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      PROPHECY OF CONVERGENCE contains mentions, discussions, and depictions of content some readers may find displeasing or distressing. Reader discretion is advised.

      Please review the listed topics below and proceed with caution if needed. Your mental health is important.

      

      
        
        Abandonment

        Abduction & hostage situation

        Commitment issues

        Discrimination

        Familial, parental & spousal death

        Graphic (consensual) sexual content

        Child abuse/trauma

        Misogyny/misandry

        Nudity

        Ostracization & isolation

        Profanity

        Slavery & indentured servitude

        Violence, gore & death

      

      

      

      Additionally, this series contains characters of a range of genders and sexual orientations.

      It also depicts a steamy, ethical, non-monogamous relationship that is slow to burn and build through the series.

      However, due to the sexually adventurous nature of the female lead, there will be scenes in the series not only between future partner(s) prior to an official relationship, but also with those who may not be endgame partner(s).

      There is no cheating.

      There are LGBTQ+ scenes.
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      Some prophecies whisper. Mine never stops screaming—and it’s demanding my blood.

      

      I’ve been marked by the gods since birth, their Oracle and the last living heir of a bloodline most would rather see forgotten. I’ve learned to live with the isolation, the weight of expectation, and the dissonant whispers of a fate I never asked for. But when a vision foretelling my clan’s destruction shatters my fragile peace—despite my reluctance to involve others—I know one thing for certain: I can’t stop it alone.

      

      And then there’s my sister—reckless, naïve, and utterly unprepared for the proving trial that will determine her future. So of course I’m tasked with dragging her into the dangerous world beyond our protected borders, hoping the journey might forge her into something stronger before it breaks us both.

      

      What starts as a simple quest spirals into chaos: pirate attacks, a battle with a dragon, and a tangled mess of unexpected allies—including a gentle-hearted dwarf, a morally questionable elf, and a brooding warrior I don’t know whether to trust or stab. Along the way, I’ll face magical trials, divine riddles, and the impossible pull of soul-deep bonds I never saw coming. The signs are clear now. The prophecy is coming for us.

      

      And if I fail to stop it, it won’t just destroy my clan—it’ll unravel the very fabric of the world.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          AVIANA

        

      

    

    
      My eyes flicked back and forth. I’d learned to never let my guard down, and to always be aware of my surroundings. And I was aware that this place wasn’t where I’d last been.

      A light breeze blew, rippling the amber fields of wheat spreading for miles before me. The setting sun beyond the far-off mountains cast brilliant shades of red and orange across the sky. My golden hair wisped about me in the wind, a single sapphire-colored streak mixed in. I tangled my fingers in the wayward strands, tucking them around the pointed curve of my ear in an attempt to tame them.

      Where am I? Last I remembered, I’d lain down in bed at home. But home was nowhere close to a place like this, and I wasn’t asleep—not quite. The sensation of dreaming weighed on my mind, but I was too aware—too in control—something I dreaded not having.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it, Aviana?” a rumbling voice said.

      I spun around. My eyes went wide at the sight of a gargantuan twin-headed dragon standing before me. The low sun reflected off multi-hued scales.

      I placed one hand on my midriff, covering my navel, and bowed with my free hand extended to the side, palm facing out. “Akorith.”

      A warm smile spread across both his faces, his words coming from both heads as a single voice. “You know you don’t have to be so formal with me, child.”

      I did know. He’d been by my side since my birth—a friend to me—one of the few I’d ever had, even if no one was allowed to know. But a god, especially the god of dragons, and the god of justice and retribution, deserved my respect.

      He bent closer to me, his heads looking about. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” he repeated.

      I nodded. “It is, but where is it?”

      “I had Daereena craft it. Another place for us to speak when needed. I thought a change of scenery was in order.”

      So, I was asleep. “I’ve never seen quite a place like this before. The goddess of dreams did a lovely job. Though, the ocean coastline she created for us years ago was more than satisfactory.”

      His gaze shifted to me. “I have a task for you, child. It won’t be easy, but I know you, of all my followers, can accomplish it.”

      I took a deep breath. I’d known this was coming. The gods didn’t call on mortals to merely chat, not even Akorith with me. And they certainly didn’t craft dreamscapes for idle conversation. “I have followed your light since the very beginning, even when my own people struggle to. I still don’t understand why you chose me, when I’m sure there is some distant relative out there more deserving. But if you truly believe I am worthy of this task… then I’ll listen. I’m ready to hear what you ask of me.”

      His scaly lips pulled back into a toothy smile on both heads. “It is because of who you are that makes you the only who can.”

      Voices whispered across my senses—male and female. Some strong, some quiet. Many harsh, but many more gentle. The strongest of them swarmed in my mind and said:

       

        Into the great darkness peer

        Where remains no light nor cheer

        There, a queen on shadowed throne

        A curse her words to madness hone

        In the dragon’s hoard no answers lie

        Take the stranger’s hand and rise

        To a city below the stars, above the earth

        Or watch all life to death give birth

       

      I blinked and shook my head as the voices cleared from my mind. This wasn’t the first prophecy I’d received, but it was no less strange to experience.

      I replayed the words, trying to make sense of it. A queen on a shadowed throne… Lusaria? City below the stars… that could mean Starglade… A city above the earth… My eyes widened. Candara? But what of this stranger’s hand?

      I twisted and turned the words in my mind, but failed to find the connection between strangers, the lost dragon queen, and the lost great city. “What does it all mean?”

      Akorith pulled away. “Your sister is not ready for the task ahead of her. Use this to guide her and answer my call. Save our people. Bring back our old ways. The Shikala need you more than ever.”

      I frowned. I didn’t like it when he avoided my questions.

      His golden eyes softened. “Take care, my darling Oracle.”

      The world around me slipped away, and bright light seared my eyes. Shielding them with my arm, I clamped my eyes shut.

      When the intensity died down, my eyes blinked open, soft light greeting me. Earthy smells of my tree home and the calls of birds filled my senses. The down stuffing of my bed and pillow cocooned me in comfort.

      Morning sunlight, peeking through open windows, cast gentle light into the room, which was filled with ornate sconces powered by arcane crystals, books, vials, plants, and other trinkets. The starsilk canopy draping above my bed shimmered in the light as it swayed from a gentle breeze. A soothing, distorted purr of a large creature filled the room.

      A rough tongue rasped across my cheek. I groaned and rolled over, coming face-to-face with the massive feline creature sharing my bed. Towering and all black save for the distinct identifying white stripe pattern along her body, the owlcat looming over me could only be Katsula. Her wings, more suited for gliding than true flight, were tucked neatly against her back.

      With a birdlike forelimb, she hooked her talons around me and pulled me closer, nuzzling her large head against my chest. I let out a soft laugh, scratching under her chin with one hand while the other smoothed over a patch of feathers on her shoulder. She chirred in delight, a sound somewhere between a bird’s chirp and a cat’s purr.

      “Good morning, Katsula.” I winced when something crashed on the other side of my home. “Sounds like the cubs are awake, too. I guess that means feeding time.”

      As a caretaker of these magnificent animals, I didn’t know what it meant to sleep in. The fact I’d gotten to sleep until sunrise was a miracle. I don’t doubt Akorith had something to do with it.

      I sent a silent prayer to my god and tried to slip out of bed. Katsula had other plans, holding me tight. I flinched as the feline’s talons dug into my soft flesh. “Katsula, I need to go about the day.”

      The owlcat’s bobbed tail twitched, but she wasn’t ready to release me. I shook my head. Stubborn girl. It was an endearing quality most of the time, but that didn’t mean I could ignore my duties. Duty…

      The prophecy played through my mind again. Various emotions hit me. Akorith had given me one other heavy prophecy in the past, but this one felt different. More… impossible to fulfill. The last one, one I still worked on, would be far easier to accomplish than this new task.

      I snorted. Easy, right. One part had been easy, but the other… pain twinged in my chest. I shook the thought away.

      Crash! I sighed and pushed on Katsula. “C’mon, girl. The cubs are going to destroy my house at this rate in their quest for food.”

      Katsula huffed and released me before slipping off the bed. I swung my legs over the bed and stood, stretching. I left my sleeping alcove and crossed my spacious room, past my private lounging space to use the mirror of my dressing table to fix my hair. My lapis-colored eyes and fair, unblemished skin reflected back at me.

      The brush snagged in my hair, and some tangled strands got away from me. As I gathered them, my fingers brushed my forehead against a black tattoo, a forward-facing dragon head, and three glittering gemstones, two sapphire and one citrine, embedded into my skin strategically to look like three eyes.

      Warmth, reminiscent of what I felt in Akorith’s presence, mixed with a wilder power I wasn’t as intimately familiar with yet still recognized, sparked from the contact. I thought I caught a glow coming from the tattoo. But as I stared at my reflection, the tattoo remained its normal self.

      After brushing out the tangles, I braided my hair back on one side before snatching a colorful, sheer shawl to pull over my naked form. I tied it loosely around my breasts and then fastened a long cloth around my hips into a skirt.

      In the process, I checked on bruises and semi-healed scratches marring my skin for any signs of infection. Raising wild critters wasn’t easy. But it also allowed me to work on my healing abilities. Sometimes I healed myself to the point that you’d never know the animals had done anything to me. And other times I waited, giving myself a chance to learn how to heal at different stages.

      Another crash rang out. I cringed. I’d have to heal myself again today after settling the owlcats down. I opened the elegantly designed wooden door to let Katsula out, having to duck under a wayward tree branch that’d grown down from the live, criss-crossing support beams of the ceiling. I really need to fix that.

      A small owlcat, maybe four moons old, sat in front of the threshold, peering up with bright yellow eyes. Upon seeing me, it chirped and its short tail went up before it rushed off.

      I chuckled and went to leave, but a small red and purple dragon toy on a nearby shelf caught my eye. I stepped closer and lifted it carefully, its collar swinging wildly as a large cut stone caught the light. Inside the gem, a tiny magical flame flickered.

      A smile tugged at my lips. This little dragon had accompanied me on countless make-believe adventures when I was younger. “Looks like I’m going to be going on a new adventure, Firestone. Akorith has assigned me one hell of a task. Candara, the city that’s been missing for thousands of years.”

      I frowned. “I need to find it… somehow, because of some darkness that is coming. Our people are in danger. I shouldn’t care, not after what they’ve done to me, but… I can’t turn my back on those who are lost. I promised Mother, and Akorith, that I’d find a way to remind them… to bring us back to our old ways, no matter how impossible that task feels.”

      My thumb glided over the old toy’s worn fabric, stopping at a place I’d had to stitch him up after he’d become the unfortunate victim of an owlcat cub. “I can’t bring you with me this time. With Grandpa gone, I can’t risk something bad happening to you. So, you’ll have to protect the house while I’m out.”

      Someone banged loudly on my front door, and then a feminine voice called out. “Aviana!”

      I shook my head. “And there’s the second part of my momentous task. I have to convince Father to allow us to leave so Temperance can grow, without her mother getting in the way.”

      Temperance banged on the door several more times. “Avi, open up. Or… or… or I’ll climb through a window.”

      I puffed out a breath. “She definitely needs to grow. Shouldn’t be too difficult convincing Father. I’ve managed a few public trips with his approval. Sure, Cryson or Bryson were with me, but he’s a big softy when I ask him for things.”

      Temperance made more of her loud demands, banging even more. I knew I couldn’t keep stalling. I really didn’t need to give the clan another reason to complain about me.

      I stashed Firestone back on the shelf and went to let my sister in. I wouldn’t tell Temperance yet of the plan. Not until I received permission. Akorith, help me. Calypso is going to lose her mind when she hears this.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The sharp thuds of pounding on wood echoed through the house, accompanied by my sister’s impatient shouting. I’d already called out to her twice, hoping she’d give me a moment to reach the door. Naturally, she didn’t listen.

      I sauntered down the stairs from my room into the main atrium. Tapestries and works of art decorated the walls. Arcane sconces and bioluminescent plants and flowers weaved through the dwelling, their colorful lights dimming in the wake of the rising sun, adding an ethereal glow to the room.

      Owlcats lounged about, cubs tussling and playing. A few adults turned their heads my way, blinking in acknowledgement before going about their original business. One, though, stretched out on his back and reached for my legs.

      I laughed, dodging him. “Lashul, you’re just as bad as your sister. I need to let Temperance in.”

      Temperance banged on the door. “Avi! Make a door for me to come in.”

      My eyebrow twitched. This was getting old. “Temperance, if you don’t calm down, Akorith help you, I will ban you from my family library.”

      My sister gasped. “But… but… you have fun books…”

      It wasn’t like she didn’t have access to a host of books in her own home. The Remenia clan was the clan’s history keepers. But, for some reason, Temperance claimed my books were “better.”

      I stepped over two wrestling cubs, only to be tripped by Lashul after all. I yelped and crashed hard on the wooden floor. Lashul, still lying on the floor, curled his talons around my bare leg, but didn’t pierce my skin. He purred and wagged his tail slowly.

      I groaned. “Lazy brat.”

      The two wrestling cubs pulled apart and pounced on me, seeing me as a fun new playmate. I laughed and rolled around with them, trying to take advantage of the chance to slip out of Lashul’s grip. It didn’t work, and the fun I was having only upset Temperance more.

      “That’s it, I’m coming through the window.”

      I puffed out an annoyed breath. “No, Temperance, wait.”

      I reached out toward the wide door on the tree home. Energy swirled around me—nature’s energy, the source of my spellcasting power. I latched onto it. At the same time, another energy pulsed deep within me—arcane magic.

      Most denied such a thing was possible in someone so attuned to nature, but I knew the truth. The Whispering One had confirmed it.

      The two energies mingled, though that from nature pulsed stronger, and a low-circle spell leapt from my fingers. A beautifully crafted handle appeared on the door. I removed it at night as a security measure while I slept. Not that the owlcats weren’t good at keeping me safe on their own.

      Not a moment later, the door swung open and a petite young elven woman with pale, freckled skin burst in. She appeared near her early twenties at the oldest. Temperance’s vibrant, wavy red hair bounced around her shoulders, wild and barely tamed by her headscarf. The same tattoo mark adorning my forehead decorated hers—the mark of the Shikala. Though, hers lacked the gemstone embellishments.

      Her cerulean-colored eyes sparkled as bright and vibrant as her choice of clothing. “I’m finally in.”

      I chuckled. “Yes, you’re in now. So why don’t you come and play with these cubs?”

      My sister smiled widely. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

      She rushed in and jumped into the play, the cubs more than eager to have another playmate. The adults watched on, happy with the interaction. This gave me the chance to work on Lashul. He still held onto me, now rubbing his massive head on my leg, purring.

      I summoned more spell energy and muttered an incantation to cast a special speaking spell, specifying owlcats as my intended so as not to be overwhelmed by other animals in the vicinity. While learning to communicate with creatures without magic was possible for some, a spell was the easiest way to bridge that gap. It was a strange experience to most, especially when you communicated with an animal that had a limited vocabulary, yet you were still able to get your entire point across and each of you understood the other.

      The spell leapt from my body when the incantation finished, a small portion of the casting energy draining with it. Deep rumbles of conversation between the owlcats, and the rambunctious chatter of older cubs, once incomprehensible to my ears, now surrounded me.

      “Lashul, let go,” I said.

      He pulled my leg closer. “Mine.”

      I laughed. “You have to let go.”

      Lashul continued to purr and rubbed his massive head against my leg some more. “No, mine.”

      I let out an exasperated sigh and fought his physical hold. His superior strength prevented any success. It wasn’t until Katsula came to the rescue that I broke free.

      Katsula butted heads with her brother, using her full body to roll into him. “Brother, play.”

      This got Lashul to release me, and the two played for a moment. Lashul’s lazy nature didn’t allow for it to last long, though, and he stretched out to snooze away.

      I gave Katsula an affectionate scratch. “Thank you.”

      She chuffed in response, rubbing against me, nearly knocking me over.

      “Temperance, keep the cubs busy while I prepare their breakfast,” I said to her in our native tongue.

      My sister’s nose scrunched. “It’s mid-morning. Why haven’t you fed them yet?”

      I slept that late? I was both thankful and regretful. “I only woke up a few moments before you showed up.”

      Her brow rose. “Wow, you must have been really tired, Avi. You never sleep in.”

      I milled about in the kitchen, preparing the special food that nourished the cubs in a way their unique bodies needed. The activity drew the cubs from their play into a chorus of hungry cries. Temperance sprang into action and helped me out, always eager to assist in the rearing of the owlcats. She usually complained about how unfair it was that only certain family clans in Starglade had the privilege of assisting in the rearing of owlcats, and that her clan wasn’t one of them.

      Temperance squealed in distress when a cub grabbed onto her, trying to get at something tied to her hip. “No! Bad baby owlcat. You can’t take Kyanite!”

      She removed a blue stuffed dragon and held it high up; the blue gem attached to its collar swayed with the motion. “Avi made him special for me. Avi, tell your babies they need to stop trying to take him.”

      Temperance took that toy everywhere with her, ever since I had made it for her when she was a child. It reminded me of when my grandfather gifted me Firestone. But due to Temperance’s… unusual… behavior for a nineteen-year-old woman, she still carried him around everywhere with her and talked to him. I’m not really that much better, though. Of course, I had a realistic excuse. I didn’t think the toy was alive, unlike Temperance. But at the same time, neither dragon is just a toy.

      I calmed the cub. I wasn’t really sure why they went crazy for these toys, either. It was so strange.

      Temperance smiled. “Thank you, Avi. I don’t want Kyanite to get ruined. I know they don’t mean to be rough, but Kyanite is fragile.”

      I patted her on the head. “Don’t worry. I’m always here to help you.”

      She pursed her lips and then motioned for me to bend closer. Unsure of what she wanted, I complied. She reached out and touched the gemstones in my tattoo. The pressure caused an uncomfortable sensation to rush through me.

      I jerked back. “Temperance, you know not to do that.”

      She frowned. “Sorry, did I hurt you?”

      “Well, no, but like I’ve told you before, it is uncomfortable when they’re played with.”

      Temperance cocked her head. “Did it hurt to have it done when you passed your test?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Not as much as the tattoo, though.”

      She slid her fingers along her non-gemmed mark. Most members of the Shikala went through the first proving test at the age of ten, and then their second at the age of twenty. “That hurt a lot. I wish you could tell me what I should expect.”

      I gave my sister a sympathetic smile. “I know, but you know the rules. No one can speak about the tests to those who aren’t proven adults.”

      “But how am I supposed to prepare if I don’t know what to expect?”

      I knew this quandary all too well. I asked the same question before my test came along.

      I placed a hand on Temperance’s chest, her heart beating beneath. “You’ll know. Trust me.”

      She gave a less-than-enthused look. “Not helpful.”

      Her mood switched immediately to a chipper one, a type of switch that was unfortunately common for her. “I can’t wait for my test! I already know what gems I want when I pass.”

      “Is that so?” I poured some special milk, the hungry cubs screaming louder for their breakfast, despite none of them being orphans this year, and this was only a supplement for what the queens provided. “Are you going to tell me?”

      She shook her head, her red hair bouncing about. “Nope. You have to wait and see.”

      I chuckled and accepted the answer. I knew her well enough, that she’d be unable to keep that a secret for the rest of the year.

      Around the time we’d finished getting the cubs fed, and had given out some fruits to the local wild parrots, someone knocked on the door.

      “Who is it?” Temperance answered in a sing-song voice.

      “Uh, Cryson,” replied a masculine voice. “Is that you, Temperance?”

      “Sure is. I’m helping my sister.” She skipped to the door and opened it.

      On the other side stood a tall elven man with russet skin and dark hair shaved on the sides and pulled back into a short warrior’s tail. He wore a sleeveless, gray wrap tunic, open down the chest and cinched at the waist with a simple black sash. His trousers were loose-fitting and dyed in a deep gradient of blues, patterned faintly with designs reminiscent of dragon scales. They gathered at the ankles with simple wraps. His feet were filthy from walking barefoot all the time. The morning sun sparkled off the embedded sapphire and emerald stones in his Shikala mark.

      “Morning, Cryson,” Temperance greeted.

      He gave her a goofy grin, his blue eyes warm. “Good morning, little one.”

      Temperance puffed out her cheeks and crossed her arms. “I’m not little!”

      “You’re little to me.” Cryson reached out and ruffled her hair, earning a chorus of indignant noises from her. He then turned his attention to me. “I need to talk to you.”

      I smiled. “Good morning to you, too. We can slip outside if you’d like.”

      Temperance’s brow furrowed as she fixed her hair. “Secrets don’t make friends. Avi, tell your friend he needs to talk inside.”

      Friend. Hearing that word from my sister’s mouth hit hard in the gut. She deserved to know the truth. But things were too complicated, and it wasn’t allowed. Not yet, at least.

      I glanced back at the light filtering through the canopy over the balcony. “You know, Temperance, the light in here is rather lovely. Might make for a nice… painting, perhaps?”

      Her eyes went wide as disks. “I could paint the owlcats.”

      A sly grin spread across my lips. “And, didn’t I give you an easel and make you fresh paints recently? If I recall, you put them in your room here, instead of taking them home.”

      My sister made wordless, happy squealing sounds in her burning excitement, and she ran off upstairs. Cryson and I chuckled before slipping outside.

      Before I could speak, he looked me up and down. “You’re not dressed for the day?”

      I shrugged. “Late start.”

      His lack of care for the sheerness of my clothes was normal, as clothing was optional in our clan. Due to the long-lived nature of those in our clan, our bodies adapted. We had low conception rates and higher sexual drives. As a result, we saw the body as something strong and powerful, as well as beautiful in all aspects.

      Clothing trends over the centuries reflected this. And when our clan was once more influential in the Karma Wilds, it had an effect on other surrounding towns, even reaching as far as the desert city of Sandgil, north of the Karidar Pass.

      “Anyway, what do you have to talk to me about that Temperance couldn’t hear?”

      Cryson crossed his arms and leaned back, placing more weight on one leg. “And are you sure I’m not Bryson?”

      My eyes darted down to the intricate tattoo on his left arm. Identical twins, impossible to tell them apart… unless you knew what to look for.

      One of them had the bright idea of getting a matching tattoo, but mirrored. And to this day, even after sixty-nine years of living with their antics, they still tried to pull this question on me. Daily.

      “Yes, I’m sure I can tell my idiot brothers apart.”

      His lower lip stuck out into a pout. “You’re always so mean, baby sister.”

      I chuckled. “I’m not the baby sister anymore.”

      He shifted his gaze to my tree home, his eyes soft, almost sad. “I want to go in there and tell her the truth. She deserves to know. I want to hear her call me brother.”

      I rested a gentle hand on his arm, sympathy welling inside me. “I know. I hate that Calypso forces us to keep this from her. But, until Temperance passes her proving test next year, we can’t go against her wishes.”

      Cryson grunted. “That’s if the Dragkala transformation doesn’t take hold before that.”

      In a clan of elves, the three of us weren’t. At least, half of Temperance and me weren’t.

      A sigh escaped my lips. “Let’s hope that doesn’t happen. Temperance won’t take the news well. Not because she’s Dragkala.” I chuckled. “We both know she’d be ecstatic about that. It’s the secrets part she’d not take well.”

      Something crashed, and we both heard, “Stay still! I have to paint you.”

      We snickered, then Cryson spoke. “She’s a long way away from being ready to pass her test. It’s strange, really. She reminds me of when Bryson and I were her age. And we all know we full dragons age differently on the mental side.”

      I snorted, a smirk on my lips. “Yeah. I know. Neither of you two have really grown up yet.”

      With lightning reflexes, he cuffed me in the back of the head. “Watch it.”

      I rubbed my head. “But I do have a plan that may help us.”

      Cryson’s back straightened, his shoulders pulling back. “What is it?”

      Here goes nothing. If Cryson protested this idea, then there was no way our father would agree. “If I can get her away from town to give her the chance to grow in a different way, she may gain the maturity needed to pass. If not, at least there’d be no Calypso to stop me from telling Temperance the truth about her bloodline.”

      Cryson’s eyes narrowed. “Only the two of you?”

      My muscles tensed. His reaction wasn’t good so far. “Yes. I believe if too many accompany us, she’ll become suspicious of my intentions. As immature as she is, she is intelligent.”

      My brother tapped his chin with his thumb. “I don’t know if Father will allow that, but he’s said yes to other things you’ve proposed that I didn’t think would work.”

      He nodded. “That settles it. Father wanted to see you anyway about something, so you’ll already be there to propose your crazy scheme.”

      Of course, Father wants to see me and Cryson didn’t mention that until now. I opened the door to the house and poked my head in. I found Temperance all set up with the easel, painting away. Kyanite sat on top, looking down at her. “Tempy, I’m going to go to the temple with Cryson for a moment. Can I trust you to not get into trouble?”

      She turned back and smiled brightly. “Of course.”

      I didn’t trust that look one bit, but if anything, the owlcats would keep her in line for the most part. Hopefully this wouldn’t take too long.
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      Dapples of light filtered through the canopy above and onto the worn dirt path. Cryson and I walked side-by-side through the spiraling islands that made up Starglade, connected by ornate wooden and metal bridges infused with arcane. The water of Starlake splashed against the formations.

      Thanks to the arcane intervention, the tranquil atmosphere was never drowned out by the roar of Starfalls, the waterfall that surrounded and protected our home. The mist from the massive waterfall veiled the sky, the mountains, and forest beyond like a curtain.

      We strolled past homes built within ancient trees. Only a few trees this far back in the fifteen islands were set up as businesses. Most of those were on the first four islands.

      Other clanmates mingling about paused to stare; most tossed dark looks in my direction. Several muttered cruel remarks loud enough for me to hear every word. My stomach twisted. No matter what I did, they clung to their unjust prejudice. Will I ever be welcome here?

      Cryson and I walked past a large stone building with intricate columns and precious metal accents, one of only two to exist in Starglade. An elegant sign hung on it. Stargazer’s Lore. Awful sounds, what could be surmised as attempts at making music, squealed and clanged their way through the open front doors. I winced. Sounds like Athar has his hands full with his new students.

      We continued on, passing through the second-to-largest island, dedicated to agriculture. Chickens, geese, and ducks noisily roamed around, while deer, boars, and goats were corralled into pastures to keep them away from the crops and fruit trees. Several owlcats lay about, acting as sentries, as did one family’s convocation of eagles. A few spiders and reptiles skittered around, hunting for pests.

      There were only three homes on this island, belonging to three families who enjoyed their jobs providing for the clan, and like all other businesses here, engaged in friendly competitions to call themselves the best agricultural providers.

      A cool breeze blew, a welcome relief from the humid summer air, but also a promise of what would come in a moon’s time for autumn. Autumn and winter weren’t harsh here in the Karma Wilds, but they were a bit colder.

      Cryson and I reached the last island in the spiral, the largest of them all. Here, the land opened to a breathtaking sight. Towering at the far edge of the island, the Temple of Dragons soared into the sky, its marble and gilded stone catching the sunlight. Its spires glinted with gold and silver, and dragon motifs curled along every arch and pillar.

      Beside it stood the Whispering One, the oldest and most spectacular tree in all the Karma Wilds. Her massive trunk was gnarled, her canopy stretched impossibly wide, and her impressive roots carved paths through the ground like rivers. Arcane magic shimmered in her leaves, casting multicolored dapples of light that danced along the grass, like falling stardust.

      Owlcats lounged in the shade beneath her, their tufted ears flicking lazily as they napped or padded around her roots. Pride leaders, easy to spot by their massive size, conversed while their watchful eyes flicking to their prides. Queens lay nearby, their bodies draped over warm stone as they observed cubs chasing the glimmering trails of magic light that flickered across the grass.

      An old voice penetrated my mind. “Well, hello there, Aviana. I wondered if you’d try to slip away from your sister after that fun display this morning.”

      I chuckled and spoke back to the sentient tree, used to such telepathic communication. “Yes, Whispering One, even I have my limits with her.”

      “She’s an interesting child. I hope your travel plans will help her grow into the strong woman we know she can become.”

      I swallowed. The Whispering One was one of the oldest beings in existence. Her roots grew so far down, they touched the arcane ley lines, drawing them up and affecting the land around her. She had created the most unique ecosystem I had ever seen in my limited travels.

      This reach, of course, gave her not only a rare existence, but the ability to keep an eye on all the goings-on in the area. Secrets were difficult to have because of her.

      “You haven’t told anyone, right?”

      The old tree chuckled. “Not this time. I want to see this all play out in the moment. I need a source of entertainment today.”

      I shook my head. The Whispering One always kept it interesting around here.

      We didn’t head into the temple. Instead, we walked to the far side of the sacred building, to a path leading below the back side of the island. At the bottom of the path was a ledge and the wide mouth of a cave. Since it wasn’t walled off, I knew Father was inside and expecting visitors.

      “Did Father disable the traps?” I asked.

      Cryson nodded. “The floor and wall ones, at least.”

      Our father wasn’t known for removing the traps that protected his treasure, but sometimes he liked to issue challenges by not even disabling his traps at all. Sometimes I hated those days. On other days, I relished the challenge, though I rarely came out unscathed. I wasn’t that great at avoiding or disabling them.

      My brother snickered. “Means you can’t get sneaky with your sticky fingers.”

      I grunted as we entered the cave. “At least I’ve gotten away with it more than you and Bryson. Combined.”

      He pushed me into the wall. I glared and tried to grab him. He dodged out of my reach and ran off down the path.

      “Get back here!” I rushed after him, but as it usually worked out, he was far faster than me.

      Ornate sconces lit the tunnel walls, casting a steady arcane glow of soft violet and blue. The passage opened into a vast chamber. Mounds of treasure sprawled across the cavern floor: priceless art, gleaming weapons, ancient relics, and piles of gold and gems that glittered under the soft pulse of arcane light.

      At the far end, partially draped in his hoard, lay a massive dragon with shimmering sapphire-blue scales. Frills lined his muscular limbs and thick torso, shifting subtly as he breathed. Four black horns curled back from his head in elegant arcs, each with a slight twist.

      As we stepped into the chamber, his golden eyes snapped to us, unblinking and sharp. His voice rumbled in Draconic, the only tongue dragons could speak while in their true form. “I see you two are at it again.”

      Cryson pointed at me and spoke back in Draconic. “She started it.”

      I rolled my eyes and bowed. “Good morning, Father. And no, I didn’t. He pushed me and then ran off before I could do anything about it.”

      Our father shook his head before shifting forms, his draconic presence folding inward. In his place stood a tall, imposing elven man with a deep russet complexion. His eyes now blazed a piercing blue in place of their usual gold. Long dark hair, shaved on both sides, and a neatly groomed beard framed his angular features. In this guise, he looked perhaps twice my age.

      Unlike the rest of our clan, no Shikala mark adorned his brow.

      He wore a sleeveless indigo robe cut open at the sides and front, clasped at a single shoulder with an obsidian brooch carved in the shape of a dragon’s talon. The robe’s hem flowed around his legs but left much of his chest and abdomen bare. A fitted wrap of dark starsilk crossed diagonally beneath the robe.

      His waist was cinched with a wide, starsilk sash embroidered with arcane draconic script, from which hung translucent panels of deep sapphire silk that shifted with every movement. His bracers, made of polished black metal, gleamed with etched runes, and his sandals laced at the knee, exposing muscular thighs beneath short, finely pleated wrap-skirts worn beneath the robe.

      At his side hung a sleek, straight-bladed sword forged from gleaming onyx.

      “What am I going to do with you two?” His words now came out in the clan’s language, a result of our ancestors mixing an ancient Draconic dialect and an equally archaic dialect of Elvish.

      I’d learned through experience that neither dialect was spoken outside of the clan anymore. It was one more reason why I chose to dedicate much of my free time gathering tomes to learn other languages.

      My eyes squinted as I grinned. “Show us how many gray scales we’ve given you?”

      Father ran his fingers through his hair. “No grays. I age gracefully.”

      “About as graceful as the old hag is at dancing,” Cryson muttered.

      Father narrowed his eyes at Cryson, who jumped behind me to use as a shield. I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t keep the amused smile at bay.

      “Father, Cryson said you wanted to speak to me?” As much as I enjoyed this kind of fun with my family, I did have a task to complete. And I wanted to get through my father’s topic before proposing this crazy travel plan.

      He nodded. “Yes. Nothing serious, just a concern I had.”

      My brow rose. If it’s not serious, why not come see me? Early in my life, he’d summon me instead of coming to see me, as he deemed it safer. But as the decades passed, our secrecy proved pointless when the rest of the clan still treated me as an outcast. Eventually, he abandoned the pretense and began switching it up by visiting me.

      “I’ve sensed arcane energy use around your home,” he said.

      Shit. I should have known this would come up. I had to do my best to play this off. I wasn’t able to lie. Not because it was my father and I struggled to do so with him, but because lying wasn’t easy for me at all. I’d never been able to. I tried once when I was a child, and the lie lodged in my throat.

      However, I’d learned to tell partial truths instead, and that skill came in handy in these kinds of situations. “Of course, you do. I care for owlcats. I have food that needs to be made for them. We’ve been over this.”

      Father took a deep breath and placed his hands on my shoulders. “We discussed that infusing arcane into food was the only thing you should do. As a natural magic practitioner, my little Sapphire, using arcane in any way is dangerous. Even at the small scale I have allowed, it would be considered madness.”

      His jaw set firmly. “But you know that’s not what I mean by arcane use. The arcane I sense is far greater than the allotted amount. They’re attempts at spellcasting. You promised me you wouldn’t practice arcane.”

      I rested my hands on his and smiled. “I promised I’d be careful with my magic studies. And I haven’t broken that promise.”

      That was no half-truth. I’d found some arcane books to study in private. I knew the dangers of arcane, as well as any other type of spellcasting ability. I also knew how dangerous it could be to mix any of them. But I was determined. If the Whispering One could exist, and our people could thrive in the landscape she’d created, then I could find the secret to using both types of magic at the same time.

      Of course, I needed to understand arcane and my affinity to it before I attempted any true casting. I hadn’t lied to my father. I wouldn’t attempt any spell until I was sure of my abilities. I was almost there, hence my father sensing what I was doing. But I wasn’t reckless enough to push beyond safe limits—yet.

      Father exhaled heavily. “Very well. You’re as uncontrollable as your mother. But you’d better not do anything reckless.”

      I gave him a wry smile. “No more than usual. Actually… that brings me to something I want to ask.”

      His brow furrowed. “I’m already not sure I like where this is going. But go on, what’s on your mind?”

      I took a deep breath. “We both know Temperance’s proving test will happen next year, but she’s far from ready. Honestly, no one would say otherwise. Except maybe her.”

      He chuckled, but let me continue.

      “I request permission to take her beyond Starglade. Give her a real chance to stretch her wings and grow. Just the two of us.”

      His eyes darted to Cryson, who now sat on the ground, lounging. “Did you know she was going to ask this?”

      Cryson nodded. “She ran it by me before we came over. The plan wasn’t beyond my level of crazy, so I didn’t see the harm in her bringing it up.”

      Father’s lips pressed together, and his brow knitted. It was a common face he made when thinking. He took a moment to speak. “I can’t say I like this proposal, but I’m willing to hear you out. Tell me your exact plan.”

      A spark of excitement flickered in my chest. This just might work. I’d thought about everything on the walk over, making sure this proposal would be perfect. “Thank you for letting me talk to you about this. I know we don’t allow just anyone to travel anymore. And I wouldn’t feel the need to propose this if it weren’t for how Calypso raised Temperance.”

      He grunted. “Yes, this is true. And even if I agree to your proposal, we still need to tell her, which won’t go well, I can assure you.”

      “Hence me calling this a risky request.” I chuckled. “Now, Temperance loves to read. We all know this. So of course, our little bookwyrm thinks she knows everything there is to the races and towns on Alaria. But I want her to experience them for herself. I want her to see how the world has changed beyond what the books say, to understand how people live outside our town. I believe that kind of exposure will help temper her naivety. It’ll push her to think critically, not just about the world, but about her own choices and beliefs too.

      I took a breath. Father still hadn’t stopped me, so that was a promising sign. “I’ve mapped out a rough route. I’d like to start by going to Windshire.”

      His eyes flashed, yet he still waited. I knew that city may not sit well with him, but I had to try.

      “It’s the only human-majority town in the Karma Wilds, and because it’s a merchant port, I thought this would be the best place to start her. She’ll see firsthand how humans behave, while also understanding how to handle merchants who are arguably the most underhanded on the continent, given it’s a former pirate haven.”

      Father grunted. “If humans are good at anything, it’s definitely that.”

      I didn’t care for his wording, as I’d met many wonderful humans in my times sneaking out to that town, but chose to stay on track. “After Windshire, I will bring her to Lakecross, so she can experience the eccentric creatures that halflings are. Then, I’d like to head to Kirdarim so she can see the great gnome city⁠—”

      Father held up his hand. “What about Nardrul? That’s closer.”

      I nodded. “I have that on my route as well, but on our return.”

      He thought for a moment. “Continue.”

      “After Kirdarim, I would want to make the long trek to Sandgil. It’ll expose her to the only city where you’ll find katalara, and because it’s a self-proclaimed free city, it has rules she won’t come in contact with anywhere else.”

      Father nodded. “I don’t hate the idea. Continue.”

      “I think avoiding Natamere would be something we can agree on. Exposing her to such a zealous environment may not be good for her.” Saying it that way stung my tongue.

      It was true that the holy city of Akorith didn’t have the best reputation for being accepting, but I knew someone from there. Someone important to me, and he wasn’t that bad. And unknown to my father, I wanted to stop in the city if time permitted. But I kept that part of the plan quiet so he wouldn’t shoot me down. There were other elements about the city that meant my father would want to ensure we both stayed far away from it.

      “Avoiding that city, of course, would make for a longer trip to Sandgil without hitting any towns marked on maps. Not ideal when it comes to supplies, since we’re talking about partial desert travel, but it will also test Temperance in ways she may not expect.”

      “When you leave Sandgil, where would you head?” Father asked.

      “This is where I had planned to head back to the Karma Wilds, stopping in Nardrul. She’ll meet more humans there, as well as dwarves. This will be good exposure to see how mixed-race cities work. And then we’d return home from there.”

      He grasped his chin with a finger and thumb. “That’s a long travel route. Do you think you could accomplish this by the time her moonday and test come about?”

      I worked my lips as I thought. “That’s the only part of my plan I’m struggling with. I don’t know how long that’ll take. I may need to have an extension to do it all. Otherwise, I can modify the route and hope she learns just as much from the shortened experience.”

      “Do you think you’ll take on any temporary work?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I might, to give her that experience, but if they cut into our travel time, or if you and the elders think it’s unwise, I’ll avoid them.”

      He nodded and mulling over everything I’d said. Waiting killed me, but I didn’t want to look desperate. “All right, I’ll allow it.”

      Joy bloomed in my chest and overwhelmed me. I threw my arms around his neck. “Thank you, Father!”

      He chuckled and patted my head. “The elders still need to approve the plan, and Calypso also has a say in this.”

      I released him and nodded. “I know. But your approval of this makes me happy.” I played with my fingers. “I was worried this would come off as stupid to you…”

      “You need more faith in yourself. You thought everything out and left little room for me to find areas of concern to protest. You could have made it a little less winded and drawn-out, but I won’t fault you too much.”

      I smiled widely. I could accept that criticism.

      Father lifted my chin. “You’ve grown more on me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You saw me yesterday. I can’t grow that much in a day.”

      “No, not physically. At least not this time.” He smiled, but it wavered at the edges. “Every day you become more like your mother.”

      “That’s a good thing, right?”

      He bent over and kissed my forehead. “It will always be a good thing, my little Sapphire. Her memory hurts, but you make that pain worth it.”

      A bittersweet taste hit my tongue. My mother had disappeared when I was twelve. I’d been told a lie about what had happened, that she was dead, but I saw right through it. Every time I asked my father about the incident, he’d act out of sorts and try to change the topic of conversation, resorting to firm reprimanding if I continued to push the subject.

      My father could produce eloquent lies, except with me. Maybe it was because, for the longest time, I was his only daughter. Maybe it was because I looked so much like my mother. Regardless of the reason, he didn’t repeat the words the elders told me that fateful night.

      And neither did Akorith, when I’d asked him. While the god never gave me a straight answer, he’d hinted that the truth wasn’t likely to be what had been uttered to me. And as long as I did what he asked, I’d find out the truth. It was another reason I’d stopped pestering my father.

      I desperately wanted to understand what happened, among other things related to my mother. Like why I could never shake the feeling my mother didn’t love me.

      I never wanted to believe it. Who would? But as the years passed and my mother chose to spend time with two special individuals over spending time with me, leaving me under the supervision of my grandfather, and eventually alone when he’d… passed away. I’m still not convinced of that, either. It’d been far too jarring of a situation. Almost as if magic had been involved in some way.

      Far too many lies revolved around my family, and I wanted to dissect them all.

      Of course, that’d have to wait, now that I was going to be leaving with Temperance. If Calypso cooperates, that is.

      Father took a deep breath. “Shall we head above to break the news to Calypso?”
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      Father and I entered the Temple of Dragons. Father had sent Cryson to retrieve Calypso while we worked things over with the elders.

      The temple’s entrance, a towering archway, opened to a vast chamber bathed in natural light. Arched doorways and smaller passageways branched off to private alcoves and adjoining rooms. Thick columns, choked with winding vines and bloom, rose toward the vaulted ceiling above.

      A gentle breeze drifted in through tall windows lining the walls, stirring the leaves and carrying the faint scent of flowers and moss.

      Colorful plants grew freely across the temple floor and along ledges, filling the sacred space with living vibrancy.

      Statues of honored ancestors and dragons of all colors lined the hall, each exquisitely carved and inlaid with precious metals and gemstones. A few even functioned as fountains, water pouring from open jaws or cupped claws into winding channels that shimmered with arcane power like all water in Starglade.

      The flowing water converged at the heart of the temple, collecting in a luminous pool. Rising from its depths, and reaching nearly the height of the ceiling, stood three towering statues. The central pair—twin-headed dragons—represented Akorith and Lusaria.

      Wedged in with them was a third dragon. Smaller, single-headed, but no less imposing, four horns swept back from his skull, and an abundance of gemstones gleamed along his hide: my father’s likeness.

      I sighed at the sight of it. He’d had that statue placed there long before my time, during an era of darkness the clan had barely survived. A time whose echoes still haunted me, by coloring how most viewed me for simply existing. Things had improved over the decades, especially when Mother had started pursuing him, but he was as stubborn as ever and refused to move it. One day, I’d convince him.

      A tall, well-built elven woman with tan skin, appearing maybe a decade or so older than my father, strode confidently through the chamber. Her black hair freely flowed behind her as she moved, a few strands of gray hair visible. She carried a flowering staff in her hands.

      The woman noticed the two of us immediately and smiled, her dark eyes squinting. A warm, welcoming aura radiated from her. “Ah, Aviana, Raileth, what an unexpected surprise. Can I help you with anything?”

      I bowed. “Good morning, Velatha. We have an urgent matter to discuss with all of the elders, if you wouldn’t mind helping us round them up.”

      Velatha nodded. “Of course. Sektha is in the midst of meditation, but shouldn’t be too hard to disturb for an important matter. And I believe Raliff is taking a morning nap. Though Miksha may be⁠—”

      “I’m right here,” an annoyed elderly female voice shouted.

      Everyone turned as an old, stooped elven woman with dark onyx skin slowly made her way into the temple. Her long gray hair was braided with care, cascading over her shoulders like woven silver. She leaned heavily on an ebony staff as she walked. Though, I knew better. The staff was a prop, part of the performance. She liked to feign frailty, lulling people into a false sense of security before striking with all the sharpness of her wit and power.

      The gentle breeze from outside stirred the hem of her loose-fitting red and white dress, patterned with shimmering gold lilies that danced with the fabric’s movement. A black sash cinched the garment tightly around her waist, doing most of the work to keep it on her frame.

      The fit was… generous, leaving a fair amount of skin exposed. From what I understood, it had been her favorite dress when she was younger… and taller.

      That, clearly, had not stopped her from wearing it.

      The elder’s staff clicked on the floor as she moved. A deep scowl marred her face. I swore it was permanently etched there. “The annoying whelp you named Cryson… or Bryson, whichever of the twins it was, interrupted my morning stroll and told me to come back here at your request, Raileth. You’d better have a good reason or I’ll beat you.”

      She waved her staff in the air to add to her threat. I had been hit often enough by that thing to know it was no idle threat. She didn’t wield it properly, swinging it for both discipline and fun, simply because she was bored. It was best to not rely on being on her good side all the time, and just stay out of reach as often as possible.

      “Ah, I see you’re in a pleasant mood as always, old hag,” Father greeted.

      I did my best to keep a straight face. Miksha was the orneriest person in the clan. Hers rivaled all the possible bad moods from every clan member put together. A warrior in her prime, she still had all the spunk of her youth, mixed with the attitude of an aged woman no longer allowed to fight.

      Many in the clan called her old hag, or something similar, because of it. Even I called her that behind her back. And sometimes to her face if I was in an exceptionally foul or cheeky mood.

      Miksha’s dark eyes narrowed. “Don’t try to sweet-talk me, you overgrown lizard.”

      Father grinned. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      I struggled now to appear neutral. I had to resort to pressing my lips together so as not to laugh.

      Miksha pointed her staff at me. “You watch yourself, too.”

      I held up placating hands. “I am staying out of this.”

      “Just tell me what’s so important that it has to be discussed now, and maybe I’ll consider you an innocent bystander.”

      I wanted to ensure all the elders were here, but Miksha also wasn’t known for her patience. “It’s about prepping Temperance for her proving test.”

      Miksha squinted. Velatha held up a hand before her fellow elder could say anything. “Before we continue, let me fetch the others. No one can argue that this would be an important topic for everyone to be present for.”

      Miksha grunted. “Fine, fine. But be quick.”

      Velatha dashed off. She didn’t look or move like someone you’d expect to be called an elder, a coveted title only given to a select few deemed worthy to make ultimate decisions for the clan. But, due to her druidic ways, she aged far slower than other elves. No one even knew her true age, except maybe the Whispering One. But even she refused to give away that secret.

      However, even if she were the oldest of all the elders, it was Miksha who held the prime elder title. No one was quite sure why, but someone had the crazy idea to give her the most power. My father liked to joke it was because she looked the oldest. I, on the other hand, suspected Miksha could make the best judgment calls out of all of them. Ornery as she was, she took her role seriously. And I had seen a compassionate side to her, as rare as it was.

      Moments dragged by, and Miksha’s growing impatience became palpable. I worried the old woman would start wreaking havoc when Velatha returned, two people others in tow.

      The first was Raliff, a tall, elderly, elven man with rich ebony skin and long, graying hair tied neatly at the back. Despite his age, his build remained athletic. A quiet dignity clung to him, though the perpetual sleepiness in his dark eyes softened the effect, giving him the look of someone constantly halfway through a dream.

      Beside him walked Sektha Sektha, a tall, wiry elven woman with umber skin and sharp, discerning eyes. Her gray hair, styled in an undercut, was tied into a loose tail. She wore robes not unlike Cryson’s, though hers were paired with cloth wraps winding up her hands and forearms.

      “Thank Akorith!” Miksha said. “If you took any longer, I might have died of old age.”

      “One could only hope,” Father muttered.

      Miksha’s black staff whistled through the air and slammed into his shoulder with a resounding crack that echoed through the temple. Everyone winced, including the priestesses and sages milling about. My father, on the other hand, didn’t flinch.

      His eyes slowly shifted to the old woman. “You’re losing your touch. You used to hit harder than that.”

      A fire lit in her eyes. I jumped in before anything bad could happen. “Can we please get to why we’re all gathered?”

      Raliff nodded, stifling a yawn. “Yes, I’d like to get back to my nap.”

      Amused chuckles echoed through the group before I gave the elders my proposal. Once I finished, I waited silently for their decision.

      Velatha spoke first, nodding as she did. “Yes, I can see why you wanted to run this by us. Your plan is…”

      “Outlandish,” Raliff said. “It will not work.”

      Sektha shook her head. “I disagree. World experience will always triumph over reading about them. And Akorith knows, Temperance needs such an experience. If not for the sake of her test, the sake of her sheltered mind.”

      Miksha grunted. “Sheltered isn’t a word I’d give her. There is something not quite right with the girl.”

      Father’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Watch your words. That’s my daughter you speak of.”

      “Yes, well, she doesn’t know she’s your daughter, now does she?” Miksha snapped back.

      “Because of Calypso,” I said, doing my best to keep the conversation civil and on topic. “Which we all know is part of the problem here.”

      “The woman does what she thinks is best for her daughter,” Sektha said.

      Raliff laughed. “No, we all know she does what is best for her. And no one knows what that is, either. She’s not all there in the head these days.”

      “It’s disturbing,” Velatha agreed. “And as the family in charge of our history, we should be mindful of her well-being, as it affects us all.”

      Sektha turned her attention toward the temple entrance. “Well, we’ll be able to include her in this now, whether we’d all like to or not.”

      We turned to see Cryson entering the temple, followed by a lithe, petite elven woman with a light complexion. Her wild, reddish-brown curls bounced freely around her shoulders with each step. Unlike most of our clan, she dressed more conservatively. At least, by our standards. A vibrant, midriff-baring top peeked out from beneath a long, colorful drape of starsilk wrapped around her waist and slung over one shoulder, the excess fabric trailing behind her like a banner.

      Her sharp blue eyes scanned the gathered crowd with focused intensity. She was a near-spitting image of Temperance. Only she was older and carried herself with the confident grace of someone closer to my father’s age.

      Velatha smiled. “We’re glad you could join us, Calypso. We know you’re quite busy.”

      “Yes, well, I was told this was about my daughter.” Calypso’s eyes darted to me for a moment before focusing on the elders. I had an uneasy feeling about that. “I hope she hasn’t done anything to cause trouble.”

      Velatha shook her head, her smile not fading. “No, no. Nothing like that.”

      Calypso took a position in the cluster of individuals next to Father, and cocked her head. “Then I don’t understand why we need to discuss her.”

      “We’re discussing her proving test,” I said.

      The woman’s eyes darkened. “What are you talking about? She isn’t old enough for this discussion.”

      “Calypso, her twentieth year comes in less than a year,” I said. I did my best to keep my tone soft. This already wasn’t going well. “And we fear she isn’t ready for it.”

      “Of course, she’s not ready for it.” Calypso’s tone rose a little. “She’s not the right age.”

      Miksha tapped her staff on the ground. “Get it together, woman. Have you had your nose in your books so long you’ve forgotten how many years have passed since the girl’s birth?”

      “Of course, I haven’t! I”—Calypso took a deep breath—“I apologize. It’s hard knowing my little girl isn’t so little anymore. What seems to be the concern about her proving test? She only just celebrated her moonday three moons ago. Her next is far enough off that I don’t feel it’s necessary for us to be planning her trial.”

      “We’re not,” Sektha said. “We’re discussing her behavior. More precisely, her immaturity. While we all know most elves and dragons mature mentally at a slower rate than their physical bodies, Temperance is an even more extreme case than we’ve ever had in our history.”

      “She’s just a unique
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