through his waved locks, slipping off his crown, brushing loose strands from his eyes.

He takes his crown from me and summons his Element to spin it through the air onto the nightstand. “Tell me you can love me again. Please, Talvi,” he asks.

“Rian, it wasn’t that I stopped loving you…” I begin but have nowhere to go from there. I immediately feel guilt, a bit of shame, and—to my horror—resentment.

Why is he forcing me to say something I don’t want to say? Why does he always tell me what to feel? Don’t be scared. Be happy. Love me.

He mistakes my words as a confession of love and starts kissing me again. I am suddenly alone, alone in my thoughts, alone in my emotions and my own betrayal of what I want.

I couldn’t finish my sentence because the next word would have been…but.

Rian, it wasn’t that I stopped loving you⁠—

But I’m confused. But I’m not sure anything’s better for us now. But maybe too much has changed between us. But. But. But.

I place a hand on his chest. “Rian, stop for a sec. Talk to me,” I plead.

“I did. Do you trust me?” He laces his fingers into mine.

He’s one of the first people I’ve ever trusted, besides my gran. “Yes,” I say to the boy I’ve believed in since we were five, when we were tigers together in kindergarten.

He studies me. “Then I know what you need.” His eyes gleam.

“All right,” I say, baffled. Maybe he’s realized I need him to return home. Maybe he can come to his senses and escape the king’s ambitions.

I ache for what we used to have. I want to go back to all those times with him—to feel safe, to feel comfort, to feel him, again.

He pushes me farther onto the stone ledge under the open arch. The wind howls around the tower, lifting my hair off my face, raising tiny bumps on my skin in a prickling chill.

My breath stalls at the straight drop down onto the glistening black sand hundreds of feet below.

“Ready?” His voice is eager, throaty, different. Dangerous.

I nod. What more could he possibly mean?

He presses against me from behind, closing any remaining space between us. I cry out as we drop over the ledge of the tower, spiraling as we fall into the night sky.

It takes my breath away. As in, I can’t breathe because I’m plummeting toward the fiery shore below. But before I can scream in panic, the wind carries us upward, driven by a strong coil of thermal winds.

“Are you doing that?” I shout.

It’s terrifying.

“You are. I can’t do this on my own. With you here, I can fly,” he murmurs into the back of my neck. He pins me to him, one arm across my hips.

“I’m not doing anything. Rian, I’m scared. We’re going to fall. Let’s go back inside.”

The black sand below is far away and the fiery waves so small, they’re almost still.

“Don’t be scared. There’s no reason to be. I’ll keep you safe.”

The stars are a dizzying blur as we twist in the air—untethered in time and space.

He tells me he loves me.

I can’t answer him. My heart is still hammering away—whether from fright or arousal or the turmoil of both, I can’t be sure.

Rian grips my face, wanting to kiss me again.

“You’ll never be bored with me. Isn’t this what the Fires do? He uses his powers in the bedroom. I know he did.”

My body locks up. What the Fires do? Did he think soaring dangerously in the sky would impress me?

“That’s not what I—you’re not listening to me,” I say, my anxiety growing.

What the Fires do. I think of Caelan and abruptly grow sick with confusion and guilt.

I feel myself pale. I feel misunderstood.

Why did he bring up Caelan? No, this isn’t what I want right now. Not with him.

“We can have so much more here. So many possibilities. That’s what you want,” Rian says, biting back an impatient snarl.

I don’t recognize him anymore. My skin crawls.

We’re still in the air, and part of me wonders how we aren’t falling to our deaths.

All at once, I’m lost and powerless and a bit broken. But mostly powerless.

Except—wait.

I am not powerless, because I remember Caelan’s words. I protect those who can’t protect themselves. And that should extend to myself. There’s no one else here to help me now. It is circular, but it makes sense to me in this instant, so I focus on it and let myself feel my fury at my helplessness right now.

His hands continue to rake over my skin, and my heart thunders chaotically.

I breathe out, allowing myself to think of both my love and my confusion, my despair over how Rian has changed, Caelan’s betrayal, how I don’t want anyone right now, and⁠—

“No!”

Without another thought, an invisible shockwave ripples out of me, detonating with a thunderous BOOM! as my Element roars out into the starry night. Rian is thrown off me.

We hurtle through the open walls of the castle, back into the tower.

A crack appears in one of the four stone columns supporting the ceiling as Rian rolls to a stop against it. I’ve landed gently on the bed.

At the commotion, two female guards enter. Their arms are bare, but they wear the same insignia of flame etched onto leather brigandines over their chests, short swords at their sides. Both have long brown hair intricately braided around the crown of their heads with black silk ribbons. One has petite ram’s horns above her ears.

I quickly pull my nightgown down to cover myself.

“Talvi. We know all about you,” one guard says, her gaze sliding over me. “It’s all Rian talks about.”

I haven’t been beyond the doors. Asleep since I blacked out in the Museum Realm, my body had shut down for two days, and the thought of guards outside my door never crossed my mind. Are they keeping others out or keeping me in? Is this Rian’s room or a guest room? The stone room is furnished with carved black furniture, but there’s no closet, no wardrobe, no extra signs anyone lives in the room permanently. A guest room. A bouquet of inky black blooms is on the nightstand next to me, under a sconce of flame.

“No one move. I’m leaving,” I announce, breathless, gathering myself up.

My feet hit the cold floor, and I drag a sheet over myself. “Where is Phira?” I demand.

The burst of power continues to drain me, and I worry my quivering knees will give out. The last thing I want is to look weak right now, given the shocked looks on their faces. I want to maintain my façade of control and might. Of choice.

From the floor on a thick, fleeced rug at the foot of the bed, Rian stares up at me in disbelief.

Stunned into submission, he indicates to the left. “Next door.”

The female guards shift to follow me. I tense in response, fists tight. My Element rumbles the stones around us.

“Let her go. It’s fine.” His words say he doesn’t care, but the tremor in his voice betrays him.

I know that tremor.

It’s the same tremor in his voice before an important game when scouts watch him pitch. The same one during our first night together. The very same tremor the day he confessed was in love with me.

It betrays his fear and doubt and uncertainty in the instant he knows there’s no turning back.
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Saphira yanks open her door after only half a knock. Either she’s really bored, or she’d heard my footsteps. “Talvs, you’re awake! Was the explosion from your room? All the lights and fires went out for a second,” she says, her eyes huge green-gold pools of concern. She and Julius also occupy an open room similar to the one I’d just left, overlooking the fiery shore.

I’m silent, afraid if I say anything, I will dissolve into tears.

“I thought I heard your voice. I was wondering when you’d wake up. Why are you shivering? Julius, where’s your extra jacket?”

“They sent up a pile of unfortunate, unattractive outfits,” Julius says with a long-suffering roll of his eyes. He yanks open a wooden chest to hand me a large, square coat. “It’s a power play.”

I cover myself with the coat, slinging it over my shoulders.

Phira steers me toward an armchair. “He thinks everything here is a conspiracy. Are you okay? How’s your flying badger bite wound?” She offers me a choice of shirts.

I haven’t said anything because I don’t know what to tell them.

I pick out anything warm that fits—a man’s dark button-up shirt and gray leggings that might be thermals for winter—and roll myself into a fluffy throw as I wriggle into their bed.

Phira and Jules exchange glances.

“Say something. What happened? Caelan? Rian?” Saphira plops on the bed next to me, bouncing the two of us together. I wrap my arms around her.

Soft waves crash outside their chamber far below us. I hadn’t noticed the salted seagrass scent in my room and wonder if all oceans smell this good, or just the fiery sea here in this realm.

I gather my thoughts and finally speak. “Rian’s love has changed. He’s changed—and I don’t bring out the best in him.” I choose my words carefully to keep my voice from breaking. “I believe Caelan had no idea what his father’s plans were. We need to find the scroll and get the hell out of here.”

“As soon as possible,” Julius says plainly.

My brows shoot up under my bangs. I expected more of a debate, especially from Julius, given his loyalty to Rian.

Saphira chimes in. “No. Don’t blame yourself for Rian’s behavior. Maybe for most of his life you’ve been the reason he’s been the Rian we know. And after being away for a year, his true self came out. People are who they surround themselves with. You brought out the best in him. The king brings out the worst in him. We tried to talk to Prince Rian. Or Julius did. I just stood there in shock. What happened to him? He’s tense. Aggressive.”

Jules nods, agreeing. “Phira’s right. You do bring out the best in people. Remember when I came to you for advice when Phira and I had our first fight? You told me to choose the most loving approach, and it would work out. You were right.”

He sighs heavily. “Rian said he didn’t want to go home and offered me a job as an advisor.” Briefly, Julius’ dark eyes flash, and I can’t tell if the idea excites or disgusts him. Both?

I am not sure what kind of a future is here for Jules, but I’m certain of his loyalty to Rian. Would he consider staying with his friend?

Julius frowns. “He wants us to convince you to stay with him. If not, we are adversaries, he said. Unbelievable. He acts like everyone could be an enemy. Is that why he has those two guards around him all the time?”

I wince.

Saphira catches my eye and lingers for a long moment before reaching for my hand. Like most Water Elements, her hand is dewy, as if it’s sweaty, but to me it’s loving and comforting.

My rattling nerves begin to settle.

“Caelan sat by your side while you slept for two days,” Saphira says. “When we came to visit, he explained his side of the story. Julius and I discussed it, turned it inside out, mapped out everyone’s motives…and even Julius admits Caelan’s version fits with all we know about the Fire King. We don’t think Caelan betrayed us on purpose. His father has some strange hold on him. He’s almost scared of his father, like he’s trying too hard to prove himself and can’t see the king for what he is. Blind loyalty will do that. Or abuse.”

Blind loyalty and abuse. I recall why Caelan is scared of small spaces.

Jules nods grimly. “I get it. I went through that with my dad. You admire someone so much that you can’t see their faults until things go to hell and you’re forced to deal with reality.”

Still, the hurt of Caelan’s deception slams into me. Intentional or not. I try to tell myself not to think of him, how I should have been more careful with my trust and feelings. I should have known he was using me. But then my own treasonous thoughts shamefully drift to the warmth of his fingers, the softness of his lips, and his silken hair of moonlight and antlers. At the same time, I remember his belief in my powers and his understanding of my deepest emotions. My heart is wrenched in two—he and I would never be.

What we had was only otherworldly because it wasn’t real.

“The king said when you’re awake, he has some sort of a big announcement, and they’ll have a feast with representatives from the major realms. Until then, we are his prisoner-guests,” Saphira says.

“He called you that?” I ask, easing back into a tremendously oversized pillow.

“No, Julius calls us that. They’ve been feeding us really well.” Saphira sweeps an arm at the generous spread of food on a cart across the room. “We can wander around—there’s a library and the fire shore—but we can’t leave. Guards patrol the lantern we came through.”

“Can I sleep here tonight?” I ask.

“Slumber party.” Saphira kicks her feet up onto the bed but changes her mind and instead, springs off the bed to collect a tray of snacks.

She returns and deposits the tray across my lap. “Aren’t you hungry? You haven’t eaten in days. Flambéed moonfruit tarts are good—that’s what the servant said they were. And this weird burnt cheese is tasty.”

Julius waves a heavy, scholarly book at us. “I’ll take the chaise. Found this in the library: A History of the Fire Realm and the Power of the Fire Element. I’m going to get us out of here,” he says. “With Rian. Even if he’s changed.”

Phira chimes in. “I’ve been wandering the halls, pretending to be interested in the architecture, but I’m certain there are secret passageways out of here. I’m also trying to figure out when there might be fewer guards at the lantern.”

I have a sudden appreciation for my friends. I’m stronger with them, and I know what I need to do.

I summon a deep breath.

“That explosion you heard next door was me,” I finally admit.

Saphira and Julius exchange startled glances.

“That burst of power. I did it myself, despite being injured and scared. I did it on purpose, without another Element’s help. It came from me alone.”

It wasn’t nice, and it’s not in my personality to be forceful like that.

But I don’t need another Elemental to guide me. I don’t need a boyfriend to love and distract me from my fears. Distract me from my failings. In the past, I’ve clung to others because I felt inferior.

“I am Talvi. I have raw power and can protect and rescue myself. I will get us all home.”

The words spill from my lips. The terror falls away, and strength swells in my chest.

“You’re only here because of me. I will get us out of here,” I vow. “I just need a bit more rest first.”

My friends remain silent, perhaps stunned at the conviction in my words, but do not question me.

They trust me, and I won’t let them down.

Phira nods with a gleam in her eyes. She wants to say something but knows I’m not done.

“I will get us out of here,” I repeat, shutting my eyes as an ever so slight, ever so dark grin spreads across my face. “With or without Rian. I will try to save him, but if he doesn’t want to go home, he can stay.”

“Ooh, I like when you’re kinda creepy,” Phira says. “Remember when we were seven and I complained Halloween wasn’t scary enough, so you dragged me to the Temple and showed me the elk skeleton in the woods? You said it’d come back to haunt me on Halloween now that it saw me. I cried! The dark Talvi who crawls out from her sweet cheery shell once a year to terrorize and get things done. I love it! I mean, I didn’t appreciate it then…” She exaggerates a shiver and pops another fire-roasted meatball in her mouth, impressed.
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Word must have reached the Fire King that I am awake and conscious. I haven’t seen him, and I never returned to my room, but the next afternoon a selection of formal wear is delivered to Saphira and Julius’ quarters, along with a servant’s announcement that we will be present at a dinner of representatives of the major realms.

“I look like a pirate,” Julius complains, spreading out his arms in a shirt too big for him, under a vest. He wears leather boots and a cloak. “Caelan’s cloaks and shirts look tailored; why can’t I have one of those?”

“I like mine,” Saphira says of a silky lavender gown intricately embroidered with fire-breathing creatures. “Phoenix, dragon, fire serpent, chimera… Don’t know what this creature is.” Her fingers glide down the straight column of the dress.

Her eyes lock on mine. “What do you think will happen at dinner? There’s going to be drama for sure.”

I squirm into a raven’s-feather-black ball gown with long lace sleeves. The length of the scar that runs along my neck and shoulder blade is exposed by the lace-edged open back of the dress. “I’m thinking no matter what, we make our escape tonight after dinner. They don’t seem too worried about these open towers because we’re so high up.” I gesture toward the large archways that overlook the cliffs of the fire shore. “What can Water, Earth, and Void put together to get us down from this tower?”

“Water and Void might knock down part of this tower we’re in; it’s stone, after all, and Julius could fashion some steps out of them. If we get near the shore, then we can run to the lantern,” Saphira says. “Might be more power than we have, though…”

The three of us fix our sights between the columns of the wall-less tower, down to the black sandy shore. Several sentries at the far end of the beach stand guard around the small stone lantern. Our way back to A Thousand Shadows in the Garden of Lanterns. Tonight, the tide is higher. The amber moon is almost full, and the scorching waves of flame crash over rocks before retreating back into the vast ocean of fire.

“Maybe the king and Rian have come to their senses and will let us go?” Saphira says.

“We have a better chance of knocking down this tower,” Julius says dryly.
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When we turn to enter the black moonstone-carved entryway before the Great Hall of King Infiero’s stronghold, Rian catches me by the arm from behind. “Talvi, can we talk? You two go on ahead. Julius, I hope you’ve considered my offer.”

With two fingers, he signals for Julius and Saphira to enter the banquet. Jules doesn’t reply.

Saphira throws me a meaningful look, silently asking if I need help. Julius folds his arms across his chest, glowering protectively. I feel for him. It must be painful for him also to see Rian like this.

“I’ll meet you in there.” I squeeze Phira’s hand to reassure her and nod at Julius as they turn away.

I square my jaw to face Rian, fully intending to confront him, but he speaks first.

“I’m really sorry—” he blurts.

I cut him off. “Why are you so cold to Julius and Phira?”

It isn’t what I meant to talk about, but it’s been bothering me, and it’s what came out first. “We’re all here to get you home.”

“Julius? He can never understand. Same with Saphira. People like them will be successful no matter what they do. Money, smarts, privilege. They already have it all, and each other, and I can tell they judge me for getting those things my own way.”

“That’s not true. They care about you and want you to be happy.”

He studies me but apparently hasn’t heard a single thing I said. The blues in his eyes swirl like a maelstrom deep at sea. “You’re breathtaking, TJ.” Not once in our fourteen years of knowing each other has he ever seen me dressed up in such a grand, lavish gown that fits as if it were made just for me. I could never afford something as luxurious as this.

He can’t take his eyes off me.

“Will you walk with me?” He’s dressed plainly for dinner in a tailored navy button-up shirt and dark slacks that Caelan would wear—rosy-cheeked and tall and as handsome as he ever was.

I hesitantly take the elbow he offers. My heart pounds at the thought of what I need to say to him.

He steers me away from the Great Hall, and we tread silently down a long corridor before exiting a side door to a garden courtyard. Magenta clouds hang low in the twilight sky, and the fountains of liquid fire sparkle in the courtyard, illuminating the exotic garden’s giant flowers of crimson, violet, and black.

“Talvi, I’m so sorry,” he pleads, looking at me with apologetic eyes from under the soft brown hair flopping over his brow. “I made a lousy mistake; I should have listened to what you wanted. I thought you’d be impressed. Yesterday⁠—”

“Yesterday is behind us. Yes, you should’ve listened.” I want to move past it, and I don’t have the personality to keep fighting over something I’ve already decided to forgive. Phira would say I am too forgiving. Maybe I am.

Rian made a terrible mistake, but good people make mistakes. Good people make mistakes, I remind myself. It occurs to me that I include myself in this verdict.

Grams always says forgiving someone won’t change the past, but it sets free two souls from bitterness and regret in the future. I miss my gran, and I’m hurt by Rian, but I am also strong in this moment.

“I want to go home. And for you to come home,” I say as patiently as possible, focusing on what I need him to do first and foremost.

He starts again, softer. “All I wanted is to be better for you. I’m trying to show you I’m much more here. The king promises power and wealth—it’s exciting not to be helpless, and to possess so many possibilities. Possibilities and choices you can have, too.”

“But—” I protest.

“Did you want to stay at Starstone and be poor and lonely forever? No! I’m certain of it. You were scared, and you hated being stuck there. Left behind. Here, you don’t have to feel sad and trapped.”

Oh. I never grasped that he guessed my innermost fears about my life at Starstone. He’d understood me this whole time? Why didn’t he say anything before?

“Don’t you want to dream new dreams? You can be the happy, sweet Talvi I know and love.”

“Rian, if I’m sad or frustrated or angry—is that not okay?”

He has no response. He glances askew at a dark fountain spouting lotus-pink sparks instead of water. He swivels his broad palm to summon a wind that funnels the sparks high above us into a tight sphere before bursting like fireworks.

A monstrous crimson bird flutters out of the shrubbery to snatch at the sparks, trailed by two of its young, ruby-plumed babies.

I leap back.

“Whoa! What are those?” I’m wary of sharp-beaked creatures since the assault in the Museum Realm.

“Volcanic swan.” Rian fishes deep into one pocket and drops a handful of kernels into my hand. “Hang on. There should be three babies with her. Sometimes they get caught in the rock fern.”

He drops into charcoal-green-fingered leaves and parts the fronds until he finds the smallest cygnet, cherry-red like its siblings.

“Go on. Give them the seeds. Their beaks look sharp, but they only use them to pick out lava bugs from the volcanic rocks.”

“It’s very you to have treats in your pockets for animals,” I say.

He crouches down and they flock around him as if they recognize him.

“You can take the farm boy out of the farm…” He chuckles. “TJ, you wouldn’t believe the creatures they have here! I haven’t even shown you the stables. I have my own Coalmine Scorpion to ride. Lost a few scale feathers the first time I got on him. Captain Bonflade of the guards taught me…” He jabbers on happily as I grin at him.

He was always good with animals. He cares for them. It’s one of my favorite things about him.

I try harder to understand him. I need to understand, in order to help him.

“Ri, when I am upset, what does that mean to you?”

He tosses the remaining seeds on the cobbled path for the birds. “It means you don’t want me,” he admits, low and hushed.

His cheeks blot color as if slapped.

Is that really what he believes? His admission stings me to know he felt so unloved.

“That’s not what it means,” I say softly.

“You grew more and more frustrated when school started, and then you broke up with me. My mom was sad for a long time before she left. I was young, but I remember.”

“I didn’t want to see you held back in life by me. I couldn’t express all my feelings, and I didn’t want to burden you with them. I needed time to figure it out myself.”

He plucks off a black peony the size of my head and passes it to me. The petals are lush as velvet and dark as midnight. I’ve never seen a more beautiful blossom.

His voice is uneven. “I knew what you were feeling—you didn’t have to say it. I felt helpless. I’m not good at dealing with bad feelings, and your frustration scared me.”

I mull this over. He’s never spoken of his fears, his deepest emotions. He’s different, but maybe beneath it all, he’s grown in certain ways?

A Fire Guard rushes down the path toward us, out of breath. “Prince Rian, my lord. You need to get dressed for dinner. The king requests your presence immediately.” He bears Rian’s mother’s majestic sapphire crown on a silk pillow and offers it to Rian.

“Five minutes.” Rian takes the crown and wreaths it atop his own brow before he dismisses the guard with a sideways jerk of his head.

How quickly one becomes used to rank and command.

But he’s still my Rian when he appeals to me. “I know I’m vanilla ice cream. I’m basic. I know you can do better. Caelan—he’s like some wild, exciting flavor—like, gah, I dunno. Rocky-road-birthday-cake-pineapple-cotton-candy.”

“That flavor sounds insanely gross! You did that on purpose. I see what you did there.”

We laugh, and I hear his sweet gurgle of a laugh for the first time since he went missing. The laughter goes on for a while until it carves a hole in my heart. I’ve missed this sound. It’s always been in my life—the hundreds of times we ate spaghetti together, when we raced to class late, when we mocked Kennedy trying to flirt with him, when we swam naked in the waters of Violetwild Lake.

“You’re not ice cream. You’re my Rian. I’m so sorry I didn’t try harder to explain how I felt—that you thought it meant I didn’t want or love you.”

I stretch up on my toes to straighten the weighty crown on Rian’s head.

His lashes sweep down to look at me. “I’m sorry I didn’t try harder to talk to you about what you were going through—that it wasn’t about me. I wasn’t good at telling you what I was really thinking and feeling.” He catches my hand as I drop it from his face.

My heart strains. Why couldn’t we have talked like this before?

On second thought, I know that before—before Caelan, who taught me to allow myself to feel my negative emotions—I always pushed my true feelings aside.

But then Caelan betrayed my trust.

It hurts. All of this hurts.

My blood thrums. I have a sudden urge to hug Rian. Mutual apologies have the effect of love potions—they are the strongest of aphrodisiacs.

I shift forward, but he must feel the same way as he captures me in a heated, yearning embrace. He presses his lips atop my head like he used to every morning when he picked me up before school.

I reciprocate with a kiss on the center of his chest and lean my cheek on it, listening to his strong, rapid heartbeat.

He draws a deep inhale. His fingers trace the floral edges of the black lace framing my bare back. My skin prickles. “I made a mistake. Please think about giving me another chance. We’re both different; it can work,” he pleads.

“How?” Persuade me, I think silently.

“I’m leaving the choice up to you. We could stay. Haven’t you always dreamt about living by the ocean? Getting away from Starstone? We made it; far away. We’ll have more here than we ever imagined.”

He keeps going. “If you want to go home, we restored your gran’s soul. She can run the Temple. You can leave Starstone—we can have a life. If you ever wanted to return to the Temple, I can help you. We have the Garden of Lanterns.”

His hands grip my shoulders as he lowers his head so our noses almost touch. “We can travel the realms, our own secret universe! You wouldn’t be holding me back from anything. We’ll figure it out together. I know so much more. I’m not a stupid farm boy who raises sheep anymore⁠—”

“You never were,” I protest.

He leans in so his lips touch the curve of my ear, his voice husky. “I’m more capable, and we can still use our powers together to help your grandma and the Temple, if that’s what you want. I’m learning to talk through your feelings, to be there for you. TJ, let’s be tigers together.”

I soften, and my exhale is tattered.

When I don’t step back, he clutches his arms around me. “It’s all up to you. Please consider it?”

I waver. I’ll go home with you right now—if you tell me we can be together, he said to me earlier. Everything isn’t okay all of a sudden, and I’m not going to pretend it will be.

But he’s willing to go anywhere to be with me. He’s planning a future.

And he would never lie to me. He never has, in our fourteen years of friendship. Hell, he’d wait eighty years for me. He’s doing his best to be better for me, and he needs me. I huff out a tight breath.

How could that not leave a mark on my heart?

I swallow. “I will,” I breathe.

He pulls me tighter into him. “I’ll never give up on you, Talvi. I love you more than anything, and it’s a future with you I want.”
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We enter the black moonstone-carved entryway before the Great Hall.

Rian escorts me across the massive banquet room to my table below High King Infiero and Caelan before taking his seat to the right of the High King. A male Fire Guard rushes over and slips a blue-jeweled chestplate over Rian’s head and binds on embossed leather braces to his forearms. The guard buckles on a ceremonial sword to his waist before pinning a royal blue cloak of scalloped iridescent scales over his shoulders. Rian sits taller, adjusting his crown, and his smile vanishes.

Suddenly, he’s someone else.

The High King does not look at me, but from the moment I stepped into the room with my arm looped into Rian’s, Caelan’s eyes bored into me and never left. He glares at me now, and I give in to my morbid urge to stare back.

Caelan’s cloak is trimmed in sharp black plumes of an unfamiliar bird flaring up from behind his shoulders like a peacock. His headpiece today is a band of jagged ebony diamonds that crowns him from ear to ear like a headband, pulling his hair back from the smooth skin of his face.

It somehow makes him look younger. 

The look on his face, however, is unreadable. His eyes are luminous and aglow. Pale gold. Unblinking. It could be cold fury—but what reason has he to be angry with me? On purpose or not… He betrayed me. It was his choice not to tell me the whole truth.

Perhaps it is bitterness at his own decisions. I hope it’s a little of that.

His gaze stalks me across the Hall, fierce and wild and aflame with something I’ve never seen in him before. It is as if he wants to look away but cannot.

I catch myself frowning, so I pry my eyes off him and whip my face away.

Without another glance, I take my seat next to Saphira and Julius.

[image: ]


Delegations from the ruling realms of Wind, Water, and Earth are announced as they arrive, followed by representatives from smaller populations. Nature. Dream. There’s even a familiar red-uniformed guard of the Museum Realm, but Void is noticeably absent from the declared list of guests. All of us are seated at the long tables of the Great Hall.

I’ve never seen such a massive dining room. Beside me, Phira quickly estimates there’s seating for five hundred as guests file under tremendous black crystal chandeliers lit with fat gold candles. The flames sparkle as brilliant and prismatic as finely cut diamonds.

Phira, Julius, and I sit stiffly in carved black chairs. We’re in a long second row of delegates below the king, overlooking the rest of the hall of polished black agate tables.

After a series of long-winded introductions and a generic welcome by the Fire King, the feast commences with endless service of food and drink. Familiar roasts and vegetables mingle with a slew of dishes I’ve never seen before. Stringy blue meat. Square shellfish. Pungent mushrooms.

Goblets are refilled, heavy gold cutlery clinks, and ornate black plates are piled with a variety of cuisine to satisfy every realm.

My intuition tells me something dreadful will happen tonight. I’m so nervous my stomach hurts, and I can’t stop my knees from trembling under my heavy gown.

My intuition also tells me the only one who is truly enjoying the feast is the king. Because whatever he has planned, he will be celebrating afterward. Perhaps the only one celebrating whatever shocking announcement or declaration is to come. Why else would he insist on hosting such a lavish party with so many realms?

It amazes me that Saphira can eat so much under such worrying circumstances.

“Why are we even here?” Phira asks, chomping into a large leg of meat. “I don’t know what this is, but it’s pretty good,” she says with her mouth full, lips greased.

“Knowing the king, we’re probably next on the menu,” Julius says darkly. He casually slides a set of silverware toward Saphira as discreetly as possible.

She pushes it away.

To avoid the king, Caelan, and Rian at the high table behind me, I force myself not to turn around. After two rounds of flaming desserts doused in sweet liquor, the room settles into relaxed, muffled conversation.

From behind me, a messenger clears his throat for an announcement.

“The High King of the Fire Realm, the Crown Prince of Fire and Flame, and the Crown Prince of Wind and Sky⁠—”

Shifting glances and a disapproving murmur erupts from the Wind Realm’s table. They protest Rian’s title.

“—hope you have enjoyed our delectable meal together. High King Infiero Flamekeeper Fusillade would like to address the reason we are gathered here today: his bid for Celestial Emperor.”

I swing around in my chair, almost toppling off.

There it is. What does it mean for everyone in the room?

I am uncertain if it is received well or not, because the room is dead silent.

Caelan’s expression is wooden, but Rian smiles at me, tipping his chin.

The facets of their crowns glint with the light from wall sconces in flames of kaleidoscopic colors.

The High King stands and swirls his black crystal goblet filled with dark liquid, thick as blood. “The Fire Realm is the largest and mightiest of realms. We have the strongest warriors and the greatest resources.”

A seahorse-headed Water Element interrupts. “There hasn’t been a Celestial Emperor in over four hundred years, Infiero Flamekeeper.”

The Fire King is ready for the objection. “I propose that one is reinstated,” he declares. “I have the capacity and power to rule us all, on three fronts.” He unlocks a small chest and lifts out the scroll we retrieved from the Museum Realm. “One—I’ve found the Lost Incantation.”

“It was hidden from you for a reason,” exclaims what I can only guess is a Water Realm royal based on the elaborate emerald crown set upon her deep green seaweed hair that floats around her opalescent face as if swaying in water. She’s flanked by several bioluminescent beings at her table. “We heard rumors you were searching for it.” She motions accusingly at the king with a webbed hand, her delicate bones visible through flesh like a jellyfish when she lifts a finger into the light.

“No one should have such untrammeled power to consume souls for their own gain,” comes a shout from the Wind delegation.

The king ignores them. Such unrivaled impudence.

“Two—I possess a Void Element in my court.” He gestures at the table below, and a thousand eyes slide to me. My dress suddenly feels heavy and tight, and I am not sure what to do with my hands.

“She has granted me access to A Thousand Shadows. This easy access to the realms will enhance my hold over our kingdoms, mortal and Elemental. I will maintain the peace.”

I shake my head. This isn’t true. I didn’t do this.

There are hisses, growls, stammers⁠—

Someone launches a roasted squash at me, but Julius bats it out of the air.

“Fusillade of Fire. Your great-grandfather destroyed the Metal Realm! It was never proven, but only Fire could have caused the destruction of an entire realm. Peach is not in your nature, Fire Element.”

I recognize the blue-uniformed Wind Elementals. I’d stabbed one of their men. Make sure you’re on the right side, or you lose everything, he’d said. He had been right. I’d chosen the wrong side, and as it stands, there is everything to lose.

“Three—my final proclamation: the Void Elemental will choose one of my sons with whom to carry on my line, to bring forth more powerful descendants, and to rule both Fire and Wind. Both sons are from the royal line of Wind Elementals. Prince Rian assures me the Void Element will select him. We will then have claim to both Fire and Wind Realms, the two strongest kingdoms. The rest will follow.”

I barely have time to register the gravity of his declaration. This is the king’s plan? Rian must have known. I must choose one of them to marry? Ick. What if I don’t? Can he force me into marriage? Is this what they do here?

My pulse thunders with panic bordering on rage. My shoulders shake. The shock of it all is interrupted by an objection from the ranks of the Fire Guards lining the wall.

“Your Royal Highness, as Captain of the Fire Guard, I speak for my legion. The Fire Guard do not agree. We vowed to protect our realm, not to command and destroy other realms. This is unnatural and we cannot follow. We do not enslave. I have served you, followed you for a hundred twenty years, but no more.”

He raises his shield as if he came prepared to fight; perhaps he suspected the king’s malignant aspirations. The captain’s saffron eyes flash bright and resolute above ruddy sun-kissed cheeks, his long dark hair plaited into a fishtail over his left shoulder.

I am grateful for someone I don’t even know. Should I protest too? Would anyone listen?

“Treason, Captain Bonflade? This night cannot be more riveting.”

Captain Bonflade.

The name is familiar. In the Metal Realm, Caelan had said, He taught me absolutely everything I know about fighting, weapons, war and peace…survival. He was one of my best friends growing up.

The Captain Bonflade, who taught Caelan that There’s nothing to fix, especially the emotions that challenge our hearts.

My stomach drops.

Prince Caelan cuts in, beseeching his father. “High King, the captain has been my finest friend since childhood. He protected me and taught me to protect myself. I vouch for him. Exile him. Spare him. Punish me instead.”

Captain Bonflade objects. “Prince Caelan, no! We stand with you and will not serve Prince Rian. Our king is no longer fit to rule. You must lead,” Bonflade says. He appeals to the king. “My king, you did not always govern with blindness in your ambition, but your foresight is impaired by age and pain. I know this. You are ill. It is why you pit prince against prince to find a successor. Do right by your son and allow Caelan to lead us.”

Pain? What pain? To me he has been nothing but a classic power-hungry villain.

The king remains unyielding, but smoke rises from his shoulders in tight spirals. “What do you know of my pain?” He blinks twice and turns to his less favored son. “Prince Caelan. You would stand in for him—a servant?”

“A friend.” Caelan’s fists ball up alongside him, but the rest of him disguises any emotion.

“You defy me if you side with him. This is weakness. Kneel before me, then, Prince Caelan, and receive your punishment.” The Fire King twists his fingers and produces a short lash of menacing scarlet flames.

He would beat his own son.

I’m sick to my stomach—if I’d eaten, I’d have thrown up by now.

Caelan lowers himself onto one knee. He’s dressed in soft leathers, which he begins to peel off.

His face gives nothing away.

“You will take any punishment, if I spare your friend?” the king asks.

“Yes.”

“Final chance. Spare yourself. Fire on the captain with your staff, Fireweaver.”

“I will not. Flog me all you want, Father.” He says the last part as if bargaining, as if it would provide enough satisfaction for the king.

My heart strains for him.

The king turns to Rian, nodding once.

Rian’s eyes widen in surprise. He hesitates. I suspect he doesn’t understand what is asked of him.

Or perhaps he does, and it’s why he hesitates.

“Prince Rian. Show us your might.”

“Rian, don’t—!” I shout.

Rian falters. His eyes shift from me, to Caelan on his knee, to the captain. He lingers on the knife edge of decision.

The High King grasps Rian’s braced forearm and lifts his palm for him, whispering to him. Rian remains still for another long heartbeat.

And then the two of them—the Fire King and Rian—strike together.

“Let the Realms know not all of us stand with the Fire King,” Captain Bonflade roars. He raises his shield and lashes out with brilliant viridian flames.

He dares to strike at the king!

In the span of time it takes for me to shriek in horror⁠—

King Infiero discharges his own counter-fire in the same color. Their flames meet and thrust both men backward. Captain Bonflade blocks a yellow fireball with his shield.

His shield must be tungsten, the metal Fires cannot melt.

Rian circles a hand to his mouth and inhales through pursed lips. He draws the air out of the captain, who chokes as he collapses forward. The hand Rian uses does not waver. But perhaps because I know him, I look to his other hand. It’s trembling. He is afraid.

He glances away, the blood draining from his face.

Bonflade covers himself with his shield but flounders as he runs out of air. His comrades come to his rescue and raise their shields around him, but the king beats them back with a series of large blue firebombs, each striking like a grenade explosion that knocks the shields from their hands. Bonflade is exposed.

While they race to recover their heavy shields⁠—

The Fire King Infiero traces an imaginary X with a single finger and burns the loyal and virtuous Captain Bonflade to a crispy pile of ashes.

I am rendered numb and wrench my eyes away from what’s left of Bonflade’s melted armor—not made to defend against their own fire apparently.

The king does not glance away. His blood rises, coloring the high, sharp cheeks of his inhuman face.

“This is why you are the weaker son, Prince Caelan. You allow weakness of heart. Prince Rian does not. He has strength, backed with resolve. Is there anyone else who opposes me?” He dares his audience, skimming over them with his hawk-like gaze, practically asking for resistance.

The hall is silent and still for a brief moment.

But no one is as quiet and still as Caelan.

Caelan remains on his knee, stony and cold. His gaze fixes firmly on the large pile of ashes, once his wise friend and mentor, Captain Bonflade.

I understand why he remains rooted in place. I know the powerless, helpless feeling coursing through him. His fury and sadness would shatter him if he moved even an inch right now, so he holds tight to his hardened shell of outrage and horror against his father’s cruelty. He’s gone blank because if he allows feelings, he’d be broken—he will allow his own destruction. His mouth remains in a firm, unyielding line.

He’s biting his lip to stop the tremble.

I recognize this, too. He’s alone, though he is among all he knows in his world.

There is a pounding and slapping of fists, claws and fins from two of the largest tables. “The House of Earth and the House of Water strike down your bid,” the representatives declare without further hesitation.

“The House of Wind strikes down your bid.” The air in the room hisses, rippling the heavy tapestries on the stone walls and fluttering the tablecloths. A spirited, frosty Wind whistles around us.

Fervent objections follow from smaller houses. Fire Guards amass around the king, but those who followed Bonflade do not move. Other Fires close in on the protestors, menacing swords aflame.

The king waves them off with three gaunt fingers. He sniffs as if the scent of the dissenting crowd displeases him.

“Bring the Void Element to me,” the king orders. A heavy guard behind him steps down to the second row, where I’m seated.

I am yanked upright and dragged from my table to stand beside the king. “I would have walked if you’d asked,” I mumble, knowing it isn’t true at all. I throw off the hands on me.

The king places a frigid hand on my shoulder. Why isn’t he warm? I assumed True Fire Elementals were all warm—Caelan’s touch always was.

“Those who wish to extinguish the flames of ambition will burn.” He snaps his fingers above the crown of his head, and a violent blaze erupts, billowing up to the high ceiling. “Test my might—see what you’re up against if you stand in my way,” he goads. “Stop me, and you have a chance to go home and prepare your surrender.”

“When did you become this, Fusillade?” a shocked Earth delegate shouts, but she is drowned out by roars from other tables.

The Wind Realm and Earth Realms stand abruptly, knocking over their chairs to launch an attack. A sandstorm swirls toward the king.

Water joins in, launching spears of ice.

The king grips my shoulder tighter. Cold and numb, the blood drains from my face and my heartbeat slows as the king uses me to block the entire onslaught of Elements. Never has anyone drained my power so quickly—not Caelan, not Rian, not when I used it myself.

I fight him, struggling to seize control of my own Element, to use it for myself. My thoughts are controlled as I concentrate on drawing the king’s own Element into me. I gather my strength back.

He glances at me, feeling his power weaken, then grasps my neck so violently that I can’t breathe. I kick out at him, but he sends out wisp of smoke, binding me in place.

Caelan lurches forward to snatch me away from his father, but Rian dispatches a rush of cold wind that blows past me and presses Caelan back, repelling him before restraining him in place. Caught off guard, Caelan is unable to parry with his fire and remains immobilized by Rian’s power.

Again and again, the other realms protest, attacking from all angles. Even the gentle Nature Wights launch what they can, mostly out of fear, but the king absorbs their assault. No—I absorb their assault. Each time it feels as if I am punched, until I can no longer stand. I sway, weak and nauseous. I fight my hardest, willing myself to block the Elements, but I am not entirely successful.

“Rian, don’t let him do this,” I croak, but he doesn’t hear me over the crackling and hissing of attacks and counterattacks between the realms and the king. Rian still imprisons Caelan with his Elemental power in his left hand, while lashing out to field the strikes on the king and me with his right hand. He doesn’t see me falter. He’s too busy proving himself to the king, perhaps ruinously attempting to impress me and the realms in the process.

There is a sharp pain around my black glyphs where Caelan repaired me, and when I touch my waist my dress is wet and my hand comes away stained red. Bloodied. The king hooks his fingers deeper into my shoulder, grasping me like a rag doll as my head slumps.

On my other side, Caelan remains expressionless, unable to tear out of Rian’s restraint. He stares ahead but stretches out a thin wisp of warmth around my wrist. “Protect yourself,” he whispers. His branch of heat flows into me, up my arm, and my heart beats faster, stronger.

The scroll is in front of the king, in the box, and it reminds me of my own strength and ability. I am its Keeper. I have power.

I suck in a breath of air, absorbing Caelan’s heat into my failing body, and launch myself backward into the king, willing myself to remember that I have choices.

I choose to fight, and as I shove my bare, scarred shoulder against the king, I send him a reminder of his nothingness by drawing from the emptiness that must be inside him.

Digging even deeper, I add my own scorching inferno of ferocity and willpower into him—a side of me I don’t often allow myself to feel. I draw power from my fury at his cruelty and wrath, his declaration of war, and my shock at witnessing the murder of Captain Bonflade.

The king is violently blown back into the wall behind us, and an oversized tapestry falls over him. He remains stunned for a moment, believing an attack by another realm had passed through his defenses, passed through me.

But as his servants hastily help him up⁠—

“I will not let him use me!” I shout out. “While I am only a small part of a Void Element, I will be everything for you. Realms, we will resist. Go home and prepare to defend yourselves. I will fight for you.”

I want to send the message that I am not of his court, not of his world, and to me, his commands mean nothing.

The dining hall is in an uproar.

In the ensuing melee, Elementals and others winnow away, rushing out of the castle to their lanterns, with some taking the faster exit out the windows.

“Cage her. Bind her powers,” the king commands his sentries, and they dare not disobey, not with the fire in his eyes as crimson as fresh blood. I am cuffed around my wrist with iron and moonstone, and my powers are contained.

“You have three days to obey and choose a prince, Void Element. If you do not choose, I will consume your soul, and we will have the power of the Void either way. But don’t say I never gave you a choice.”
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I’m taken to a large, windowless room and shoved inside a small iron cage with sunstones embedded into the floor. Both my hands remain chained.

“Power can’t flow in or out of you, little troublemaker,” the sentry says coarsely, “so don’t try. Everything is warded; everything is triple-warded. It’ll hurt like hell. These were used in the old days to torture Elemental prisoners. They’d shock them into releasing their powers, and the stones did the rest.”

I curl into myself on the floor, tucking my knees into my chest. It’s cold, and my dress is useless at retaining body heat.

I attempt to summon my powers, any power at all, but the gemstones dampen my already drained energy. What little I muster creates a spark, which sets off the moonstones around my cuffs, and a wild current of pain races up my arms, into my head. I cry out and gulp a ragged breath, slumping back into the bars.

Footsteps in the hallway. A low, arrogant voice. “Leave. Take a break. Somewhere that isn’t here,” he snarls.

I recognize the venomous tone.

“But His Eminence said—” The guard’s voice fades.

I can only imagine the deadly look on Caelan’s face.

“Fire, I am your Crown Prince and will one day be your High King. Go, now.”

Caelan strides into the room and paces in front of my cage, his cloak flowing behind him like a war banner.

“Caelan—”

He cuts me off. “Listen. I’m going to make this easy for you. Don’t choose me. I don’t want you to. I saw you last night. You…and Rian. On the tower ledge, kissing. His hands on you. It…you—disgust me. I can’t unsee it.” His voice breaks.

Before I can respond, he reaches through the bars and grips my chin, turning it up so I am forced to acknowledge the pain and the rage and grief tarnishing his face.

My breath seizes.

Glimmering flame flows across his shoulders, rippling down his forearms like liquid fire, waving dangerously close to my face. I don’t rear back. Maybe I deserve to be burned.

“I saw…” he says, but cannot go on. His expression is wounded.

The fire surges.

I jerk back from him. “Caelan—I’m⁠—”

“And I know my father. He’s evolved into an extreme version of himself. I think the loss of my mother slowly drove him mad over time. I didn’t see it until I returned. He’ll use you for your power either way. Like a battery. He’s only giving you the illusion of choice. He’s manipulated Rian as he manipulated my loyalty. I’m going to help you escape. If only so they don’t get to have you either.”

I don’t want to argue with him. Now is not the time, but I am hurt by his harsh, cruel tone, so I lash back. “That’s a convenient excuse. You support your father by not protesting his bid for Celestial Emperor, his declaration of war, and takeover of the realms. I don’t trust you anymore. You want to use me too.”

“If I’d opposed him right then and there, he’d have destroyed everyone in the hall, started a never-ending War of the Realms, and used you until he destroyed you, too.”

His voice remains guarded. Restrained. “My intentions were to protect you. My assignment was to watch over you and investigate rumors that Starstone may be a gateway of some sort. I didn’t use you to find the Lanterns. I didn’t know…and I failed you, because my father betrayed me. But that’s my problem.”

“You can fight him. We can⁠—”

He refuses to allow me to finish. “I will fight him. But now, you…believe me, no one wants you around less than me. That’s why I would help you escape. You can trust that.”

His rough voice eats away at my heart like acid.

I’d rather he scorch me with flames than hear those words from his mouth.

“What about Saphira and Julius and the scroll?” I ask quietly.

“I slipped them the key to retrieve the scroll. They’ll meet us at a secret passageway out of the palace. I’ll take you to the lantern to get you home. You don’t ever have to come back.” The cold, clinical expression on his face is torturous to see, so I blink and turn away. There is nothing I can do to close the distance between us, and it pains me.

He unlocks the cage and uncuffs me. We creep silently out of the room, down the hall, to a fireplace at an end wall.

Caelan yanks up the grate to a long tunnel downward.

“It’s a fast, dark ride to the bottom. Follow me,” he says.

The spiral slide reminds me of a space rollercoaster at a carnival that stopped through Starstone one year. I’d thrown up on it.

My ball gown flies up around me, but I land on my feet on glittery black sand.

Saphira and Julius huddle together up ahead, crouching low to stay hidden by a large scrap of driftwood that catches on fire every time the tide comes up and extinguishes as the tide rolls out.

“The lantern is just around the bluff.” Saphira indicates down the shore as she hands me the scroll.

Jules nods silently. We creep closer to the lantern that will take us back to the garden, the sounds of our footsteps masked by the flames whooshing over the water and the wind slipping through the long reeds.

“There’s no way to save Rian?” Julius asks gruffly. He’s unable to disguise his sorrow.

“There’s no spell that controls an Elemental’s will. This is Rian’s choice,” Caelan says. “As much as I’d like to send him away with you, he has been consumed by his own ambitions.”

The waist-high lantern appears within view a short dash away, though eclipsed by three guards. The blue flame is lit. All we need to do is touch its shadow.

“Extinguish the other side when you get there. No one else can immediately follow,” Caelan says.

“Thank you for helping us,” Saphira says.

“I’ll take out the three guards, and you’ll pass through the lantern. This is goodbye. Forever.”

Caelan eyes me, icy and harsh, but as soon as the word forever drops from his lips, a longing and ache flashes across his face that overtakes the hatred. But only for an instant. He unglues his eyes from me and turns his back to me.

“Blow out the flame when you arrive.”

My gut wrenches as I lose hope. I failed. Accomplished nothing. I couldn’t save Rian, and I can barely save myself. Now—I am losing Caelan. What does he mean to me? He doesn’t want me to choose him. He doesn’t want me anymore, and it’s my own fault.

Maybe I have no loyalty; maybe I have no idea what makes me happy.

And yet the way I felt during my time with him, I was happy. Content. I didn’t need more, not with him.

My glance flickers over him, wondering what to say. No words come to mind. I want to reach out, to touch his hand one last time, as he had at dinner, when he gave me enough strength to fight.

He only ever gives me strength.

He refuses to look at me anyway, his high gaze focusing on the guards.

“Hide here,” he orders us.

He treads out over the black sand, light and elegant and steady; he’s used to the uneven volcanic seashore. Two of the guards approach. He tells them he’s relieving them and to return to the castle for the night. He doesn’t ask—he commands obedience, and they comply.

The third sentry’s back is turned, vigilantly scanning the horizon on the other side of the lantern.

He’s distracted. A single guard will be simple to disarm.

Caelan’s hands burst into flame, but his body is relaxed. Taking out one unsuspecting man will be easy. Even if the guard saw him coming, he’d recognize Caelan and wouldn’t suspect an attack.

Caelan whips his wrists casually, and a streak of golden fire spears into the metal armor of the unsuspecting third guard, knocking him down into the black surf.

The guard’s armor clangs as he plunks face down in the sand. Motionless.

Caelan gestures at us to come out of hiding.

I hesitate. This is too easy. Escape can’t be this simple.

Why didn’t we do this before?

Saphira sprints to the lantern with Julius right behind her.

Steps away, the third guard rolls up from the sand and lunges for Phira, knocking her down.

Extending his forearm, he catches Julius off-guard with a wallop across the chest, and the two of them tumble into the glittering sand, struggling against each other. The guard’s helmet rolls off.

Rian.

The wind screams around them, a hurricane wind that forces them back when they try to stand.

“Rian!” Julius yells. “Let us go! We want to go home. Come with us.”

“Stay here with me. We can live like kings,” Rian says, pinning him into the sand.

“No, I can’t do that. Caelan’s just trying to get us home.” Julius kicks him off his chest.

Rian scoffs. “I knew Caelan was a traitor. The king suspected his weaker son would work against him. He sent me to guard the lantern tonight.”

The wind screams as if sounding a signal, and a dozen guards arrive from behind a second bluff.

With a pointed finger, Julius traces a zigzag to open a fissure in the sand below the guards’ feet, while Saphira commands a wave of water pulled from underneath the ocean of fire.

The marching guards fall into the rift. They’re trapped in wet sand as thick as clay, but they advance, trudging waist-deep.

I whip my hands in the air and the black sand and water becomes a funnel of quicksand, rapidly sucking down the guards into the ground as they struggle to keep their heads above the sludge.

Caelan presses through the wind with a lash of flame and strikes down Rian with an elbow to his jaw. The two of them brawl in the sand, their strengths equal. Both fueled by rage.

The firestorm builds, spiraling out of control until I step through the wind and flames—between the two of them on the ground—and place a hand on each of their chests.

I don’t say anything. Not a word. Without warning, I draw their power into me.

I do this by imagining they are my battery, and I drain their Element as if I were the supermassive black hole in the Museum Realm absorbing all their power into me.

I know I’m capable of doing this because Caelan let me draw from his power all those times before.

That’s why he always felt warm instead of cold.

Rian coils onto his side, coughing and struggling for air. I don’t stop until he crawls back, his hair wild, his eyes wilder. He snarls at Caelan and writhes toward him, perhaps not believing my raw power is stopping him. The firestorm dies.

“Rian, stop!” I’m about to send the energy back into him, to push him back, but he extends his arms to me.

“TJ, wait—” he says softly.

Stupidly, I hesitate—just for one second, because he deserves one second.

But it costs me, because Rian leaps up and grabs my hand, shoving a moonstone cuff over my wrist. He doesn’t look me in the eyes.

When Caelan rushes at him again, Rian slings a cuff around his neck, and the flames he launches extinguish immediately like a match blown out, smoldering into weak wisps in the air.

Caelan falls to his knees and chokes back a scream, grasping at the black cuff around his neck as he’s assaulted by a wave of pain from the potency of the sunstones in the cuff.

“You two, don’t even think about it,” Rian says to Jules and Phira. “I can overpower you in my sleep.”

Julius looks offended but doesn’t fight back, instead placing himself between Saphira and the guards surrounding them.

The auxiliary guards have dragged themselves out of the quicksand. Bedraggled from almost drowning, but recovering quickly, they use their own smoke and flame to dry their uniforms.

“This isn’t you, Rian,” Julius says sullenly.

“No. I’m better than before. I have power now. To prevent people from leaving. You don’t have to leave, like Talvi and my, my…” For a moment, his eyes glisten and his nostrils flare as if a deeper emotion might struggle its way out. I know he thinks of his mom. But it passes, and dark fury replaces the grief.

“No one leaves unless I say so,” he says to the guards. “Caelan goes in the Box. His father’s orders.”

“Not in the—” Caelan falls silent on his own, paler than ever, the rise and fall of his chest rapid.

I know he is screaming inside with every fiber of his being, but he contains it.

“Shut it, lesser brother. You get what you deserve,” Rian thunders. “The other three, cage them.”

He stalks over me, his eyes icy blue. “I’m sorry, Talvi. I’m going to have to be the strong one and choose for us. I choose us. This is the only way.”
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Our prison room is cold but lit with a strange circular gas lamp on the ceiling as bright as fluorescent lighting. The sunstones embedded in the floor glow the peachy coral of a winter’s sunset.

“Well, at least we’re together,” Saphira says glumly. The three of us are cuffed and crammed into separate iron jails, back where I was an hour ago. “One guard was nice—or maybe sadistic enough—to allow Julius to feed Caelan’s Pyre Lyguanas.”

Phira goes on. “Before we escaped, Caelan asked us to feed them if anything happened to him. I think the guard just wanted to see us get burned to a crisp. He said everyone dreads having to face the pair of fire beasts.”

From down the hall, Caelan pleads and bangs against the tungsten box his father imprisoned him in as a child.

His worst nightmare.

It’s why small, closed spaces terrify him. And, the reason he doesn’t sleep without setting everything on fire every night. It hurts my heart to think it. My eyes swell as I begin to cry.

I explain to Phira and Jules how the king locked Caelan in the box as a child to force him to cultivate his Wind powers, then left him in there as punishment when he couldn’t.

“That’s disgusting. Poor Caelan.” Saphira cringes with each desperate holler, begging for light or heat.

I cover my ears, but I feel his pain deep in my soul.
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Two long, fretful days pass.

My own nightmare plays on repeat each night. I fall endlessly off that damn temple roof, believing I would die, just like I did when I was five. The excruciating stab of being caught on a branch at the last minute as I gasp awake. The memory is as vivid now as the colors in the sky on the evening it happened.

“Tomorrow, you will be bound to Rian,” I’m told by a talkative guard who passes us dinner and a change of clothes. “Then we will invade the Wind Realm.”

“Does bound mean married or tethered like a dog on a leash?” Julius asks grimly. He exaggerates a retch at the clothes they pass him. “These aren’t even ironed,” he mumbles to himself.

“Priorities, sir,” Saphira reminds him.

“Same thing in this case,” I say. “Married to a dog on a leash,” I add bitingly.

We’re interrupted by screams from down the hall—Caelan’s cries for help. The hollow echoes have subsided to a sporadic outburst here and there. The pounding of fists and feet against the inside of his metal box comes less and less frequently. Half-hearted efforts.

He remains caged, left alone to suffer in his dark prison.

“I wish we could help him,” Saphira says, cringing.

“Me too. I’m the last person he wants to see, though,” I admit, a lump forming in my throat. I confess to Saphira and Julius why Caelan helped us in the first place. How he’d seen me. With Rian. I am ashamed and defeated.

Believe me, no one wants you around less than me, he’d told me.

“He said that? That’s harsh,” Saphira says.

Julius grumbles a few words under his breath.

“You still don’t like him?” Saphira asks. “After he told the truth and helped us? He’s the only one here on our side.”

“I said, he’s still in love with Talvi. And he only said those things to get you to leave him. Don’t you think he knew he’d get in trouble for helping you? He certainly realized his father would punish him—if not kill him, for treason.”

Jules grips the upper bars of his cage for a set of pull-ups. “Plus, the poor guy had to watch you with someone else. I’d despise Saphira a little bit if that happened to me. I’d take you back, but first I’d hate you for a quick second.”

“Now you’re on his side?” Saphira feigns astonishment.

“I’m on the side that’s right,” he says smugly.

The iron door of our room opens. A female guard enters silently, a delicate finger covered in diamond rings held to her lips. She glows with a familiar bluish radiance—partly from her brilliant aquamarine hair, partly from her crystalline irises.

“Reimi!” I rasp, forcing back a high-pitched squeal. “Phira, Jules, this is Reimi, a Time Sprite from the City of Moons.”

Saphira stares, slack-jawed. “A Time Sprite,” she mouths.

Reimi reaches into my cage and presses a gold skeleton key into my palm.

“Talvi, dear, I can’t be seen here. In the eyes of the Fire King, I still represent the royals of my realm, but I’m considered a traitor. Caelan and I were arranged to be married, but he broke it off—he let me go—so I could be with my true love. It’s too dangerous for my world if they know I’m involved. You have to save him, save all of us.”

Her eyes glimmer like diamonds, shining brighter than the flames on the wall sconces around us. “Help Caelan claim the throne. The key unlocks Caelan’s prison. Even after it’s unlocked, you’re going to have to figure out how to get the panel off. I can’t do it. I winnowed in and tricked the guards into taking a sleep elixir. Only you can help the realms. You’ve seen it.”

“Reimi. I didn’t really see—” I’m ashamed to admit I didn’t get any real message from the vision in the City of Moons.

Reimi extends an arm through the bars and places a palm on my forehead as if checking a child for a fever. Instead, she shows me the memory I’ve been dreaming of each night in this cell—of when I was five and scaled the roof of the Temple and fell.

I know all this. The large scar I still have to this day.

“Why are you showing me—” I protest.

“There’s more,” Reimi says.

Like watching a film of myself, I am outside the memory, viewing it from a different angle. Now I see far more than I ever remembered.

I’m falling in a background of iridescent northern lights, but it’s not a branch that catches me. It’s a wisp of smoke. Smoke that twists into a thicker branch and barely makes it in time to catch me, because it’s not coming from the tree at all. It’s coming from farther away.

From a Fire Elemental.

Caelan.

He’s younger, perhaps ten or eleven years old, slender and scrawny with long pale hair flopping into his eyes—but the look of determination is distinctively his as he fires his Element. He slows my fall, but the branch of smoke and flame burns me. He hadn’t expected to save a little girl on a roof that day, and his control of his Element is imperfect. He’d been searching for his mother. He’d sensed her in the area, in Starstone when he’d winnowed to the Temple, a gateway for Elementals. But his mother had already left Rian’s family by then, and Caelan was too late.

Reimi says softly, “So you see, he saved you a long time ago, and you will return the favor. That’s how it always works with love. You take turns saving each other. You’re meant to be. Soul mates—forever loves—find each other across time and realms no matter how far, no matter how long. Forever love exists.”

“But, wait. You said…” I have so many questions.

“I’ll be there at the end. I’ll come, I promise.”

“Wait. Why are you helping us?” Julius can’t help but ask, his analytical nature getting the best of him.

“Uh, maybe don’t be rude,” Saphira mutters, aiming an apologetic smile at Reimi.

“It’s okay. Sometimes I wonder if things would be different for Caelan if I hadn’t left. You feel guilty choosing, leaving one option behind. It could have worked out, Caelan and me. But all you can do when making hard choices is to trust yourself.”

Reimi steps back. The edges of her supple silhouette dissolve as if being erased, and she shimmers away. I glance down at the gold key in my palm. My cuff is unbound from my hands, and the cage is unlocked. Phira and Jules are free too.

The door creaks when I shove it open. “I’ll go get Caelan. You two retrieve the scroll again, then we meet at the lantern. Same plan as before. It will work this time. We will go through the lantern’s shadow, no matter what.”

I shove open the cage door. “If I have to do this a thousand times, I’m getting us home,” I say darkly. It couldn’t be as hard as a time loop, right?
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I rush down the hall to find Caelan, my heart hammering. The guards are still asleep, slumped against the stone wall, so I hurry away without glancing back, not knowing how long Reimi’s sleep elixir will last.

Two doors down, another pair of guards slumbers, piled together like kittens. This must be where Caelan is being held.

I swallow a deep breath. Caelan’s prison is behind the door, and I need to get to him. Kicking a guard away with my foot, I press my palms against the heavy door and push it open.

The room is bare except for a riveted metal box, ominously quiet.

To my horror, the only opening in the metal container is a tiny keyhole.

Caelan, imprisoned in the dark within a space of a large crate—not enough to stand, just big enough for a large man to crouch inside. The thought of him being in there alone for two days sickens me.

My fingers tremble as I position the key in the keyhole on the short side of the metal crate. As I shove the key in and turn, the lock clicks to release two latches on the panel, left and right.

The gunmetal-gray box is still sealed shut, though. I need to pry it open.

The room is empty except for the container, so I run back outside to one of the sleeping guards. As I draw out a long sword from his scabbard, the guard rolls over and blinks open his bloodstone-colored eyes—scarlet and ink. His cheeks are blotched red from a fevered sleep.

I freeze, my breath seizing, but I quickly gather my Element in my hands.

The young guard lifts his palm. I prepare to absorb his attack, but instead he hisses, “Help Prince Caelan. I’ve been trying, but no Fire can open the box. I will find and help your friends. There are those of us who do not support the king—we follow Captain Bonflade and Prince Caelan. I am Sergeant Volcade.” He adjusts his helmet over his slender face and braided bronze hair, his sight still unfocused thanks to Reimi’s sleep elixir.

I nod, offering him silent thanks. Volcade rises off the smooth stone floor and trots unsteadily down the hall, veering slightly as if he’d drunk too much wine. Tall and svelte, he almost hits his head on the archway as he turns the corner. I have to believe he reaches Phira and Jules before anyone against us does.

I pivot and close the door behind me.

“Caelan, I’m getting you out of here. Can you hear me? Move back so I don’t stab you. You always say I like to stab things.”

I shimmy Volcade’s long blade to force the panel toward me until the edge of the thick metal plate slides out.

Then, it’s stuck. “Can you press from the inside?” I ask him.

No response.

I lever the sword into the edge again, but the blade snaps. Oof. Okay, think. The king trapped him in the box as a child because he expected Caelan to use his Wind Element to blow off the cover. If I could apply air pressure from the inside, through the keyhole…

I imagine being him, in the box. I possess his powers, because I am all of the Elements and none of the Elements at once. I acknowledge my anger and fear that anyone would place a child in such a contraption and how no one stood up for Caelan. His own mother left instead of protecting him, for god’s sake.

Standing aside, I press my palms together as if squeezing air. A thunderous BOOM blasts the heavy panel off, and it falls with a loud clang onto the stone floor. I flinch, hoping the remaining guards don’t wake and that the sound didn’t extend far enough to alert any others in the castle.

Caelan is huddled, coiled up in a back corner with his long legs folded into his chest and his arms tucked inside his cloak—the same one he wore two nights ago when he helped us escape. 

His face is unshaven and gaunt. I’m certain they didn’t feed him.

I crouch down and stretch a hand into the dark, cold prison. They may as well have buried him alive. His father did bury him alive. Even as a young Elemental, he’d been subjected to this cruelty. To make him stronger, he was told. To test his loyalty. All because he couldn’t access some of his powers?

My heart shatters for him, and tears balance on the edge of my eyes. I swallow back the horror and remain steady for him, my hand still outstretched.

“Come with me,” I say softly.

He doesn’t take my hand.

“Did anyone…” He stumbles over his words. “Did anyone feed my Pyre Lyguanas?”

It pains me to hear him speak. He’s hoarse because he’s been screaming for days and has lost his voice.

“Captain Bonflade took care of them while I was away…” he croaks. His face goes tragically blank—the look of suffocating on a terrible memory.

He’s shivering, and his eyes narrow before completely closing, unable to adjust, unused to the light. I duck under the edge of the metal box and kneel on one knee.

“I’m so sorry about Captain Bonflade. I know he meant a lot to you. Julius was the only one brave enough to approach and feed your Lyguanas. The guards let him because they didn’t want to do it.”

I keep talking because he needs to hear me. I know he is lost in the deepest abyss of darkness and the emptiest recesses of shadow. He needs my voice.

“You’ll like this. Your Lyguanas attempted to scorch Jules, but Saphira misted fog into the room for him to hide behind and shot water at them so he could escape. Like you, the Lyguanas evaporated the water to steam, so she started calling the blue one Cael and the black one Ann. She sprayed Julius down quickly enough.”

“Thank you.”

“The Lyguanas are okay.”

“I meant, thank you for coming for me.” His low voice trembles.

“Caelan…” I crawl on my hands and knees and nestle beside him, curling into him. I feel small beside him. He’s so cold, so I send a wave of warmth into him where my shoulder nests into his. I sense him needing more, so I give him more, until he is warmer than me, as he normally would be.

He remains motionless, a marble statue. He doesn’t try to leave, doesn’t untuck himself from his tight coil of fear. Minutes pass.

His voice scrapes the hollow box. “You came for me. You could have just left.”

I struggle to take a full breath. Tears surge in my eyes again. For him. How can he believe anyone would leave him, knowing he was trapped in here?

“I always choose you. Remember? You’re the one who said that. And it’s true.” 

He’s silent. Lifeless and hollow. In his handsome face, I see defeat and shame.

His eyes remain extinguished of light, and he doesn’t attempt to exit.

A shiver ripples through him. He needs more. I lay my cheek on his shoulder, pouring my Element and strength into him. “I will never let this happen to you ever again. Ever. I swear it.”

I offer my hand once again. ”You have me, in shadow and in light. And in what shadow remains, I will be with you. You don’t have to be alone in the dark anymore.”

Beside me, I feel his shoulders heave and he sucks in a deep, ragged breath, as if coming back to life.

He grasps my hand through the darkness.

“I love you, avyié,” he rasps, the honeyed amber returning to his weary eyes. He lifts my hand to his cracked lips.

Avyié. A dream from which you never want to wake. I’m his dream from which he never wants to wake.

“I love you,” I tell him.

I pull him out into the light.
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“My eyes haven’t adjusted to the light yet. I can’t really see,” Caelan tells me as we rush down the long hall to escape his father’s castle.

“THERE ARE SOME STAIRS COMING UP.” I grip his hand to warn him.

“Shhh. I said I was blind, not deaf,” he says dryly.

Oh, oops. “Did you just—don’t shush me!” I steer him to the railing.

“You’re still shouting at me, my little nightmare,” he says flatly.

We break down and laugh like idiots.
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Phira and Jules meet us on the fire shore. Dawn lights the waves cresting onto the glossy black sand. The eerie autumn Halloween glow of the ocean retreating over the burning coal rocks reminds us how far we are from home.

“Jules figured out how to camouflage us to blend into a stone wall!” Phira says. “Then, with Volcade’s help, we were able to sneak-attack the guards. They’re dreaming now, thanks to a few slashes of the Midnight Serpent.” She recounts their retrieval of the scroll.

Julius flashes a diabolical grin and pats his low waist where the poisoned dagger hangs.

“You’re sure you want to come with us? Leave your world behind?” I ask Caelan.

“I’m not going to school with you, but there’s nothing for me here.” Caelan sighs heavily but turns to me with a grin, his half-smile wickedly beautiful in the morning light. He staggers, still weak from his imprisonment, but I lean into him to prop him up.

He continues. “I’ll have my Lyguanas sent to the City of Moons, and pick them up from there. But I couldn’t leave without Fireweaver.” He drives the gold and black jeweled staff it into the sand like a walking stick.

The pitted light gray stones of the lantern contrast with the dark sand, and the lantern’s shadow is partially concealed in the strange radiance of the ocean of fire.

The four of us link hands, and as I toe a foot into the shadow, we fall together, the warm incandescence of the Fire Realm whirling away behind us.
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“Quick, extinguish the lantern.” I turn to Saphira, and she aims a finger to spurt water, flooding the firebox of the Fire Realm. The fire hisses and dies. No one can follow us now.

Except from behind us, a familiar voice jolts us.

“I wish you’d tried this hard to be with me,” Rian snarls, dangerous and low.

“You’ve made a final choice, then,” declares the king’s deep, menacing voice. “You have picked the weaker son, who believes in love over power.”

“Oh, no…” Saphira mumbles.

The king’s gaze sharpens on me as I turn. “The weaker son, who had a Time Sprite in his hands but let her go. For love. A Time Sprite would have been advantageous, but you, Void Element, you are the ultimate prize. Maybe with you he can be better.” He lifts his chin, meeting Caelan’s eyes. “My son. I’ve been harsh with you, but it appears you win. I am…pleasantly surprised.”

The Fire King, in his battle armor, is flanked by his army. Rian stands beside him, posted next to the main lanterns. He’s close enough for me to slap, if I dare.

They’ve established a war camp around the mirror-temple. Gold and red fabric pavilions and soldiers’ tents clutter the garden of lanterns. I have no idea how big the mirror-temple’s property is, or what is beyond it, but the smoke of dozens of bonfires surround me, with more extending as far as the eye can see. I’m betting the Fire Guards don’t care what property lines they’ve commandeered. Is the entire army here? Either way, it’s endless thousands (according to Caelan) against the four of us.

“Father, Talvi will not be misused for her power. I refuse you. No one will misapply her powers ever again. This I vow. She is her own Element, and I do not want your crown this way.” Caelan’s knuckles are bloodless, gripping Fireweaver. He angles the staff, ready to defend his words.

“Then Prince Rian has won.”

In another situation, I might have scoffed at how comically black-and-white the king’s worldview is, but today, his conviction is unmistakably treacherous. How did he become so ruthless? Anger? Loss of love? Fear?

I step in front of Caelan and glare up at tall King Infiero. The mirror-temple is behind him, but so are a host of his soldiers. “No. I do not choose Rian.”

Next to him, Rian’s jaw clenches. His eyes simmer like the blue flame of the firebox we extinguished, except they glitter cold and bitter before I look away.

“You choose no one?” asks King Infiero.

“I choose no one,” I echo.

Caelan nods at me, clasping my hand, and raises Fireweaver.

“You would kill your own father? Then I’m left with one choice. I will consume the Void Elemental’s soul for myself. Bring me the incantation and the Keeper.”

“This guy has backup plan after backup plan,” Julius mumbles beside me, his fists quaking dangerously, gathering power.

“I have the scroll, and the incantation doesn’t work for you,” I say.

“I am a step ahead of you, Void Elemental. I have not been High King of the Fire Realm for over two hundred years by chance and mishap. I’ve made a copy of the incantation and sent my soldier into a mortal realm to capture another Keeper of a Temple—the scroll and its incantations work for Keepers, even though this one has no Element.”

At first, I think the king’s guard is dragging Kennedy to him.

But as she comes into view, she’s just a lookalike. A younger girl of fourteen or fifteen—a Keeper of another realm’s Temple, he said. The king unfolds a piece of paper, a copy of the incantation.

“Read this,” he orders her. “Both sides.”

The young Keeper shakes her head bravely, not knowing where she is or why she’s here. My blood runs cold that he would drag a child into this, but also knowing there are Keepers of other Temples…

I become overprotective. Around me, sparks and crackles raise my hair like static electricity.

The king lifts a brow but unsheathes a dagger and glides it along the Keeper’s throat.

“Poisoned. You’ll never make it back home. Do you want to die today?”

Her tear-filled eyes flicker to me, and I try to comfort her. “Don’t listen to him. I’ll help you get home. I know you’re scared.” I gather my energy into my hands until they tingle. I’m very aware of my Element now, and I feel responsible for her. It’s now or never, for me, for Caelan, for everyone⁠—

“Begin the incantation.” The king jostles the Keeper.

Unexpectedly, Rian steps forward, interrupting the king. “No! You can’t consume her soul. She’s mine. Talvi is mine. You promised.”

“She doesn’t want you. You were wrong—but this way, we still have her powers.” The king prods the Keeper with the point of his dagger.

The young girl begins reading the incantation, her small voice trembling. The king jabs her when she pauses, and she flinches. His bony grip on the nape of her neck tightens to force her to continue, to ensure that my power and soul become his.

He’s thought of everything. Everything he needs to win.

Everything, except the one thing Rian truly wants.

“You would kill her, despite promising me everything?” Rian’s expression is murderous. He shoves a guard aside as he lunges at the king.

“She’s nothing to us if she doesn’t choose you.”

“She’s not nothing. She’s…everything. She’s my everything, and I won’t let you consume her soul.”

Rian charges at the king. He reaches for the young Keeper’s incantation, but she’s already on the back page. At the same time, Caelan raises his staff and fires off Fireweaver, seeing the opportunity to defeat his distracted father, and several chaotic events occur at once.

Caelan’s shot hits his father in the chest, burning the king as he’s knocked backward, but as he falls he lifts his arm overhead and launches a large white flash—a strike of lightning back at Caelan.

Lightning. Impossible from a Fire on his own, Caelan had said. But whether from extracting part of my soul, or because Rian grips the king’s arm as he falls and the king draws power from him—King Infiero summons lightning. A white fire, the hottest fire. The king uses this fire against his son.

Jules reacts on instinct alone and launches a boulder in the path of the treacherous stream of fire, but the lightning shatters the rock and continues on to strike Caelan’s chest⁠—

Caelan flies through the air, dropping Fireweaver.

With a sickening crack, he crashes against a stone lantern and slumps to the ground behind me.

I whirl around and sprint to him.

Please be okay, please be okay. Though I can’t imagine any way in hell anyone could be alive after that. The lightning Caelan and I summoned in the City of Moons struck and disintegrated two Wind Elementals at once.

I have no idea who the High King is drawing the power from, but I don’t feel drained, and I am certain of the power I send into Caelan. I can’t feel a heartbeat, so I press both palms against him and remember the shockwave of telluric energy, of magnetic earth energy Jules used to crack the museum display glass.

Caelan chokes and begins to breathe.

I kneel next to him and continue to pour all my energy into him—giving him everything.

“Don’t drain yourself,” he whispers.

“I’m not losing you. Not when you finally admitted you love me again,” I say wryly, using his words.

“I could never stop. I tried to. I tried my hardest.” His voice is husky, but he grins weakly. “When two people catch fire, it’s hard to stop. It’s how I feel…with you.”

He shuts his eyes. I search for his pulse, but his heart stops again. Oh god, oh no. I pound his chest, trying to restart his heartbeat, and send my Void Element into him until my fingers tingle and go numb. Nothing happens. He’s not breathing anymore.

“Phira, Jules, help me get him into that tent and try to revive him—use your Elements, CPR, anything! I need to stop the king.”

A Fire Guard sprints over to help Saphira and Julius.

I glance twice in surprise. Saffron-colored eyes twinkle at me from under the visor of his helmet, his long dark hair tied back from sun-kissed cheeks.

Captain Bonflade?!

Unshaven and scruffier, he acknowledges me with a quick twitch of his lips. Bonflade rips off his gloves and searches for a pulse but shakes his head. He efficiently lifts Caelan’s legs while Saphira and Julius each take an arm, and they haul him away from the main lanterns into a tent.

I return my attention to the king and launch into action, extending both palms. I maintain an expression as hard as the stones of the lanterns around me. With my right hand, I target the young Keeper reading the incantation. I imagine a blast of invisible fire and wind like what Caelan summoned to lift me back up the ravine.

I burn the copy of the incantation and the Keeper faints from the burst of Void energy. I use only enough to scatter her focus and render her unconscious rather than to harm her.

But it’s too late. As the young Keeper passes out, the last word of the incantation slips from her mouth and the Fire King’s soul reaches out to consume my soul.
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I see the bloody red gleam of his eyes stretch between us—the light of the king’s soul.

Flinging my arms up to shield myself, I send forth all I have against that shining red light, imagining a dark empty space emanating from my palms to absorb the attack. I think of my own fears and of all I need to protect. Unlike Water or Fire or the other tangible Elements, my own Element is truly from within the emptiness of myself, much like emotions—which sometimes come from nowhere. Yet they are felt and controlled anyway. I now wield my Void Element exactly the same way.

Suddenly the crimson glow is gone, and I still feel whole. But in an instant, I understand why. An inhuman sound escapes my throat.

Rian has thrown himself on the king, and the incantation rips his soul out instead—a blue shimmery sphere of light—and it is absorbed into the king’s chest.

“NO! No. no,” I scream, fury and pain and horror erupting out of me.

The Fire King recovers from his fall, shoving Rian’s slumping body aside. A firestorm swirls around him.

“Rian!” Julius cries, racing to Rian’s mortal body.

“Why?” I shriek, shrill and desperate.

“This is power,” the king says, flexing his fists to summon two columns of indigo flames that flare up to the high heavens. He huffs a breath and the columns double in width, surprising him.

My heart splits in two.

Rian saved me. But…he gave up his life…

Stop it! I deny myself the thought that he could really be dead, and I don’t allow myself to believe it’s true. I’d revived Caelan before and I will save Rian.

The king addresses me again. “I am now two Elements. No one can defy me now. I will continue to rule, perhaps forever with more souls. Once the Wind Realm falls, Water and Earth will not be able to resist. Then, I will take over the Mortal Realms. Mortals can bear True Elementals, and I will command them and amass an army of All Elements. Undefeatable. Perhaps with more power, there will be more worthy sons. Void Element, let’s try this again.”

He moves to revive the Keeper.

Did Rian know of these aspirations? How could he be okay with our realm overtaken—turned into a breeding ground for Elementals for the king? The thought sickens me.

I need time. I have the scroll, and I will buy myself some time.

“Wait,” I tell the king. “I will read the incantation. I will give you what you want.”

“What the hell are you doing, Talvi?” Julius yells.

“I got this,” I say, steeling my expression to appear strong.

“You choose this?” The king is surprised—and clever—so he’s suspicious, and keeps his arms raised ready to attack or defend at once.

“I have nothing left. You killed both your sons and leave me with no choice. Rian is dead. Caelan is dead.” My throat tightens at my own words.

I keep going. “I want to join them in death, High King. This is the only way. You…win.”

He narrows his eyes as if he doesn’t believe I am giving myself up, so I begin reading the incantation to show him I mean it. The first part restored my gran’s soul. I speak loudly, hoping the Fire King won’t catch on. He’s so pleased I’ve surrendered—that he’s broken me by killing both my loves—and he believes I’m giving up my soul and my powers to him freely.

I only read the front of the scroll, then pause. I hope it works. Because I’m making it up. The last bit.

I’m creating an incantation at the end—out of nothing. Only out of a barren field can true new beginnings spring, Caelan said. Someone had to come up with the incantations at some point.

Today, that someone will be me.

I summon my Element; my hands prick as if clutching thorned roses, and I send power into my words and the scroll.

The king’s greedy eyes glide over me. “Go on. The second page.”

I flip the scroll, pretending to set in motion the second half of the spell by reading a few lines.

But instead of finishing⁠—

“I restore the soul of Rian Hale!” I shout. And I press a palm into the air as if reaching into the king’s chest from afar to pluck out his heart. I pull against an invisible net, an invisible veil I know is there, and the king’s eyes roll back.

Rian’s apparition—his spirit, his ghost, his soul—presses out of the king for a brief moment.

“Rian! Separate yourself from him.” I will guide him back.

“I can’t. I’m not me anymore.” He glances sideways at his mortal body crumpled in the grass.

“We can restore⁠—”

“Talvi. I know I died. I felt it. You can’t put me back. Even I know this. You know this.”

“No!” I shout. My blood roars in my ears.

“I’m so sorry—I was lost. I was scared. I’m scared now.” He fades back into the king but struggles out to reach for me again.

His voice trembles.

The fading blue light in his irises betrays his realization that he will never see me again. He doesn’t have much time left.

“Please don’t remember me this way. He’s taken me because I made my choices. I’m done. You have to destroy me now to kill him. To stop him from doing this to others. He and I are one and the same now. I’ve taken control, but not for long; he’s fighting me to come back. Your incantation gave me time to say goodbye. Destroy me. Don’t let him have my power, my soul.” Tears stream down his cheeks.

I’ve never seen him cry, and his words devastate me.

“Rian, I’m not doing that. Hold on. I’ll figure it out, I will get you out.”

“Please. He’ll be too strong. I don’t want my soul to be stuck in him, watching him do terrible things with my powers. Be brave, sugar bean. For me.”

“Rian, no. I’ll bring you back. I’m the most powerful Element. I can do it. Just hang on,” I beg, my voice unrecognizably shrill.

“You deserve more, TJ. We grew up together, but I think…I think you outgrew me. Even if you didn’t know it when you broke up with me. You were ready for more. You were meant for more than I could ever give. You deserve it, and now I know you can get it for yourself on your own. I wished to give you the universe. Your love is everything—it was all I wanted, and I had it. Your love and spaghetti was all I ever needed. I had everything.”

I choke, sobbing, clinging to his words, his sweet, honest innocence—my first love who somehow got lost in the chaos of my life, the turmoil of his own deep emotions and desire to offer me happiness.

He goes on.

“So let me give you everything. Explore the realms. Take care of Starstone. You can do both.”

Rian draws closer and brushes the tears from my cheeks. His fingers are cold. He’s already a spirit of a mortal soul, a soul without a body.

“I saw worlds—you’ll be amazed what’s out there for you. We made it to a beach together, at least. Does a fire beach count? Don’t think your choices are limited. You have all the realms, and we saved your gran. Maybe she’ll like me more now.”

“Stop saying it like a goodbye, Rian. I’ll figure this out,” I sob, the breath knocked out of me by the finality of his words. I embrace him, but to my horror, he’s already fading back into the king, sifting through my arms. I stagger back and retch silently.

“Jules and Phira, thank you for trying to save me,” Rian says. “I’m sorry.”

“No, wait, Rian, please—” Julius pleads, but Rian holds up a palm.

He’s drawn back toward the king’s unconscious body.

“He’s coming back, the king. I have to do this now. I love you, Talvi.”

With a look of determination, he stretches back toward me, kissing me on the cheek one last time.

Before I can reply, he picks up Fireweaver by my feet, jolts it once to ignite it, and treads back into the king’s physical form.

I scream as he plunges it into his chest, his soul, through both their souls.

He slumps into the fiery staff.

The brilliant blue light of his soul erupts, and Rian is gone. 

I love you, I whisper, weeping uncontrollably, tears dripping off my trembling chin. I’ll bring you back. I swear it.
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Rian is gone, but the king, the High King of the Fire Realm, refuses to die. He sees Rian and Fireweaver coming and shifts behind the staff just in time. Barely enough, but Fireweaver does not run through his soul. Not entirely. He yanks it out of his torso and tosses it aside, coughing up blood—but he grins, as menacing and determined as I have ever seen him.

He gazes down at the spurting blood and grimaces in pain as he burns it, sealing off his wound. A medic rushes forth to treat him, but the king shoos him away.

“My army is ready to invade, with or without any of you.” He inclines his chin at the long lines of soldiers queuing into the lanterns, each with one hand on the soldier ahead so they will enter the realms together as a group.

“You can’t!” I say with as much conviction as I can muster, though I know he can and he will.

“Light the lanterns. You can’t stop us. You’re only one Element against many. Rian’s death is…regrettable.” For an instant, the king’s eyes dull and he stiffens as if he might actually feel the regret. Perhaps less for Rian and more for the son of the wife he loved.

But the moment passes quickly, and his next words are callous.

“He died for nothing. But he wanted this and had potential to be powerful.” With a nod to a heavily armored man beside him awaiting orders, the Fire King directs his generals to march into the shadows of the lanterns.

“He didn’t want any of this,” I say, too quietly. “Rian saved us,” I add to deaf ears.

My Rian. I glance at Rian’s mortal body lying lifeless. Dead. His soul is gone. I felt it leave.

No. This can’t happen. Not to him. I race over to him.

I’m draped over his body, sobbing. Not my Rian. I can’t accept this. I won’t.

I collapse to my knees and grasp his head. The look on his face has softened; the lines have vanished. What remains is the carefree face I’ve known and loved my entire childhood.

I lift his arms off his sides. When Saphira and Julius see what I’m doing, they run to my side and haul Rian into the pavilioned tent—more like a furnished room—where Caelan lies corpse-like. A shudder runs down my spine as I drag Rian next to him. The sight of Caelan on the red-carpeted ground rips my heart out, and my already splintered soul fractures at his soft face devoid of any sign of that flirty, arrogant grin.

Bonflade remains by his side, pounding Caelan’s chest before breathing air into his mouth.

Miraculously, for a moment, Caelan sputters and his eyes open, now a dull reddish-brown. “Bonflade. You’re here? Are we…dead? But there’s no afterlife for Elementals, I thought…” He rasps out the words.

“Don’t get up, my prince. Neither of us is dead,” Bonflade assures him. He goes on. “But you must stay awake this time. Remember when I had to babysit your scrawny ass when your father was away and I’d read you bedtime stories while you did your best not to fall asleep? Please do that now. I have a story for you—to keep you awake.”

“How are you alive?” Caelan shudders and convulses for air. His glassy eyes scan the tent, confused and unseeing, so he closes them again.

Bonflade clears his throat. “Try to stay with us. Reimi read my future and warned me, so we were prepared. Such a beautiful genius. But you know that. She snuck through an elixir. It’s normally used for something else entirely—you’d laugh at the side effects—but it allowed me to shift backward out of my armor and clothes at the last second. I lit myself on fire right before your father struck, and my soldiers concealed me. Completely naked—again, you’d have choked on flames laughing if you’d seen me, but I escaped while faking my death. It allowed me to lead a resistance covertly.”

He places a palm on Caelan’s forehead as if reminding him to stay with us. “It was close, though. With the Wind Prince choking the air out of me and the king lashing out, things went sideways for a bit. Injured, I needed time to mend. I’m so sorry—I tried to find a way to get you out of the Box, but no Fire can open it without a key. It could have gone either way, but I had to speak out and let the realms know that not all follow the king. You must survive and lead us. Your father’s been growing sick for a long time now, endured too much pain…”

“What do you mean?” Caelan whispers.

“He never told you, and it wasn’t my place to tell, but before you, he and your mother had many, many other children who didn’t survive childhood…the mix of Elements, I think. You were the only one who lived.”

Horrified, words fail everyone in the tent.

“I am…afraid. Where is Talvi?” Caelan’s eyes flutter, and his usual red lips pale to a bruised lavender.

“Caelan. I’m right here.” I brush a kiss on his forehead, sending warmth into the cold hand I grip. I know Bonflade does the same for him.

Bonflade’s smooth voice soothes. “She’s here, she’s holding your hand. It’s okay to be frightened, my sweet prince; there’s a lot happening. Tell me what’s scaring you—I’m here to help you. You’re never alone in any of this, and you are loved. Stay awake, though.” His eyes water.

I understand now why Caelan spoke so highly of his captain.

“I can’t…no air… I can’t hold on,” Caelan says weakly.

Saphira gasps a cry and begins to bawl.

Caelan doesn’t respond. His eyes are still again.

Bonflade grips Caelan’s wrist, searching for a pulse, but his grim expression declares the truth we all fear.

Caelan is dead.

Bonflade refuses to give up and pumps Caelan’s chest.

I go utterly still. I don’t let go of Caelan’s hand, and I only now realize my other hand is gripping Rian’s arm behind me.

Both boys are dead. Rian. Caelan. But I’m not done fighting for them. They need me—they need my strength, and that is the only thing keeping me from shattering into debilitating sorrow.

I don’t allow myself to fall apart and drown in despair and anguish. That was the old, powerless Talvi. Instead, I swallow back the tears.

This isn’t how it ends. There has to be a way to bring them back, and I vow to find it, no matter how impossible.

There’s no way in hell I’m giving up on either of you.

Outside, the king gives orders, re-organizing his army now that Rian will not be leading the attack on the Wind Realm or directing the invasion of the Mortal Realm as planned. I stand and draw back the gold fabric of the large tent—startled when the High King meets my gaze.

His dark sinister sideways glance from across the garden threatens to deal with me next, but his attention is divided for the moment.

I pull back into the tent to hide my surprise. Julius captures me with a grim glare, but as I open my mouth to speak, he interrupts.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he says gruffly, his own eyes reddened and swollen. “You can’t pour all your Element into them to bring them back. Caelan’s heart is damaged, and we can’t keep it beating. And the incantation separated Rian’s soul. You saw it yourself.”

“I have to be able to restore them. I’ve gotta try. What good are my powers if I can’t save those I love?” I lay a hand on each boy’s chest. Both are still because both are dead.

My left forearm glows. The incandescent gold shimmer comes from my injured wrist.

No. It’s the gold trilobite quill slipping out of the wrappings where I’d tucked it, radiating brightly in a sunbeam angling in from the tent flap.

“Golden bumble stinger, Earth Realm?” Bonflade guesses.

“Giant trilobite, Water Realm,” I say.

Bonflade’s deep eyes narrow. “Heart poison, if I remember the biology texts correctly?” he murmurs. “Almost impossible to acquire one of those quills without getting stung yourself.”

“Caelan said the poison causes your heart to hurtle out of control until it overexerts itself, and then you die,” I say.

We’re all thinking it, but Julius speaks first. “Can it…get a heart going?” he asks, one brow arched into the dark strands of his hair.

Phira’s look of horror says it all for everyone in the tent.

Whose heart will it start?

“Well, fantastic. Poison as the cure? Don’t know ‘til we try,” Bonflade says.

His enthusiasm for danger rivals Caelan’s. Are all Fires this impulsive?

No one responds to Bonflade, so he continues with greater urgency.

“If I do this right, we have a chance to restart Prince Caelan’s heart. It’s not too late for him.” Bonflade unfurls the armored knuckles of his left hand and thrusts it toward me. “I’ll take responsibility.”

Believing he intends to take the quill from me, I shove back on my heels. I cast him a warning glance before withdrawing the spine to cradle against my chest. “There’s only one drop left,” I caution.

It’s come down to this. To me. I must decide who to use the spine on.

“I didn’t mean to scare you, Talvi.” Bonflade frowns, as if he can’t believe it’s a decision at all, but he backs off as if to show me he isn’t a threat.

Would it even work? Could it start Caelan’s heart, only to have it stop again? And Rian’s mortal body still has a heart that could start, right?

I hold up the translucent spine, golden in the light like a honey-filled straw. One drop. That’s it. I whip my wrist to give it a shake and the droplet of poison rolls down into the far end. Will it even work? In the Metal Realm, Caelan said, Perhaps with a direct stab into the heart, it could still render its full effect.

Can it restart a heart, if injected there?

“Can you use a bit on both?” Saphira asks quietly.

“Not a great chance such a little amount will work even on one heart, and it would be wasted on two,” Bonflade says bleakly. “You must hurry, if you are to decide.”

I just need to start the heart. If it’s too much, will I be able to use my Void Element to counter the effects, to slow the heartbeat itself? Applying nothingness and emptiness might counter the effects if the poison is too much. It’s the only plan we have to save either of them.

Julius interrupts my thoughts. “Rian deserves another chance,” he pleads. “Stab him now! Maybe only his Elemental side was taken. His mortal body could be okay. He’s too young to die. Please.”

His eyes are wide and unblinking because he’s trying not to let the tears fall. He shoves his hands into his pockets.

“Caelan is a little brother to me. I will love and protect him at all costs. And he is the only one who can take on his father now,” Bonflade stresses.

Saphira cuts in quietly. “Logically, Caelan’s soul wasn’t taken by the Fire King, like Rian’s. His heart just stopped…but I know what Rian means to you.” She searches for Julius’ arm beside her, locking her fingers in his.

Jules doesn’t respond, but they clasp each other’s hands. Even on the edge of despair and disagreement, they are there for each other.

“They both deserve to live. That’s not the question,” Bonflade says. “Caelan can stop the king; he can lead.”

“But Rian’s mortal body is here, so his heart can start,” Julius insists.

“Would he be soulless?” Saphira grimaces. “Or would it be called back if his body were revived? This is unknown territory.”

I’m trying not to tremble; my is body drenched in cold sweat.

Bonflade’s saffron eyes flicker. “The Wind Prince—I’m very sorry to say—he’s done. Prince Caelan, on the other hand, can survive this.” He indicates Caelan’s chest forcefully. “Any longer, and no one will be brought back.”

Julius shoots him a scathing look and shifts his gaze to me, imploring. “You’ve known Rian practically all your life. Fourteen years of loyalty and friendship. He deserves it. He saved you in the end.”

Jules is right. I take a deep breath to steady myself before I command them.

“Everyone out. Leave me!” I snap. They stare at me, unmoving.

Then, all three of them start shouting at me. “Rian deserves—?” (Jules). “The only choice is—” (Bonflade). “Are you sure—?” (Phira).

“Get out,” I snarl. If I say more, I will break. The air ripples around me, and with one last glance at Julius’ fierce look of pleading, Phira’s sympathetic concern, Bonflade’s impassioned appeal⁠—

I warn them with another pulse of my power, loud as a thunderstrike, and whip my good wrist to drive them out. Phira and Jules reluctantly back out of the tent as the fabric billows unnaturally around us.

Bonflade edges around me, but before he disappears outside he says softly, “Caelan believed in you, so I believe in you too, whatever you decide.”

I glance up, meet his gaze, and nod once. I’m tempted to ask what would happen if I make the wrong decision—but catch myself. It doesn’t matter what he or anyone else thinks. It’s up to me. I will rely on myself in this moment. It’s time to choose. They’ve both been gone too long, as it is, and the poison may not work at all.

Rian is my heart. Caelan is my soul. Who am I most loyal to? No, Julius is wrong. That’s not what this is about. Who do I love more? That’s ridiculous. How do you choose?

My heart is broken, and tears stream down my face.

I’m sobbing so hard my shoulders convulse, but I steady the quill clutched in my right hand. I can’t wait any longer.

Is this what it means to have choices?

I take a ragged inhale and claw away my tears.

I slam my eyes shut in silent appeal to any higher power who might be watching and decide—trusting myself, even if I can’t explain it. I rip away the remaining layers of clothing to expose Rian’s chest and plunge the quill into his heart.

“I’m so sorry, Caelan,” I whisper.
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I have a plan. I trust my instincts. If I can restore Rian—for his mortal body remains intact—then the two most powerful Elements, Void and Wind, should be able to revive Caelan. If Bonflade and I were able to start Caelan’s heart, then with a stronger Elemental, I should be able to keep it beating. This will work.

I wait with bated breath for what seems like a dizzying eternity, but nothing happens after I inject the quill into Rian’s heart.

I pump his chest frantically and breathe into his mouth, fighting back the panic that maybe I was wrong, that my plan is crap, and now they’re both dead and I’m out of options because I made the wrong decision. I grow furious and despise myself for failing. Maybe I should have saved Caelan first. But maybe it wouldn’t have worked on him either.

My fury-grief gives me the strength not to give up.

I gather my thoughts. THINK, Talvi Jorde. I yank out the bloodied quill from Rian’s chest. Caelan had said, Perhaps with a direct stab into the heart, it could still render its full effect… But what happens if it wasn’t directly into a heart? What happens with a partial effect? What would it do? Nothing—on a dead person. But what would a tiny bit of poison do in someone alive? Why was only a small amount given to me in the first place?

If the trilobite meant to give me poison to protect myself, it would’ve given me a spine full of poison. But it only offered me one drop because it didn’t want me to kill anyone. What did it mean? Think! My mind whirls with possibilities until a thought emerges. Was it given to me for myself? To use on myself?

It was meant for me.

Maybe I’ve gone mad with grief, and I’m grasping at nothing.

But if the quill is meant for me…it means⁠—?

Rian always said I was the beauty and the brains. Well, brains it is. I can do this.

I don’t need another Elemental to help me. I don’t need Wind to bring back Fire.

I drive the quill with the tiny bit of poison left into my palm, flinching at the sharp pinch of the quill stabbing into my flesh.

All at once, my eyes dilate. Everything is bright and blue-white, and my heart beats wildly. I’ll use this adrenaline to pour all my power and energy into Caelan. The thought had occurred to me before I stabbed Rian that Caelan couldn’t possibly be dead. It takes two Elementals to kill one. Everyone assumed King Infiero had begun to absorb my soul before he struck Caelan, which is why he was able to produce lightning, but however he did it, he did it on his own.

He hadn’t taken any of my Element nor Rian’s soul at that point.

Two Elements did not kill Caelan.

The others were able to start his heart, but I will keep it beating. A heady rush from the poison takes effect, and I gasp for air like a fish out of water as my pulse thrums in my ears. My heart speeds as if I’d just awoken from a nightmare. Or sprinted a mile.

I could raise a mountain right now or fly high over one.

No, concentrate! The poison powers me. The tent glows, or perhaps my eyes dilate and let in all the light. I can’t see through the brightness. Somehow I steady my violently quaking hands, but my fingertips prick as if stung by a dozen bees. I know it’s now or never.

I press my palms onto Caelan and send my Element into him once more.

His heart beats once. But stops.

My fingers tingle and my Element flows. His heart starts again, faintly—a weak echo through a thick wall, and with my ear pressed to his chest, I grip his ribcage with both hands. With each soft beat, I time another burst of my energy into him with the same desperate, protective feeling I used to shield the tiny sloth creature from the explosion while it gathered berries in the rainforest of the Museum Realm.

When I coax Caelan’s heart to keep beating with each pulse of my own Elemental power, I think of how Saphira, Julius, and I created a palm tree from nothing, and I call upon the same fragment of my Element now.

It’s not magic. It’s not my imagination.

It’s less a power to me and more of an instinct—the same way I offer understanding and love and friendship. Intangible, but real. It’s who I am, and I learn to wield it just as I learned to climb a tree or swim…

I am the Void. What everything returns to after death.

Return to me, Caelan.

I am certain of myself, and as I guide the rhythm of his heartbeat, it strengthens and remains steady on its own.

He gasps sharply as his eyes flutter open. “Avyié,” he rasps.
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Saphira and Julius race into the tent when I shout out to them. I explain what happened. Phira offers Caelan water as he tries to rise. Jules insists that he lie back down.

No one can stand to look at the puncture in Rian’s chest.

I had chosen.

“Phira, Jules, I need to do this. I’ve got to try.” I beg for their hands, reaching out for their touch.

The two of them stand alongside me and clasp my shoulders. Saphira on my right, Julius on my left.

“Maybe with all of us, we can bring Rian back,” I say, desperate.

“Caelan, please.” I attempt catch his gaze, pleading.

He kneels beside his half-brother’s body, staring in quiet disbelief, frowning. Fragile and shaking.

His wildly unfocused eyes shift away. He’s still colorless—the effects of my enhanced power still affecting him.

“It doesn’t work like that.” His weary face is rigid, his brows puckered. “If the quill didn’t help…”

“Please, I’ve got to try.”

“Don’t drain the rest of your power. You could die. He’s gone. This isn’t Rian anymore.” His careful tone means to warn me.

“I’d do it for you, any of you.”

His eyes glisten with tears for me; he knows it’s true. He takes his place behind me, placing his hands gently on my head.

I shut my eyes, and with all I have left, I force all my grief and anger, all my love, into Rian. It’s got to work. I give him everything. Because he gave everything. I expect the vertigo that happens when my Element drains away. I gulp breaths as if I am not getting enough air, but my friends steady me.

My eyes blink open, because it’s all I have. I’m done. I sway, but Saphira quickly kneels and loops her arm around me. Julius’ grip on my shoulder tightens.

Rian’s mortal body begins to glow. It glows brighter, hotter, and Saphira and Julius and Caelan’s Elements pass through me.

Water, yielding and flowing.

Earth, strong and constant.

Fire, intense and passionate.

I tremble as I summon my final ounce of energy from deep within—and Rian’s body blurs for an instant before shimmering away, bit by bit, returning to starlight. Reimi said the Void is what all Elements return to after they die.

“NOOO!” I shriek. The tent around us rips away from its stakes and shreds into pieces, fluttering off with the east wind. “Not this! WHY DIDN’T IT WORK? He gave everything, and I can’t give anything. He saved us. He saved Grams…”

And the best I could do for him was help him return to all that we become after we die.

Nothingness.

I crumple into the empty space—the empty space Rian no longer occupied, because life and spirit departed from him and he no longer occupied the plane of either side.

“I’m nothingness,” I blubber, weeping into my hands.

My friends give their Elements to me freely. Fire and Water and Earth replenish me, and I no longer feel faint—my vision isn’t hazy anymore; my breath comes evenly.

Caelan kneels beside me, holding me. His firm embrace steadies me.

He whispers to me so only I can hear. “You’re not nothing. Don’t ever say that.” His words caress me, and I take a ragged inhale.

“He saved me,” I say again, hollow.

I am nothing.

That’s what Void is. Nothingness, where I sent him instead of saving him.

And then I feel and know I am Nothingness, and Nothingness is at the beginning of Everything…

Everything comes from a place of nothing at first.

And the energy I’ve taken from my friends has sustained me and strengthened me, and I know what to do now.

I take a quick glance at Kyr and Nytryx back at the trellis and announce loudly to them, “I’m going to summon a few others into the Garden.”

“You’ll need my incantation that you tried to summon Saphira and Julius with, if you can remember it—” Kyr begins.

“No. I don’t need an incantation. I’m going to create everything out of nothing.”

I pick myself up off my knees, brushing away the dirt. I wipe my face with the back of my hand. There will be plenty of time to mourn Rian later—but he didn’t die for nothing.

He died for everything.

As the Fire Army resumes its march into the lanterns, there is a scuffle. Captain Bonflade’s soldiers are resisting, preventing the army from entering the lanterns.

This is the opening I need.

I call out into every Shadow of every Lantern, summoning all the Elements and all who exist in the thousands of domains in the thousand realms.

I call out to all the Elements and all the beings who can hear me and want to save their worlds, to all those who are afraid of the Fire King in all the realms and beyond.

I summon them all at once. I am Keeper of the Gate. And from the Gate, I shout.

I don’t need an incantation. Or anyone’s help.

Because I am Nothingness and emptiness is everywhere, I am everywhere and I know they will hear and they will come.

The High King twists his mouth, sneering. “No one will listen to you. Everyone fled as soon as they saw my phenomenal power at the feast.”

As he speaks, all the lanterns around us radiate light; so much light that there are no more shadows.

His advancing army is thrown back from the lanterns, and any who have already passed through are expelled.

Then—the Elementals arrive, streaming through, winnowing through, spinning through, like stars spinning out of the sky.

The vision I saw in Reimi’s eyes in the City of Moons.

Flashes of an ocean of fire,

Caelan,

Rian,

Caelan and Rian dead,

heartbreak, stars in the night sky glittering and twirling,

and people, hundreds of thousands, spinning out of the stars.

But I was wrong. It wasn’t stars I’d seen—it was the fires of the lanterns.

Elementals, Wights, Sprites, Sylphs. Countless others.

They all flow through. All those who feared no one would stand to protect them.

“They have come,” I marvel, my throat tight.

I knew they would.
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So many Elements have come. It’s incredible. The Winds march forth in their sky-blue uniforms. The Earths arrive with fists turned to rock and skin armored with stone. I bet Julius is trying to figure out how to do that on his own as we speak. Waters emerge out of a dense cloaking fog that camouflages their numbers at first, but fins and gills and scales ripple forth as they appear.

They are all summoned by their mightiest power, a Void Element. Me. I can’t believe it.

Not only Elementals, but also Nature, Dream, Time, and nameless entities I do not yet recognize.

There is a brief hush as the Void Realm’s lantern blooms fire.

They’re here because I called. Even those who rarely leave their realm have gathered—the one Elemental most other beings have never seen.

The Void Elementals.

Diminutive, sprightly beings press through the shadowy veil onto the garden lawn. They wear exquisite glowing dresses of what I can only describe as silk and moonlight, and dark cloaks hewn from the space between starlight, adorned in headdresses resembling animal skulls. Many have wavy ashy-brown hair like me and eyes that pick up all the shades of colors around us.

“Void Elementals,” Julius murmurs, in awe.

“Hey Talvi, now we know why you’re so short, like skulls, and wear dresses so much.” Saphira giggles beside me.

I gather my strength again, and my skin sparks and crackles like static. My power.

I pour my might into the Fire King to disarm him. He’s forced onto his knees, bowing his head before me and my Element’s kingdom, the House of Void, along with the legions of Elementals who stand behind me.

I do not falter. I am strong.

My name is Talvi, and I have power.
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The King of Fire kneels before me.

“I am a Lord of the House of Wind. We heard your summons across the realms through the lanterns. We are here to fight for you. For us,” says a regal Elemental in a sky-blue uniform.

“No! There will be no battle. I didn’t summon all of you to fight today. I want you to see all we have to lose if there is war. In these Shadows of Lanterns there are entire realms, trillions of souls. Look at each other. This is what we stand to lose if we fight. Souls. Each other. Our worlds. 

“Protect each other. We have a choice. There’s always a choice. And let this garden of lanterns remind us of how easily shattered our realms can be if we forget to protect those who cannot protect themselves.

“Fires, the time has come for a new king, proven worthy of the responsibility and might needed to wield the power of your realm.”

Captain Bonflade and his guards send up a deafening roar of approval and support.

“Winds, the old king’s mistakes will not be repeated by Prince Caelan. Wipe his slate clean and forge a new treaty with the new king. He is not his father. You’ve seen this with your own eyes today.

“Earths and Waters, your realms are safe from the ambitions of the old king. You will be protected.

“Voids, you are a mystery…but you have my word as a Void Elemental that Fire can be trusted. 

“Beings of All Realms and Beyond, thank you for believing in me.”
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Even the beautiful Time Sprites, delicate creatures led by Reimi wearing a magnificent diamond crown atop her aquamarine hair, have answered my call. “The Lord of Time has sent me as his representative by decree of his own crown,” she declares, assured and serene, her fingers rising to the glittering jewels adorning her head, her captivating face bowing to me with a radiant smile conveying how proud she is of me.

Caelan appeals to the army he has led and commanded. “Army of Fire, I have led many of you, and you have served the realm with loyalty. I have earned your trust and faith. Do not follow my father on this path of destruction and war. I will lead you, and no blood will be shed today.”

Bonflade stands behind him now, protective and proud, his sword aflame, wielded like a torch.

The Fires who followed King Infiero’s command are outnumbered and withdraw their arms before dropping onto one knee, deferring to Caelan’s command.

The Wind Realm has amassed its own army, and they draw the air out of the lungs of any who still resist and fight for the old king. As they faint, the Dream Sylphs weave dreams and put them to sleep for a bit… But the Fire King, ancient and powerful, still has fight left in him.

He’s weakened as he resists, and as I continue to draw out his power, he slouches back on his heels. The Void Elements whisper at me, revealing to me the secrets of accessing…using…protecting…our Element.

Caelan asks me to stop.

He collects Fireweaver and approaches his father.

“Ah, you’re not dead after all,” King Infiero observes wryly.

“Why do you hate me?” Caelan is as pale as he is toneless as he stares down at his father.

“I was like you once, pursuing love. When your mother left, I vowed never to love again. You are on the same path to hurt yourself and weaken our kingdom. But you wouldn’t change. You refused time and time again. You…forgave me time and time again.” The hardness in his eyes wavers as he struggles to understand his son.

“Why Rian?” Caelan asks. “You sent me away and spent a year with him. Why? Why did he get your love?”

King Infiero remains on his knees, though he shifts his hands onto one thigh as if trying to stand. “Why Rian? You mean why not you? Did you know it’s almost impossible for unlike Elements to produce offspring? Fire and Wind. They never survive childhood. It broke your mother’s heart. You were the only one. You reminded her of all the others we’d lost… She didn’t dare get attached, not after losing so many.”

Father and son fall silent, lost in thought for a moment.

I am certain they have never talked about this.

The king snaps back to the present. “I had such high hopes, but you couldn’t harness both powers—then you worshipped Bonflade, who told you it was okay.”

“You can’t accept me for who I am—” Smoke and shadow rise out of the outline of Caelan’s profile, dark and dangerous.

“Rian looked just like your mother; I should hate the sight of her, but it’s the opposite. Rian understood what I wanted for him, for the kingdom. He wanted more.”

The Fire King’s eyes flit to me, and flames rise from his upturned palm. His fingers curl, and he gathers his strength, aiming his hand toward Caelan, who shifts his stance, readying to counterattack.

But when the king aims his other palm at me, a dark fury gathers like a perilous storm on Caelan’s face.

Before the fire leaves his father’s palms, Caelan spears the weakened king with Fireweaver in one swift move. There is a sickening scrunch of metal piercing ancient flesh.

I avert my eyes. Muted gasps arise from the gathered Elements.

The High King of Fire rips out the staff and rolls to his side. “You’re only one Elemental. So you fail again. Rian could not destroy me on his own. You need two Elementals to kill one. Did you forget that you can’t beat me? You were always weak, Caelan Stormfire Fusillade,” the king taunts, even as he lies bleeding in the grass.

“You’re wrong. You’ve been wrong my entire life.”

Prince Caelan Stormfire goes on, his voice relentlessly powerful, dangerous. “I am the Fire that Burns until the End of the Universe. But I am also the night winds sifting through our oceans of flame. I am the son of both Fire and Wind, and I defeat you. I’m sorry, Father, but I count as two. I am more than you.”

Caelan’s tone makes the tiny hairs on my neck stand on end.

I see a single moment of fear, or regret, or a realization of both, in the Fire King’s eyes.

Caelan fires a single white fireball into his father’s heart. A fire so brilliant I am forced to shut my eyes for a brief instant.

King Infiero unfurls his fingers, and his poisoned dagger drops from his palm.

Prince Caelan stands over his father for a long moment. “Why did you not use your dagger; why did you not throw it at me now? You know you’re faster,” he asks impassively.

The king does not answer right away. Perhaps he doesn’t entirely understand his own actions. Did a tiny part of him hesitate out of care, or was it merely a strange respect for Caelan finally standing up to him? Had part of him wished to see if Caelan was strong enough to kill him?

“The brighter flame must chase away the shadows.” The king’s breath slows, shallow and frayed.

Ah.

Caelan’s eyes round in astonishment at his father’s revelation. On the verge of death, he repents? “You admit⁠—”

The king coughs, wiping the blood from his mouth with the back of his palm. “A parent’s greatest mistake will be their child’s most valuable lesson.”

Caelan slowly drops to his knees beside his dying father. Bewilderment lines his face. “You always said that. I thought you referred to my mother. My whole life, I thought you were perfect.”

“I thought your belief in love was your weakness. You choose it so willingly over power,” the dying king says, his words sounding more like a question for his son.

“Love is a choice,” the Prince of Fire replies.

“Ah. Captain Bonflade’s words again. Perhaps it’s best you aren’t like me after all,” he wheezes. His face is weary. He has arrived at the end of his journey. “The kingdom is yours. Farewell, son.”

The old Fire Elemental shuts his eyes, takes one last tattered inhalation, and is still.

The entire garden is silent as the long-reigning King of Fire Infiero Flamekeeper Fusillade shifts into shadowy moonlight and smoke until nothing remains—as if he never existed.

Prince Caelan Stormfire sheds a single tear for the father who never truly grasped how to love him, and with a heavy sigh, he searches for my hand alongside him.

I clasp it firmly.

“All my life, he said I wasn’t good enough,” Caelan says quietly.

“You’re good enough. You are. You’re good enough for me, good enough to rule your kingdom. You’ve always been enough, just as you are. You believed in love, you dreamt of love, and you chose love, even when those around you—your mom and dad, who were supposed to teach you—didn’t show you how. You are…extraordinary.”

I lock on the swirling fire in his eyes. “Your father knew that, in the end.”

Tears balance at the edge of the flames, flickering the specks of gold in his irises. When I wrap my arms around his waist and kiss his charred chest, his tears spill like raindrops onto my head.

“You’re more than enough,” I murmur into him.
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“Did you like my speech? Did I sound like a megalomaniac?” Caelan asks.

“Fire that burns until the end of the universe, huh? That’s dramatic. It’s very you. I like it. Maybe you should write it down,” I say.

“Where’s Wallace when you need him?”
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In the chaos, the lanterns’ fireboxes have extinguished, and each one must be reignited by a Fire Element’s hand to return everyone home.

Kyr and Nytryx delight in what they call their Garden Party of the Millennia. Old friends greet them and indulge the stone dragons’ riddles.

The Elemental leaders gather to congratulate me. Even a young Void Elemental approaches and whispers in my ear before launching a handful of moonstones in the air and twirling away into the lantern. I am silent for a moment, considering what to do with this new information.

I’ll think about it.

Prince Caelan is enthroned, and the Fires celebrate their new monarch. The word going around is that he is young, but they trust he will continue to prove himself.

There is a Grand Feast for all after the coronation of the new High King of the Realm of Fire. It takes a week to get everyone home.

High King Caelan of Fire hosts all the realms over the next month. He meets and signs treaties of peace and assures them he is not like his father. He impresses them with his charm and wit, his cleverness and skill, but most of all, his honesty.

Saphira and Julius travel through the lanterns in search of answers—to see if Rian’s soul could exist elsewhere after he vanished. Perhaps separated souls exist in some form, as my gran’s did in the mirror-temple.

After two weeks, they return. “Sometimes mortal souls live on in spirit realms, but True Elemental souls go nowhere. That’s what we were told wherever we went. Maybe if Rian were full mortal, they said…” Julius says.

My hope plummets.

Elemental deaths go nowhere, Caelan had said. They simply stop existing after death.

It’d been too much to hope Rian’s soul went somewhere, as my gran’s soul existed when part of it was torn out. Perhaps being impaled by a Metal Realm weapon after being ripped from your mortal body truly leaves you with nothing.

My heart is heavy, and I weep silently.
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Julius and Saphira remain at the Fire Realm’s castle—a magnificent obsidian citadel—even after everyone else returned home. We grieve for Rian together, and they ask me what I will do next.

During their search for answers, they discovered that the door in the Temple only opens for two True Elementals.

I reveal my plan for the next year and tell them I will return to Starstone. Saphira nods enthusiastically, her mouth full of fire-roasted meat the kitchens prepared for dinner and the two of them brought up into my quarters. I have my own room. In a freaking castle.

Jules speaks. “It’s tragic, you know. How one person’s decisions can affect so many. Caelan and Rian’s mother, the king’s wife—she abandoned them, and it changed the course of their lives.”

He frowns, but continues. “Caelan dreamt about love, despite not receiving any from either parent; Rian gave so much love it consumed him, and the king decided not to let any love into his life anymore.”

“Your choices matter. How you react to loss matters,” he concludes grimly.
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Caelan joins us later after a long day of assembling his new council and appointing his advisors.

He and Julius exchange a firm handshake.

“I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you,” Caelan tells him. “That lightning bolt would have destroyed me if you hadn’t dampened and absorbed its strength with the boulder you summoned right before it hit me. I owe you my life. Thank you.”

“I don’t envy what you had to do to save the realms. You’re the strongest one of us after all. If you give me the name of your tailor, we’ll call it even,” Julius says with the faintest hint of a smile.
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At the end of the month, Caelan and I walk along the fire shores of his stronghold at midnight. Neither of us can sleep with so much on our minds. We still find solace in each other, and the blazing waters of the shore radiate warmth as if it were midday. Or noontide, as they say here.

Under a dusting of stars, seaflowers of glimmering gold petals bloom along the bluffs. (Caelan was right—seaflowers smell like fragrant red apples.)

Monstrous shadowy canines stalk the darkness.

“Sea Wolves,” Caelan says. “They mate for life. The wolves collect shellfish that live near the steam vents where the water isn’t terribly hot and drop them in the waves of fire.”

“They like cooked food?” I ask.

“No, the wolves do this to get to the delectable food inside. The shells open when they feel the fire. They have no reason to protect their insides anymore. There’s nothing left to protect when they know they’re going to die.”

“They know it’s the end,” I say absently. I don’t register my own words because I think of Rian and how he protected me until the very end. Even when he knew he was going to die. Especially when he knew he was going to die.

“His death wasn’t pointless,” Caelan reminds me, somehow reading my mind. “He had nothing to protect if he didn’t have you. My father never figured out that power wasn’t worth it if you didn’t have love.”

“You figured out how to have both. Love and power.”

“I got lucky.” He taps my nose before wrapping me in his arms, crushing me tightly against him. “You know, you could stay. With me, avyié. And be queen, to rule the Fire Realm with me as an equal. The other realms already respect you. You were by my side at the gatherings of the representatives, at every council. They will accept you as royalty.”

“I don’t need to be queen of anything right now.”

We walk hand in hand, in silence, our bare feet pressing footprints into the heated, sparkly black sand.

“You know how to find me. You’ve been granted access to the lanterns by Nytryx and Kyr and the rulers of the realms forevermore,” Caelan says. “The stars are within your reach.”

“This isn’t goodbye,” I say. “My gran is okay now. I need to teach her all that I learned, and I think I’ve come up with a way to manage Starstone from afar. I have things I need to do, to finish, and then I’ll be back.”

“I know. But I want to skip to forever with you.”

My insides liquefy. He always knows what to say. “I do too. The Void Elementals have offered to teach me more about myself. I’ll travel there, too.”

“I’ll wait for you. But probably not eighty years. Although I’ll still be ridiculously handsome then.”

“Always. Your mirrors need you. They don’t look good by themselves.” I ease into his arms, gazing up at him as smoke coils over me when he leans in for a kiss.

He shatters my soul into a million shiny pieces with his next words.

“The nights I had you, though—those will last me until the end of time, my gorgeous nightmare,” he whispers warm and soft onto my lips.

For that sentiment alone, I know in my heart where I belong. I will return.
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The sun—pink and gold, rises above the waves, and the sky glows in the lavender blue of dawn. The last morning star fades to a faint silver speck. We lie among the tall grasses of the bluffs above the black sand, hidden in the seaflowers. There are no more words to say, our hearts and souls and bodies now tangled together in promise and in love. He sees only me, naked before him. The intensity in his eyes mirrors my own, and I can’t pry my eyes away from him.

I’ve rolled his pants halfway off, and I kiss the exposed tip of him before gripping my lips around the sensitive head of his hard length. Tasting him. The salty smoke, the silkiness; I will miss all of it. His leg jerks, and the whole stiff length of him twitches as I stroke him with my tongue.
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He speaks first.

Is this what you want?

Yes.

Yes, what?

Yes, King Caelan.

He breathes out a low, ragged groan of unholy desire and thrusts deep into me.
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The next day, I embrace him one last time. As I back into the lantern, the sunlight in his eyes simmers and the faint inky wisps of flames crowning his head bestow height and authority, not that he needs any more of either. 

“May your mortal life be all that you wish it to be, avyié.”

I lift a hand to wave and incline into the lantern. I last glimpse his moonlight hair catching the light as I fall through winding darkness and writhing shadow…

And crash into a screen door.

“Oof.” My nose hits the metal mesh, and I throw my hands out in front.

The screen door swings open harder than expected and slams into the wall of my porch.
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My porch wall.

The bang of the door is followed by stillness. I’m confused. I’m on the front steps of my house.

My eyes adjust to the light, blurred after falling through the lantern’s shadow.

The outdoor clock says 7:55 a.m.

And…

A familiar boy waits at the bottom of the porch stairs.

“Good morning, sugar bean,” Rian says, dropping his elbows onto the white railing of the stairway.

I step down to meet him, thunderstruck.

Stunned beyond words. How can this be?

He shifts his feet to capture me in a tight embrace as I land on the second to last step in bewilderment.

It can’t be. My throat tightens.

He kisses the top of my head. He smells like clean cotton, faintly of lemons.

I slide my fingertips down his arm and narrow my eyes.

“You still have a blue scale-feather…” I murmur.

“What?” He twists his forearm to glance at where I touch him.

“This.”

“This splotch of paint?” He scratches at it with a fingernail and the blue peels away. “Eugene the Hungry ate through his enclosure, so I had to rebuild it. Built him a little sheep house and painted it blue—his favorite color, since he’s always chewing my jeans.” He laughs.

I am stunned into silence. It can’t be.

“You know all this. You were going to help me paint, but you said your gran needed help with the Temple. The two of you are prepping for the spring break rush, right?”

“Oh. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Are you okay? You look dazed,” he says.

He takes his thumbs and irons out the creases between my brows, grinning brightly at me.

I blink up at him. “Never better.” I hesitate at first, but decide you can never say it enough to someone you’ve lost. “I love you, Rian.”

The mark on his forearm is gone, but the mark on my heart remains.

“I love you more,” he says, his crooked half-smile crinkling the golden freckles of his nose. “Steal a day with me? Skip class and drive over to Wolf’s Head Fjord, hike to the waterfall?” he asks hopefully.

He swings the car door open for me.

The mark on my heart remains.

“Talvi!” my gran calls from inside the house. “You forgot your breakfast sandwich…and see if Rian wants to come over for dinner tonight. I’m making spaghetti and meatballs. He can’t say no to that.”

I glance at my lawn. I could dig a hole to check.

But I already know the answer.

I’ll stay a day. One day. I want to remember him this way. My Rian. My childhood friend, my first love. Who gave me everything he had.

The mark on my heart remains.

Rian mouths the word “spaghetti” and laughs.

I smile at him. He can’t take his bright blue eyes off me, and my lip trembles. I jab my nails into my palms and tell myself not to cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. My heart breaks wide open, but I know not everyone has a chance like this.

To have one more day with a lost love. What would anyone give for that?

Everything.

The mark on my heart remains.

I’ll steal one more day, and be off to start my future.

A future of my choosing.
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“If she doesn’t come out in a week, I’m going to get her,” Julius says. “It’s not our place to decide for her like this.”

“You don’t have to hear her screaming in her sleep every single night ever since that awful day. She needs to heal. I want her to remember Rian the way he was, for the heart that he was for her,” Caelan replies.

“I’m torn,” Saphira chimes in. “Jules is right, but I know Talvi, and she needs to process all that’s happened. Maybe the Shadow Realm will help her move on,” she admits. “I hope she isn’t mad at me later.”

“She knows how to check for a Shadow Realm. I taught her. She’s clever. She knows what she’s doing. If she wants to know, she will check. When she’s ready, she will leave,” Caelan says. “I want her to heal.”

The End
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Istomp across the drawbridge, my boots thudding against the iron ramp over blazing flames instead of water. The thickest, strongest metal gate stands between me and what I want inside.

I snap my first two fingers, and the metal shatters like broken glass.

Caelan stands on the other side, melting the metal shards that fly at him.

“Hello, my beloved. Welcome home.” The ends of his mouth twist into that unholy grin of his. The very sight of me exhilarates him. I can feel it in the crackling air between us. He indicates my longer hair softly waving down past my shoulders. It’s been a while.

“How. Dare. You. Put. Me. In. A. Shadow. Realm.” I dispatch a forceful shockwave at him, knocking him onto his back. He lands with a thud and remains on the cold stone floor of his castle. His castle. Not his father’s. He’s High King Caelan of the Fire Realm, the largest and mightiest Realm. And he’s been knocked flat on his ass by a small, unassuming figure.

“Avyié, I’ve missed you. How are you feeling?” The way he asks me, teasing me. The lilt in his voice, the rising red in his wicked lips—I know he’s impressed, aroused even, by my strength, my power. His amber eyes gleam like the hungriest predators at night: the very reason mortals harnessed fire. The same ancient Element of Fire coils through him, and if I look closely, the flames flicker faster in his irises when he drags his gaze over me.

I strike him again, an invisible gust of wind that pins him, blowing his hair, his cloak, and part of his shirt off of him, allowing me a glimpse of the cords of muscles above the waistband of his pants, covered by intricate black glyphs that cross over the deepest of scars.

“You knew what you were doing. You only stayed a few days,” he says.

“That’s not the point.”

I sprint at him, fists clenched, drawing my power into my small hands.

I launch into the air and land on top of him to sit on his torso, straddling that broad, muscular chest I haven’t seen in over an entire year. I frown, but I can’t help but stare at his gorgeous face. Instead of pummeling him again, I take the Elemental power I’ve drawn into my hands and press my palms on his cheeks, sending it into him. He draws from it, absorbs it. I know it feeds him, and it thrills him when I share my power. It thrills me too.

I feel the same when he touches me in return with his Elemental Fire.

He shudders under my power, my Void Element, and shuts his eyes, sucking in a calming breath.

I glance up and down the hallways. The grand entryway is lined with tapestries and monstrous glittering meteorites carved into unfamiliar creatures and beasts. “Where is everybody? No guards? Captain Bonflade? Volcade? The Court?”

“I gave everyone the day off. Told them to clear out of here—that you’d be back today. I assured them you’d protect me.”

I beam a grin in the late morning sun. I enjoy the power.

The power to protect those I love.

His hands slide up my legs, idly stroking higher and higher until his thumbs circle into where my thighs meet.

Pleasurable heat spikes through me.

“You look as stunning as the first day I saw you,” he says. “That day, in that sweater dress. Let’s just say I still think about you in that form-fitting dress that shows off your ass.”

“And?”

“And I want you to put on that dress just so I can bend you over our bed, push up your skirt and bury myself in your wetness.” His voice becomes more guttural, rougher. “You’ll feel Deep and Dark and Fiery all at once, and I won’t stop until we are both wet from exhaustion and gasping each other’s names.”

This absolutely wrecks me. I’m still furious. But I’ve missed him every single day for the last four hundred days. I wriggle down off his chest, dragging myself over his taut abdominals so he can feel the warmth between my legs as I keep them spread to roll my hips over his. He’s already hard as steel. I bear down onto him before I hover my lips over his.

“Tell me you’re sorry. Promise me never again.” The scent of him, smoky and leathery, woodsy and sweet, coils into me, and my nipples tighten as he grazes my ribs, gliding up the underside of my breasts over my collared top. The cloth between his hand and my skin is in the way, and I wish he would simply rip it off me in one wild slash.

“I’ll tell you anything right now. I’ll promise you everything right now,” he rasps, wild with desire.

He raises his head to catch my lips, but I rear back enough so he misses. I force him down by his chest while I continue to rock my hips on his ever-growing length throbbing between my thighs. I ache for him, and I shut my eye when he grips me roughly by my backside, my soft flesh tightening under his touch.

“You’ll be my ruination, avyié. This, I swear on.”

He swipes a leg to the side and, rolling swiftly, sweeps me under him. Now he’s on top, pinning both my arms above my head, and I allow him to keep me here for a bit. He kisses me. Not a gentle, loving kiss, but a wild demand of my mouth, reminding me who he is—utterly and completely mine.

“God, I forgot how much I love your sweet scent, the taste of you,” he growls into me, causing my stomach to tumble and my pulse to race.

I wrap my legs around him and in one deft move he didn’t see coming, I’m on top again, startling him into a low laugh. His shoulders shake as he laughs because he’s pleased and admires my newfound strength.

His golden eyes glint from below me. “Do you know how firehawks choose their mates?”

I shake my head.

His fingertip slides down the side of my temple, tracing my scar down my neck. “They fly wingtip to wingtip, somersaulting dangerously through the air. Female firehawks are the swiftest birds in all the known realms. She tries to lose the male—but if he can keep up with her, he’s her mate for life.”

“You think you can keep up with me?” I ask, my mouth curling.

“No. But I’ll spend my entire life trying not to lose you.” 

The air vibrates violently between us.

I unbuckle him, needing to feel him in my hands. I’m always surprised by the largeness of him once he springs out of the tight fabric of his pants.

“Tell me what you are,” I order him.

I slide down, dragging the peaks of my breasts down the front of him until they rest on his thighs. I tease him with my lips, savoring his taste, his scent, before I slide back up, gripping him between my legs. He lifts up as he tries to kiss me. I jerk away, but bow my back into the smoky branches of him that emerge to coil hot around my nipples.

He protests with a low growl.

“Tell me what you are,” I say again.

“I am the Fire That Will Burn until the Ends of the Universe,” he breathes, “for you.”
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Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading A Moonrise in the Fire. I hope you loved reading it as much as I enjoyed imagining the world and writing it. I’m working on a second book (and more) exploring the next phase of Talvi and Caelan’s relationship. Coming very soon.

If you would like to help others discover my work, please consider reviewing A Moonrise in the Fire on Amazon, Goodreads, and anywhere else. Reviews are incredibly important to authors, and I would be eternally grateful for your positive feedback!

If you’d like to be the first to know about new releases, new art, and giveaways, sign up for my newsletter at:

www.tessiaives.com

I’d love to keep in touch!
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An incredible thank you to all who have made this book a reality:

To you, the reader, for spending your valuable free time with my book. Thank you for taking a chance on my work, and for your enthusiasm and support.

To my editors, Peter Senftleben, Anna Bowles, Susan Gottfried and Allister Thompson. I don’t know what I would do without you—probably curl up in a ball of anguish over my inferior story lines and copyediting mistakes that no longer exist because of you.

To my husband Christopher, my truest love. You’re the best friend anyone could have. No, none of the characters are based off you. I love you forever.
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On Saturdays, Tessia is often found daydreaming about the plot of her next book, eating mint malt balls, riding horses, and wishing she had a pet owl. She’s less whimsical the rest of the week, when she is hard at work writing about love, romance, and adventure in fantastical settings—the kinds of stories she would want to read, and hopes you will too!

Tessia lives in California with her husband and various furred and feathered beasts. She holds two degrees from Stanford University not at all related to writing.

Find out more at:

www.tessiaives.com

OEBPS/image_rsrc4SS.jpg
LOVE IS A CHOICE





OEBPS/image_rsrc4RU.jpg
CAELAN





OEBPS/image_rsrc4S6.jpg
THE CITY OF MOONS





cover.jpeg
TESSM IVE-S‘

-~ AN ELEM TOF FIRE






OEBPS/image_rsrc4RS.jpg
SEPTEMBER LOVE SONG





OEBPS/image_rsrc4S4.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc4SJ.jpg
NEXT DOOR





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SZ.jpg
ACKNOWIFDGMENIS






OEBPS/image_rsrc4SA.jpg
NIGHTMARE





OEBPS/image_rsrc4RW.jpg
SUPER SAD LOVE SONG





OEBPS/image_rsrc4S8.jpg
FALLING FROM THE SKY





OEBPS/image_rsrc4RN.jpg
B
MOONRISE

In FheFrRE

AN ELEMENT OF FIRE
BOOK 1

TESSIA IVES

Silver Raven Press





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc4SH.jpg
RIAN AND THE NIGHT SKY





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SN.jpg
ESCAPE





OEBPS/image_rsrc4RY.jpg
THE NEW DOOR





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SE.jpg
THE HIGH KING INFIERO AND RIAN





OEBPS/image_rsrc4RP.jpg
DEDICATION






OEBPS/image_rsrc4S1.jpg
TIME AFTER TIME





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SW.jpg
THE SHADOW REALM





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SU.jpg
CAELAN AND THE OCEAN OF FIRE





OEBPS/image_rsrc4RR.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4S3.jpg
THE METAL REALM





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SC.jpg
THE RED GUARDS AND THE METAL-
BEAKED BADGERS





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SR.jpg
CHOICES





OEBPS/image_rsrc4RT.jpg
QUEEN OF NOTHING





OEBPS/image_rsrc4S5.jpg
DIG A HOLE





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SP.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc4SG.jpg
THE HIGH KING'S CASTLE





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SY.jpg
AUTHOR'S NOTE.






OEBPS/image_rsrc4RV.jpg
#5)





OEBPS/image_rsrc4S7.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SD.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4S0.jpg
THE MIRROR-TEMPLE





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SM.jpg
THE FEAST OF REALMS





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SX.jpg
CHAPIFR PREYIFW OF
BOOK TWO

THE NIGHT OF FALLEN REALMS





OEBPS/image_rsrc4T0.jpg
ABOUT THE_AUTHOR






OEBPS/image_rsrc4SV.jpg
HOME SWEET HOME





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SF.jpg
A PROLOGUE





OEBPS/image_rsrc4RX.jpg
MOVIE NIGHT





OEBPS/image_rsrc4S9.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SB.jpg
THE MUSEUM REALM





OEBPS/image_rsrc4SK.jpg
AN APOLOGY





OEBPS/image_rsrc4S2.jpg
A THOUSAND SHADOWS





OEBPS/image_rsrc4ST.jpg
A GARDEN PARTY





OEBPS/image_rsrc4RZ.jpg
SPIRITED AWAY





