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      Rise of the Flame is the first book I’ve ever written. It started as a short story that I typed on my mother’s typewriter when I was eleven years old.

      How it has grown!

      Throughout the years, my dreams have shaped Lilae and Liam’s world, and unique creatures and powers began to seep into this world. With each passing year that I added more and more chapters, Lilae began to be shaped by my experiences, insecurities, and dreams.

      While Lilae is a powerful being who is faced with saving the world, I believe that she is the most like me in many ways. From a girl in my dreams and daydreams to a character put before the world, Lilae is a cherished being whom I have long loved and looked to for solace. Writing her story has helped me through the toughest times.

      When my home was broken into and my laptop was stolen with the only file that I had of Lilae’s story, I almost lost the desire to write. I lost years of work and entered a six-month depression that made it impossible to even pick up a pen and paper or open a file on my computer.

      It was Lilae’s incessant reoccurrence in my dreams that gave me the courage to get over the pain of having lost her and to start the entire book from scratch. I must say that starting over was the best thing I’ve ever done. I may have lost thousands of written words, but Lilae’s story was engrained in my mind. And so, the story morphed into the epic trilogy that I present to you today.

      Throughout the years, many people have encouraged me and given me the strength to pursue my dream of becoming an author.

      I must thank my family for always supporting my writing. My mother always encouraged me, and my grandmother introduced me to the incredible world of fantasy, and my younger brother was always there to let me read my stories to him.

      Thank you to my beta readers, Melinda Metz, Carrie Enders, Jacqueline Pfhal, Julia Fe Chala, Zachary Katz-Stein, Erica Li, Caridad Ortiz, and Kenichi Kamihara.

      Thank you to my editor, Ann Wicker.

      It is with the help of these incredible individuals that I present to you Rise of the Flame.
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        Realm: Eura

        Human, mermaid, and Mithrani territory

      

      

      

      Human Traits

      Focus—prominent trait; increased focus

      Evasion—the ability to confuse an opponent by making one’s image flicker and shift to another spot

      Split—the ability to split into two identical beings Reach

      Accuracy—increased precision when using a weapon

      

      Mermaid Traits

      Breath—prominent trait; the ability to breathe under water and bestow the power to do so to others temporarily

      Hypnosis—the ability to hypnotize others with their eyes

      

      Mithrani Traits

      Mock—the ability to manipulate the prominent trait of every race

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Realm: Kyril

          

          Tryan, fairy, and mermaid territory

        

      

    

    
      Tryan Traits

      Enchant—prominent trait; the ability to make weapons or items stronger and more powerful

      Creation—the ability to create objects from ordinary materials or invent new ones

      Blessed shield—a shield of energy that protects its user

      Vex—the ability to confuse an opponent temporarily

      Mind Telling—the ability to read the thoughts of others

      

      Fairy Traits

      Heal—prominent trait; the ability to heal wounds with energy power

      Enchant—the ability to make weapons or items stronger and more powerful

      Flight—the ability to fly

      Soothe—the ability to calm others, including animals

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Realm: Alfheim

          

          Silver Elf and mermaid territory

        

      

    

    
      Silver Elves

      Agility—prominent trait; the ability to climb and increased balance

      Focus—increased focus

      Accuracy—increased precision when using a weapon

      Stealth—the ability to go invisible

      Shift—the ability to change into an animal

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Realm: Nostfar

          

          Shadow Elf and mermaid territory

        

      

    

    
      Shadow Elf

      Dart—prominent trait; lightning-fast speed

      Rage—the ability to become more powerful when angry

      Camouflage—the ability to blend into their surroundings
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      Everyone in the Aurorian Palace—from the servants and staff—to the courtiers and royal family could hear the cries of pain erupting from the birthing chamber.

      Queen Sysil was in labor with her second child, and it had gone on for far too many hours.

      Though she was the fourth queen of the Black Throne, she was the most loved in all of the kingdom.

      King Torek paced the dim, narrow corridor; the only light came from the brass torches placed against the stone walls. His brow furrowed as he waited for his summons.

      He wondered if it had been wise of them to try for a second child. He was growing older and weaker. But one son wasn’t enough of a legacy for an Aurorian king. Torek had grown up with four brothers and seven sisters.

      The time for doubts had passed. They were twenty hours into labor, and either the child would finally come or both the baby and the mother would die.

      King Torek sat down on the carpeted corridor’s floor in exhaustion. His legs were tired from standing. Sweat ran down his balding scalp.

      “Do you need anything, your highness?”

      He waved the young guard away as one last scream—more agonizing than the rest—broke him from his thoughts. Torek drew a fearful breath and waited.

      After a few moments of complete silence, the short midwife opened the doors to Queen Sysil’s quarters and ushered him inside.

      The air was thick and steamy, the candlelight dim; it bathed the room in a faint orange glow. The smell of blood and sweat invaded his nostrils, so he covered his nose with his long velvet sleeve.

      He noticed his young wife sprawled motionless on the bed. “Is she all right?” A look of worry creased his aging face.

      Queen Sysil’s eyes were sealed shut, tears streaking her face. Her scarlet hair was in disarray and sweat beaded her forehead and brow. As her chest rose slightly and fell, and he sighed in relief, his shoulders relaxing.

      The midwife nodded. “She’s only resting.” Her eyes held something more.

      “Where’s the child?” His dark eyes roamed the room. There were no screams or cries from the baby.

      The midwife pointed a chubby finger to the small bassinet at the queen’s bedside. The midwife’s aide stepped aside timidly, careful to avoid eye contact as the king towered over them on his path to the baby.

      An attendant wiped the sweat from the queen’s face with a cool rag. Sysil’s lips trembled.

      “I am sorry that it is a girl. We can try again if it is your desire.”

      If only they had time to try again. Sysil was only twenty-two, but Torek was nearly seventy, and his body reminded him of his mortality every day. Two children would have to do.

      “A baby girl?”

      To everyone’s surprise, Torek smiled.

      He looked in at the daughter who seemed so calm and peaceful. He picked her up, and his thoughts of having another boy vanished as he stared at her appealing yet eerie beauty.

      The girl was tiny with a head full of short, curly hair. He’d never seen anyone with hair that shade of red before. It was so bright that it seemed to have traces of gold throughout.

      The king’s body tensed as though under a spell when his daughter looked up into his eyes. Under long, thick golden lashes she had eyes of a rich, bluish green. He gasped, almost dropping her when a faint flicker of light moved deeply within them. The child yawned innocently, her little mouth opening in a perfect circle before she closed her eyes to sleep.

      “Do not look too deeply into the child's eyes.”

      “She’s bewitched,” one of the attendants whispered.

      Torek turned and looked at the midwife; one of his bushy white eyebrows rose in search of answers. The queen’s attendants avoided his eyes as they busied themselves with cleaning the room of the blood-soaked rags.

      The babe did indeed resemble the queen as far as her hair color; however, her blue-green eyes were rare and unsettling. Though many humans of the North had special traits, there was something more to this girl.

      Torek already felt a deep love for the child, his baby girl. He gently hugged her close to him.

      “Let me hold her, your grace.” The midwife held her arms out, her small eyes never leaving the baby.

      “My king, what is wrong?” Sysil weakly tried to sit up in the bed.

      The child’s eye flickered with light. Torek swallowed hard, fearing that something was wrong.

      The room was filled with tension as the midwife examined the baby.

      Heavy boots trampling down the corridor broke the silence. The door burst open, and the captain of the palace guards, Pirin, charged into the room.

      “What is going on?”

      Pirin pointed to the midwife. “Get the child from that woman! She is a witch. We found the real midwife’s body in the stables.” He glared at the woman who stood there with the princess in her arms.

      “I’ve been called many things over the centuries, but never a witch.”

      Torek’s heart raced as he watched the midwife transform to a woman of a younger age. He stepped back, startled. His jaw hung open as his eyes searched her face. Torek balled up his fists as rage filled his veins.

      She did look evil with her black hair and pale skin. Her blue eyes looked at him without fear and that made his anger intensify. She stood there holding his beloved daughter.

      “I assure you,” she said, “I am Delia, Elder, and gatekeeper of the Underworld. Not even a witch is safe from my power. Now, lower your weapons and listen to me.”

      “Sorcery! Seize her!”

      Delia shook her head, gripping the baby close to her chest. “I have not come to harm the child.” She raised a hand as if to calm them, meeting all of their eyes.

      “Seize her!”

      The soldiers charged.

      The calamity and uproar upset the wee princess, who wailed into the air.

      “Silence!” With a flick of her small hand, Delia seemed to rip their voices right from their throats. It was so sudden and immobilizing that no one could scream.

      The room was flooded with light, and all sound was sucked away. When she lowered her hand, everyone was frozen in place like a statue.

      Delia slumped into a chair, exhausted from her sudden burst of energy. She looked down at the child whose cry was the only sound heard in the room. She sighed and gently rubbed the girl’s tiny hand as if to soothe her.

      “I warned you,” Delia said, shaking her head. “I have come a long, long way to help you, humans.”

      Torek watched as Delia gazed into his daughter’s eyes. He saw the woman’s body shiver and knew that she, too, saw the light flicker there.

      “The Ancients have asked me to protect this child, and, as an Elder, I am more qualified than any of you to help her fulfill her destiny.”

      The veins in Torek’s neck strained as he watched the woman cradling his daughter. Elder or not, he wanted to break free from the hold she had on all of them and wring her neck.

      She reached inside her leather side-purse for a clear vial of blue liquid. When she opened the cask, a slight cloud of frost escaped. Delia drank a sip; she squeezed her eyes shut and breathed deeply as if waiting for something to happen. She stood.

      “Listen, Torek. You should be glad that I arrived first.” She wrapped the baby in a blanket and secured her to a sling upon her chest. “I don’t have the time to explain everything, but you have to know that others will come if the child stays here. You have to trust me.”

      Delia knew that she was asking the impossible of Torek and Sysil.

      “Our world is about to change,” Delia said. “There are beings who would seek to kill the princess and destroy your kingdom. Understand that I will protect her, train her, and prepare her for the time when she will be called upon to save our world.”

      Delia looked toward the captain of the guards; he was tall like most Aurorians and very well built. “Pirin, is it?” His eyes widened. “I shall take you with me. Lilae will need training, and—” She looked him over. “—you will do.”

      Delia released Pirin from his frozen state, and he fell to the floor. His hair was so blond that it was nearly white, and it fell into his eyes as he looked up at her. He winced as he began to move his limbs. He stretched his arms and picked up his sword.

      “What do you mean, ‘will do’?” Pirin frowned at her, furrowing his thin eyebrows. “I haven’t agreed to anything.”

      “Do you understand that you have been chosen to join the child and me?”

      Torek looked around at the others, whose eyes were now glazed over; he sensed that they were no longer aware of what was occurring.

      “Why?” Pirin asked. “You’re still an enemy as far as I’m concerned. I know you have power. I’ve seen that. But try to harm the king and queen, and I will find a way to kill you.”

      Delia blinked at him and sighed. “I know you have no reason to trust me, but in time the Ancients will reveal to you what I have seen.”

      Pirin stood there and glanced at the king.

      “The Ancients created the races who populate the world, and they have put their trust in this me. Can you understand this?”

      “You’re obviously not from Auroria,” Pirin reasoned, his eyes grazing over her dark hair. “You don’t have our pure blood, nor fair hair and light eyes.” Though Delia’s eyes were blue, they were dark, like the ocean at night. “But you haven’t come all of this way just to kill the child, either. That is what I understand.”

      “I have not, Pirin. But there are those who would come from afar to do just that. I wish to protect the child from those with power, who would use it to kill her. She is a weapon that, if in the wrong hands, could cause great harm to this world.”

      “You are really an Elder?” Pirin remained calm, looking at the woman who claimed to have once ruled the Underworld.

      “I am.”

      Pirin frowned. “You don’t look like an Elder.”

      “Have you ever seen an Elder?”

      He shook his head.

      “Good. And you don’t want to see me in my true form.” She watched his face. “Pirin, look at me.”

      He glanced up at her.

      “I will tell you everything you need to know after we are far from danger.”

      “What danger?”

      “I don’t think you are quite ready to know such things,” she said. “But in time, I will tell you.”

      Though Pirin’s stance looked imposing, his eyes filled with worry. “I need more than that, Elder. I have a wife and two little girls. What will become of them? Who will protect them if I come with you and the princess?”

      “Bring them,” Delia said without hesitation. “We will give this child a family and protect her until her time has come.”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “You do. But wouldn’t you still be serving your king and queen by protecting their daughter?”

      Pirin looked up. “Yes, but I’d be putting my twin daughters in harm’s way.”

      Delia lifted her shoulders. “Are there any other soldiers who could do as good of a job protecting and training the princess as you?”

      He shook his head.

      “And wouldn’t it be wise to keep your family close, to protect and train them as you would the princess?”

      Pirin looked back at his men. They were still frozen.

      “I know your secret, Pirin…”

      His face lost what little color it had when his eyes lifted to hers. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      He shifted from one foot to another. “What do you think you know?”

      “I know everything.” There was a tense silence between them, as she watched him with a straight face. “So, are you coming or not?”

      “I'll do it.”

      Delia nodded, a small smile forming at the corners of her lips. “Are you doing it because I know all of your secrets, or because you want to?”

      “Everyone has secrets. I care about the child. You have given me a chance to protect her, and I accept.”

      “Well said. I see much good in you, Pirin. You will go down in history for your part in this.”

      Pirin put his sword away and looked at the queen, whose tears were trailing down her face. “I don’t care about history. I only care about this child and my own. If what you say is true about danger heading this way, then we’d better get going.”

      Pirin crossed the room and wiped the queen’s face. He leaned down and whispered something to her. Pirin unhooked Sysil’s silver necklace and balled it into his fist.

      Delia narrowed her eyes and asked, “What exactly are you doing?”

      Pirin turned, his hazel eyes wet. “For the princess. She will need a token from her mother. It’s the least we can do, isn’t it?”

      Delia nodded, staring at the necklace for a moment before putting her hand across the baby’s face. Instantaneously, the little girl fell asleep.

      “One more question, Elder?”

      “Call me Delia, please,” she replied to Pirin.

      He nodded, dropping the necklace into his pocket. “Fine… Delia.” He lifted his shoulders in a shrug and asked, “Why me?”

      Delia pulled on her cloak and covered the girl’s head, holding her snuggly against her chest. She walked toward the door but glanced back at Pirin, an eerie smile on her pale face.

      “It was always you, Pirin. Coincidences don’t just happen. We have all been chosen, so long ago that the world has forgotten. We cannot escape our fate; not when the entire world is at stake.”
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      Lilae floated beneath the bright crescent moon, her arms outstretched on the lake’s calm surface.

      Winter never seemed to end in the cold realm of Eura, but she braved the frigid water for the solitude offered by an evening swim.

      Just as she began to relax, a familiar presence broke her from her thoughts. In the black shadows of the forest stood her Elder, Delia.

      In the human form she’d stolen when she was forced to leave the Underworld, Delia’s pale face was illuminated from beneath the hood of her wool cloak. She held her wooden staff in one hand and Lilae’s discarded cloak in the other.

      “Lilae!”

      Jaw tense, she flipped over to swim back toward the shore, closing the gap between them. Standing on the hard-packed snow, and dripping with water, she quickly dressed, taking the heavy cloak from Delia’s grasp and flinging it over her shoulders to ward off the chill in the air.

      “What is it? What’s happened?” Her breath escaped her lips like a puff of smoke in the darkness.

      Delia looked over Lilae with dull blue eyes. “I don’t like how close they are getting. We need to leave before dawn.”

      She tucked her pants into her boots. Only a few years ago, she would have refused; she would have run away to stay with another family in their village. Now, at almost eighteen, Lilae resigned herself to their nomadic lifestyle.

      That’s because she had finally learned why they moved so much.

      Lilae was being hunted.

      Lilae followed Delia through the forest to their little cottage on the edge of town. It was a small structure, built into the side of a hill. Though it was once a cave, Pirin had made it into a real home. A squat chimney protruded from beneath the soil, a trail of smoke wafting from its mouth into the gray sky.

      Ducking, Lilae stepped inside. Pirin, Lhana, and the twins, Risa and Jaiza, were already awake. Her surrogate family. They glanced at her and, without a word, returned to their preparations. They all moved slowly as the cold air in the room bit at them.

      Pirin put his arm around Lhana who she stopped packing and buried her tears in his shoulder. “Every time we finally get comfortable and make friends, you make us leave.”

      He smoothed her blonde hair and kissed her cheek. “This is the path we’ve chosen. As my wife, it is also your path.”

      “It’s not like I had a choice.”

      “They are coming,” Pirin said, ignoring her reply. “We don’t have time to waste.”

      “Let us stay behind. It’s not us that he wants. Just her.”

      Pirin grabbed Lhana by the wrist. The room fell silent.

      “We stay together.”

      Lhana’s eyes may have glared in defiance, but her voice wavered. “I thought she was the Elder’s responsibility. You trained her. Isn’t your duty done?”

      “I will not hear another word about it.”

      The discussion was over. Pirin’s word was law. Everyone went back to packing without further protest.

      Lilae glanced at Lhana and wondered if the Ancients knew how much Lhana hated her. Lhana met Lilae’s eyes, her blond brows furrowing. It was a look that hurt Lilae more than anything; there was almost nothing she wanted more than to finally feel that woman’s love.

      Despite the tension, they all enjoyed a hasty breakfast of buttered toast, eggs, and fried potatoes, aware that this might be the last they would have for quite some time. They all ate silently and packed their leftovers in sacks. Lhana also packed dried toast and fruit for the journey. They would have to buy more supplies as they went on or rely on Pirin to hunt while in the wilderness.

      While the others gathered their belongings, Lilae sharpened her dagger. For her, packing was always quick. She had nothing of value. She wore her only trinket of worth around her neck. It was a simple silver necklace with shiny stones around a ruby. Besides that, a sack of clothing and an extra pair of boots was all Lilae needed.

      Jaiza’s grunt sounded like exasperation as she stuffed her favorite dress into her travel bag. She reached for her bow and arrows and headed toward the door, not even looking at Lilae as she passed by.

      Once everyone was ready, Lilae hooded herself and followed the procession into the woods. Soon, the sun would rise, and farmers would tend to their cattle and crops.

      Delia led the way as they quietly crossed the village to the path leading east. Always east. She cut through the darkness, taking them from gentle paths directly into the thickness of the woods, where the grass was knee high and the hungry bugs were ready to feast on any exposed skin they could find. They were all used to it by now. It would be just another long, hard journey to a foreign land.

      Whenever she saw Delia look into the sky, eyes glowing and staff raised, she imagined that she could actually see the Ancients peering down at them from their homes in the Overworld. When Lilae glanced upward, she saw only stars.

      “I am glad we have a moment to speak, Lilae. I’ve been wondering how you feel, now that you’re approaching your eighteenth birthday.”

      “I feel fine.” She stuffed her gloved hands into her pockets to warm them. “I am ready for a new journey. I feel more at peace in the wilderness. No one can be mean to me out here, and no one can hurt me.” She shrugged it off and forced a smile Delia’s way. She didn’t want to complain.

      “No one can hurt you, Lilae,” Delia said, “unless you let them. Have The Winds spoken to you lately?”

      “No, they have been quiet.”

      “Well. Perhaps it is a good thing. They warn you of danger that even I cannot see.”

      Lilae nodded. “Yes. I don’t need The Winds to tell to look out for boys. I’m glad to be free of Jameson’s taunting.”

      “Tell me about this boy.”

      “He smells like the pigs and always tries to wrestle me in the pits.” Lilae scrunched up her nose. “I won’t wrestle him, even if I want to twist his arm off.”

      Delia chuckled softly as she glanced at her. “I’m glad to hear it. I hope you know he wants more than to wrestle, Lilae. I’m sure he fancied you.”

      “Gross.”

      “Risa and Jaiza enjoy the company of boys. I’m sure they are ready for marriage, but you know you’re different, right?”

      “I know. I guess I don’t care about the same things that they do. I do not care about friends or boys or starting a family of my own.”

      A small smile formed on Delia’s lips. “Of course not…” She winked at Lilae. “—you’re too young to think of such things.”

      “Am I?” She couldn’t see a boy falling in love with her or raising children of her own. But that didn't mean she wouldn't like an adoring, handsome boy professing his love to her; she just didn't think that it was possible. She looked odd. She acted differently. It was better not to dream about such things.

      “Don’t most girls get married at my age?” She stepped over a fallen tree and waited for the others to do the same.

      The grass grew taller, nearing their necks. It was covered in ice, making it so sharp that they had to walk through it with caution. So many years of walking, of moving. When would they stop?

      “Sure, some do. There are scores of young girls who, at the first sign of womanhood, begin bearing children, too. And they will do so continuously until the seed no longer catches. But that’s not the life for you. You have a future, Lilae. There’s a bigger, more important task for you than just producing babies. You are different.”

      “How? Why? Because there's something wrong with me?”

      “No!” Delia waved a flippant hand and peered at Lilae. “Nonsense. There's nothing wrong with you. You’re special. You have a very important destiny.”

      “But why, Delia?” For as long as she could remember, she just went with whatever Delia or Pirin said was best. “How am I special? Why am I being hunted? I’ve never hurt anyone innocent. I have killed, but I follow the judgment of The Winds.”

      Delia was silent for a moment. “Soon,” she said and patted Lilae on the shoulder.

      “She is ready,” Lilae heard Delia whisper to herself as if praying to the Ancients above.
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      Weeks had passed since Lilae had seen another village.

      They kept off the worn paths and stayed as close to The Barrier as possible. The massive stone structure stood as a constant reminder that they were far from civilization. No one ventured near The Barrier for fear of its power.

      As they climbed over foothills and through mountain passes, Lilae glanced at the top of The Barrier, where a green haze rippled from the top of the stone to the clouds. She hoped that she’d catch a glimpse of a Silver Elf. Silver Elves shared a wall with the humans. In her mind, they were the friendliest of the six remaining races.

      The terrain changed from treacherous mountains and valleys, where the snow and wind whipped past their nearly frozen faces, to smooth plains and dense forests. It was like a dream to see the different landforms of Eura.

      They crossed over a bridge that connected two massive mountains. When they reached the top, it felt as if they were in the clouds. Whenever Lilae had the nerve to look down, all she saw was a white mist that resembled smoke. Though she couldn’t see it, she knew that a river rushed through the valley below. Its waters crashed along the rocks, causing a deafening roar to fill the valley.

      Too high.

      The wind whipped around her, making her red hair fly into her eyes.

      Lilae fought to catch her breath. With shaking hands, she imagined herself plummeting to her death. It was her hope that the bridge was sturdy enough to support them all. She gripped the rough ropes that served as railings so tightly that the fibers cut into the palms of her hands.

      Lilae was usually at the head of the pack, but now, she was the last to gather the nerve to cross. She willed herself to move her feet, forcing her mind to stop feeding her images of falling and hitting her head on every rock that lay below.

      Her breath sped up. The slats of the bridge were cracking. Some were already missing. Terror flashed in her eyes as she looked at Pirin.

      He seemed too far away. Lilae saw him motion for her to cross.

      “You can do it, Lilae,” Pirin yelled above the roar of the river below. “Stay calm. Stay focused.”

      Lilae looked down again, the mist curling up around her ankles.

      “Just take your time.”

      His patience with her gave her courage. She nodded, more to convince herself that she was ready than anything else.

      Lilae took a deep breath and headed toward Pirin. She would hate for him to think of her as a coward. She walked carefully across, praying the entire time. She drew a breath of relief when she safely reached the other side and joined the others.

      They began down a steep trail that led back into the wilderness. They were all tired. Everyone was moody. Risa and Jaiza stayed close to each other, as always, and looked simply miserable.

      Lilae walked ahead of them all, trapped in her thoughts, clinging to her more pleasant dreams to keep her going. Hunger nagged at her stomach. Her feet were calloused and sore from hundreds of miles of walking. Still, she refused to complain.

      Pirin once told her that complaints and excuses were signs of weakness. From as early as she could remember, his words were like law, and she lived by his and Delia’s teachings.

      “Please, Pirin.” Lhana stopped abruptly. She breathed heavily, coughing from the cold in the air. She dropped her bags onto the ground with a thud and folded her arms across her chest. “We have been walking since dawn and without a decent break. I am exhausted.” Her shoulders slumped. “Please, darling, can we rest now?”

      Pirin gave her one look. She was pale, her cheeks red from the wind. There was a small clearing at the mouth of a cavern. He looked to Delia.

      The Elder placed her staff on the ground, looked around, and nodded her approval.

      That’s how it always was: Pirin checking to make sure Delia was in agreement. He shrugged his heavy pack off of his back and held it with one hand.

      He nodded toward the cave. Lilae looked at it. It was a small opening in the side of the gray mountain, and all she could see was black inside. She was glad that she wasn’t as afraid of the dark as she was of heights.

      “This way,” Pirin said, leading them to the clearing. They climbed the rocks and heaved their sacks inside the shelter. “This will suffice for the night.”

      There was a collective sigh of relief and everyone busied themselves with setting up camp inside the hollow mouth of the cave. They would make it as comfortable as possible.

      “Looks like rain anyway,” Pirin said and peered into the night sky. He sniffed the air. “I’m sure of it. Build a fire inside the cave and we’ll sleep there.”

      “How long can we stay?” Lhana wrapped her arms around his waist.

      Pirin looked at Risa. “Until morning.”

      Jaiza’s gaze went to the dark woods on the other side of the cave. “But what about wolves? I saw at least three carcasses on the way up here.”

      “We’ll make a fire. Don’t worry,” Pirin assured her. “Lilae, go out and place the rabbit traps.”

      Lilae nodded, uncaring about the cold; it never affected her as it did the others. She wanted to talk further with Delia. Their nights beside the fire, learning and hearing stories, were what Lilae looked forward to each day.

      “Who will keep watch?” Jaiza eyed the dark cave and then the forest again. If there was one thing that Jaiza was afraid of, it was wolves.

      Pirin had already started to gather wood from fallen branches around the camp. “I’ll watch for half of the night, and then you girls can take turns. We’ll get horses from the next village and I promise we can stay at an inn.”

      The twins lit up. The thought of sleeping in an inn excited them all. There, they could all drink ale and meet new people. A good pot of stew with crusty bread called to Lilae and her stomach whined at the thought.

      Lilae lingered near the slope into the woods while the others set up. She heard something. Her head tilted as she listened to The Winds.

      “What is it, Lilae?” Delia called.

      She held a gloved hand up and continued to listen. The Winds spoke to her. They were always there like an old friend. The voices that floated along the breeze or rushing winds always warned her when something was amiss. She had relied on them since she was a child, and they never lied.

      Now, they issued a warning.

      “Bandits,” Lilae said, standing tall. Her eyes searched for movement in the bushes.

      “Oh, great. She’s talking to herself again,” Risa whispered.

      “Shush, Risa.” Jaiza nudged her sister’s arm. “She may talk to herself, but has she ever been wrong?”

      Risa didn’t reply. They both watched as Lilae stood near the edge of the woods.

      “Murderers.” The Winds were sure to tell Lilae that, and she gave the twins a look that they understood.

      “They followed our tracks, and they wish to rob and kill us,” Lilae said it as if she was discussing the weather.

      “Humph. I wish they’d try,” Jaiza said with a glower in the same direction as Lilae’s gaze.

      Delia drew in a deep breath. “Holy Elahe. We can never travel in peace?” She stabbed her staff into the ground. “Those bandits are damned fools to be this close to The Barrier.”

      “I don’t like this.” Lhana’s eyes darted toward the forest as she withdrew to hide near the mouth of the cave. “One day they’ll sneak up on us, I just know it.”

      “I won’t let that happen,” Lilae said, glancing back at her.

      “You will be the death of me,” Lhana said.

      Pirin gave her a sidelong glance. “Perhaps you’d let me train you some time, Lhana. You are not as defenseless as you pretend to be. Your trait is quite rare—it could be of use to us.”

      “I don’t want to hear it. You seem to forget that I am a proper lady. Not a warrior.”

      Pirin shrugged. “Suit yourself. I don’t understand why you’d rather waste something you’ve inherited.”

      She raised a finger. “The first queen of the black throne gave my family my dowry to marry you. Who else can make such a claim?”

      Risa sighed and gave Jaiza a look. They both set their things down without a word. They’d trained with Lilae for times such as this since they were all children, and this wouldn’t be the first group of bandits to threaten them.

      Grabbing her bow, Jaiza secured her quiver of arrows onto her back and stepped toward Lilae at the edge of the forest.

      Risa drew her sword quietly and put the scabbard next to her belongings. She rolled her shoulders. “Let’s go then.”

      “I’ll go ahead and see how many there are.” Jaiza said as she twisted her blonde hair into a bun at the top of her head.

      “There are eight.”

      “Fine,” Jaiza said with a sigh. “I can take them out.”

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Lilae said.

      Pirin continued to unpack their supplies, shaking out their wool blankets. “This will be good practice for you girls. It’s been awhile since you’ve had a real fight. Maybe you can practice working as a team this time…”

      Risa lowered her sword. “Eight? What a waste of energy. You two have this don’t you?”

      “Let’s not be cocky, Risa.”

      Risa shrugged off her father’s warning. “I can take on eight by myself.” She put her sword away and started to help Lhana prepare the salted pork and beans.

      “Risa…”

      “Father…” Risa said as she squatted down and pulled out an iron pot. “Lilae and Jaiza can take this one.”

      “Even your Evasion can be countered if someone has the right skill. You could use the practice.”

      Risa raised a brow. “I know it isn’t. But Lilae and Jaiza can handle it. We’ve done this how many times now?”

      “Never underestimate your enemy, Risa. You never know if those men are as trained as you or better.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Risa huffed. “Bandits are nothing more than boys who can barely hold the weight of their own cheap sword.”

      “You’re not listening, are you?”

      “Yes, Father. I get what you’re saying. I will try not to be so cocky about it. That better?”

      “You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever known,” he said.

      “I know. But, you didn’t train us to be warriors for nothing,” Risa said, as Jaiza slunk into the forest.

      Without a sound, Jaiza climbed into a tall tree and disappeared into the branches and leaves.

      Lilae stepped out of her cloak with her dagger sharpened and ready in one hand. It was warm on her palm and pulsed for action. She listened to The Winds as they led her to the men who approached her family’s camp, careful not to crunch any of the fallen branches beneath her feet.

      As the sun’s last light faded, she peered silently at the bandits from her place behind a tall oak tree. Energy flowed within her body, and there was an anxiousness filling her throat and a fire within her veins.

      The Winds warned her that the men were merciless. They preyed on innocent travelers, robbing and killing even defenseless women. In return, Lilae and Jaiza would show no mercy.

      There was a sudden whistling sound as Jaiza’s arrow cut through the dark forest and slammed into the chest of the leader. He gasped loudly, clutching his chest as he was thrown back onto the ground with a solid thud. The arrow was made of the strongest wood and impaled him to the dirt so that he couldn’t lift himself.

      Lilae noted the look of shock and pain on his face as he strained against the arrow. That look always interested her. It was the look of one surprised by death’s touch.

      Shouts and frantic orders ensued from the other bandits as they drew their weapons and searched for the source of the arrow. They held their weapons but ducked and cowered toward the safety of the dense, dark forest.

      Lilae watched them in silence. She could feel their fear, knowing their hearts were thumping with the terror of the unknown. She wanted them to feel that fear. It was the same fear countless others had felt when those men harmed them. Risa was right about one thing: their weapons were cheap. But these were not boys; they were men who had done this countless times, with success. This would be their last.

      “Who's there?” someone shouted in a high-pitched voice that cracked with his words.

      “Demons!” another wailed.

      “Shut up, Gred. There ain’t no stupid demons in this forest!” Lilae heard someone reply, yet she could hear the fear in his voice as if he were uncertain about his own reassurances.

      “I told you we shouldn’t tempt the Ancients! We’re too close to The Barrier!”

      Lilae worked quickly, hoping to get some action before Jaiza killed them all with her skilled archery. She took a deep breath, and her vision changed. She could see their moves before they even did them. Everything stilled for her; all sounds muted, and Lilae activated her Focus.

      Silence welcome Lilae as she raced into the battle, calculating their every action.

      She darted into the mob with her dagger in her fist. She sliced Gred down before he even saw her coming. Lilae didn’t waste time making sure he was dead. Her dagger had cut his throat with such precision that there were no doubts.

      She slammed into a tall, burly man who seemed more like a solid tree. His body was made of pure muscle, hard as stone. Lilae climbed his body and stabbed him in the neck. Blood spurted into the air.

      As he fell backward, his hands racing to cover his wound, she hopped from his body and went on to the next. She didn’t need to look back; Lilae always struck true. She could hear him gasping for breath.

      Someone grabbed Lilae by her hair from behind. She used her Evasion. Her image flickered before his eyes, and, in an instant, she yanked herself free from his grasp. She kicked him in the back with such force that she heard his spine crack.

      His scream resonated throughout the woods, and Lilae put him out of his misery, pouncing onto his back. Her hands were secure against his thick, coarse beard as she snapped his neck.

      She stood and turned around. The remaining men were lying on the ground, covered in blood and dirt. Jaiza’s arrows protruded from their bodies. Lilae calmed her breathing.

      She stood at the center of the massacre. Her eyes closed as she listened to the last groans of pain and gurgles of blood coming from the bandits’ mouths. Her Focus subsided, and her vision of the world returned to normal.

      Lilae waited until their sounds of dying ceased before making her way back to the camp. She emerged from the forest, her hands and clothes covered in blood splatters. She wiped her face free of a few speckles with a rag that Risa handed her.

      Everyone stared at Lilae across the dancing flames as she warmed her bloodstained hands over the burning logs. Her pale face was streaked with blood, and her eyes watched the fire without a trace of emotion.
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      The rain poured outside the mouth of the cave. Its song was soothing, dripping steadily onto the stones.

      Lilae enjoyed such private moments with Delia.

      She still wondered why Lhana had shed that tear earlier.

      Lilae sighed, snuggling closer to Delia with her wool blanket. She rested her head on Delia's soft shoulder. She always smelled like mint from the oils she used.

      “Why exactly am I different, Delia?” She had been waiting to ask that question for years now. It was always in her mind. From kingdom to kingdom, she never fit in. “Or special, as you say. Even more importantly, Delia, why is someone hunting me?”

      For as long as she could remember, Delia and Pirin had only told her the same thing: Someone very bad is after you and will stop at nothing to accomplish his task.

      Delia looked down at Lilae as if considering what to tell her first. “They don’t necessarily want you dead, Lilae. They want something from you.” She sighed at the perplexed look that Lilae knew crossed her face. “I suppose you’re ready.”

      Delia rose to her feet and held a hand out for Lilae.

      Lilae accepted the help and stood beside her.

      She looked on as Delia held her willow staff out toward the mouth of the cave. A ripple of air floated from the staff and spread. A pale blue light connected to the ripples of air. It covered the entire opening of the cave like a sheer film.

      The cave grew warm as if the film stood as a door that closed them inside. Lilae shrugged off her blanket and perked to attention.

      “Let’s go.” She headed toward the ripples of air and stepped through.

      She could see Delia through the film. She reached a hand out first, and her body turned frigid. It felt as if a million thorns pricked her flesh, and she winced. She saw Delia standing on the other side, waiting patiently.

      “Don’t be afraid. It only stings for a second. The shield will not harm any of us. It is laced to shock anyone or anything that I have not named to protect. Do not worry.”

      She took Lilae’s hand and pulled the rest of her body through. Delia walked into the darkness of the forest, expecting Lilae to follow. She held her staff before her, leading the way. Lilae was surprised that they walked deeper and deeper into the forest.

      The rain stopped but the ground was muddy and squishy beneath their boots. She could barely see ahead of her. She was afraid that they were being watched, yet The Winds were silent.

      They walked for what felt like hours, and Lilae fought to keep her questions to herself. In the darkness, she realized she didn’t fear any of the creatures of the forest. She’d seen it all. But the uncertainty of who hunted her was a constant nagging in her gut.

      Finally, they stopped by a body of water.

      Lilae stared at the lake, feeling the cold air drift closer to her. The soft patter of drizzle sprinkled onto its surface, bathed in moonlight. Lilae held her hand out, catching a cool droplet of water in her palm.

      Delia walked to the edge of the water and waved her closer. “Kneel.”

      Lilae took off her boots and stepped closer. She loved the feel of the mud on her feet and stepped close enough for the water to lap over her toes. She knelt down beside the lake and looked up at Delia.

      “Now bow your head and close your eyes.”

      Lilae glanced at her. “Are you sure?”

      Nodding, Delia motioned to the lake. “Don’t be afraid.”

      Lilae turned toward the lake. With a deep breath, she looked out over the water. She bowed her head, and her eyes fluttered closed. Before she could take her next breath, Lilae nearly was grabbed and dragged into the water.

      Her eyes popped open as the water slapped her face. Darkness surrounded her. She fought to keep the water from seeping into her mouth and realized she couldn’t lift herself back up.

      She could hold her breath for only so long, and her entire body froze with fear as something held her hand and pulled her deeper and deeper into the water. Lilae fought the urge to scream. Whatever held on to her was rough and unyielding. She could feel the hate and evil radiating from it. She fought to see ahead of her. She wanted to see what had hold of her, but all she saw before her were the inky depths of the lake.

      Her ears filled with fluid and her eyes began to burn. Two yellow eyes glowed back at her, and Lilae felt her body shake.

      Water flooded every orifice, and she panicked. She tried to regain her composure, but those eyes bore into hers. A hand went over her mouth and pressed her face deeper into the water until her head scraped the bottom of the lake.

      Lilae flailed and fought against the assault. Desperation for air destroyed her resolve. Through burning lungs, her heart sped. Just when she was certain she was a blink from death, she saw an illuminated face.

      Bronze skin, yellow eyes that glowed beneath the water, and high cheekbones. Terror filled her very bones, creeping into her soul.

      “Join me, Lilae. Or die,” the creature said in a voice that was unlike anything Lilae had ever heard. It wasn’t human; it had to be some sort of a creature from the Underworld.

      Lilae shook her head. Lightheaded and certain she was dying, she refused.

      “No!” She swallowed more water. She reached past the face and toward the surface. She could see the light. She craved it.

      “Join me and I will ease your pain.”

      “No!”

      Pain jolted through her body like a flood of hot acid.

      “Then, your fate it sealed. You will be mine whether you choose to or not.”

      Like a slap to the face, Lilae was jolted back to the surface. Delia had her by her shirt’s collar. She leaned over Lilae, closely watching for her reaction. Lilae coughed and choked as air flooded into her lungs.

      Cool, delicious air. She breathed it in greedily. She saw Delia nod with approval and sit back on her heels. She wrapped Lilae in her cloak, giving her a moment to calm down.

      “What was that?” Lilae shrieked.

      Delia put her hand out. “Quiet your voice.”

      Lilae shot to her feet, flinging off the cloak. She looked over at the lake. It was still now, peaceful. She would never look at water the same way.

      Lilae’s face heated, and tears stung her eyes. She had thought that she was going to die under the lake’s surface; she never wanted to feel that way again. Lilae looked at Delia as tears slipped down her cheeks. She wiped furiously at them.

      “What was that, Delia?”

      Delia picked up the cloak off the ground and draped it over Lilae’s shoulders. “First, tell me your choice. Did you choose to side with him?

      “Who was that?”

      “Answer the question, Lilae. It’s important!”

      Confused, Lilae tried to gather her thoughts. Wiping her face she shook her head. “I told him no.”

      Delia closed her eyes and let out a breath of relief. “Good girl. There is still hope then.”

      “What just happened?”

      Delia looked at her. “You just denied a forgotten god.”
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      She opened her eyes and pulled Lilae in for a hug.

      Lilae buried her face in the warmth of Delia’s chest. The comfort of her embrace still didn’t banish the fear that threatened to make her cry out in hysterics.

      “That was an apparition of the Ancient, Wexcyn. He has returned from his imprisonment in the abyss. He has come to claim his throne. And now, he knows that you cannot be swayed to fight on his side. You have denied him.”

      Lilae pulled away from Delia. That name did not sound familiar. She shook her head. “I don’t understand.” Cold water dripped from her clothes. She pulled the cloak closer to warm herself. She shivered and slumped to the ground, resting her back on a smooth cluster of rocks.

      Her gaze went back to the water, and her eyes glazed over as she recalled the terror she had just experienced. There was a time when Lilae thought that she feared nothing.

      Delia made a fire with the tip of her staff onto a rock. Lilae glanced over her shoulder. Such a fire was not possible, but Delia had a talent for the impossible.

      Sitting beside Lilae, Delia put a hand on her shoulder and stroked it tenderly. “I’m sorry, Lilae, but I had to show you. Showing you what evil we are up against is better than just telling you. I find it much more effective.”

      Lilae scoffed. “It was quite effective, Delia. And it was uncalled for.”

      “I don’t think so, Lilae. Wexcyn is a threat to everything you know and love.”

      “Was that real?”

      “It was.” Delia looked up at the stars. “It was real in your mind. I could see nothing of the encounter, but that doesn’t mean that it didn’t happen. Wexcyn invaded your thoughts. We are lucky that he is not strong enough to actually harm you from a distance. But soon, anything will be possible.”

      “Who is Wexcyn?”

      Delia pulled her journal from her bag. It was a small book made of supple leather and filled with parchment.

      It was the book Delia used to teach Lilae ever since Lilae was a child. There were ancient maps, history lessons, illustrations, and prophecies. Delia licked her thumb and flipped through a couple of weathered pages; she held open a page with a map on it. The map was drawn with such precision that Lilae wondered if Delia was an artist and had done it herself.

      “You know about the four realms, Lilae, right?”

      Lilae nodded. As a child, she had loved to learn and recite what she memorized. It was rare for anyone other than royalty and nobility to even be able to read. “Yes, of course. There's Eura, the human realm. Alfheim, the Silver Elf realm. Kyril, the Tryan realm. And Nostfar, the Shadow Elf realm.”

      Delia smiled. She smoothed a wild ringlet of Lilae’s hair behind her ear. “Good girl. And who created the races?”

      “Delia, we have traveled for as long as I can remember, and I’ve never heard anyone even mention the other races. Why is that?”

      “Because it has been so long since anyone has seen someone from another race that it simply isn’t thought about anymore. Can you tell me who created the remaining races?”

      “Pyrii created the Tryans, Inora created the Shadow Elves, Ulsia the Silver Elves, and Telryd created the humans.” Then, Lilae lifted an eyebrow. “You said… the remaining races. There were others?”

      “Yes. Lord Elahe, the creator of the entire universe, created many Ancients to start new worlds… But we’ll get to that another day. I am afraid I don’t have time to explain the origins of the universe quite yet.”

      “But the others?” Lilae persisted. “What happened to them?”

      Delia pointed to the lines that separated each realm from one another.

      “The Barriers,” she explained, “were created by the Ancients to keep us from warring with each other. When they created the different races, it was glorious. First, there was peace, and they were pleased. However, everything changed… when death was discovered. With the first death, the perfect world they had created and loved started to crumble. Quests for power and greed took over. Evil was born, and it infected some of the Ancients as well. Things were so bad when all of the races lived together that they almost destroyed our world.” Delia turned the page to a picture of the Ancients.

      “The Ancients created The Barriers to keep us safe from one another’s powers, to return the world to balance.”

      Lilae examined the drawing of the Ancients.

      Delia pointed to a picture of what resembled a man, except he seemed to be made of some type of metal.

      He sat on a dark throne with a long spear in his hand and an intense look on his bronze face. Even as a picture, he seemed to stare back at Lilae, looking into her soul. She shivered and turned her eyes to the fire, scooting closer to Delia for warmth and protection. Before that night, Lilae thought that she feared nothing; she now feared Wexcyn with every fiber of her being.

      “Wexcyn was the first Ancient created by Elahe. He was so powerful that his creations were able to manipulate any power that the other races could. He was almost too powerful, and he knew it. He wanted to rule his brothers and sisters. He wanted to be God.”

      “What Ancient was he, Delia? Who were his people?”

      “They were called Mithrani. They were a beautiful race.”

      “And now they are all gone?”

      “After the war, they hid. They are out there… Somewhere. And he was imprisoned in the abyss for his crimes. Wexcyn started an alliance with a few of the other Ancients. What they did in the Great War changed everything. They discovered something that threatened the entire world.”

      Lilae sat up straighter. She could picture everything Delia spoke of. The races, the gods, the war. “What happened? What did they change?”

      “They discovered that each death of an individual makes their Ancient weaker.”

      Lilae nodded. “It makes sense,” she said and ran a finger across her bottom lip as she thought. “Delia… the Great War wasn’t about us, was it? It was really a fight between the Ancients?”

      “Indeed.”

      Lilae stared at the picture again. Those eyes would haunt her until the day she died. He had once been the most powerful Ancient in existence. What would he do to her if he was close enough? He resembled a human, yet he seemed to be a supernaturally enhanced version. Seeing him hold that golden spear worried her. She could picture that spear impaling her.

      Lilae furrowed her eyebrows as she looked at his picture. “Is that what is coming, Delia? Another war?”

      “They have already taken sides, my dear. This war has been brewing for ages. I am afraid we can no longer avoid it. The Ancients knew that Wexcyn couldn’t stay imprisoned forever. He has too many supporters who have been trying to free him for centuries.”

      Lilae looked at the sky, imagining as she always did that she could see the Ancients up there in the Overworld. “And who is on our side, Delia?”

      “The odds are in our favor… for now. Telryd, Ulsia, and Pyrii fight for life, for the preservation of this world.”

      “So that leaves Inora, the Shadow Elves’ Ancient. She betrayed us, then.”

      “I wish it were that easy, Lilae. I really do. I fear the other Ancients have returned, as well. There are races that you’ve never even heard of, hiding out there… ready for revenge.”

      “Bellens, you mean?”

      “Where did you hear that word?”

      “I overheard a woman in Sabron say something about them to a little girl. She told the girl that if she didn’t do her chores, a Bellen would come and eat her.”

      Delia signed. “Damned idiot, whoever that woman was.”

      Lilae folded her arms across her chest and held her blanket tightly. She had waited so long to hear this story, and yet, something told her that she was already a part of it all. “That’s what you meant, right?”

      “Yes. As we speak, they prepare for war in my home. They have made the Underworld into something it was never meant to be. The Underworld was supposed to be a place for the dead to reconnect with their lost loved ones, and go to their last home.” Delia looked off.

      Lilae couldn’t help but forget that Delia was not of this world. Her home had already been taken, and now she hoped to help Lilae keep hers. “I escaped when Wexcyn killed my brothers and sisters. I was aided by the Ancients, so that I could take you before someone else did.”

      Lilae rested her head against Delia’s shoulder again. She scratched at a mosquito bite. “Tell me, Delia. Where do I fit into all of this? Why did you take me?”

      Delia stroked Lilae’s hair. “Lilae, you are a remarkable young woman. Do you know that?”

      Lilae half smiled as she watched the fire. She didn’t want Delia to keep anything from her anymore, so she tried to look as if she were brave. “No more stalling, Delia. Go on—tell me. Am I an Ancient or something?” she joked.

      Delia didn’t say anything. Instead, she pulled back and stared at Lilae. “What did you say?”

      Lilae sat up straight. “What? I was joking.”

      Delia’s face was paler than Lilae had ever seen it. She narrowed her eyes at Lilae so that only a small glow replaced her irises. Lilae shuddered. “What is it?”

      Delia shook her head. “Lilae, I don’t know what possessed you to say that. You are too smart for your own good.”

      “You’re not saying…”

      Delia shook her head and waved her hands. “No. No, you’re not an Ancient.”

      Lilae sighed in relief. “That’s a relief.” Her shoulders slumped. “What then?”

      “You were close. You are of the Chosen class—a half god of sorts. With the end of the Great War, the losing Ancients fled, and Wexcyn, the leader, was imprisoned. As a truce, The Barriers were created. However, the truce said that one day another war would be fought… This time for total domination. But here is the thing, Lilae. It was agreed that each race would produce an heir of the Ancients. You are Telryd’s heir.”

      “How is such a thing possible?”

      Delia sat up and leaned a little closer to Lilae, her tone rushing with excitement. “The truce states that the fate of the world would be put in the hands of the people. The Ancients are letting their creations decide who will lead in the Overworld, and there will be no further disputes. They all agreed. It is set in stone. You are the one they call the Flame. You were chosen to lead the humans in this war.”

      Lilae folded her legs and looked over her shoulder again, feeling as though someone watched her from the dark forest. “You’re saying that I will fight Shadow Elves, all to keep Telryd’s place secure in the Overworld? Why can’t he fight for himself?”

      “Lilae, if an Ancient stepped into this world, the balance of power would shift, and the world would not be the same. There’s no telling what damage would be done. It must be done by the races.”

      Lilae squeezed her eyes shut and touched her temples with her fingertips. Her head throbbed. There was just too much to process. “What do I have to do?”

      “You will lead the humans against Wexcyn and the forgotten races, and we will hope for the best. For, if you fail, there will be new leadership in the Overworld. Do you understand what that would
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